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As an evidence-based organisation, UNICEF programmes must be developed on the basis 
of sound analysis of the political, socio-economic and demographic environment. Studying, 
understanding and forecasting the key trends affecting progress on the rights and wellbeing 
of children in the South Asia region is an utmost priority for UNICEF’s Regional Office in 
South Asia (ROSA). This is increasingly important in the context of the recent COVID-19 
pandemic. Generating evidence and child-centred analysis, as well as making it available to 
our country office, to governments and other stakeholders, enables us to more effectively 
and efficiently fulfil our mandate in the region. 

Thus, ROSA, in close consultation with the management team across our eight county offices 
in the region, has identified 12 trends that are shaping children’s and young people lives and 
well-being in South Asia, and to be analysed and foresighted. These are: (i) impact of climate 
change; (ii) food security; (iii) increasing air pollution; (iv) energy availability and consumption; 
(v) accelerating urbanization; (vi) mobility, migration and labour; (vii) property ownership and 
legal frameworks impacting livelihood; (viii) demographic dividend and long-term employment; 
(ix) rising wealth inequality; (x) digital inclusion; (xi) growth of private sector; and (xii) increasing 
access to online education. If not carefully analysed and addressed, these trends are likely to 
have a significant and long-lasting negative impact on the lives and well-being of children in the 
region, and its eight countries.

These reports anticipate and explain the 12 trends identified and strengthen UNICEF’s 
understanding of the changing political, socio-economic and demographic environment in the 
South Asia region and in its eight countries. They further provide critical insights into the future 
trajectories of these trends (2020-2030, subject to the data available). Country and regional-level 
assessments have been generated addressing the following questions:

Jean Gough
Regional Director 
UNICEF Regional Office South Asia

Foreword

What are the social, economic and environmental impacts of the trend? 

How many people, or what proportion of the population sample, will be impacted? How 
many children will be impacted? What is the expected gender-disaggregated impact? 
What is the expected rural/urban split?

What risks and opportunities do these trends pose to children and the youth population 
in the region?

How will these trends challenge and change the way UNICEF operates in the region? 
What are the implications for UNICEF’s partnerships and funding?

The analysis presented in these reports is based on UNICEF’s headline results for children in 
South Asia and also leverages the Economist Intelligence Unit regular analysis and reporting at 
country and regional level. The findings will inform UNICEF’s advocacy and policy dialogue and 
support our evidence-based and risk-informed programming at country and regional-level. 

My hope is that this analysis will also be used by our partners in each of the countries in the 
region to generate long-lasting positive impacts for children and young people as well as to 
accelerate action to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.
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901: Impact of climante change

1.1  Overview 

This chapter examines the current 
manifestations and future projections of 
climate change in South Asia, with particular 
reference to how it is affecting children and 
their outlook. Climate change, comprising 
rising and shifting temperatures and 
changing precipitation patterns, and all their 
impacts, from rising sea levels and melting 
glaciers to storms, floods and droughts, has 
severe implications across the region for 
health, sanitation, food and water security, 
livelihoods and infrastructure (see Figure 1).

The United Nations (UN) observes that 
climate change affects the poorest and most 
vulnerable to the extent that the world could 
face a ‘climate apartheid’. Already, South Asia 
has a widening equality gap, with a rapidly 
growing middle class, while millions lack 
sanitation, food, clean water and electricity. 
Climate change is exacerbating this divide. 

The impacts of climate change are unevenly 
distributed, amplifying socioeconomic 
vulnerabilities where the extreme poor, 
especially women and children, are at 
most risk as they lack assets and savings 
necessary to recover from climate shocks. 
1Children’s developing bodies are particularly 
vulnerable: their immune systems are at 
greater risk from exposure to vector-born 
and waterborne diseases,2 they are less able 
to adjust to high temperatures, 3 and they 
have less capacity to cope in crisis situations, 
such as flooding. In the aftermath of climate-
related crises, women and children are most 

at risk of abuse. 4 Climate change not only 
exposes children in South Asia to direct risks 
(e.g., flooding and storm surges) but also 
exacerbates all other risk factors, such as 
health and mortality, food and water security, 
displacement, crime and conflict, and 
access to education and energy. According 
to a recent study by the World Bank, the 
combination of socioeconomic vulnerabilities 
and geographic challenges makes South Asia 
one of the world’s most exposed regions to 
negative impacts of climate change.  Over 
800 million people – 45  per cent of the 
region’s population – could be at risk of water 
and food insecurity and/or climate-related 
displacement by 2050, the study asserts.5 

The study further notes that, even if the Paris 
Climate Agreement targets are met, 375 
million will remain at risk.

1.2 Rising instability in a 
disaster-prone South Asia region 

1.2.1 Drivers of climate change 

Globally, the primary driver of climate 
change from 1970-2010 was an increase 
in GHG emissions from fossil fuel 
combustion, accounting for 78  pecent 
of the increase.9 The release of GHGs 
from deforestation and land-use changes 
was the second largest contributor (see 
Graph 1)10.  The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) notes that the 
most noticeable regional trend in the last 

Glossary 

Climate change: A change 

of climate that is attributed 

directly or indirectly to 

human activity that alters 

the composition of the global 

atmosphere, in addition to 

natural climate variability 

observed over comparable 

time periods (UNFCCC).6       

In contrast to the term 

‘global warming’, this 

includes not just rising 

temperatures, but 

temperature variability 

beyond previous patterns, 

changing precipitation 

patterns, and all related 

impacts, such as rising sea 

levels, melting glaciers, 

storms, floods and drought. 

Global warming: The long-

term trend of rising average 

temperatures attributed to 

the higher prevalence in the 

atmosphere of greenhouse 

gases (GHGs) that absorb 

outgoing infrared radiation. 7

Risk: Exposure to negative 

impacts related to climate 

change, unless otherwise 

specified. 

Vulnerability: Likelihood 

of exposure to negative 

impacts related to climate 

change, unless otherwise 

specified, and/or degree 

of susceptibility to those 

impacts.

Hotspot: A location where 

changes in average weather 

will have a negative effect on 

living standards, as defined 

by the World Bank in its 

report South Asia’s Hotspots. 

Livelihood: Source of 

subsistence and/or monetary 

income enabling formal 

or informal trade and 

expenditure.
[1]  https://www.un.org/womenwatch/feature/climate_change/downloads/Women_and_Climate_Change_Factsheet.pdf 
[2]  https://www.who.int/globalchange/resources/wash-toolkit/final-report-cc-and-Diarrhoea-study.pdf?ua=1 
[3] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6067701/ 
[4] https://www.preventionweb.net/files/28247_28247impactofclimatechangeonchildre.pdf
[5] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/28723/9781464811555.pdf 
[6] https://unfccc.int/files/press/backgrounders/application/pdf/press_factsh_science.pdf
[7] The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) covers six main GHGs: carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluoro-
carbons, perfluorocarbons, and sulfur hexafluoride. https://unfccc.int/files/press/backgrounders/application/pdf/press_factsh_mitigation.pdf
[8] https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/publication/south-asias-hotspots
[9] https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter5.pdf 
[10] https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter5.pdf 
[11] https://bit.ly/37LN5ua

Source: The World Bank 11

Graph 1: Contributions to GHG emissions by sector and country in South Asia
GHG emissions by sector, 2000 (% of total and total Mtco2)
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Living standards: Access to 

resources enabling quality 

of life (food, water, energy, 

education, shelter, security) 

and measured by per-capita 

consumption expenditures set 

out in the World Bank report 

South Asia Hotspots. 

Mitigation: Human 

interventions to reduce the 

sources of GHG emissions 

or enhance the ‘sinks’ that 

remove GHGs. Examples of 

mitigation efforts include 

reducing the use of fossil 

fuels for industrial processes 

or electricity generation (or 

using more efficient methods) 

and switching to renewable 

sources of energy, such as 

solar or wind power. Forests 

and other vegetation are 

considered as major sinks 

as they remove CO2 from 

the atmosphere through 

photosynthesis.

Adaptation: Adjustment in 

natural or human systems 

in response to actual or 

expected climatic stimuli or 

their effects, which moderates 

harm or exploits beneficial 

opportunities.

Impact on children: A variety 

of negative climate-related 

outcomes, including: child 

mortality and morbidity; child 

access to resources, such as 

food, water and sanitation; 

child access to education 

and stable livelihoods; and 

child security, including 

vulnerability to domestic 

violence, child marriage, child 

labour and trafficking. 

two decades in terms of per capita GHG 
emissions is the increase in Asia, where 
a growing population has coincided with 
rising energy use, driving up fossil fuel 
combustion. 12  

In South Asia, GHG emissions have risen 
across every country – from a 1990 baseline  
– by an average of 3.3 per cent.13  By far 
the greatest share of emissions is from India,
which is today the world’s third-largest GHG 
emitter, after China and the US (see Graph 2b).

The sources of emissions vary 
substantially across the region. In India, a 
country in 
economic transition, energy-related 
consumption and transformation accounts 
for the bulk of emissions, reflecting the 
economy’s rapid industrialization. India 
is expected to account for 30 per cent of 
growth in global energy demand between 
now and 2040.14  Already, the nation’s coal 
dependence makes it the third-largest 
contributor to global CO2 emissions from 
fuel combustion.15 At the other end of the 
spectrum are Nepal (a low-income country) 
and Sri Lanka (an upper-middle-income 
country), where changes in land use (e.g. 
deforestation) and agriculture are the main 
sources of emissions.

South Asia’s climate is affected by global 
GHG emissions, not merely those for which 
it is responsible. There is a large discrepancy 

between population size and emissions 
across the world: North America is home 
to only 5 per cent of the world population 
but emits nearly 18 per cent of CO2; Asia is 
home to 60 per cent of the population but 
emits just 49 per cent.16  While China has 
low per capita emissions, it is the single 
largest contributor, at 30 per cent of the 
global total, followed by the US at 15  per 
cent, EU-28 at 9  per cent and India at 7 per 
cent.17 Nepal has the highest rate of growth 
in per capita emissions across South Asia,18 

with transportation the largest driver across 
three major cities.19  

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
to reduce GHGs under the Paris Agreement 
would need to be increased fivefold to 
ensure that global warming 
stays below 1.5°C by 2100, or tripled to stay 
below 2°C.20 According to IPCC models, 
limiting warming to 1.5°C would require 
global net anthropogenic CO2 
emissions to decline by about 45  per cent 
from 2010 levels by 2030, reaching net 
zero by around 2050. Warming of 1.5°C is 
associated with extreme temperatures in 
many regions and increases the intensity 
and degree of heavy precipitation and 
drought. For warming of 2°C, CO2 
emissions are required to decline by about 
25  per cent by 2030 and reach net zero by 
around 2070.21 Risks of tropical storms and 
flooding are higher at 2°C, with sea level rise 
of an additional 0.1 metre. 22 

[12] https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter5.pdf 
[13] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/27475/climate-change-sa.pdf 
[14] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf  
[15] http://energyatlas.iea.org/#!/tellmap/1378539487 
[16] https://ourworldindata.org/co2-by-income-region 
[17] https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data 
[18] http://www.globalcarbonatlas.org 
[19] http://southasia-old.iclei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/Energy_and_Carbon_Emissions_Profiles_for_54_South_Asian_Cities.pdf 
[20] https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/26879/EGR2018_ESEN.pdf?sequence=10 
[21] https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/summary-for-policy-makers/  
[22] https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/summary-for-policy-makers/ 
[23] https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data

Graph 2a: Total GHG emissions, 1990 and 2012 – the small emitters

Source: EPA23

Note: Data for Maldives is for 1994 (0.15 thousand metric tons) and 2011 (1.23 thousand metric tons), sourced from the Ministry of Environment (Maldives).
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Graph 2b: Total GHG emissions, 1990 and 2012 – the large emitters

Source: EPA24

1.2.2 Geographic, socioeconomic 
and political factors increase South 
Asia’s vulnerability to climate 
change

The World Bank has identified ‘hotspots’ 
of particular vulnerability where 
geographic, socioeconomic and political 
factors coincide to exacerbate the risk 
to living standards. Almost half of South 
Asia’s population (over 800 million) 
currently live in such areas.25 Children are 
the most vulnerable to extreme weather 
events, and they are most severely 
affected by their aftermath. Threats to 
personal safety, as well as the loss of 
family assets, livelihoods and caregivers, 
leave children vulnerable to neglect, 
exploitation, injury or premature death.26 

1.2.2.1 Geographic challenges

The climate-related risks affecting South 
Asia are as varied as its topography. 
Melting glaciers in the Himalayan region 
can cause glacial lakes to burst, causing 
devastating downstream floods, as well 
as soil erosion and landslides that affect 
parts of northern India, Nepal, Afghanistan 
and Bhutan. The densely populated 
floodplains of the Ganga, Brahmaputra 
and Meghna river basins (spanning 
Bangladesh, Bhutan,  India and Nepal) are 
susceptible to torrential rains, flash floods 
and inland riverine flooding.27 Owing to 

climate change, extreme weather events, 
such as flooding and torrential rains, are 
becoming increasingly common and 
disruptive. In July 2019, an estimated 
12 million people, including more than 
5 million children, were impacted by 
monsoon-related flooding and landslides 
in northern Bangladesh, India and 
Nepal. 28 Only two years before, in 2017, 
41 million people were impacted and 
more than 1,400 lives were lost due to 
drowning or collapsing buildings across 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal, as well as 
in another extreme flooding event.29 In 
the past 20 years, floods have impacted 
more than 1 billion people in the region.30 
In 2015, 0.8 per cent of India’s GDP was 
exposed to flood risk, and this is projected 
to increase more than tenfold by 2030.31

The long coasts of Bangladesh and India, 
and the low-lying islands of the Maldives 
and Sri Lanka, face flooding, cyclones 
and even complete submergence by 
rising sea levels. Densely populated 
coastal cities, including Dhaka, Karachi, 
Kolkata and Mumbai, face a substantial 
risk of flood and storm-related damages. 
A World Bank study projects that 5.87 
million people will be impacted in four 
countries in South Asia – Bangladesh, 
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka – by a one 
metre rise in sea level in this century. The 
Maldives faces an existential threat from 
rising sea levels.On the other hand, the 

[24] https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data  
[25] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28723 
[26] http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/remahanna/files/implications_of_climate_change.pdf 
[27] https://bit.ly/3fNqrEe
[28] https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/monsoon-rains-bring-severe-flooding-and-landslides-across-south-asia-affecting-more 
[29] https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/08/563762-un-agencies-aid-millions-affected-flooding-landslides-south-asia#.WahJ1MiGPIV 
[30] World Bank, 2015 World Development report, EMDAT 2015 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19475705.2018.1500495 
[31] World Bank, 2015 World Development report, EMDAT 2015 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19475705.2018.1500495  

CO2 emissions are 
required to decline by 
about 25 per cent by 
2030 and reach net zero 
by around 2070
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arid regions in western India, Pakistan and 
Afghanistan are vulnerable to prolonged 
droughts with changing precipitation 
patterns.32 Eastern Afghanistan and central 
Pakistan have gotten wetter since 1950, 
while the Indian states of Uttarakhand and 
Uttar Pradesh have become drier. Overall, 
the region is significantly water-stressed, 
with India and Pakistan among the top five 
countries in the world where the largest 
number of people are unable to access 
clean water within a half-hour round trip.33

1.2.2.2 Socioeconomic challenges 

Widespread poverty, poor contingency 
planning, limited social safety nets and 
insufficient infrastructure increases the 
vulnerability of South Asia’s population to 
the negative impacts of climate change 
and hampers its resilience and ability to 

overcome climate-related losses. One-
third of all people in South Asia (476 
million) live in poverty. 34 South Asia is 
the only region in the world where the 
poverty rate for females (15.9  per cent) 
is noticeably higher than for males (14.7  
per cent) – i.e. for every 100 men, 109 
women live in poor households.35 The 
region has one of the lowest gender 
parity ratios (65.8  per cent) in the 
world.36 Only 28  per cent of women are 
employed, compared with 79  per cent 
of men. 37 Almost 70  per cent of all 
women employed in South Asia work in 
agriculture.38 The dependence of a large 
portion of the population on subsistence 
farming is a risk for food security, for 
health and for livelihoods: food producers 
not only face crop failure and reduced 
yield, but also the health risks of long 
hours of hard labour in high temperatures. 

[32] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia 
[33] https://www.wateraid.org/au/articles/wateraid-report-reveals-nations-with-lowest-access-to-water 
[34] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia 
[35] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/135731520343670750/pdf/WPS8360.pdf 
[36] The report assesses gender parity across four thematic dimensions: Economic Participation and Opportunity; Educational 
Attainment; Health and Survival; and Political Empowerment. https://bit.ly/2BqsFdZ
[37] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/south-asia-s-prosperity-will-require-more-women-work-pay  
[38] http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/commission-on-the-status-of-women-2012/facts-and-figures

©UNICEF India/Panjwani/2018

Children are the most 
vulnerable to extreme 
weather events, and 
they are most severely 
affected by their 
aftermath
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One study notes that the number of 
deaths per year from environmental 
disasters (an average of 944 deaths per 
year)39 in countries with a per capita 
GDP near $2,000  – such as Bangladesh, 
India, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Nepal 
– is higher compared with countries 
with a per capita GDP above $14,000 (an 
average of 180 deaths per year). South 
Asia accounted for nearly two-thirds of the 
global fatalities attributed to climate-related 
natural disasters in 2015. South Asia’s 
high vulnerability to drought can also be 
attributed to insufficient socioeconomic 
capacity to manage the impacts of drought 
events.40 

1.2.2.3 Transboundary challenges

Climate risks for South Asian countries 
are intertwined due to geographic 
contiguity and sharing of key natural 
resources such as water. Rising 
temperatures and increasing incidences 
of extreme weather events transcend 
borders. The most severe impacts of 
climate change are transboundary and 
require collective efforts for effective 
mitigation and adaptation.41 However, 
South Asia’s weak regional institutions 
are unprepared. Climate change could 
exacerbate existing tensions and border 
conflicts.42 Historically, water has been 
a major point of contention among the 
countries of the Indian subcontinent. 
The Government of Pakistan has often 
accused the Government of India of 
violating the Indus Water Treaty,43 with 
consequences for Pakistan’s water 
security. The Punjab aquifer – a critical 
source of groundwater for tens of 
millions of people – straddles the Indo-
Pakistani border.  

Unregulated migration, including  
large-scale trafficking of women and 
children, is prevalent along major migration 
corridors: Bangladesh-India, Afghanistan-
Pakistan, India-Pakistan and Nepal-India.44  
By the end of 2016, nearly 1.4 million 
Afghan refugees were estimated to be 
in Pakistan.45 An influx of refugees and 
associated pressure over scarce resources 

[39] https://reason.org/wp-content/uploads/files/deaths_from_extreme_weather_1900_2010.pdf
[40] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378016300565 
[41] https://bit.ly/2NkoXFo
[42] https://southasianvoices.org/climate-change-threat-to-stability-in-south-asia/
[43] https://southasianvoices.org/climate-change-threat-to-stability-in-south-asia/
[44] The migration between Nepal and India cannot be considered as illegal because of the open borders created by the Treaty of Peace and Friend-
ship of 1950 between the two countries; however, it is one of the main routes of human trafficking in South Asia.  https://bit.ly/2YYWpXB 
[45] http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2018_en.pdf 
[46] http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2018_en.pdf
[47] http://www.globalcarbonatlas.org/en/CO2-emissions
[48] https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-018-04337-y

heighten the risk of conflict and make 
regional cooperation more politically 
challenging.46

1.2.2.4 Role and impact of China on 
climate change in South Asia

China is the world’s heaviest polluter. 
It is on course to reach or exceed its 
commitments under the Paris Agreement, 
although the Climate Action Tracker rates 
these commitments as highly insufficient 
to keep warming below 2°C, let alone 
1.5°C. China is the world’s largest emitter 
of GHGs, accounting for almost 27  per 
cent of total global emissions in 2017.47 
Barring an unlikely, dramatic reduction 
in its emissions, China’s impact on the 
climate is primarily negative from South 
Asia’s perspective, regardless of current 
or future commitments to cooperate on 
climate change.

While making large-scale investments in 
solar technologies, electric vehicles and 
tightening regulations at home, China has 
been exporting more polluting industries 
(such as food processing and textiles) 
to the Global South, including smaller 
South Asian economies – most notably, 
Bangladesh.48 These complex supply 
chains are ‘redistributing’ energy-intensive 
industries and their CO2 emissions and 
exacerbating the problems of pollution 
and climate change in South Asia. China is 
also investing heavily in coal-fired plants, 
such as Pakistan’s 660MW Thar coal 
power plant, as part of the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor.

There is almost no evidence that China 
influences regional climate policy; indeed, 
China has frosty relations with India and 
its regional allies. During the winter of 
2017, India and China were engaged in an 
armed standoff in the Doklam plateau, 
and tense relations persist. Bhutan 
does not have a normal diplomatic 
relationship with China. At the other end 
of the spectrum, Pakistan collaborates 
extensively with China on economic 
policy, but there is little evidence that this 
cooperation extends to climate policy. 

Rising temperatures and 
increasing incidences of 
extreme weather events 
transcend borders
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The Long Term Plan for the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor, the most significant 
collaboration between the countries, 
includes only a passing mention of climate 
change as a factor to be considered as part 
of sustainable development, with no specific 
details on implementation or even strategy.49 
Other countries in the region are eager 
to have China as a development partner 
– balancing India’s influence as well – but 
there is insufficient evidence that China has 
an impact on (or interest in) national climate 
change policy in the region.

1.2.3 Modelling climate risk in 
South Asia

The World Bank has identified ‘hotspots’ of 
particular vulnerability where geographic, 
socioeconomic and political factors 
coincide to exacerbate the risk to living 
standards. Almost half of South Asia’s 
population (over 800 million) currently 
live in such areas. Children are the most 
vulnerable to extreme weather events, 
and they are most severely affected 
by their aftermath. Threats to personal 
safety, as well as the loss of family assets, 
livelihoods and caregivers, leave children 
vulnerable to neglect, exploitation, injury or 
premature death. 

The IPCC explores the difference between 
scenarios of 1.5°C and 2°C of warming, 
predicting (with a medium level of 
confidence) that, by 2100, global mean sea 
level rise will be around 0.1 metre lower with 
global warming of 1.5°C compared with 2°C.

The World Bank describes two main 
scenarios based on 11 carefully selected 
climate models. The first represents a 
‘climate-sensitive’ global development 
trajectory, in which the international 
community takes some (not all) 
preventative action in accordance with 
the Paris Agreement – limiting warming 
to 2.4°C. The second scenario represents 
a ‘business as usual’ scenario, with 
insufficient action taken, where warming 
reaches 4.3°C (see Figure 2). Another 
possibility sees positive feedback loops 
push the earth’s climate system across 
a threshold, leading to a much higher 
global average temperature than any 
interglacial period in the past 1.2 million 
years, with unprecedented sea level 
rise – a catastrophic outcome.51 In the 
medium-to-long term, changes in average 
temperatures will have an explicit negative 
impact on standards of living in the region 
in both scenarios. Overall, inland areas and 
water-stressed areas will be more severely 
affected, particularly in India and Pakistan. 
The magnitude of the adverse effects of 
climate change would be greater in the 
carbon-intensive scenario.52

In 2015, The Economist Intelligence Unit 
(EIU), in partnership with Vivid Economics, 
estimated the value of assets at risk (VaR) 
from climate change. The report projected 
that extreme warming of 6°C could result 
in losses of $13.8 trillion, 10  per cent of 
the value of total global assets. If warming 
were kept under 2°C, these losses could 
be reduced by more than three-quarters.53  

Figure 2: Annual average temperature increases by 2050 relative to 1981-2010

Source: Mani et al. 2018 50

[49] http://cpec.gov.pk/brain/public/uploads/documents/CPEC-LTP.pdf
[50] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28723
[51] PNAS August 14, 2018 115 (33) 8252-8259; first published August 6, 2018. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1810141115
[52] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/28723/9781464811555.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
[53] https://eiuperspectives.economist.com/sites/default/files/The per cent20cost per cent20of per cent20inaction_0.pdf
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The EIU forecasts climate-related GDP 
losses of up to 1  per cent for South Asia 
during 2021-2030.54 This assessment 
suggests that India and Sri Lanka’s average 
annual economic growth rate will be 0.3  
per cent points lower in 2021-2030 as a  
result of the effects of climate change, 
while those of Bangladesh and Pakistan 
will be 0.4  per cent lower over the same 
period. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
estimates climate change-related costs for 
six countries in South Asia by 2050, with 
Bangladesh, the Maldives and Nepal each 
losing 2  per cent or more of annual GDP 
(see Table 1). 

Data on projected losses are scarce, 
difficult to compare and reliant on climate 
models that are constantly changing. 
Studies on costs of climate change often 
do not cover all South Asian countries. A 
huge opportunity exists for development 
organizations to contribute to the climate 
change data ecosystem. South Asian 
countries have significant conventional 
data gaps, and there is a need for 
entirely new data series that support 
gender and child-related climate change 
interventions. For instance, tracking the 
number of children and the total time 
spent on fetching water from community 
pools and water sources during school 
hours could help analyse the impact of 
a shortage of potable water on school 
dropout rates. Development organizations 
might consider assessing the number of 
climate refugees under 18 years of age, 
disaggregated by gender. While most 
statistics refer to the number of refugees 
(a proportion of the migration is likely to 
have been induced by climate change), 
quantitative information on the number 
of children who lose caregivers or are 
pushed into child labour as a result of 
migration is scarce.

[54] http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1217958905&Country=Sri per cent20Lanka&topic=Economy
[55] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia
[56] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/28723/9781464811555.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
[57] https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-PartB_FINAL.pdf
[58] https://climatepolicyinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Global-Climate-Finance-_-An-Updated-View-2018.pdf

Table 1: ADB estimates of climate 
change-related costs in South Asia by 205055

Country
Annual loss 

estimates ( per cent 
GDP)

Bangladesh 2

Bhutan 1.4

India 1.8

Nepal 2.2

Sri Lanka 1.2

Maldives 2.3

The region will require substantial levels of new and additional technology and climate 
financing to support adaptation and mitigation efforts. Globally, investments to address 
climate change have been steadily increasing, with total climate financing amounting to 
$455 billion in 2016. A majority (54  per cent) of the investments have come from private 
finance actors, such as project developers, corporations and commercial banks. While most 
of the investments are from domestic (within country) sources (81  per cent), around 
$45 billion flowed from developed to least developed countries.58 Most of these inflows 
were received by East Asia. South Asia received around 5  per cent of the total global 
climate financing ($24 billion) in 2016. Consequently, countries in South Asia must mobilize 
funding from diverse sources – public and private, bilateral and multilateral, including other 
innovative alternatives, such as domestic and regional carbon pricing markets. 

According to ADB, climate change could cost South Asia the equivalent of 1.8  per 
cent of its annual GDP by 2050, and economic losses are likely to increase to 8.8  per 
cent by 2100 relative to a stable climate scenario.

Annual average temperatures in South Asia are likely to rise by 1.6°C by 2050.56

The increase in average monsoon precipitation in South Asia is likely to be between 
3.9  per cent and 6.4  per cent relative to historical averages.

The IPCC projects a 16  per cent decrease for maize and 11  per cent decrease for sorghum 
in South Asia crop yields in the period to 2050. 57 

Climate change projections in South Asia 
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[59] http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/remahanna/files/implications_of_climate_change.pdf
[60] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6067701/
[61] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3964840/
[62] https://www.who.int/globalchange/climate/en/chapter6.pdf
[63] https://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/ems/flood_cds/en/
[64] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4499913/
[65] https://www.airvisual.com/world-most-polluted-cities
[66] https://www.who.int/globalchange/resources/wash-toolkit/final-report-cc-and-Diarrhoea-study.pdf?ua=1
[67] https://www.who.int/hac/techguidance/ems/flood_cds/en/

1.3 Impact of climate change on 
South Asia and its children

Children are potentially much more 
vulnerable than adults to the impact of 
environmental factors, such as heat, 
pollution and droughts. Analysing the 
effects of climate change on children 
requires isolating the effects of other 
challenging circumstances that overlap 
with climate change. Publicly available data 
on the subject are not collected specifically 
for children in a household, nor are there 
disaggregated age-specific data on the 
effects of climate change on health and 
security in the region. For instance, data on 
fatalities due to extreme weather events 
rarely includes age.59 

This section provides a discussion of the 
impacts of climate change on children in 
South Asia along the following parameters 
of assessment: 

  Health and sanitation
  Food and water security
  Livelihoods and migration
  Infrastructure and energy

1.3.1 Health and sanitation

Rising temperatures have a disproportionate 
impact on children’s health and well-being, 
increasing their vulnerability to disease 
and heat stress. Research shows that the 
greater body surface to volume ratio of 
infants and children make them particularly 
vulnerable to dehydration and heat stress.60 

A study in Ahmedabad, India, during 
the 2010 heat wave, reported a greater 
incidence of heat-related deaths among 
infants.61 Besides direct heat stress, heat 
amplifies exposure and vulnerability to a 
range of diseases.

Warmer temperatures affect the breeding, 
survival and incubation of mosquitoes 
and other vectors, increasing the rate of 
transmission of vector-borne disease,62 

while floods expand their range of habitats.63 
Children are more susceptible to respiratory 
disease, renal disease, electrolyte imbalance 
and fever during hot weather. Heat waves 

exacerbate the effects of allergens and air 
pollution, impacting children more severely 
than adults due to their underdeveloped 
respiratory and immune systems and 
relatively high rates of respiration.64 For 
South Asia, this is a particular concern 
as the region has the world’s four most 
polluted countries and 18 of the world’s 20 
most polluted cities.65

Climate change is also expected to 
increase rates of diarrhoeal disease.  
One study found a significant positive 
correlation between climate change and 
the incidence of diarrhoeal disease in 
children under 5 years of age in Nepal.66 
The sanitation impacts of flooding also 
increase the risk of both diarrhoeal 
and waterborne diseases, including 
typhoid fever, cholera, leptospirosis and 
hepatitis A.67 Increasing demand for clean 
water, as well as potential damage to 
sanitation infrastructure through storms 
or flooding, and the close proximity of 
populations, will make pandemics more 
likely. In addition to their short-term 
health effects, infectious waterborne and 
parasitic diseases may have long-term 
consequences for health and schooling, 
ultimately affecting the individual’s 
future income. Field experiments have 
shown that a 25 per cent reduction in 
moderate to heavy infections of intestinal 
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Children are more 
susceptible to 
respiratory disease, 
renal disease, electrolyte 
imbalance and fever 
during hot weather
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worms –such as hookworm, roundworm, 
whipworm and schistosomes (worms that 
cause schistosomiasis) – reduced school 
absenteeism by 25  per cent and had 
long-term impacts on adult outcomes.68

The state of sanitation in South Asia has 
historically been poor as over 50  per cent 
of the population does not have access 
to basic sanitation facilities.69 Climate 
change factors driving urbanization and 
water shortages further exacerbate 
the poor sanitation situation in the 
region. Prevalent open defecation is 
associated with a myriad of negative 
implications for children, including lower 
cognitive development,70 heightened 
risk of infection and burden of disease, 
undernutrition,71 and a lower quality of 
life. Girls are more likely to drop out of 
school in the absence of basic sanitation 
facilities72 and are vulnerable to assault as 
they seek privacy. 

In addition to limited individual access, 
mismanagement of waste and sewerage 
infrastructure has also been a major 
challenge for overcrowded urban areas 
and slums, with implications for health 
and development outcomes for children.
Climate change will exacerbate these 
shortcomings. Flooding, from storms 
or sea level rises, can overflow pit 
latrines and sewage treatment facilities, 
increasing the risk of contamination of 
the environment.73 Poor water drainage 
systems, often merged with sewerage 
systems in urban and slum areas, result 
in sewage-contaminated flooding during 
storms. Sewage treatment plants (mainly 
located in low-lying areas) that are not 
properly fortified may pollute groundwater 
sources. Rivers and other bodies of water 
are regularly polluted with untreated 
sewage, further threatening the natural 
sources of potable water. On the other 
hand, droughts lead to insufficient water 
resources being available to flush sewage 
systems adequately, and when droughts 
are accompanied by higher temperatures 
they can disrupt the operations of sewage 
systems.

1.3.2 Food and water security 

A 2018 report by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute claims that 
“increasing climatic variability, extreme 
weather events, and rising temperatures 
pose new challenges to ensuring food 
and nutrition security in the [South Asia] 
region”74  Food supply is vulnerable to crop 
failure, caused by climatic variability, weather 
events, rising temperatures, drought and 
flooding, land and soil degradation and 
biodiversity loss, which affect both crop 
pollination and the resilience of ecosystems 
to shocks. Water scarcity and salinity will 
also impact yield and nutritional quality.  
Food storage will become more challenging 
without better refrigeration in households 
and supply chains.

High levels of child and maternal 
malnourishment persist in South Asia. 
In 2016 alone, roughly 40  per cent of 
the world’s stunted children lived in 
the region.76 In India, child stunting is 
projected to increase 35  per cent by 2050 
compared with a scenario without climate 
change.77 Lack of access to clean and safe 
drinking water may also hamper children’s 
physiological development, stunting growth 
and increasing child mortality. Transborder 
food and water supplies are also at greater 
risk of disruption due to infrastructure 
damage and rising competition for 
resources between countries. 

A shortage of clean drinking water has 
acute negative implications for child well-
being in South Asia. As climate change 
advances, sources of freshwater will 
continue to decline. Fetching potable 
water is a daily chore for over 2 billion 
women and young children around the 
world, particularly girls, who spend 
hours carrying water from pumps and 
basins to their homes.78 The opportunity 
cost for children of these hours spent 
collecting water, also known as the ‘six-
hour journey’, is the time lost to attend 
school or play with their siblings and 
friends. Not only does transporting water 

[68] http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/remahanna/files/implications_of_climate_change.pdf
[69] https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/sanitation
[70] https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/1813-9450-6659
[71] https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0073784
[72] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/bf14/0ac013257c0f8a14d223466aaaff260e9567.pdf
[73] https://sacosan.com/session/climate-change-and-sanitation-challenges/
[74] http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132273/filename/132488.pdf
[75] https://www.pnas.org/content/115/26/6804
[76] http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132273/filename/132488.pdf
[77] http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2013/06/19/india-climate-change-impacts
[78] https://thewaterproject.org/water-scarcity/water_scarcity_and_children

Girls are more likely 
to drop out of school 
in the absence of basic 
sanitation facilities
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[79] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/401511522303177090/pdf/124722-BRI-PUBLIC-NEWSERIES-Groundswell-note-PN2.pdf
[80] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/1722/c41dca5146347f9f19048c38c631221c74ae.pdf
[81] https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.2304/gsch.2011.1.2.87
[82] https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11874.pdf
[83] https://www.uniontounion.org/pdf/Climate&Livelihoods_web.pdf
[84] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/401511522303177090/pdf/124722-BRI-PUBLIC-NEWSERIES-Groundswell-note-PN2.pdf
[85] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[86] https://cdkn.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/IPCC_AR5_CDKN_Whats_in_it_for_South_Asia_FULL.pdf
[87] https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-Chap24_FINAL.pdf

take away time from education, it is also 
physically taxing work. Young girls often 
make this journey alone every day and are 
vulnerable to assault, abduction and rape. 
Children are also at risk of attack by wild 
animals, such as crocodiles and big cats 
living along the water route. Exposure to 
non-potable water sources and exposed 
pumps, contaminated with waterborne 
bacteria, can lead to children developing 
potentially life-threatening cholera and 
diarrhoea.  

1.3.3 Livelihoods and migration

The high dependency on rain-fed 
agriculture makes South Asia particularly 
sensitive to climate change. A wide range 
of climate-related risks to agricultural 
production (pests, soil loss and erosion, 
crop failure, flooding, drought and 
biodiversity loss) will drive migration, 
as will climate-related weather events. 
Climate migrants could increase by 
a factor of six between 2020-2050, 
according to the World Bank, numbering 
40 million by 2050.79

For children, the impacts of climate-
induced or forced migration include 
increased exposure to violence and 
security risks, including trafficking, sexual 
and domestic abuse; mental health 
impacts;80 malnourishment; unstable 
access to resources, such as energy and 
education;81 loss of ‘social security’; and 
increased risk of criminal behaviour driven 
by desperation.82

Urban livelihoods will also be affected by 
accelerating migration, saturating labour 
markets and overwhelming housing 
supply and infrastructure, with secondary 
implications for health.83 Low-lying cities 
in South Asia, such as Mumbai, Dhaka, 
Chittagong and Chennai, could face 
both accelerated migration and high 
exposure to storms and flooding: in a 
high-emissions scenario, the World Bank 
projects a 2 metre sea level rise by 2050 
in Mumbai.84 

1.3.4 Infrastructure and energy

Critical infrastructure supporting access 
to food, energy and education is at risk 
from extreme weather events, such as 
storms and floods, including glacier lake 
outburst flooding (GLOF). In addition to the 
destruction of communities’ assets, such 
as schools, hospitals and houses, these 
climate-related disasters severely disrupt the 
public connectivity infrastructure, blocking 
off access to food supplies and delivery of 
lifesaving aid. 

Energy supplies from hydroelectricity are 
particularly at risk from GLOF. For a region 
that still relies heavily on fossil fuels despite 
a huge shortfall in electrification, it is difficult 
to see a significant shift in the energy mix 
towards clean energy without a serious 
economic burden for anyone other than the 
region’s wealthiest. 

The region is a massive oil importer and 
is set to remain so for the foreseeable 
future. On the other hand, operations 
of thermal power plants are at risk due 
to water scarcity as flowing water is 
essential for the cooling process. The 
expected increase in the intensity and 
frequency of extreme weather events, 
such as storms, floods and droughts, as 
well as rising sea levels, may cause more 
electrical system failures in the region.85

According to the IPCC report What’s in 
it for South Asia, the Asia region as a 
whole experienced the most weather- and 
climate-related disasters in the world 
between 2000-2008 and suffered the 
second-highest proportion (27.5  per 
cent) of total global economic losses. 86 
These economic losses often put critical 
infrastructure offline for days, weeks or 
even months. For example, Asia is home 
to more than 90 per cent of the global 
population exposed to tropical cyclones, 
which are becoming stronger and more 
frequent.87 Such disruptions are likely to 
become more frequent and increasingly 
destructive.

Lack of access to clean 
and safe drinking 
water may also hamper 
children’s physiological 
development
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1.4  Climate change in South Asian countries 

This section explores the impacts of climate change for children in the eight South 
Asian countries served by UNICEF ROSA. Each country section summarizes the current 
trajectory and future risks of climate change, with a focus on the particular vulnerabilities of 
and impacts on children in specific areas and populations, with reference to: 

 Health and sanitation
 Food and water security
 Livelihoods and migration
 Infrastructure and energy

Each country section also highlights efforts already under way, by the government or other 
parties, to build resilience.

1.4.1 Climate change in Bangladesh

1.4.1.1 Overview of the risks

Bangladesh is the ninth most affected country (in 2017) from climate-related 
extreme weather events, incurring damages of $2.8 billion (PPP). 88 

About 80  per cent of the land area is less than 10 metres above sea level; the 
average elevation of Dhaka (population ~20 million) is just 4 metres. 89  

UNICEF: more than 19 million children, from 20 districts across the country, are 
most vulnerable to climate change-related disasters, such as floods and cyclones.90

Endemic poverty (projected at 15  per cent in 2030) makes Bangladesh’s population 
(the tenth most densely populated in the world) among the most vulnerable. 91

Rising temperatures, changing rainfall patterns and other indirect effects of climate  
change are expected to cause losses equivalent to 3.1  per cent of agricultural GDP. 92 

About 47  per cent of the population (77 million) are employed in the agricultural 
sector. 93

Development organizations are treating climate change as a priority in the country. For 
example, UNICEF’s work on climate change in Bangladesh, including developing data systems 
for programme design and improving access to drinking water facilities, has helped build the 
necessary climate mitigation infrastructure.94 Special considerations for children and women, 
such as raising awareness of climate-related health complications and educating children 
on emergency preparedness and response, fill important gaps in the government’s climate 
change policy. This support is vital. Bangladesh is feeling the acute impacts of climate change 
now. The risk of floods and epidemics, such as cholera, is rising for inhabitants of low-lying 
coastal areas and the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna Delta region. Dhaka and Chittagong are 
at high risk of sea level rise, affecting 27 million people by 2050.95 Agriculture is vulnerable to 
greater risk from flooding, cyclones, landslides and crop failure. The country’s rural poor are 
becoming climate migrants in areas that have no adequate social safety net in place.

Country snapshot

[88] https://www.germanwatch.org/sites/germanwatch.org/files/Global20Climate20Risk20Index202019_2.pdf
[89] https://bit.ly/2Zazqcj
[90] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UN0288460.pdf 
[91] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bangladesh_7.pdf
[92] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bangladesh_7.pdf
[93] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia
[94] https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/en/changing-climateç
[95] https://www.government.nl/binaries/government/documents/.../Bangladesh.pdf
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1.4.1.2 Implications of the risks for 
children in Bangladesh 

               Health and sanitation

Climate change is driving more rural-to-
urban migration. Overcrowded urban 
centres are at higher risk for epidemics 
of air-, water- and vector-borne diseases. 
Rising temperatures have been associated 
with epidemics in coastal Bangladesh, 
particularly for cholera. Around 85 million 
people lack improved sanitation.96 Child 
migrants living for prolonged periods in 
informal temporary camps are particularly 
vulnerable to disease outbreaks due to 
poor sanitation. Children in rural areas are 
affected too: outbreaks of vector-borne 
diseases, including malaria, have recently 
been recorded in rural areas, including in 
the Chittagong Hill tracts.97 Roughly 70 per 
cent of climate risk hotspots identified by 
the World Bank in Bangladesh are located 
in the Chittagong region. Greater and 
more frequent natural disasters threaten 
the lives of children and can induce post-
traumatic stress syndrome in survivors.

            Food and water security

Current rates of groundwater extraction 
are unsustainable, flooding increasingly 
damages crops, and greater salinity 
in coastal areas due to storm surges 
degrades soil quality – all three depress 

crop yields and threaten vulnerable 
communities. Reliance on staple crops, 
particularly rice, exacerbates these risks. 
Rice accounts for nearly 70 per cent of 
the caloric intake in both rural and urban 
areas, and 92 per cent of the total food 
grain production in the country.98 Research 
suggests that a temperature rise of 2°C 
could reduce yields regardless of rice 
variety, location or season. More pests 
and crop disease would compound the 
damage. Associated increases in food 
prices will drive up the risk of malnutrition 
and starvation for the rural poor. Already, 
4 million people lack safe drinking water 
in Bangladesh, and 36 per cent of children 
are malnourished – both numbers will 
continue to rise.99 

           Livelihoods and migration

Alongside low yields, rural livelihoods 
and homes are at risk of destruction 
from landslides and flooding, due to 
the combined effects of deforestation, 
soil erosion, storms and flooding. Some 
coastal villages have already been 
submerged, forcing inhabitants to migrate. 
Statistics from the Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Centre in Bangladesh reveal 
that natural disasters have displaced, on 
average, 700,000 people annually over the 
past decade.100 Climate-related internal 
migration will drive further crowding in 
urban centres.  

[96] https://water.org/our-impact/bangladesh/
[97] https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/agartala/sudden-malaria-outbreak-in-tripuras-border-villages/articleshow/69754090.cms
[98] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia
[99] https://water.org/our-impact/bangladesh/
[100] https://on.natgeo.com/2NhkyDp
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Natural disasters 
threaten the lives of 
children and can induce 
post-traumatic stress 
syndrome in survivors
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Country snapshot

Extreme weather events will impact Bhutan with greater frequency and magnitude.107 The 
rapid retreat of glaciers due to global warming has created glacial lakes that increase the risk 
of GLOF, which threatens Bhutan’s hydroelectric power infrastructure. Rising temperatures, 
soil erosion due to flooding and landslides, and water shortages threaten Bhutan’s agricultural 
sector. The rapidly growing urban population must confront devastating flash floods in the 
monsoon season108 and water shortages due to drought, resource mismanagement and 
population growth.109

areas was twice that of urban areas in 
2009-2011 – a consequence of uneven 
access to health care. Pneumonia 
accounted for 45 per cent of these 
deaths. 112 Climate change increases the 
risk of infection. 113

               Food and water security 

The mountainous topography increases 
the vulnerability of crops to changes in 
precipitation and temperatures. Risks 
include disease and pest outbreaks, 
windstorms, droughts, flash floods, 

[101] https://www.adaptation-undp.org/explore/bhutan
[102] https://www.germanwatch.org/sites/germanwatch.org/files/GlobalClimateRiskIndex per cent202019_2.pdf
[103] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-sd-04.pdf
[104] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-sd-04.pdf
[105] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/sp.rur.totl.zs
[106] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-sd-04.pdf
[107] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia
[108] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-sd-04.pdf
[109] http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/bhutan_nhdr_2011.pdf
[110] https://www.who.int/globalchange/projects/adaptation/en/index2.html
[111] http://lib.icimod.org/record/32399/files/icimodBhutanClimate016.pdf
[112] http://www.health.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/ftps/imnci/UnderFiveMortalityReportFinal/BhutanCauseU5deathsAll_in_one.pdf
[113] https://bit.ly/2BwlKjG

Accurate projections of the impact of climate change for Bhutan are unavailable 
due to limited meteorological network coverage.101

Annual average losses of $5 million due to climate-related disasters were recorded 
between 1998-2017.102

As of 2014, 24 of Bhutan’s glacial lakes were considered potentially unstable, 
endangering downstream regions with flash floods and related damages.103

By 2100, a 5 per cent decrease in precipitation in the dry season and an 11 per cent 
increase during the wet season are projected.104

About 57 per cent of the population is employed in the agricultural sector. 
Data on access to health services for the rural population (60 per cent of the total 
population in 2017105) are not available.

Hydropower accounts for 99 per cent of domestic electricity demand.  Electricity is 
Bhutan’s main export and a key driver of its economy.106

1.4.2 Climate change in Bhutan

1.4.2.1 Overview of the risks

1.4.2.2 Implications of the risks for 
children in Bhutan

               Health and sanitation

Vector-born and waterborne diseases – in 
particular, malaria, dengue and diarrhoea 
– constitute 10-15 per cent of morbidity.110 
The southern lowlands are particularly 
vulnerable111. Rapid urbanization 
poses a risk for sanitation in Bhutan, 
although recent data on the share of 
the population living in slums are not 
available. Under-five mortality in rural 
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soil erosion and landslides.114 Nutrition 
outcomes among children in Bhutan, 
despite steady improvement, remain 
poor; stunting persists among one-fifth 
of children under 5 years of age.115 The 
rising threat to food security from climate 
change may undermine the progress 
made in combating child malnutrition in 
the country. Water insecurity reduces the 
overall resilience of children to extreme 
weather events, such as heat waves.  

            Livelihoods and migration

Threats to agriculture-based livelihoods 
affect children’s access to food, water, 
education and health care, and increase 
their exposure to disease and disaster. 
Villages located near glacial lakes in the 
northern part of the country are at high 
risk of destruction due to GLOF. Bhutan’s 
cities also face a flood risk, and migrants 

(particularly children) living in temporary 
slums are vulnerable to risks of death or 
displacement due to extreme weather 
events.

           Infrastructure and energy

Landslides due to extreme rainfall disrupt 
roads and highways, with consequences 
for the economy and personal safety. 
Flooding and erratic rainfall patterns 
threaten the sustainability of hydropower 
generation.116 Disruption of electricity 
supplies has direct implications for the 
delivery of basic services to children, such 
as health care and education. Obstruction 
of roads due to landslides can impede 
the delivery of aid relief and hinder 
connectivity.

[114] https://www.businessbhutan.bt/2018/09/11/farmers-lose-hope-as-cardamom-crops-fail/
[115] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/mcn.12653
[116] https://www.downtoearth.org.in/interviews/how-bhutan-is-grappling-with-climate-change-40310

© UNICEF Headquarters/Nepal/Shrestha/2017
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1.4.3 Climate change in India

1.4.3.1 Overview of the risks

India is vulnerable to flooding, drought, cyclones, GLOFs and rising sea levels. Coastal 
areas, home to one-third of India’s total population, are at high risk of damageto 
property and infrastructure, soil erosion and flooding. Large-scale evacuations in the 
face of increasing cyclones – such as 1 million displaced in Odisha in March 2019 – are 
becoming more common.124 Deadly heat waves are now affecting much of northern 
and central India. In May and June 2019, one of India’s longest and most intense heat 
waves killed more than 200 people across several states.125 In Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh, soaring temperatures coincide with poverty, increasing the risks for 
children.126 Income inequality is getting worse in India and it amplifies vulnerability to 
climate change.127

[117] https://www.preventionweb.net/files/61119_credeconomiclosses.pdf
[118] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ba17/709688dca9f5511c69fce426ad6a796d50ee.pdf
[119] http://climate-science.mit.edu/news/featured-stories/deadly-heat-waves-could-hit-south-asia-this-century 
[120] https://bit.ly/37QJHy6
[121] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ba17/709688dca9f5511c69fce426ad6a796d50ee.pdf
[122] https://www.adaptation-undp.org/explore/india
[123] https://bit.ly/3fMiUWA
[124] https://edition.cnn.com/2019/06/11/world/cyclone-vayu-india/index.html
[125] https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/13/world/asia/india-heat-wave-deaths.html; https://bit.ly/2zVZQG2
[126] https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/publication/south-asias-hotspots
[127] https://www.oxfamindia.org/sites/default/files/WideningGaps_IndiaInequalityReport2018.pdf

India was ranked the 14th most vulnerable country to climate-related weather events 
in 2017 (Global Climate Risk Index 2019). 

Over the past 20 years, India has ranked as the fourth most affected country in terms 
of absolute climate-related damages, at an estimated $79.5 billion.117 

About 7.1 million people who live on the coastline are likely to be directly affected by 
a sea level rise of one metre or more, driving mass displacement.118

MIT study: 70 per cent of India’s population will be subject to fatal extremes of heat 
and humidity by 2100.119

World Bank: By 2050, climate change may reduce India’s living standards by up to 2.8 
per cent and incomes may fall by almost 10 per cent in areas of high vulnerability. 

By 2050, India’s average annual temperatures are likely to increase by 1-2°C.120

Annual rainfall intensity is expected to increase by 1-4 mm/day, and the number of 
rainy days may decrease by more than 15 days.

Mean sea level rise along the coast is expected to be 15-38 cm by 2050.121

Food security for up to 63 million people is threatened due to a decrease in 
agricultural productivity as a result of reduced water in three main river basins.

Agriculture accounts for 15 per cent of India’s GDP and employs nearly 60 per cent 
of the population.122 

The Government of India’s economic survey (2018) estimates a 25 per cent decline in 
income from agriculture due to climate change in the medium term.123

Country snapshot
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[128] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3978971/
[129] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3978971/
[130] https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2017_USAID.pdf
[131] https://www.airvisual.com/world-most-polluted-cities?continent=&country=&state=&page=1&perPage=50&cities=
[132] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[133] https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/water-crisis-chennai-once-again-exposes-city-s-climate-vulnerability-104530 
[134] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ba17/709688dca9f5511c69fce426ad6a796d50ee.pdf
[135] https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/deadly-cyclones-rise-unicef-raises-concern-about-impact-climate-change-children
[136] https://www.iea.org/weo/
[137] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6149299/

1.4.3.2 Implications of the risks for 
children 

               Health and sanitation

Currently, all of India’s population living 
1700 metres (nearly 973 million people) 
above sea level are at risk of malaria,129 
with incidence concentrated in the 
central and eastern regions. Here, 
two-thirds of children under 5 years of 
age living in tribal forest villages have 
malaria. Children in urban India are at 
high risk of respiratory disease and the 
multiple health impacts of pollution. 
At present, India witnesses around 
300,000 deaths per year as a result of 
diarrhoeal disease – reflected in the 
high rates of infant mortality in the 
country. Climate change is expected 
to exacerbate these statistic.130 Of the 
30 most polluted cities in the world, 22 
are in India.131Heat waves cause heat 
stress, weaken immune systems and 
increase susceptibility to other diseases 
in children. 

               Food and water security 

Anaemia affects 50 per cent of women, 
including pregnant women, and 60 per 
cent of children – with implications for 
cognitive development and learning 
capacity.

Roughly 65 per cent of India’s cropped 
area is rain-fed and hence vulnerable to 
changes in monsoon patterns and rainfall 
levels. Crops likely to see significant 
decreases in yield include staples, 
such as rice, maize and sorghum. 
Climate-induced food insecurity among 
children aggravates the problem of child 
malnutrition and stunting in India.

The risk of water contamination from 
flooding is increasing, with higher 
precipitation levels concentrated in 
fewer days. Increasing pressure from 
population growth and urbanization has 
led to over-extraction of groundwater 
resources, causing more water stress. 
The manifestations of climate change are 

already becoming apparent. For instance, 
Chennai, India’s sixth-largest city, with 
a population of over 9 million, has faced 
crippling water shortages since June 
2019 as four of its major water reservoirs 
dried up.133  The same city faced 
devastating floods in 2015, resulting in 
the deaths of over 400 people. Children’s 
overall resilience to extreme weather 
events is low, making them the most 
vulnerable segment of the population. 
Even in situations of less extreme water 
stress, children are regularly compelled 
to walk longer distances along dangerous 
routes to fetch water.

           Livelihoods and migration

The coastal states of Gujarat and West 
Bengal are likely to be most affected 
from loss of land – and associated 
livelihoods – due to a rise in sea levels, 
while Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu 
are vulnerable due to the high density 
of the population on the coastline. 
Children living in coastal regions face 
a high risk of displacement. Cyclone 
Fani struck the coastal city of Odisha 
in May 2019, where 28 million people, 
including 10 million children, were at risk 
as they were directly in the path of the 
cyclone.135

           Infrastructure and energy

Energy infrastructure is at risk from 
flooding, while demand is projected 
to double from 2010-2030.136 Public 
infrastructure is not sufficiently fortified 
to withstand climate change-related 
disasters. In 2014, the floods in Kashmir 
caused massive destruction of public 
and private property, resulting in 
total losses of more than $15 billion. 
Cyclone Hudhud cost almost $11 
billion in overall damages in the same 
year. Children in Kashmir lost their 
homes and schools, resulting in serious 
psychological impacts.137 Five years on, 
the reconstruction of public and private 
structures is ongoing in several poorer 
districts, and the children have lost several 
years of schooling.  
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[138] https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/2017_USAIDCCIS_ClimateRiskProfile_Nepal.pdf
[139] https://ccafs.cgiar.org/nepal#.XL1424kzbct
[140] https://www.preventionweb.net/files/28247_28247impactofclimatechangeonchildre.pdf
[141] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4940696/
[142] http://www.childreninachangingclimate.org/uploads/6/3/1/1/63116409/child_voices_np.pdf
[143] https://www.preventionweb.net/files/28247_28247impactofclimatechangeonchildre.pdf
[144] https://set.odi.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/6.-SET-Nepal-Tourism-for-ET_Oct-2017.pdf

1.4.4 Climate change in Nepal

1.4.4.1 Overview of the risks 

Nepal is ranked as the fourth most affected country (in 2017) from climate-related 
extreme weather events, incurring economic losses of $1.9 billion (PPP). 

Nepal is projected to lose approximately 1.5 per cent of annual GDP due to  damage 
from climate-change-related weather events.

Average annual temperature increased by 0.12°C per decade between 1960-2015.138

By 2050, average annual temperature increase is likely to be between 1.6°-2.2°C.

Agriculture accounts for 35 per cent of GDP and employs 65 per cent of the 
population.139

Country snapshot

The rise in mean temperature, changes in precipitation levels and the increased 
occurrence of GLOF are key manifestations of climate change in Nepal. Sudden 
catastrophic drainage of glacial lakes in the Himalayas poses a significant risk to human 
life and infrastructure in downstream settlements. Nepali children are highly vulnerable to 
disaster risk, due to high incidences of poverty, widespread exposure to disease, heavy 
dependence on natural resources, and inadequate access to information about disaster 
risk management, climate change adaptation, rights and protections.140

threatened by landslides and floods 
that affect their farms.142 Unpredictable 
rainfall has forced most families to give up 
planting staples, such as millet, barley and 
buckwheat, affecting children’s nutrition.143 
Nepal is experiencing a shortage of 
rainfall, resulting in delay or interruption 
of groundwater recharge and threatening 
water supply for both irrigation and 
domestic consumption.

           Livelihoods and migration

Reduced agricultural productivity 
threatens the livelihoods of close to 18 
million people. While the tourism industry 
generates 918,500 jobs (direct and 
indirect), climate change-related natural 
disasters threaten the steady stream of 
tourists.144 Loss of employment of parents 
and caregivers can place dependent 
children at high risk of engaging in child 
labour and dropping out of school.
 

1.4.4.2 Implications of the risks for 
children

               Health and sanitation

Warmer temperatures and increased 
rainfall are conducive to the spread of 
vector-borne diseases, such as malaria, 
kala-azar, Japanese encephalitis and 
dengue. Children living in slums and 
marginal lands are particularly vulnerable. 
Lack of sanitation facilities, particularly 
in poor, tribal and rural areas, leads to 
contamination of water supplies, and 
increasing incidences of cholera and 
diarrhoea. Diarrhoea is a major killer of 
children in Nepal, with an annual incidence 
of 500 per 1,000 under-five children.141 

               Food and water security 

Many families depend on subsistence 
farming, and their food supply can be 
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              Infrastructure and energy

Hydropower constitutes 90 per cent of 
the country’s total electricity generation 
capacity. Earlier snow-melts, changes 
of runoff seasonality, and increasing 
frequency of extreme high- and low-
runoff events threaten the sustainability 
of hydropower generation, therefore 
increasing the risk of energy insecurity. 
Regular electricity outages disrupt schools 
and education outcomes of children.

[145] https://www.preventionweb.net/files/28247_28247impactofclimatechangeonchildre.pdf
[146] http://www.tibetnature.net/en/migration-causing-water-shortages-in-nepal/

Extreme weather events and gradual 
environmental change has increased the 
number of migrants, both temporary and 
permanent, with implications for child 
labour and trafficking.145 Migration is 
also a driver of water shortage in Nepal: 
hydrologists blame increasing migration 
from the mountains to the plains on 
the poor maintenance of reservoirs in 
mountainous areas. Moreover, many 
springs that formed at lower altitudes as a 
result of these reservoirs are drying up.146
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[148]  https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Afghanistan sitrep_March 202019_Final.pdf
[149] https://www.afghan-web.com/environment/climate-change-is-happening-in-afghanistan/
[150] https://reut.rs/37RWeBa
[151] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Afghanistan sitrep_March 202019_Final.pdf
[152] https://bit.ly/3dnODvi
[153] https://www.preventionweb.net/publications/view/7948
[154] https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/iran-afghan-differences-over-helmand-river-threaten-both-countries
[155] https://reut.rs/3dm8Z8t
[156] http://www.emro.who.int/afg/afghanistan-news/tuberculosis-kills-13-000-afghans-every-year.html
[157] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/284301491559464423/pdf/114097-WP-P155025-PUBLIC-afghanistan-low.pdf
[158] https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/afghanistan-takes-major-step-address-undernutrition
[159] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Afghanistan per cent20sitrep_March per cent202019_Final.pdf
[160] https://www.tdh.ch/en/news/afghanistan-children-displaced-climate-change

1.4.5 Climate change in Afghanistan

1.4.5.1 Overview of the risks 

Afghanistan is the 26th most affected country (as of 2017) from climate-related 
extreme weather events, incurring damages of $28.38 million.

Floods impact approximately 100,000 people, and 300,000 people are displaced by 
drought every year.148 

The mean annual temperature in Afghanistan is projected to increase by 1.4°-4.0°C 
by the 2060s, and by 2.0°-6.2°C by the 2090s. 149

In 2019, Afghanistan’s agricultural output fell by 45 per cent.150 13.5 million people 
are currently food insecure.151 

Agriculture accounts for 22 per cent of GDP. 

World Bank: 2 million people and $4 billion of assets are at risk from avalanches, 
while 3 million people and over $6 billion of assets are at risk from landslides.152

Persistent conflict and political instability exacerbate climate-related impacts, while 
climate change increases the risk of conflict.153 Severe water shortage is a major factor, 
driving both hunger and conflict.154 Afghanistan has one of the lowest levels of water 
storage capacity in the world.155 Conflict and instability also inhibit the collection of data 
to develop effective strategies for adaptation and mitigation. 

Country snapshot

1.4.5.2 Implications of the risks for 
children

               Health and sanitation

Inadequate sanitation infrastructure 
vastly increases the risk of contagion 
and disease outbreaks in Afghanistan. 
The country has a high rate of 
tuberculosis; those most at risk include 
women, children and the elderly, those 
suffering from malnutrition and poverty, 
refugees and internally displaced 
persons (IDPs).156

          Food and water security 

Currently, nearly 15 million people are 
impacted by climate-related drought 
in Afghanistan.157 Nearly 2 million 
children under 5 years of age suffer from 
chronic undernutrition, which results 
in stunted growth and delayed mental 
development.158 Over 90 per cent of 
farmers were unable to cultivate wheat – 
the main staple crop – during 2018-2019.159 
In provinces affected by drought, girls are 
at a high risk of child marriage – 13 per 
cent higher than the national average.160



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 28

[161] https://bit.ly/3hIxr7g
[162] https://www.tdh.ch/en/news/afghanistan-children-displaced-climate-change
[163] https://bit.ly/2V8dZqO
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           Livelihoods and migration

Drought is driving mass internal 
displacement, placing children in 
dire living conditions. Children and 
adolescents under the age of 18 
represented 60 per cent (21,416) 
of arrivals of IDPs to Herat from 
September 2018 to February 2019, of 
which 21 per cent were under 5 years 
of age,161 and 52 per cent were girls.
Child labour increased as rural incomes 
dwindled in the aftermath of the 2018 
drought.162

           Infrastructure and energy

Public infrastructure is extremely poor in 
Afghanistan, with investment hindered by 
ongoing conflict and poor governance.  The 
existing electricity coverage in Afghanistan 
is inadequate, with only 49 per cent of the 
population having access to electricity.163 
More than half of the children in the 
country are living without electricity and 
are dependent on harmful and polluting 
indoor fuels, such as kerosene-powered 
lamps. Children living in villages that are not 
connected to the electricity grid face issues 
of personal safety at night, in addition to the 
difficult living conditions.
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Pakistan is the eighth most affected country (1998-2017) from climate-related extreme 
weather events.  The country has incurred economic losses equivalent to $3.8 billion.

Over one-third of Pakistan’s population resides in urban areas, of which 47 per cent 
live in slums.

According to ADB, 60.24 million people reside in the Sindh coastal area, accounting 
for 30 per cent of the total population.  And they are at risk due to the gradual sinking 
of the Indus delta.164

The cost of climate impacts over the next 40 years is projected to be 6-14 billion US 
dollars.165

Projections indicate that by 2050, 2.73 per cent of the Indus delta area will be lost, in 
part due to seawater intrusion.

A COMSATS University Islamabad study predicts a 75 per cent increase in heat waves 
by 2030, a 189 per cent increase by 2060, and a 277 per cent increase by 2090. 166

About 18 per cent of the population is undernourished (Food Security and Nutrition 
Strategic Review for Pakistan 2017).

Agriculture accounts for 21 per cent of the GDP, 60 per cent of total exports and 
employs 45 per cent of the total workforce.

Country snapshot

[164] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/357876/climate-change-profile-pakistan.pdf
[165] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/357876/climate-change-profile-pakistan.pdf
[166] https://bit.ly/3hTtgpw; https://bit.ly/2YXkP3B
[167] National Institute of Population Studies (NIPS) and ICF International. 2013. Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey, 2012-13. Islamabad, 
Pakistan and Maryland, USA: NIPS and ICF International.
[168] https://bit.ly/2zQYCf1; https://bit.ly/2NkkN0w
[169]https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30799

Changes in glacial melt will significantly impact the productivity of water-dependent sectors, 
such as agriculture and energy. As much as 95 per cent of the country’s irrigation system 
depends on the Indus River – the receding glaciers cause massive floods, which are  followed 
by severe drought. The resilience of the population is low. Over half of the total population 
is considered poor, with incidences of severe poverty in the southern subregions of all 
provinces.167

kidnapping, sexual abuse and exploitation; 
ongoing mental health impacts (depression 
affected 10 million children); and increased 
exposure to deadly waterborne diseases, 
affecting 3.5 million children under 5 
years of age. 168 High rates of E. coli 
contamination – as a result of poor 
sanitation and household water treatment – 
continue to threaten children’s lives. 169

1.4.6 Climate change in Pakistan

1.4.6.1 Overview of the risks 

1.4.6.2 Implications of the risks for children

               Health and sanitation

In the aftermath of the 2010 floods, children 
suffered immediate impacts, including 
fatalities, loss of family and careers, and 
displacement due to loss of homes and 
land. Longer-term vulnerabilities included 
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               Food and water security 

A rise in temperatures of 0.5°-2°C would 
lead to a decrease of 8 per cent – 10  
per cent in agricultural productivity by 
2040. This, together with the increase 
in population during the same period, and 
coupled with high levels of water stress, 170 
poses a serious threat to food security. 171 
A number of districts in Sindh province 
have persistently experienced drought 
since 2013. If the situation continues, 
57  per cent of the local population is 
expected to fall into poor levels of food 
consumption. Pakistan has the third-
highest number of child deaths due to 
pneumonia and diarrhoea in the world. 
One study indicates that risk of infection 
of pneumonia increases with malnutrition 
in children, and projects that 700,000 
children will be at high risk of infection by 
2030. 172

           Livelihoods and migration

Around 68  per cent of the population 
depends on agriculture for their livelihood, 

directly or indirectly.173 Reduced productivity 
due to climate risks will have an impact 
on children in many ways: reducing their 
access to food and education, while 
increasing their risk of exposure to abuse, 
child labour, trafficking and early marriage 
for girls. Children are also at high risk of 
mass and prolonged displacement, both 
from rural areas due to drought, flooding and 
landslides, and from cities (including Karachi) 
due to sea level rise.

           Infrastructure and energy

Half the population of rural Pakistan still 
does not have access to electricity – a 
major development challenge and a 
driver and consequence of inequality. 174 
Even for those with access to the grid, 
supply can fall short of demand by 50  
per cent. Climate change will exacerbate 
this shortfall, potentially leading to civil 
unrest.175 Children without reliable access 
to electricity miss out on opportunities 
for learning and education, in addition 
to having to cope with challenging living 
conditions.

©UNICEF Pakistan/Zaidi/2018

[170] Pakistan “Task force for climate change” priorities 2010
[171] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/357876/climate-change-profile-pakistan.pdf
[172] https://www.jhsph.edu/ivac/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Pneumonia-and-Diarrhea-Progress-Report-2018-1.pdf
[173] https://bit.ly/3fDIDQS
[174] http://irena.org/publications/2018/Apr/Renewables-Readiness-Assessment-Pakistan
[175] https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/pakistans-interminable-energy-crisis-there-any-way-out
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Sri Lanka is ranked as the second most affected country (in 2017) from climate-
related extreme weather events, incurring damages of $3.1 billion.

About 600,000 people were displaced across 12 districts in 2017, due to heavy 
landslides and floods. 

USAID: 50  per cent of the country’s population (nearly 2.6 million people) reside on 
the coast, of which 25  per cent are directly vulnerable to rising sea levels. 176 

Annual rise in mean temperature is projected to be around 0.8°-2°C by 2060, 
accompanied by increased frequency and intensity of cyclones, floods, droughts and 
landslides.177

Country snapshot

A number of factors increase the impact of extreme weather events for Sri Lanka and its 
children. For one, it has a tropical climate prone to seasonal cyclones with a strong risk of 
flooding and storm surges along its 1,340 km coastline. The country’s heavy dependence 
on coastal tourism for livelihoods and productivity – contributing 43  per cent of GDP – 
adds to this risk. It also has a long history of civil unrest: climate-related displacement is 
likely to exacerbate ethnic and religious tensions, putting children at higher risk. 178

crop yields are highly vulnerable to 
droughts.181 Rice yield could decline by as 
much as 23  per cent by 2080, contributing 
to the burden of malnutrition in children, 
unless more resilient grains can be grown.

          Livelihoods and migration 

The Sri Lankan tourism industry employs 
approximately 45  per cent of the country’s 
workforce (9 million people). Increased 
incidences of extreme weather events 
threaten livelihoods – directly and indirectly 
– through their impact on tourist inflows 
into the country. The rural and estate sectors 
(such as tea plantations) are home to 92  
per cent of the country’s poor.182 Loss of 
employment of parents and caregivers 
makes children financially insecure, with 
serious implications for their education and 
development outcomes. Displacement due 
to lost livelihoods also puts children at risk of 
trauma, malnourishment, disease and abuse.

[176] https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/Sri per cent20Lanka_CRP_Final.pdf
[177] https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/Sri per cent20Lanka_CRP_Final.pdf
[178] http://mandalaprojects.com/ice/ice-cases/lanka-civil.htm
[179] https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/Sri per cent20Lanka_CRP_Final.pdf
[180] https://www.adb.org/publications/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia
[181] Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources (2008) / https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-
change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[182] http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2018/11/07/weathering-the-storm-improving-disaster-resilience-of-rural-workers-in-sri-lanka/

1.4.7 Climate change in Sri Lanka

1.4.7.1 Overview of the risks 

1.4.7.2 Implications of the risks for 
children

               Health and sanitation

The increasing incidence of vector-borne 
diseases constitutes a major public health 
emergency: the number of Dengue cases 
reported in 2017 was 4.3 times higher 
than the 2010-2016 average.179  Sanitation 
infrastructure remains inadequate.180 

Unplanned climate-related displacement, in 
both rural and urban areas, adds additional 
strain on sanitation infrastructure, putting 
children at risk of disease.

              Food and water security 

Sea level rise and salt water intrusion will 
lead to direct loss of agricultural land and 
wetlands. Much of the agricultural terrain 
is in the water-deficient dry zone, heavily 
dependent on rain-fed irrigation. Therefore, 
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[183] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[184] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[185] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[186] http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2010/04/06/climate-change-in-the-maldives
[187] https://maldives.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/Policy per cent20implications per cent20bookletWEB.pdfz
[188] http://outbreaknewstoday.com/maldives-dengue-cases-200-percent-2019/
[189] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[190] http://www.searo.who.int/entity/health_situation_trends/cp_mav.pdf?ua=1
[191] https://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/application/pdf/maldives_summary_cca.pdf
[192] https://www.themaldivesexpert.com/1821/fishing-in-the-maldives/

Four-fifths of the country’s land area is less than one metre above sea level. A one metre 
sea level rise could lead to the submergence of 66  per cent of the country’s land mass, 
with other areas temporarily inundated, putting the entire population at risk.183 

Between 1998-2017, the average annual loss from climate-related weather disasters 
was $549,000.

The Maldives suffers the highest projected climate-related losses among South 
Asian countries: projected to reach 2.3  per cent of GDP by 2050 – in addition to the 
existential threat of rising sea levels. 184 

The Maldives is projected to experience a temperature rise of approximately 4.3°C by 2100. 185

The frequency of extreme daily rainfall (higher than 180 mm) – currently a once-in-a-
century event – is predicted to be twice as high by 2050.

Tourism revenues account for 70  per cent of the country’s GDP. 186

With the threat of rising sea levels, the government has been exploring voluntary 
migration as a policy response since 2007. 187

Country snapshot

Geography makes the Maldives one of the most vulnerable countries to climate change impacts in 
the world. It faces an existential threat from a rise in sea levels. Rising temperatures and increased 
rainfall are expected to have similar impacts on the Maldives as in other parts of South Asia. 

age, children are more vulnerable given their 
physiological weakness and low immunity. 
Inadequate social protections and the high 
cost of health care exacerbate poverty 
(currently affecting 7.3  per cent of the 
population).190

               Food and water security 

Owing to the country’s heavy dependence 
on food imports (estimated to be 90  
per cent), food supply is at risk from 
extreme weather events, such as 
cyclones and floods, as ports become 
non-operational.191 Fish stocks have 
also been persistently declining due to 
the destruction of reefs and decades of 
overfishing.192 With no surface storage, 

1.4.8 Climate change in Maldives

1.4.8.1 Overview of the risks 

1.4.8.2 Implications of the risks for children 

               Health and sanitation

With rising temperatures and increasing 
rainfall intensity, vector-borne diseases are 
now a major public health concern in the 
Maldives. Dengue is endemic, with seasonal 
outbreaks. Ministry of Health data show 
a 200  per cent increase in dengue cases 
from January 2019 to April 2019, with 1,912 
cases reported (compared with 539 cases 
for the same period in 2018)188 Morbidity 
from dengue incidence – without significant 
action on carbon emissions – could increase 
to 34,539 cases by 2090, with 324 deaths 
per year. While data on the incidence of 
disease and death are not disaggregated by 
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the Maldives relies on groundwater recharge and rainwater harvesting for its water 
supply. These limited freshwater resources face a significant risk of contamination due to 
flooding, further exacerbating the risk of water insecurity among children.193     

           Infrastructure and energy

Most of the country’s critical infrastructure is within 100 metres of the coastline,194 
making it vulnerable to extreme weather events, such as cyclones and flooding. Damage 
to critical public infrastructure could sever the country’s communication and transport 
linkages. For children, the greatest risks are reduced food and energy imports, affecting 
both nutrition and access to health services. The Maldives’ energy infrastructure is also 
vulnerable to flooding and damage. A very small storage capacity – approximately 10 
days’ worth – means that fuel imports are at high risk of extreme weather incidents.195

1.5 Implications for UNICEF

Child-centric, evidence-based policies and 
programmes are needed to protect children 
against climate risks. For evidence-based 
planning, national census or household 
surveys need to incorporate resilience 
indicators to address data gaps. Further 
research is needed to understand which 
climate adaptation measures are effective 
in the long term. With respect to climate 
change mitigation, most South Asian 
countries, except India, are not major 
contributors to GHG levels, yet are among 
the most vulnerable countries in the world. 
Smaller South Asian countries are also weak 
in terms of technical and financial capacity 
to respond to these climate-related risks. In 
response to the challenges outlined in this 
report, the following areas for action stand 
out as crucial to the future welfare of children 
in South Asia.

Data on climate change

There is a lack of reliable data on 
GHG emissions, with the exception 
of CO2, in all eight countries. Data on 
energy consumption, both renewable 
and non-renewable, are outdated, 
with the last available data from 2014-
2015. Afghanistan, Bhutan and the 
Maldives do not monitor or publish 
energy consumption data. This presents 
an opportunity for the international 
development community to collaborate 
with monitoring agencies in the region 
to refine and remodel data collection 
processes. UNICEF should advocate for 
closely monitoring climate change and its 
impacts on communities as a first step 
in developing sustainable and effective 

[193] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/42811/assessing-costs-climate-change-and-adaptation-south-asia.pdf
[194] https://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/application/pdf/maldives_summary_cca.pdf
[195] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/wp-content/files/publications/20171217-pub-island-electricity-data-book-2017-17dec2017.pdf

mitigation and adaptation policies. The 
World Bank’s Climate Change Knowledge 
portal has detailed projections for rise 
in mean temperature and rainfall for all 
South Asian countries. These projections 
can help governments and organizations 
design and implement climate-resilient 
programs and policies.

Health and sanitation

There are gender and age dimensions to 
access to water, sanitation and hygiene 
that put women and children at greater 
risk than other segments of the population 
as climate change degrades relevant 
infrastructure. Many in the region do 
not have access to modern facilities. 
Many existing facilities are not designed 
to cater to women/children and are not 
built to withstand the consequences 
of a changing climate. Development 
organizations can evaluate their efforts 
to facilitate installation of water and 
sanitation facilities, particularly in schools 
and hospitals, and consider how climate 
change will impact priority areas and 
infrastructure requirements – for example, 
requiring new projects to follow guidelines 
for flood resilience based on climate 
projections rather than historical trends. 
Combining gender and age considerations 
with information on climate resilience in 
development planning could reduce the 
risk of backsliding in standards on water, 
sanitation and hygiene, particularly for 
women and children.

There is a growing body of literature 
around climate change and its impact 
on the mental health of vulnerable 
groups. Major climate risks, such as 
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the complex health and development 
implications of climate change. For instance, 
UNICEF may work in partnership with other 
health organizations and medical agencies to 
deliver first aid relief and immunity boosters 
against vector-borne diseases during 
prolonged heat waves to prevent mass 
outbreaks of diseases, such as dengue and 
chikungunya.

Food and water security

While agriculture is one of the most 
vulnerable sectors to climate change, 
there is emerging evidence that localized, 
on-site climate resilience measures can 
reduce the risks for the most vulnerable 
populations and geographical areas.  For 
instance, a climate-resilient farming model 
developed by Swayam Shikshan Prayog 
(a local organization in Maharashtra) that 
promotes crop and nutrition diversification, 
sustainable water management, and long-
term women- and child-centric adaptation, 
is an example of a successful localized 
climate resilience initiative. Implemented 
in 2014, it as safeguarded marginal farmers 
in over 300 drought-stricken villages in 
northern Maharashtra during three years 
of successive droughts, from 2014-2016. 
Development organizations can establish 
an innovation lab and accelerator to support 
the development and testing of local 
initiatives that aim at building resilience of 
communities and supporting the upscaling 
of successful ideas. 

South Asia is one of the most water-stressed 
regions in the world. Climate change 
increasingly threatens the availability of 
safe water for domestic consumption, with 
implications for health and safety of women 
and children. Development organizations 
should prioritize the installation of water 
pumps within water-stressed communities 
to reduce the time spent by women and 
children collecting and transporting water. 
There are also opportunities to explore 
the development and distribution of small 
household water purification and recycling 
systems. Aid organizations could work with 
government agencies to set up contingency 
plans for emergencies, such as flooding and 
drought.

Livelihoods and migration

Diversification of livelihoods away from 
the agricultural sector is essential to 

[196] https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/JAHA.118.010995
[197] World Bank, South Asia Hotspots

extreme weather events, climate-induced 
migration and forced displacement, and 
loss of livelihoods and other economic 
losses, adversely affect health outcomes 
and cognitive development of children. 
Psychological consequences of disasters 
and deprivation among children and youth 
include phobias, anxiety, depression, 
suicidal inclinations, apathy, political and 
social discontent and feelings of vengeance. 
Psychological assistance, especially for 
children and young people, ought to be 
prioritized as an essential part of disaster 
response programmes. Existing mental 
health interventions can be evaluated to 
mitigate the impacts of climate change and 
related disasters, and of forced displacement 
on children and youth. International 
assistance organizations may set up facilities 
to train social workers and first responders 
to offer counselling for post-traumatic stress 
victims of natural disasters.
 
Education and awareness are the first steps 
in building resilience among vulnerable 
groups, the majority of whom are not aware 
of the detrimental impacts of climate change. 
Awareness programmes can influence 
behaviour and inspire changes to wasteful 
practices that contribute to environmental 
pollution and degradation. Organizations 
working with children in rural and urban 
slum areas can introduce awareness-
raising campaigns on topics such as waste 
management, water conservation, and 
the importance of cleanliness and proper 
sanitation. Women and children living in 
climate-risk hotspots should be educated in 
disaster management, safe evacuation and 
response. Furthermore, public awareness 
campaigns around prevention and treatment 
of waterborne disease can help contain mass 
outbreaks. Use of social media applications 
– such as WhatsApp and Facebook – can be 
explored as effective platforms to reach out to 
large sections of the population.

Recent studies have indicated that exposure 
to extreme weather conditions196  and 
pollution during early pregnancy may 
have long-term impacts on the health and 
development outcomes of children. Climate 
extremes such as heat waves have several 
hidden implications as heat stress weakens 
the immune system, making children more 
susceptible to other disorders. Development 
organizations may work together to 
implement cross-sectional-evidence-based 
programmes to protect children from 
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reduce the negative effects of changes 
in weather patterns and to raise 
overall living standards in the region.197  
Nonetheless, agricultural sector jobs 
can also be protected against many of 
the adverse impacts of climate change 
by training farmers in sustainable and 
precision farming methodologies, such 
as vertical farming and drip irrigation. 
International organizations can work in 
partnership with local farmers to set 
up sustainable organic farming models 
in urban as well as rural communities. 
Reducing the gender divide in education 
and access to resources will be a 
necessary precursor to enhancing the 
financial resilience of communities.198 

Given the crippling levels of poverty 
and soaring unemployment levels in 
the region, it is essential to tailor and 
support social protection programmes 
for the extreme poor. Direct food or cash 
transfers have proven to be successful in 
resource-starved and fragile communities. 
These social safety nets help build 
resilience among the most vulnerable 
groups – especially women and children 
– to counterbalance climate shocks. 
International assistance organizations can 
work with public distribution systems 
to improve their efficiency and facilitate 
the funding and transfer of unconditional 
subsistence grants to those in need. 
Furthermore, development organizations 
can work with community banks to 
implement micro-saving schemes and 
train people in financial literacy – targeting 
female heads of households – in order to 
build financial resilience for families and 
communities. 

Infrastructure and energy 

As certain countries in South Asia 
remain highly dependent on fossil fuel 
consumption, transition to clean energy 
has been identified as a major mitigation 
target. Development organizations can 
leverage this opportunity to set up 
an incubator to support the design 
of community-centric and gender-
sensitive renewable energy solutions. 
Such initiatives would help promote 
entrepreneurship, empower women and 
reduce poverty. Small community-led, 
off-grid renewable energy sources (e.g. 
small-scale solar and anaerobic digesters) 
need to be supported. Such small-scale 
projects can provide energy security 
to rural and migrant communities and 
build resilience to power outages during 
extreme weather events.

South Asia’s social services infrastructure 
is in need of a systematic transformation. 
As with the region’s economic growth, 
the trajectory of the development of 
innovative service delivery platforms has 
not been linear. Countries such as India 
and Sri Lanka are witnessing a rapid rise 
of digital governance, whereas countries 
like Nepal and Bhutan continue to struggle 
with physical connectivity issues. As the 
incidence of extreme weather events 
increases, there will be a greater need 
to redesign education and health care 
infrastructure for climate resilience, 
such as building on stilts in flood-prone 
areas, or developing mobile facilities (e.g. 
schools on boats) to avoid weather-related 
disruptions. 

Climate-induced migration has become 
a trigger for social instability in host 
countries, such as Bangladesh, India 
and Pakistan. As the influx of climate 
refugees increases, conflicts stemming 
from competition for scarce resources 
between host communities and 
refugee groups become more common. 
International organizations can reduce 
the tensions by facilitating reconciliation 
processes. Furthermore, violent conflict 
may erupt between different ethnic 
groups as shortages of resources, such 
as potable water, worsen. Development 
organizations can support governments 
and avoid tensions by ensuring equitable 
inter-ethnic resource planning and timely 
reconstruction of critical infrastructure 
destroyed during environmental disasters.  
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2.1  Overview 

This chapter examines the current state and 
future trajectory of food security in South 
Asia and assesses its impacts on children. 
The Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) defines food security as a situation 
that exists when all people, at all times, 
have physical, social and economic access 
to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
that meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life 199. 

The EIU has developed a quantitative and 
qualitative benchmarking tool, the Global 
Food Security Index (GFSI), to assess 
the drivers of food security across least 
developed and developed countries. The 
GFSI identifies three major elements 
as the building blocks of food security: 
affordability, availability and quality 200. All 
South Asian countries currently score well 
below the global average on the GFSI.  

As the region’s GFSI scores suggest, food 
insecurity is a major issue in South Asia 
and has long affected the health of children 
and women. This trend is also reflected 
in FAO’s latest report - The State of Food 
Security and Nutrition in the World (2019). 
More than one-third of the total number of 
undernourished people in the world (278.5 
million out of 821.6 million) resided in South 
Asia in 2018 201.

Food security has strong links with the 
agricultural sector, affecting both food 
availability and employment, which enables 
people to purchase food. 

While agriculture’s share of economic 
activity has declined in South Asia, the 
labour force involved in the sector is 
sizeable. However, the region suffers from 
low agricultural productivity, which has 
direct implications for rural poverty and 
food accessibility 202.

Ongoing food insecurity in the region has 
severe impacts on children, evident in 
the high rates of child stunting, wasting 
and micronutrient deficiencies. The region 
is home to 40  per cent of the world’s 
stunted children (too short for their age) 
and 50  per cent of the world’s children 
who suffer from wasting (too thin for their 
height) 203. 

The future trajectory of food and nutrition 
security in South Asia is uncertain. Food 
security in the region is contingent upon 
several policy factors and initiatives 
undertaken by governments and civil 
society actors 204. In addition, the region’s 
vulnerability to climate change, lack of 
technology in agriculture and unsustainable 
agricultural practices pose direct threats 
to the agricultural sector, which is the 
bedrock of food security. 

[199]  http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[200] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/
[201] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[202] http://www.fao.org/3/i2750e/i2750e00.pdf  
[203] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/it-s-time-end-malnutrition-south-asia
[204] http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/132273/filename/132488.pdf 
[206] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[207] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf

Figure 1: GFSI scores 2018

Source: The EIU.

Key terminologies

Food security: A situation 

that exists when all people, 

at all times, have physical, 

social and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious 

food that meets their dietary 

needs and food preferences 

for an active and healthy 

life 205.

Prevalence of 

undernourishment: An 

estimate of the proportion 

of the population that lacks 

enough dietary energy for a 

healthy and active life 206. 

Malnutrition: An 

abnormal physiological 

condition caused by 

inadequate, unbalanced 

or excessive consumption 

of macronutrients and/or 

micronutrients. Malnutrition 

includes undernutrition 

(child stunting and wasting 

and vitamin and mineral 

deficiencies) as well as 

overweight and obesity 207.

Food Insecurity Experience 

Scale: An experience-based 

food security scale used 

to produce a measure of 

access to food at different 

levels of severity that can be 

compared across contexts. 

It relies on data obtained 

by asking people, directly 

in surveys, about the 

occurrence of conditions and 

behaviours that are known 

to reflect constrained access 

to food.   

Moderate food insecurity: 

The level of severity of food 

insecurity, based on the 

Food Insecurity Experience 

Scale, at which people face 

uncertainties about their 

ability to obtain food and are 

forced to reduce, at times 

during the year, the quality 

and/or quantity of food
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Figure 2: Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent) 216

2.2 South Asia: a hungry and 
food-insecure region 

2.2.1 What is food security? 

FAO outlined four dimensions of food 
security: food availability, economic and 
physical access to food, food utilization, 
and stability over time 210. The EIU used an 
adaption of FAO’s definition (food security 
is “the state in which people at all times 
have physical, social and economic access 
to sufficient and nutritious food that meets 
their dietary needs for a healthy and active 
life”) 211 to create its GFSI, which uses three 
key parameters to assess the level of food 
insecurity in different countries: affordability, 
availability and quality. The GFSI ranks 113 
countries across the world and is the first of 
its kind to comprehensively examine food 
security across these three internationally 
established dimensions. It also looks beyond 
hunger to assess the underlying factors 
affecting food insecurity 212. The GFSI is 
referred to throughout this chapter in order 
to add quantitative context to the analysis. 

2.2.2 Food security in South Asia 

South Asia performs poorly in terms of 
food security in The EIU’s GFSI. All the 
countries in the region lag behind the 
global average in terms of their overall 
scores and receive low rankings among 
the 113 countries assessed in the index. 
Sri Lanka is the most food secure country 
in the region and ranks 67th in the index. 
Bangladesh is the least food secure 

country in the region and ranks 83rd in 
the index. India, Pakistan and Nepal (76th, 
77th and 79th in the index, respectively) 
also perform poorly compared with the 
broader Asia-Pacific region. 

According to FAO’s latest assessment, 
undernourishment affects 11  per cent of 
the total population in Asia. Though South 
Asia experienced some progress in food 
security over the last five years, it continues 
to be the subregion within Asia with the 
highest proportion of undernourished 
people (almost 15  per cent) 213. The 
prevalence of undernourishment (see 
Figure 2) – a key indicator of food insecurity 
– in South Asia is, on average, higher than 
global levels. Afghanistan and Pakistan are 
the most affected countries in the region 
with over 29.8  per cent and 20.3  per 
cent, respectively, of their total population 
suffering from undernourishment between 
2016-2018 214. 

Various factors impact food security 
in South Asia, but some of the more 
persistent and challenging factors include 
the high prevalence of poverty, income 
inequality and poor governance. Bad 
weather, trade curbs and a dependence 
on oil imports also contribute to higher 
food prices, which can destabilize the 
incomes and food security of millions 
across the region 215. Although the South 
Asia region as a whole has performed 
well on food availability, low agricultural 
productivity and climate change impacts 
are gradually putting food security at risk. 

[208] https://www.who.int/nutrition/healthygrowthproj_stunted_videos/en/
[209] The State of Food Security (FAO)
[210] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[211] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/Home/Methodology
[212] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/
[213] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[214] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[215] https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2012/10/22/food-security-south-asia
[216] https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/database/

they consume due to lack of 

money or other resources. 

It thus refers to a lack of 

consistent access to food, 

which diminishes dietary 

quality, disrupts normal 

eating patterns, and can 

have negative consequences 

for nutrition, health and 

well-being. 

Severe food insecurity: The 

level of severity of food 

insecurity at which people 

(most likely) run out of food, 

experience hunger and, at 

the most extreme, go for 

days without eating, putting 

their health and well-being 

at grave risk, based on the 

Food Insecurity Experience 

Scale. 

Stunting: Children with 

low height for age, due to a 

past episode or episodes of 

sustained undernutrition, 

are considered stunted. It 

reflects impaired growth 

and development among 

children because of poor 

nutrition, repeated infection 

and inadequate psychosocial 

stimulation. Children under 

5 years of age are defined as 

stunted if their height for 

age is less than two standard 

deviations below WHO’s 

Child Growth Standards 

median 208.

Wasting: Children with 

low weight for height, 

generally a result of weight 

loss associated with a 

recent period of inadequate 

dietary energy intake and/

or disease, are classified as 

wasting. In children under 

5 years of age, wasting is 

defined as a weight for 

height below minus two 

standard deviations from the 

median weight for height 

in the reference population. 

Severe wasting is defined as 

a weight for height below 

minus three standard 

deviations from the 

median in the reference 

population 209.

Source: United Nations Global SDG Database.
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Table 1: FAO Food-security indicators  217

Country

Prevalence of 
undernourish-

ment

Prevalence of 
severe food 
insecurity

Prevalence of 
moderate or 
severe food 
insecurity

Prevalence 
of wasting in 

children under 
5 years of age

Prevalence of 
stunting in 

children under 
5 years of age

Prevalence of 
overweight in 
children under 
5 years of age

Prevalence 
of anaemia 

among women 
of active age 

(15-49)

2016-2018 2016-2018 2016-2018 2018 2018 2018 2016

 per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent

South Asia 14.9 12.0 30.9 14.6 32.7 3.1 48.7

Afghanistan 29.8 18.3 54.3 9.5 40.9 5.4 42.0

Bangladesh 14.7 10.2 30.5 14.4 36.2 1.6 39.9

Bhutan NA NA NA NA NA NA 35.6

India 14.5 NA NA 20.8 37.9 2.4 51.4

Maldives 10.3 NA NA NA NA NA 42.6

Nepal 8.7 7.8 31.6 9.6 36.0 1.2 35.1

Pakistan 20.3 NA NA 7.1 37.6 2.5 52.1

Sri Lanka 9.0 NA NA 15.1 17.3 2.0 32.6

Source: The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the world (2019) – FAO.

 2.2.2.1 Drivers of food insecurity 

One of the main drivers of food insecurity in South Asia is the high prevalence of poverty 
and income inequality. Research by the London School of Economics suggests that South 
Asia has, for many decades, accommodated a large share of both global income and 
the multidimensional poor compared with other regions (‘multidimensional poor’ refers 
to individuals who experience deprivation across more than one dimension, such as 
health, education and living standards). During the last decade, the lowest wealth quartile 
has increased its share of income in South Asia, but the region’s share of the world’s 
multidimensional poor has experienced only a marginal decline 218. Average per capita 
income in South Asia lags significantly behind the rest of the Asia and Pacific region (see 
Figure 3), and low income levels and high inequality weigh down the affordability element 
of food security.

Figure 3: GDP per capita (2018) (current United States dollars) 219

Source: The World Bank
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[217] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[218] https://bit.ly/38atdks
[219] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 40

South Asian countries are also relatively 
large, with populations ranging from 21.1 
million in Sri Lanka to 1.3 billion in India (as 
of 2017, according to data from the EIU). A 
strong link exists between large populations 
and high food insecurity. Indeed, most 
of the countries where large numbers of 
people face food insecurity also have high 
fertility rates and rapid population growth, 
which increases the challenge of adequately 
meeting nutritional needs 220. Food 
production depends on croplands and water 
supply, which come increasingly under 
strain as human populations grow. Pressure 
on limited land resources, driven in part 
by population growth, can also lead to the 
expansion of cropland, which often involves 
the destruction of vital forest resources 
or overexploitation of arable land 221. This 
creates a vicious cycle of environmental 
damage and food insecurity as population 
growth continues.

Most South Asian countries have large 
agricultural sectors (see Figure 4). In 
terms of percentage of GDP, Afghanistan, 
Nepal, Pakistan have the largest sectors, 
closely followed by Bangladesh and India. 
Despite this, the region struggles to 
produce adequate quantities of good-
quality and diverse food. Agriculture in 
the region is caught in a ‘low-equilibrium 
trap’, with low productivity of staples, 
supply shortfalls, high prices, low returns 
to farmers, and limited diversification 222. 
All these factors lead to unpredictable 

Figure 4: Agriculture as a percentage of GDP 223

Source: The World Bank.

access to food and have lasting impacts 
on food security.

Environmental factors in South Asia 
can also make agrarian yields more 
unpredictable in the absence of 
appropriate technology. All the countries 
in the region have varying geographies 
that affect their agricultural productivity.
For instance, parts of northern Bangladesh 
are geographically different from its 
coastal areas; India is divided into 15 
distinct agroecological zones; Nepal has 
three demarcated zones of mountains, 
hills and terrain; Pakistan’s Indus plains 
are in sharp contrast to the arid regions 
of Sindh or the hilly and semi-arid areas in 
the northwestern region; and Sri Lanka’s 
landscape is clearly defined by its dry and 
wet zones 224. Due to this variety, changes 
in climate have had variable impacts 
on agriculture. For instance, water has 
become a limiting factor for agricultural 
production in many places and is expected 
to become even more of a constraint as 
rainfall patterns shift and temperatures 
rise, increasing the rate of water lost 
through evaporation. Other biophysical 
effects of climate change in the region 
include drought and floods, as well as 
negative effects on soil (e.g. high salinity 
in the southwestern region of Bangladesh 
and groundwater pollution in India) 225. 

While all this has negatively affected the 
agricultural sector’s productivity and rural 
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[220] https://pai.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/PAI-1293-FOOD_compressed.pdf
[221] https://pai.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/PAI-1293-FOOD_compressed.pdf
[222] https://icrier.org/pdf/WorkingPaper240.pdf
[223] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS
[224] http://www.fao.org/3/ab981e/ab981e0a.htm
[225]  https://ccafs.cgiar.org/fr/blog/agricultural-systems-adapting-climate-change-south-asia#.XXYICC4za00
[226] https://ccafs.cgiar.org/fr/blog/agricultural-systems-adapting-climate-change-south-asia#.XXYICC4za00



4102: Food security 

incomes, governments in the region have 
left the burden of innovation to combat 
these issues to cash-strapped farmers 226. 
Institutions have also failed to incentivize 
farmers to contribute to the environmental 
and public good through soil conservation, 
agrobiodiversity management and other 
efforts to enhance food security 227.

Weak institutions and a persistent lack of 
physical infrastructure also decrease food 
security in the region. Reflecting their 
common colonial history, South Asian 
countries have similar institutional structures 
and approaches towards the provision of 
public services, such as education and 
health care 228. These institutional structures 
affect several aspects of food security, 
including diet diversity in food consumption 
patterns, food distribution, the availability of 
food safety nets and public expenditure on 
agriculture. Investment in agriculture and 
public policies/programs in South Asia tends 
to prefer starchy staple foods as opposed to 
traditional micronutrient-rich crops, such as 
millets and pulses 229.  Government efforts 
have not sufficiently prioritized nutrition 
diversity, with dire implications on population 
food consumption patterns.

At the same time, South Asian countries 
continue to experience a dearth of physical 
infrastructure to support the delivery of 
public services. According to the World 
Bank, South Asia’s infrastructure needs 
could cost up to $2.5 billion over the next 

decade 230 in order to fully unleash the 
countries’ economic capabilities and meet 
development goals. ADB has highlighted 
that large infrastructure deficits exist across 
the board in the region. For instance, road 
density in South Asian countries (except 
India) is far below the world average of 
around 100 km per 100 square kilometres 
of land area. Railway length per million 
people also remains woefully inadequate in 
most countries in the region, significantly 
behind the averages for the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and for the world 231. Poor 
infrastructure directly impacts transportation 
and storage of food, resulting in significant 
food loss along the whole value chain 232.

The region also struggles with high levels of 
corruption (see Figure 5). This undermines 
food security in several ways: funds that are 
intended for development are diverted for 
purposes that do not enhance food security, 
food supplies are siphoned off for illegal 
sale, and the need to pay bribes adds to the 
expenses of poor households. Afghanistan 
and Sri Lanka have also witnessed frequent 
political upheavals and periodic negation 
of democratic institutions. At present, all 
South Asian countries have democracies in 
place, and the elected governments tend to 
operate with populist mandates that include 
promises of poverty eradication and increased 
food security. However, these assurances 
are largely rhetorical, as institutional reform 
remains elusive in South Asia 233.

Figure 5: Corruption Perception Index 2018 234

Source: Transparency International.
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[227] https://ccafs.cgiar.org/fr/blog/agricultural-systems-adapting-climate-change-south-asia#.XXYICC4za00
[228] http://www.fao.org/3/ab981e/ab981e0a.htm
[229] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919218308352
[230] https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2014/04/02/south-asia-trillion-infrastructure-gap
[231] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/454316/swp-059-infrastructure-financing-south-asia.pdf
[232] http://www.vartotojai.lt/binary/uploads/review.pdf
[233] http://www.fao.org/3/ab981e/ab981e0a.htm
[234] https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018
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Figure 6: Overlapping concepts within the context of food and nutrition insecurity 236

Table 2: Hunger and food security statistics, South Asia (2018) *

Source: Transparency International

* These indices do not include Afghanistan, Bhutan and the Maldives due to a lack of data.

2.2.2.2 Measuring overall food security

Measuring food security can be a 
challenge, particularly as different 
measures and metrics can be used. In 
part, this reflects the multidisciplinary 
and multisectoral nature of food security. 
Hunger has been conflated with food 
insecurity, perhaps because the emotive 
strength of the concept of hunger has 
helped to move many to action 235. 

The following sections draw upon various 
indices that assess food security in 
different ways. First, it draws on The 
EIU’s GFSI – a dynamic quantitative and 
qualitative benchmarking model that was 
constructed from 28 unique indicators 
that provide an objective framework for 
evaluating food security across a range of 
countries worldwide 237. Second, it draws 

on the International Food Policy Research 
Institute’s (IFPRI) Global Hunger Index 
(GHI), which captures the multidimensional 
nature of hunger – a consequence of 
persistent food insecurity.  Third, it draws 
on research from FAO, which takes a 
survey-based approach to measuring 
food security. FAO’s research shows 
that hunger in the world is on the rise – 
specifically, that the number of people 
who suffer from hunger has increased 
over the past three years, returning to 
levels from a decade ago. The absolute 
number of people in the world affected 
by undernourishment (or chronic food 
deprivation) is estimated to have increased 
from around 804 million in 2016 to nearly 
821 million in 2017. Close to 30  per cent 
of the global population suffering from 
undernourishment reside in South Asia 
(see Table 3). 

Under-

 

nutrition
Nutrition
insecurity

Food
insecurity

Hunger

Country
IFPRI Global Hunger 
Index 2018 rankings 

(119 countries) 238

The EIU Global Food 
Security Index 2018 

rankings 

(113 countries) 239

Bangladesh 86 83

India 103 76

Nepal 72 79

Pakistan 106 77

Sri Lanka 67 67

[235] What Are We Assessing When We Measure Food Security? A Compendium and Review of Current Metrics: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24038241
[236] What Are We Assessing When We Measure Food Security? A Compendium and Review of Current Metrics: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24038241
[237] User guide for the Global Food Security Index: Understanding the index and leveraging it for your work 
[238] The Global Hunger Index: The GHI is an annual report published by the IFPRI. It is designed to measure and track 
hunger at a global level and ranks 119 countries on four key indicators: undernourishment, child wasting, child stunting and 
child mortality. It awards countries scores on a 100-point GHI severity scale, where 0 is the best score (no hunger) and 100 
is the worst score. See: The Global Hunger Index.
The GHI severity scale: ≤ 9.9 = low, 10.0-19.9 = moderate, 20.0-34.9 = serious, 35.0-49.9 = alarming, ≥ extremely alarming
[239] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/
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Table 3: Prevalence of undernourishment in South Asia (2016-2018)

Source: FAO 240.

Country
IFPRI Global Hunger 
Index 2018 rankings 

(119 countries)

World 809.9

South Asia 277.7

Afghanistan 10.6 

Bangladesh 24.2 

India 194.4

Nepal 2.5

Pakistan 40

Sri Lanka 1.9

Maldives <0.1

2.2.2.3 Three key pillars of food security

Quantifiable estimates of food security for 
the region have been generated using the 
three pillars identified in The EIU’s GFSI.

Food affordability

Food affordability assesses people’s 
ability to purchase available food. The 
South Asia region performs relatively 
poorly on all the quantitative variables 
for food affordability: GDP per capita, 
household expenditure on food, and the 
proportion of the population living below 
the poverty line. India and Bangladesh 
have the largest number of people living 
below the global poverty line, and GDP 
per capita is lowest in Nepal. According 
to recent national level studies conducted 
by the World Food Programme (WFP), 
almost 65  per cent of the households 
in Pakistan and over 30  per cent in Sri 
Lanka are unable to afford the cost of a 
healthy food basket (a combination of 
foods that meet basic energy and nutrient 
requirements according to WHO and FAO 
recommendations) 241.

Qualitative indicators of food affordability 
include the presence of food safety 
net programmes, which are critical to 
ensuring that food is affordable for people 
with low incomes. While all South Asian 
countries operate some form of food 
safety nets, their efficiency and delivery 
tend to vary significantly. For instance, 

Bangladesh has implemented a variety 
of social safety net programmes, with 
the objective of enhancing access to 
food among vulnerable people and 
communities. While these programmes 
have been implemented in an experimental 
manner, evidence suggests that they 
have smoothed consumption in poor 
households in the face of risks and shocks. 
In India, safety nets have been in place 
since 1951. However, the complexity 
of Indian inequality across class, caste, 
community and regional lines has made 
implementation difficult 242. Other key 
factors affecting food affordability include 
food price volatility and infrastructure 
gaps that restrict access to food 243. 
According to data from the World Bank, 
over 40  per cent of the total labour force 
in South Asia244 are reliant on agriculture, 
which suffers from low productivity 245. 
The volatility of the sector endangers the 
purchasing power of those employed in 
agriculture, feeding into the rural poverty 
cycle and lowering food affordability 
in the region. Moreover, women are 
disproportionately impacted as agriculture 
engages almost 70  per cent of all working 
women in the region 246.

Food availability

The South Asia region performs relatively 
well in terms of food supply and food 
availability. Indeed, the availability of 
cereal supplies has increased more than 
fivefold over the past four decades across 

[240] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[241] http://www.fao.org/3/CA0950EN/ca0950en.pdf
[242]https://bit.ly/2A8NGcP
[243] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/46476331_Food_Security_in_South_Asia_Issues_and_Opportunities
[244] https://ourworldindata.org/employment-in-agriculture
[245] https://bit.ly/3eD5U5j    |    https://icrier.org/pdf/WorkingPaper240.pdf
[246] http://www.fao.org/asiapacific/programmes-and-projects/gender/en/
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the region. Despite this, food security 
is becoming more of a challenge. Rapid 
population growth, fast and unplanned 
urbanization (fuelled by rural-to-urban 
migration), reductions in arable land, 
declines in the average farm size (and 
skewed distribution of farms), low 
productivity due to insufficient investments 
in research and development (R&D) 
and land degradation have all affected 
agriculture productivity in the region. 

Global warming has also emerged as a 
real threat to food security. Most of South 
Asia is already hot, and heat stress is 
already affecting cereal growing. Additional 
increases in temperature could create 
conditions that are no longer optimal for 
growing certain crops, which will reduce 
yields significantly. The adverse impacts of 
climate change on agriculture can be dealt 
with through mitigation and adaptation 
strategies, but the structure of farming in 
the region, a lack of resources and poverty 
in rural areas could hinder such efforts. As 
a result, South Asian countries are likely to 
face a severe food crisis by 2050, ensuring 
that the issue of food security remains 
critical in the coming years 247.

Food quality and safety

According to data from FAO, the 
prevalence of undernourishment in South 
Asia is declining. However, it continues to 

record the largest number of individuals 
suffering from undernourishment in the 
Asia and Pacific region. This is reflected 
in The EIU’s GFSI, where South Asian 
countries do not perform well across 
most food quality indicators. Bangladesh 
received the lowest ranking among South 
Asian countries for food quality, with a 
score of 30.8.  In comparison, Australia 
topped the rankings for food quality, with a 
score of 85.4.   

In part, South Asia’s low scores on GFSI 
for food quality reflect the region’s high 
food adulteration rates – fueled by rising 
demand for food, limited supply and weak 
safety standards – which pose a direct 
health risk to those who consume affected 
food 248. Corruption and weak institutional 
mechanisms also affect food quality across 
the region, and nutrition (the cornerstone 
of food quality) is highly susceptible to 
changes in climate. Impaired nutrient 
quality, lack of dietary diversity of foods 
produced and consumed, limited access 
to clean water and sanitation, patterns of 
health risks and disease, and changes in 
maternal care, childcare and breastfeeding 
also play important roles 249.

While quantity of food is less of a concern 
in the region, the quality and diversity of 
diets remain challenging 250. Data on per 
capita vegetable and fruit consumption 
(see Figures 7 and 8) indicate that 

[247] https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/72868/3/MPRA_paper_72868.pdf
[248] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281480833_Food_Adulteration_a_serious_public_health_concern_in_
Bangladesh
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/27/suppl_3/ckx189.169/4556951
https://foodindustry.asia/documentdownload.axd?documentresourceid=30310
[249] The state of Food Security and nutrition in the World, 2018
[250] http://www.fao.org/3/CA0950EN/ca0950en.pdf
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South Asian countries have a much lower per capita consumption than global average. 
Furthermore, there has been no significant shifts in consumption patterns between 2010-
2013 (latest data available). The only exception is the Maldives, where fruit consumption is 
much higher than the global average. 

Consistent with trends in the wider Asia region, diets of urban households are more 
nutritionally diverse than those in the rural areas. Nonetheless, there is significant inequity 
in access to diverse diets depending on purchasing power of consumers. For instance, 
one 2016 study from Pakistan found that in urban areas, in spite of availability, nutritious 
food was very expensive and in limited quantity, as almost 64  per cent of the urban 
population could not afford a nutritious diet, and only 4  per cent of children received a 
minimally acceptable diet 251.

Figure 7: Per capita vegetable consumption, measured in kilograms per person per year

Figure 8: Per capita fruit consumption, measured in kilograms per year

Source: FAO 252. 

Source: FAO 253.

[251] http://www.fao.org/3/CA0950EN/ca0950en.pdf
[252] https://ourworldindata.org/diet-compositions
[253] https://ourworldindata.org/diet-compositions

©UNICEF Afghanistan/Dejongh/2020
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[254] http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#home
[255] The state of Food Security and nutrition in the World, 2018
[256] The state of Food Security and nutrition in the World, 2018
[257] State of Food Security in Asia Pacific, 2018 (FAO)
[258] https://www.foodnavigator-asia.com/Article/2018/09/19/Is-technology-the-answer-to-solving-Asia-s-food-waste-crisis#
[259] https://mck.co/2ZlghEB | https://bit.ly/3dEUP2j
[260] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/

Figure 9: Average supply of protein of animal origin (3-year avg)

Source: FAO 254. 

2.2.3 Future projections for food 
security in South Asia

The number of undernourished people 
currently residing in South Asia (nearly 
277 million) 255 indicates that the region 
faces an uphill battle for food security 
in the future. While hunger levels have 
continued to decline in South Asia, the rate 
of this decline has slowed considerably 
in recent years 256. Over the medium-to-
long term, serious structural factors will 
continue to adversely affect the agricultural 
sector –including the impact of climate 
and weather-related extreme events – 
restricting the availability of nutritious 
food 257. Expanding food production to 
meet the demands of rapidly growing 
populations will also exert pressure on 
existing food systems. 

These projections highlight that it is 
imperative to study the sustainability of 
food systems and agricultural practices 
in the region. According to research from 
FAO, South Asia and South-East Asia 
(collectively) produce roughly 25  per cent 
of the world’s food waste, and together 
with East Asia they account for over 50  
per cent of global food waste 258. 

The large ecological footprint of 
agriculture in the region also persists, as 

unsustainable agricultural practices (such 
as excessive reliance on groundwater for 
irrigation) remain prevalent across South 
Asia 259. The long-term sustainability of the 
region’s food systems is also threatened by 
high levels of food loss (caused by a lack of 
storage facilities) and food wastage (at the 
consumer end). 

The effects of climate change and extreme 
weather events also need to be addressed. 
Drought and flooding often work in tandem 
to damage food systems, with prolonged 
drought often followed by heavy rainfall, 
causing serious erosion and damage 260. 

Countries with extensive low-elevation 
coastal agriculture also face heightened 
risks from flooding caused by rising sea 
levels. India and Bangladesh have the 
highest flood risk, and Bangladesh has 
the greatest vulnerability to rising sea 
levels.  In many parts of the world physical 
infrastructure plays an essential role in 
reducing vulnerability to coastal flooding. 

A case in point the Netherlands, were 
extensive seawalls offer some protection. 
Such protection is almost non-existent in 
Bangladesh, where migration is a more 
likely response. Risks such as these are 
unlikely to be mitigated in South Asia in the 
medium term.

 Expanding food 
production to meet the 
demands of rapidly 
growing populations 
will also exert pressure 
on existing food systems
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2.2.4 China’s impact on food 
security in South Asia

China exports a negligible share of 
foodstuffs to South Asia. In 2017, China 
exported roughly $1.3 billion worth of food 
to South Asia, with Chinese products 
representing a tiny share of regional 
consumption 261. China exports even fewer 
agricultural raw materials – roughly $700 
million worth in 2017 262. 

China struggles with food security. The 
history of famine and starvation looms large 
in the memory of the Communist Party, 
despite little public discussion of that history. 
The Great Leap Forward, launched in 1958, 
resulted in a famine that claimed upwards 
of 45 million lives in just four years 263. 
While China’s food security has improved 
dramatically from that low point, grain 
security remains a top priority for national 
political leaders 264. Food price inflation is 
one of the most important metrics of social 
stability in the eyes of the Party. 

To that end, China has embarked on 
a strategy of outbound investment in 
food security, with state-owned firms 
acquiring agricultural technology and food 
producers. The scale of outbound foreign 
investments grew fivefold from 2010-2016, 
mostly flowing to South-East Asia, Russia 

and Africa 265. China’s engagement with 
international food supply chains is primarily 
driven by national food security concerns. 
As economic growth, climate change and 
environmental degradation continue to 
strain China’s food security, this trend will 
accelerate. South Asia is largely excluded 
from that trend. One exception is the Belt 
and Road Initiative, which involves (among 
others) Pakistan. Pakistan may have a 
role to play in ensuring the passage of 
foodstuffs from Central Asia, though this 
will not have any meaningful impact on 
South Asia’s food security 266.

2.3 Implications of food 
insecurity in South Asia

South Asia is home to about 57.9 million 
of the 149 million children under 5 years of 
age worldwide who have been diagnosed 
as stunted (too short for their age), and 
25.8 million children who suffer from 
wasting (too thin for their height) 267.  
Rates of moderate to severe stunting vary 
across the region, ranging from 17  per 
cent in Sri Lanka in 2016 to 4 5 per cent in 
Pakistan in 2012-2013, with rates above 30  
per cent in most countries in the region. 
Rates of moderate to severe wasting also 
vary, ranging from 2  per cent in Bhutan in 

[261] https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/CHN/Year/2017/TradeFlow/Export/Partner/by-region/Product/Food
[262] Ibid.
[263] https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/16/opinion/16iht-eddikotter16.html
[264] https://bit.ly/2YDxslx
[265] https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/88572/eib-192.pdf?v=43213
[266] https://bit.ly/2ZlMX0q
[267] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
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leads to persistent 
malnutrition, resulting 
in various health and 
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2015 to 21  per cent in India in 2015-2016, 
with rates above 10  per cent in most 
countries in the region 268. 

Chronic food insecurity leads to persistent 
malnutrition, resulting in various health 
and developmental issues. According to 
a study published by UNICEF, South Asia 
has the highest burden of food insecurity. 
Across the region, 436 million people are 
moderately or severely food insecure, and 
162 million children under 15 years of age 
live in households that are moderately or 
severely food insecure 269.

2.3.1 Childhood malnutrition and 
other health impacts

Despite decades of economic growth, 
many children in South Asia face multiple 
burdens associated with food insecurity, 
including malnutrition, stunting and wasting. 
According to FAO, more than half of the 
world’s malnourished children live in the 
Asia-Pacific region. South Asia also has the 
highest levels of child stunting in the world, 
affecting 32.7 per cent of all children under 5 
years of age. Child wasting, meanwhile, has 
become a critical public health emergency 
among children under 5 years of age in the 
region: 14.6  per cent of children in this age 
group suffer from wasting – the highest 
percentage in the world – with rates in 
individual countries ranging from 9.5 per cent 
in Afghanistan to 20.8  per cent in India 270. 
WHO classifies childhood wasting rates of 
10  per cent or more as a serious problem 
requiring urgent attention 271.  In South Asia, 
the problem is particularly alarming because 
the child wasting rate has been increasing 
(albeit slightly) since 2000 272. Malnutrition is 
linked to 50 per cent of all child deaths and 
nearly 25  per cent of all child wasting cases 273. 

Cross-country analysis suggests that, in 
addition to weak economic growth and 
unequal distribution of wealth, the major 
drivers of child stunting in South Asia are 
poor dietary quality and quantity for children 
under 2 years of age, poor nutrition among 
women before and during pregnancy, 
and poor sanitation and hygiene practices 
in households and communities. This 

is supported by research conducted in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal and 
Pakistan, which demonstrates the primary 
importance of good maternal nutrition 
and appropriate child feeding practices, 
including the timely introduction of diverse, 
complementary foods 274. Analysis of 
dietary diversity data from five South Asian 
countries revealed that the likelihood of 
stunting is higher in children aged 6-23 months 
who did not get at least minimum dietary 
diversity (four out of seven food groups) 275. 

Lack of access to sufficient and healthy 
food and chronic malnutrition is also a 
product of poverty, as poor parents find 
it hard to buy enough food to keep their 
children nourished. Inadequate nutrition 
weakens the immune system, increasing 
the risk of illness and infectious disease. 
Illness, in turn, further depletes a child’s 
nutritional stocks. 276 Impoverished and 
rural families also have limited access 
to safe water and practice poor hygiene, 
further increasing the risk of illness and 
infectious disease. Poor sanitation and 
hygiene are the leading causes of child 
mortality and morbidity, and UNICEF 
estimates that 610 million people in South 
Asia defecate in the open (over 60 per cent 
of the global burden) 277.  

Paradoxically, another consequence 
of food insecurity is childhood obesity, 
brought about by the consumption of 
poor-quality food. In South Asia, specifically, 
growth in disposable incomes is driving 
a nutritional transition from traditional, 
high-carbohydrate, low-fat diets towards 
diets with lower carbohydrate intake and 
higher proportions of saturated fat, sugar 
and salt 278. Children are increasingly 
exposed to unhealthy processed foods, 
which are cheap and convenient but lack 
essential nutrients. The double burden of 
malnutrition means that undernourished 
and overweight children can co-exist in 
the same communities and households, 
and that a child can be simultaneously 
undernourished and overweight.279 Fuelled 
by these economic and nutritional changes, 
South Asian populations are experiencing 
rapidly changing disease profiles.

[268] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/it-s-time-end-malnutrition-south-asia
[269] https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/IWP_2017_09.pdf
[270] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[271] https://www.who.int/nutgrowthdb/about/introduction/en/index5.html
[272] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/results/
[273] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/children-south-asia
[274] http://www.fao.org/3/CA0950EN/ca0950en.pdf
[275] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/mcn.12739
[276] http://www.eiu.com/article1247455109.html?pubtypeId=220000222
[277] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/water-sanitation-and-hygiene-wash
[278] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4706051/
[279] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4706051.2/



4902: Food security 

2.3.2 Impact on cognitive 
development and productivity

Various studies have found a direct, 
negative link between chronic food 
insecurity and children’s cognitive 
development 280. Apart from being 
attributable to over 50  per cent of all child 
deaths, malnutrition results in severe 
lifelong consequences among those 
who do survive 281.  Undernutrition can 
cause impaired cognitive development 
in children, which has dramatic 
consequences in terms of self-realization 
and productivity. This can result in an 
intergenerational cycle of malnutrition, 
perpetuated by undernourished girls 
becoming undernourished mothers at risk 
of giving birth to infants with low birth 
weights 282. A large number of South 
Asian children enter primary school with 
huge learning disadvantages, which are 
compounded over time. Investing in early 
life nutrition, with appropriate coverage 
and age targeting, is critical to offset these 
disadvantages and can be a highly cost-
effective way of increasing the efficiency 
of education 283. 

Because early life malnutrition has large, 
negative and permanent effects on brain 
development and cognition, millions of 
South Asian children – particularly those 
from poor households – start primary 
school with huge cognitive disadvantages, 
and then either drop out of school or fall 
further behind as they progress through 
school 284 285.

Food insecurity also poses significant 
productivity challenges for affected 
populations. It has a long-term impact 
on labour productivity and increases the 
risk of mortality, either from starvation or 
lower immunity. Lower labour productivity 
increases the risk of loss of livelihoods, 
which can push populations further into the 
poverty trap, limiting their access to safe and 
nutritious food. The World Bank estimates 
that in low-income Asian countries, physical 
impairments caused by malnutrition can 

reduce GDP by 3  per cent 286. A study by 
Save the Children estimates that stunted 
children earn as much as 20  per cent less 
than their counterparts 287.

2.3.3. Impact of food insecurity on 
social stability and conflict 288

The relationship between conflict and food 
security is complex. Just as chronic hunger, 
poverty and lack of access to food can cause 
conflict, existing social fissures, political 
instability and civil war can destabilize 
food security in a country or region 289. 
Conflict in South Asia mainly occurs in 
areas that have lower per capita income 
than the national average.For instance, in 
Pakistan, violence has tended to be higher 
in Balochistan in the southwestern region, 
in federally administered tribal areas, and 
in the northwestern frontier province.  In 
India, areas with more violence are Kashmir 
and the northeastern frontier. In Sri Lanka, 
violence is higher in the northern region 
and in the border areas of Bangladesh and 
Myanmar 290.  And in Afghanistan – which 
has long been war-torn and beset by periodic 
civil strife – violence predominates across 
the entire country.  

Research suggests that conflict in South 
Asia can be triggered by low economic 
growth, which leads to a lower economic 
opportunity cost for rebellion against the 

[280] https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/02/170201110638.htm
[281] The state of Food Security and nutrition in the World, 2018
[282] State of Food Security in Asia Pacific, 2018 (FAO)
[283]https://bit.ly/3icQMxO
[284] https://bit.ly/3icQMxO
[285] https://www.economist.com/briefing/2010/09/23/putting-the-smallest-first
[286] http://siteresources.worldbank.org/NUTRITION/Resources/281846-1131636806329/NutritionStrategyCh1.pdf
[287] http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/file/Food_for_Thought.pdf
[288] http://web.worldbank.org/archive/website01306/web/food per cent20security.html
[289] http://www.fao.org/3/ca1587en/CA1587EN.pdf
[290] https://voxeu.org/article/conflict-and-development-lessons-south-asia
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Undernutrition can 
cause impaired cognitive 
development in children, 
which has dramatic 
consequences in terms 
of self-realization and 
productivity
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[291] https://voxeu.org/article/conflict-and-development-lessons-south-asia
[292] https://voxeu.org/article/conflict-and-development-lessons-south-asia

State in poor areas 291. Low economic 
growth in certain areas can be the 
result of an unequal distribution of 
gains from development, or political 
marginalization. A second trigger is 
natural disaster. The less-developed 
areas of South Asia suffer from both 
types of problems: low economic growth 
and higher vulnerability to natural disasters, 
such as droughts and floods. The impact 
of conflict on development is also more 
severe in these areas because they have 
weak institutions, poor geography and are 
poorly integrated into global markets 292.

While children caught in the crossfire 
of any conflict suffer in many ways, 

their access to food certainly becomes 
more vulnerable. In some countries, the 
emergence of armed conflict can be traced 
to districts in which people struggle hard 
for basic survival. In Pakistan, poverty 
has led many families to send their 
sons to privately run madrassas to be 
educated. These boys receive free food 
and accommodation, but in many cases 
they are also encouraged to engage as 
combatants with Islamist groups fighting 
in Afghanistan and Kashmir. This has been 
seen in the past in Sri Lanka, where dire 
economic circumstances and assured 
regular access to food drove military 
recruitment by both the government and 
the Tamil Tigers.
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A study by Save the 
Children estimates that 
stunted children earn as 
much as 20 per cent less 
than their counterparts
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2.4 Country profiles

2.4.1 Food security in India

2.4.1.1 Overview of the current situation

India ranked 76th in The EIU’s 2018 GFSI, and food security remains poor.

The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranked India 102 out of 117 countries, indicating that 
the country suffers from a serious level of hunger 293. 

FAO estimates that almost 14.5  per cent of India’s population were undernourished 
between 2016-2018 (three years average) 294. Other studies estimate that there are 
about 194.4 million undernourished people in India (data recorded in 2016-2018) 295.  

More than half (51.4  per cent) of women of reproductive age (between ages 15-49) 
are anaemic, an important indicator for low birth weight in children 296. 

Among children under 5 years of age, 35  per cent are stunted and 17  per cent suffer 
from wasting 297.

Child wasting rates increased from 16.5-20.8  per cent between 2010-2019 298.

Country snapshot

Although India has moved from being 
dependent on food aid to becoming a net 
exporter of food, it continues to account for 
one-quarter of the global hunger burden. 
India also amplifies South Asia’s child 
wasting problem, as its child wasting rate 
remains the highest in the region. A 2017 
study estimated that nearly 4  per cent of 
India’s GDP is lost due to  malnutrition 299. 
The high rate of undernourishment creates 
a reinforcing loop of poverty that feeds into 
the long-term food insecurity of households, 
particularly in rural areas. In the future, food 
security will predominantly be determined 
by demand-side factors. A growing 
population, rapid urbanization and changing 
consumption patterns will drive up demand 
for food, but scarce natural resources 
(particularly groundwater resources) and 
unsustainable farming practices will prevent 
food production from matching demand.

Food availability: India has managed 
to expand its food production capacity, 
increasing food grain production fivefold 
between 1950-1951 (50 million tons) and 
2014-2015 (250 million tons). However, 

due to rapid population growth, India is 
likely to face a food deficit in the long 
term 300. Poor storage capacity and 
weak supply chains tend to restrict food 
availability. 

Food accessibility: Although the 
percentage of households using the 
national food safety net has increased 
from 22.4  per cent in 2004 to 44.5  per 
cent in 2011, India’s public distribution 
system remains fraught with corruption 
301. Nearly 60  per cent of the subsidized 
food meant for those in need is diverted 
for sale or export 302.

Food quality: Rampant food adulteration 
in India is attributed to several factors, 
including endemic corruption, lax 
enforcement of food safety standards and 
high demand. Recent reports suggest that 
nearly 68  per cent of the milk produced in 
India is adulterated 303. Other commonly 
adulterated food items include pulses, 
tea, spices and oils. Consuming toxins in 
adulterated food can have serious health 
implications for children. 

[293] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/india.html
[294] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[295] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[296] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[297] https://nhm.gov.in/WriteReadData/l892s/1405796031571201348.pdf
[298] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/india.html
[299] http://www.assocham.org/newsdetail.php?id=6694
[300] https://isdsnet.com/ijds-v6n1-3.pdf
[301] https://niti.gov.in/writereaddata/files/document_publication/Final per cent20PDS per cent20Report-new.pdf
[302] http://www.ipsnews.net/2015/07/poor-bear-the-brunt-of-corruption-in-indias-food-distribution-system/
[303] https://bit.ly/3i6Tq8l
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Headline statistics for food security in India 

(2016-2018) 304 

Number of undernourished people (millions) 194.4 

Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent of population) 14.5

Prevalence of stunting, height for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 37.9

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 20.8

Prevalence of underweight, weight for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 305 33.4

©UNICEF India/Vishwanathan/2018

2.4.1.2 Implications for children in Indiah

Impediments to education and 
learning  

Food insecurity at home directly 
affects learning outcomes in children 
and adolescents and worsens their 
future employability prospects. One 
study compared inequalities in learning 
achievements at 12 years of age by 
household food insecurity trajectories in 
a sample of 1,911 Indian children aged 
5, 8 and 12. The study concluded that 
household food insecurity at any age is 
associated with lower vocabulary, reading, 
math and English language scores in 
early adolescence 306. Inequalities in 
the learning of foundational skills are 
exacerbated when household food 
insecurity is persistent. 

Feminization of food insecurity

A lack of food at the household level can 
have a disproportionate impact on women, 
who are often the last to be fed 307. 

Undernourished women often give 
birth to children with low birth weight. 
The maternal mortality ratio in India 
is 174 deaths per 100,000 live births. 
Undernourished mothers (i.e. those with 
a Body Mass Index [BMI] below 18.5) are 
key contributors to and predictor of child 
wasting in India 308.

Mortality

One in four children in India are 
malnourished. Malnourished children 
have a higher risk of death from common 
childhood illnesses, such as diarrhoea, 
pneumonia and malaria 309, and nearly 
half of the premature deaths in children 
under 5 years of age are attributed to 
malnutrition. Childhood wasting also 
dramatically increases the risk of death 
in children.According to the Registrar 
General of India, under-five mortality in 
India was 59 per 1,000 live births in 2010 
(latest available data) – one of the highest 
rates in the world 310.

[304] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[305] https://nhm.gov.in/showfile.php?lid=712
[306] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775718302073?dgcid=coauthor
[307] Asia and the Pacific: Regional overview of Food Security and Nutrition (2018, FAO)
[308] https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0198749
[309] Asia and the Pacific: Regional overview of Food Security and Nutrition (2018, FAO)
[310] https://www.downtoearth.org.in/coverage/health/why-india-remains-malnourished-42697



5302: Food security 

Headline statistics for food security in Bangladesh (2016-2018) 318

Number of undernourished people (millions) 24.2

Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent of population) 14.7

Prevalence of stunting, height for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 36.2

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 14.4

Prevalence of anaemia among women of active age (aged 15-49 years) ( per cent) 39.9

Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated countries in the world, with a 
population of over 160 million and a projected population growth of over 200 million by 
2050. This demographic burden places tremendous economic, social and environmental 
strain on the country and dramatically affects its ability to provide for its citizens. Roughly 
half of Bangladeshis are unable to access sufficient food to meet their dietary needs 
316. Although food grain production has more than doubled since the country became 
independent in 1971, food insecurity at the national and household levels remains a 
matter of concern for the government 317.

In Bangladesh, supply side factors, such 
as low agricultural productivity and crop 
losses due to natural disasters, are 
predicted to decrease the level of food 
security. According to FAO, drought 
events in Bangladesh are associated with 
higher stunting rates around five months 
and nine months after the beginning of a 
drought event 319.

Food availability: In the last three 
decades Bangladesh’s population has 
more than doubled, but food production 
has more than kept pace with this growth. 
There are still important shortfalls in the 
production of certain non-cereal crops 
and non-crop foods, relative to demand, 
but Bangladesh has achieved food self-
sufficiency at the aggregate level – at least 

2.4.2 Food security in Bangladesh

2.4.2.1 Overview of the current situation

Bangladesh ranked 83rd in The EIU’s 2018 GFSI and lags significantly behind other 
countries in the region in terms of food security.

The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranked Bangladesh 88 out of 117 countries, indicating 
that the country suffers from a serious level of hunger 311.  

FAO’s 2019 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report estimated that 
14.7  per cent of Bangladesh’s population are undernourished 312. 

This FAO report also estimated that 36.2  per cent of children under 5 years of age 
are stunted and 14.4  per cent suffer from wasting 313. 

According to the Government of Bangladesh and the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), undernutrition costs Bangladesh more than $1 
billion in lost productivity every year, and even more in health costs 314. 

Improved access to food has been made possible by a sharp increase in purchasing 
power, brought about by an acceleration in economic growth since the 1990s 315. 

Country snapshot

[311] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/bangladesh.html
[312] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[313] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[314] https://www.wfp.org/publications/food-and-nutrition-security-bangladesh
[315] https://www.wfp.org/publications/food-and-nutrition-security-bangladesh
[316] https://www.usaid.gov/bangladesh/agriculture-and-food-security
[317] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/7536/7be335490541a0dd44823f864ee6767d6b5f.pdf
[318] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[319] http://www.fao.org/3/I9553EN/i9553en.pdf
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in terms of calorie availability. In 2010, the per 
capita calorie intake was 2,318 kilo-calories 
(kcal) per day, which was comfortably higher 
than the estimated minimum requirement of 
2,122 kcal per day 320.

Food accessibility: Access to food has 
improved, including among the poorer 
segments of the population. However, the 
prevalence of child marriage, adolescent 
pregnancies and undernutrition in mothers 
and adolescent girls remain important 
barriers to food security 321. 

Food quality: Studies have found that 
children under 5 years of age in Bangladesh are 
at the greatest risk from eating unsafe foods, 
which causes at least 18  per cent of deaths 
in this age group and accounts for 10  per cent 
of adult deaths. Farmers in Bangladesh use an 
excessive amount of pesticides in the hope 
of boosting output, which has serious health 
impacts for consumers. Despite repeated 
warnings from the government about this 
issue, a lack of coordination across public 
agencies has prevented effective monitoring 
and control 322.

2.4.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Trends in malnutrition and stunting

Cross-country studies have found that 
Bangladesh has achieved one of the 
fastest and most prolonged reductions in 
child undernutrition in recorded history, 
between 1997-2007. The rate of stunting 
(low height for age) among children under 
5 years of age – which reflects chronic 
undernutrition – has also decreased, from 
55  per cent in 1996-1997 to 36.2  per cent 
in 2016-2018 323.  Maternal undernutrition 
(defined as having a low body mass index 
[BMI]) also declined sharply during the 
same period, from 52 to 17 per cent 324.

Child vulnerability due to rising 
urban poverty

Bangladesh is rapidly urbanizing, which 
is a key driver of climate change as 

well as increased food insecurity. The 
preponderance of slums, where the 
poorest urban people live, means that 
urban life is extremely polarized, with 
some of the poorest and richest people 
living side by side. According to the 2014 
Bangladesh Urban Health Survey, as 
many as 50  per cent of children in urban 
slums were stunted, compared with 33  
per cent of residents in non-slum urban 
areas 325.

Feminization of food insecurity

Despite a significant decline in 
poverty in recent years, deficiencies 
in vitamin A, iron, zinc, iodine, vitamin 
B12 and folate are widespread 326. 
These micronutrient deficiencies 
are a key factor in the persistence 
of undernutrition, especially among 
women and adolescent girls. Maternal 
health significantly affects the health 
and development of children 327. 
About half of the population already 
suffer from iron and zinc deficiencies 
– causing serious damage to health 
and reducing nutritional well-being, 
especially among small children and 
pregnant women 328. 

Mortality

Children in Bangladesh suffer from a 
persistent lack of food, and those with 
access to food do not have sufficient 
dietary diversity. Stunting still affects 
more than one-third of children, and 
rates of chronic malnutrition and 
wasting have remained high for a 
prolonged period of time. Serious 
inequalities in nutritional outcomes 
persist between the rich and the poor, 
with the degree of inequality increasing 
over time 329. Children are at greater 
risk of mortality due to wasting, and 
around 2.2 million children are at risk of 
premature death 330.

[320] https://www.wfp.org/publications/food-and-nutrition-security-bangladesh
[321] https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000107493/download/?_ga=2.98108319.1047425310.1567160477-
1549141741.1566985826
[322] https://www.daily-sun.com/printversion/details/369182/2019/02/06/Food-Quality-Safety-and-Security-in-Bangladesh
[323] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[324] Strategic Review of Food Security and Nutrition in Bangladesh (WFP,2016)
[325] Strategic Review of Food Security and Nutrition in Bangladesh (WFP,2016)
[326] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000099338.pdf
[327] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000099338.pdf
[328] Strategic Review of Food Security and Nutrition in Bangladesh (WFP,2016)
[329] Bangladesh Strategic Review
[330] Strategic Review of Food Security and Nutrition in Bangladesh (WFP,2016)
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Headline statistics for food security in Afghanistan (2016-2018) 338

Number of undernourished people (millions) 10.6

Number of severely food insecure people (millions) 6.5

Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent of population) 29.8

Prevalence of stunting, height for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 40.9

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 9.5

Prevalence of anaemia among women of active age (15-49) ( per cent) 42.0

Conflict and political instability are persistent burdens in Afghanistan. The country 
also struggles with other challenges, such as climate change and natural disasters, 
demographic shifts, limited job opportunities, pervasive gender inequalities, food 
insecurity and transparency concerns 336. More than one-quarter (29  per cent) of the 
Afghan population cannot meet their minimum calorie requirements (i.e. they consume 
less than 2,100 kcals per day) 337.

Afghanistan lacks consistency in all 
three areas of food security (availability, 
accessibility and quality), making it one 
of the most food insecure places in 
the world. The risk of food insecurity 
is exacerbated by two key variables: 
ongoing conflict and an increasingly arid 
environment. The long-term survival of the 
country will be determined by how these 
variables change over time 339.

Food availability: Food availability 
is relatively good in most parts of 
Afghanistan. Imported cereals are 
available in most markets, although 
prices are somewhat higher than 
normal in the northeastern and 
northwestern regions. However, supply 
outstrips demand for manual labour, 
decreasing the purchasing power of 
households 340.

2.4.3 Food security in Afghanistan

2.4.3.1 Overview of the current situation

The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranked Afghanistan 108 out of 117 countries, 
indicating that the country suffers from a serious level of hunger 331. 

FAO’s 2019 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report estimates that 
almost 29.8  per cent of Afghanistan’s population are undernourished (data recorded 
in 2016-2018) 332.

FAO also estimates that 40.9  per cent of children under 5 years of age were stunted 
in 2017, and 9.5  per cent suffered from wasting 333.  

Over 40  per cent of women are estimated to be anaemic, jeopardizing their own 
health and the health of their children 334. 

Food insecurity increased dramatically between 2014-2017, reaching a total of 
13.2 million people in rural and urban areas, according to the Afghanistan Living 
Conditions Survey 2016-2017 (ALCS) 335.

Country snapshot

[331] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/afghanistan.html
[332] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[333] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[334] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[335] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000107471.pdf
[336] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000107471.pdf
[337] https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2012/03/04/government-of-afghanistan-releases-latest-da-
ta-on-poverty-and-food-security
[338] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[339] The Future of Food Security in Afghanistan, ASP American Security Project (2018)
[340] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A6811E4927047168492573D90007A4CF-Full_Report.pdf
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Food accessibility: At the household 
level, food insecurity in Afghanistan is 
largely driven by inadequate access to 
food due to low household incomes 341. 
Prolonged conflict has resulted in severe 
disruption to livelihoods and access to 
food aid. During the war under Taliban rule 
(in the 1990s and early 2000s), Afghanistan 
was isolated from the global economy. 
Foreign investment has never returned 
due to insecurity, instability and lack of 
infrastructure in the country, among other 
factors 342.

Food quality: Political instability and 
low agricultural productivity mean that 
good-quality food is very expensive in 
Afghanistan 343. Deeply rooted corruption, 
ethnic tensions and the presence of the 
Taliban continue to undermine any hope 
of a strong government 344, reducing the 
likelihood of a stable nutrition programme.

2.4.3.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Food-related conflict increases child 
vulnerability

In Afghanistan, climate shocks 
and conflict have provoked a food 

crisis, leading to a high rate of acute 
malnutrition in children under 5 years of 
age (9.5  per cent) 345. Many children in 
Afghanistan do not attend school and 
are forced to work in harsh conditions. 
Children are also vulnerable to ongoing 
fighting, and there are allegations that 
children have been conscripted as 
soldiers by insurgent forces 346.

Vulnerabilities of schoolchildren

Over 15  per cent of school-aged 
children in Afghanistan suffer from 
wasting 347. Wasting among children 
5-9 years of age and adolescents 10-19 
years of age is associated with a higher 
risk of infectious disease, delayed 
maturation, and reduced muscular 
strength, work capacity and bone 
density later in life 348.

Foetal and maternal health is affected 
by high levels of anaemia among 
women

Among women of reproductive age 
(15-49), 42  per cent have anaemia, in 
large part due to iron deficiency. When 
the mother is anaemic, the health of the 
foetus or newborn baby can suffer 349. 

[341] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A6811E4927047168492573D90007A4CF-Full_Report.pdf
[342] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A6811E4927047168492573D90007A4CF-Full_Report.pdf
[343] The Cost of Nutritious Food in South Asia, Policy Research Working Paper (#8557), World Bank (2018)
[344] The Future of Food Security in Afghanistan, ASP American Security Project (2018)
[345] The State of Food Security and Nutrition in 2018 (FAO)
[346] Afghanistan Food Security Conditions and Causes, USAID (2007)
[347] The State of Food Security and Nutrition in 2018 (FAO)
[348] The State of Food Security and Nutrition in 2018 (FAO)
[349] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
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5702: Food security 

The Maldives continues to suffer from food security issues. It is the smallest country 
in South Asia in terms of agricultural landmass and is categorized as among the 
world’s LDCs by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The agriculture 
sector generally consists of subsistence farming, which makes the country extremely 
dependent on food imports (which meet around 90  per cent of demand) and vulnerable 
to volatile global import prices and supply disruptions 354. The economy has been entirely 
dependent on fisheries and other marine products for many centuries, and fishery-
related activities remain the main occupation of a significant proportion of people in 
the archipelago. The government has prioritized support for the development of the 
fisheries sector 355. Climate change is central to all discussions about food security in the 
Maldives, as it is adversely affecting crops and fish stocks and reducing land area as the 
sea level rises 356.

2.4.4 Food security in the Maldives

2.4.4.1 Overview of the current situation

According to FAO, 10.3  per cent of the population in the Maldives are 
undernourished (data recorded in 2016-2018) 350.

Among children under 5 years of age, 15  per cent were stunted in 2012 and 4.0  per 
cent were overweight 351. 

Food security in the Maldives is weakened by a high level of dependence on food 
imports, including rice 352.

The agricultural sector in the Maldives focuses primarily on coconuts and other tree 
crops, with only 4,000 hectares devoted to other agricultural crops 353.

Country snapshot

Headline statistics for food security in the Maldives 

Number of undernourished people (2016-2018)  (millions) 357 <0.1

Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent of population) (2016-2018) 358 10.3 

Prevalence of stunting, height for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) (2016-2017) 359 15 

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) (2016-2017) 360 9 

Prevalence of overweight in children ( per cent under 5 years of age) (2016-2017) 361 5 

Food availability

Due to a lack of available land for 
cultivation, poor soil conditions and a 
shortage of fresh water for irrigation, 
agricultural development is relatively limited 
in the Maldives. This has a significant 
effect on food availability in the country. 
Heavy import dependency, limited storage 
facilities and ad hoc distribution also pose 

[350] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[351] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[352] http://www.fao.org/3/a-at010e.pdf
[353] http://www.fao.org/3/a-at010e.pdf
[354] http://www.wamis.org/agm/meetings/rsama08/S404-Shabau-Climate-Change-Maldives.pdf
[355] http://www.wamis.org/agm/meetings/rsama08/S404-Shabau-Climate-Change-Maldives.pdf
[356] http://www.fao.org/3/a-at010e.pdf
[357] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[358] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[359] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[360] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[361] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[362] http://www.fao.org/3/a-at010e.pdf

severe risks to food security.  About half 
of the country’s agricultural land is on 
‘agriculture islands’, which are leased to 
private entrepreneurs for development 362.

Food accessibility

Due to erratic domestic food production, 
the Maldives needs to import most of its 
food. This makes the country vulnerable 
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to global shifts in food prices. In remote 
parts of the Maldives, consuming meat, 
fruit and vegetables at least once a week 
is very rare 363.

Food quality

The quality of available food remains 
poor in the Maldives. As a result, 
malnutrition is a serious problem in the 
country, despite considerable progress 
towards achieving health-related 
targets. Undernutrition, anaemia and 
vitamin A deficiency are particularly 
common, which affect children and 
women (both pregnant women and 
women of reproductive age). Given 
that abject hunger is not present in the 
Maldives, malnutrition largely reflects 
the preponderance of low-quality food. 
anaemia and vitamin A deficiency are 
particularly common, which affect 
children and women (both pregnant 
women and women of reproductive 
age). Given that abject hunger is not 
present in the Maldives, malnutrition 
largely reflects the preponderance of 
low-qualityfood 364.

2.4.4.2 Implications for children in 
Maldives

Severe malnutrition causes chronic 
stunting

About 15  per cent of children under age 5 
years of age are stunted (too short for their 
age), of which 4  per cent are severely 
stunted. About 9  per cent are wasted (too 
thin for their height), and 2  per cent are 
severely wasted 365 366. 

Infant mortality remains high 

Despite a significant reduction in infant 
mortality in the Maldives (from 48 per 
1,000 live births in 1990 to eight per 1,000 
live births in 2014), the neonatal mortality 
rate is high (five per 1000 live births within 
the first 28 days) 367. This is partly due 
to pregnant women lacking access to 
nutritious food across the archipelago. 

Climate change and children:

Food insecurity in the Maldives is expected 
to increase as the country faces a growing 
number of extreme weather patterns, 
such as extensive precipitation and storms. 
Unfavourable climate changes directly affect 
child mortality and morbidity, malnutrition, 
and rising inequality and poverty, and 
increase children’s vulnerabilities 
in many ways 368.  

[363] https://borgenproject.org/hunger-in-maldives/
[364] http://www.fao.org/3/I8860EN/i8860en.pdf
[365] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[366] https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR349/FR349.pdf
[367] https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Maldives_2017_COAR.pdf
[368] https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Maldives_2017_COAR.pdf
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5902: Food security 

[369] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/nepal.html
[370] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000102854.pdf
[371] https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/nepal-food-assistance-fact-sheet-march-8-2018
[372] https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/nepal-food-assistance-fact-sheet-march-8-2018
[373] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[374] https://www.usaid.gov/nepal/agriculture-and-food-security
[375] http://www.fao.org/3/AV024E/av024e.pdf
[376] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/
[377] https://www.feedthefuture.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/GFSS-Nepal-Country-Plan.pdf

Nepal remains one of the poorest countries in the world. Its susceptibility to natural 
disasters, such as drought, earthquakes, floods and landslides, has significantly 
increased food insecurity, magnified its vulnerability to fluctuations in global prices, 
elevated civil unrest and negatively impacted an already poor infrastructure. Disparities 
in wealth, education and nutrition mean that marginalized communities are less likely to 
recover from shocks 371, and while food security has improved in recent years, 20  per 
cent of households remain mildly food insecure, 22  per cent remain moderately food 
insecure and 10  per cent remain severely food insecure, according to the 2016 Nepal 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS). Malnutrition remains a concern in Nepal.  More 
than 40  per cent of Nepalese children under 5 years of age are stunted 372.

2.4.5 Food security in Nepal

2.4.5.1 Overview of the current situation

Nepal ranked 79th in The EIU’s 2018 GFSI and has poor food security.

The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranked Nepal 73rd out of 117 countries, indicating that 
the country suffers from a serious level of hunger 369. 

Between 2006-2016, the percentage of children under 5 years of age who were 
underweight fell from 39 to 27  per cent 370, the percentage who were stunted fell from 49 
to 36  per cent, and the percentage suffering from wasting fell from 13 to 10  per cent.

Country snapshot

Headline statistics for food security in Nepal (2016-2018) 373

Number of undernourished people (millions) 2.5  

Prevalence of undernourishment ( per cent of population) 8.7

Prevalence of stunting, height for age ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 36.0

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height ( per cent of children under 5 years of age) 9.6

Prevalence of overweight in children ( per cent under 5 years of age) 1.2

Prevalence of anaemia among women of active age (aged 15-49) (2016) ( per cent) 35.1

Food availability: Agriculture provides 
livelihoods for 68  per cent of Nepal’s 
population. Despite this, Nepal struggles 
to produce an adequate supply of food for 
its citizens 374. Hazards related to climate 
change – floods, drought, hailstorms 
and temperature extremes – are now 
recurring events in Nepal and pose a 
severe threat to the country’s agricultural 
sector 375.

Food accessibility:Food affordability 
has gradually increased in Nepal over the 
past few years, according to The EIU’s 
GFSI 376. A number of USAID projects and 
activities have focused on the poorest 

and most vulnerable segments of society 
and have helped to reduce some of the 
drivers of food insecurity. Other donors 
have prioritized the mountainous areas 
and are carrying out activities that focus 
primarily on improving economic access 
and infrastructure 377.

Food quality: Studies have shown that 
Nepal struggles to meet high standards 
for safe and nutritious diets for the entire 
population.A lack of dietary diversity persists, 
and ultra-processed foods that are high in 
sugar, fat and salt are increasingly in demand 
(and are sold even in remote mountainous 
districts, such as Humla) 378.
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[379] https://www.usaid.gov/nepal/agriculture-and-food-security
[380] https://www.usaid.gov/nepal/agriculture-and-food-security
[381] https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/towards-zero-hunger-nepal-strategic-review-food-security-and-nutrition-2018
[382] https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/towards-zero-hunger-nepal-strategic-review-food-security-and-nutrition-2018
[383] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP-0000102854.pdf
[384] https://reliefweb.int/report/nepal/towards-zero-hunger-nepal-strategic-review-food-security-and-nutrition-2018

2.4.5.2 Implications for children in 
Nepal

Chronic malnutrition due to an 
underdeveloped agricultural sector

Declining agricultural production has 
depressed rural economies and increased 
widespread hunger and urban 
migration 379. Among Nepali children 
under 5 years of age, 36  per cent suffer 
from chronic undernutrition or stunting, 
which causes debilitating effects, such as 
blindness, brain damage and infectious 
diseases, and can result in lifetime 
damage 380.

Child vulnerability due to protracted 
malnutrition

Malnutrition in women and children has 
long-term consequences for national 
development because it perpetuates the 
cycle of intergenerational poverty and 
hunger 381. Micronutrient deficiency, or 
‘hidden hunger’, is most commonly caused 

by poor dietary diversity and is a pervasive 
problem in Nepal 382. Nepal has, however, 
made progress in addressing some of 
these challenges. Between 2006-2016, the 
percentage of underweight children under 
5 years of age fell from 39- per cent27 per 
cent, the percentage of stunted children fell 
from 49 to 36 per cent, and the percentage 
of children suffering from wasting fell from 
13 to 10 per cent 383.

Anaemia among children

Anaemia is a major health issue in Nepal, 
especially among infants, children and 
pregnant women. About 53  per cent 
of Nepalese children under 5 years of 
age are anaemic. And, of these, 26  per 
cent are mildly anaemic, 26  per cent 
are moderately anaemic, and 1  per cent 
are severely anaemic. The prevalence 
of anaemia has increased since 2006. 
Roughly 69  per cent of Nepalese children 
aged 6-23 months suffer from anaemia – a 
percentage that has remained unchanged 
since 2006 384. 
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6102: Food security 

While Bhutan has seen consistent economic growth and achieved impressive 
reductions in poverty, it remains a predominantly agrarian society, with the majority 
of the population relying on agriculture for their livelihoods. Most of the country’s 
arable land is cultivated by small farm holdings (with an average size of 1.2 hectares), 
which produce most of the crops and livestock. Despite importing 34 per cent of its 
cereal needs, nearly 33 per cent of Bhutanese suffer from food insecurity 391. While 
Bhutan’s population is steadily climbing out of extreme poverty, there are indications 
that proper nutrition remains a problem for many, especially children 392.

2.4.6 Food security in Bhutan

2.4.6.1 Overview of the current situation

Among children under 5 years of age, almost 21.2  per cent are stunted and 3.9  per 
cent are overweight 385. 

Malnutrition levels have been substantially reduced in recent years. The percentage 
of children under 5 years of age who are stunted decreased from 33.5  per cent in 
2012 to 21.2  per cent in 2015 386. 

Anaemia is a severe public health issue.  In 2016 387,  44  per cent of children under 5 
years of age and roughly 33  per cent of adolescent girls were anaemic 388, and 35.6  
per cent of women of reproductive age (aged 15-49 years) suffered from anaemia 389. 

The impacts of climate change are expected to lead to more frequent and intense 
natural disasters, which could reverse Bhutan’s progress to date. The majority of the 
population depends on the agricultural sector to survive and protecting the country’s 
food and nutrition sector is an important step towards ensuring food security 390.

Country snapshot

Headline statistics for food security in Nepal (2016-2018) 393

Prevalence of stunting, height for age (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 21.2 

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 4.3 

Prevalence of overweight in children (per cent under five 5 years of age) 3.9 

Prevalence of anaemia among women aged 15-49 years (2016) (per cent) 35.6 

Prevalence of anaemia among women of active age (aged 15-49) (2016) ( per cent) 394 35.1

[385] http://maternalnutritionsouthasia.com/wp-content/uploads/Bhutan-NNS-2015.pdf
[386] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[387] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[388] https://www.wfp.org/countries/bhutan
[389] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[390] https://www.wfp.org/countries/bhutan
[391] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/what-are-we-doing-improve-food-security-bhutan
[392] https://borgenproject.org/malnutrition-bhutan/
[393] http://maternalnutritionsouthasia.com/wp-content/uploads/Bhutan-NNS-2015.pdf 
[394] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
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[395] https://www.gnhc.gov.bt/en/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/FNS_Policy_Bhutan_Changed.pdf
[396] https://www.adb.org/countries/bhutan/poverty
[397] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/what-are-we-doing-improve-food-security-bhutan
[398] https://borgenproject.org/tag/hunger-in-bhutan/
[399] https://www.gnhc.gov.bt/en/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/FNS_Policy_Bhutan_Changed.pdf
[400] http://www.kuenselonline.com/high-drop-out-rate-for-non-formal-education/
[401] http://www.kuenselonline.com/high-drop-out-rate-for-non-formal-education/

Food availability: 
Physical access to food is mostly 
provided through commercial grocery 
stores that import and distribute food 
items across the country. The Food 
Corporation of Bhutan maintains food 
stocks in strategic locations. Vegetables, 
fruit and animal products are primarily 
available through weekend markets 395.

Food accessibility:
High levels of poverty limit access to 
good-quality food for most households 
in Bhutan. Data from ADB show that 
8.2 per cent of the country’s population 
were living below the national poverty 
line in 2017, and 1.5 per cent of the 
employed population had purchasing 
power parity below $1.90 per day 396.

Food quality: 
Bhutan lags behind other countries 
in the region in terms of food quality. 
Nearly 27 per cent of Bhutanese 
households consume less than the 
daily minimum caloric requirement of 
2,124 kcal, resulting in malnourishment 
and related health issues such as 
stunting 397.

2.4.6.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Access still affects child nutrition

Bhutan’s remote, mountainous regions 
tend to have particularly high levels 
of malnutrition among children due to 
difficulty accessing food. Substantial work 
needs to be done to target malnutrition 
and hunger in Bhutan, especially among 
young and school-aged children 398.

Malnutrition causes high levels of 
school dropout

Foetal and infant undernutrition lead to 
lower cognitive development and poorer 
performance in school. Among school-
aged children, nutritional deficiencies are 
responsible (at least in part) for poor school 
enrolment, early dropout and poor classroom 
performance, with consequent losses in 
productivity in adulthood. 399 This trend affects 
girls more than boys: Bhutan’s dropout rate 
is 20  per cent, the majority of whom are 
female.400 Bhutan’s adult literacy rate is 55.3  
per cent, according to the latest figures from 
the Bhutan Living Standard Survey.401
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6302: Food security 

After facing decades of civil strife between the 1980s and early 2000s, Sri Lanka has made 
steady economic recovery in recent years. This has stabilized the country’s access to and the 
availability of good-quality food. The country has also made progress in human development, 
with the poverty headcount rate falling from around 22.7 per cent in 2002 to 6.1 per cent in 
2012-2013 (except in areas of conflict in the north, where the number remains high) 409.

Despite this progress, Sri Lanka faces many gaps in food security. For instance, it has 
one of the highest rates of acute malnutrition in the world 411, ranking third (just behind 
Djibouti and South Sudan) with rates between 14- per cent and 35 per cent throughout 
the country’s districts. This raises concerns about the health of Sri Lanka’s population 412.

2.4.7 Food security in Sri Lanka

2.4.7.1 Overview of the current situation

Sri Lanka ranked 67th out of 113 countries in The EIU’s GFSI. Within South Asia, it was 
the best performer in terms of both score and rank 402.

In the 2019 Global Hunger Index, Sri Lanka ranked 66th out of 117 countries 403. The 
country’s score of 17.1 indicates that it suffers from a moderate level of hunger 404.

FAO’s 2019 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report estimates that 
9.0 per cent of Sri Lanka’s population are undernourished (data recorded in 
2016-2018) 405.

FAO also estimates that 17.3 per cent of children under 5 years of age were stunted in 
2018, and 15.1 per cent suffered from wasting 406. 

As a middle-income country, Sri Lanka is focusing its development agenda on 
accelerating economic growth and recovering from a 30-year civil war (which ended 
in 2009), while ensuring good governance and sustaining peace 407.

Undernutrition remains a serious concern and is considered an obstacle to 
socioeconomic development. Sri Lanka’s level of chronic undernutrition (13  per cent) 
is among the lowest in the region 408.

Country snapshot

Headline statistics for food security in Sri Lanka (2016-2018) 410

Number of undernourished people (millions) 1.9

Prevalence of undernourishment (per cent of population) 9.0

Prevalence of stunting, height for age (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 17.3

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 15.1

Prevalence of overweight in children (per cent under 5 years of age) 2.0 

Prevalence of anaemia among women aged 15-49 years (2016) (per cent) 32.6

[402] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/Country
[403] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/sri-lanka.html
[404] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/sri-lanka.html
[405] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[406] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[407] https://www.wfp.org/countries/sri-lanka
[408] https://www.wfp.org/countries/sri-lanka
[409] https://bit.ly/3id2hoY
[410] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[411] https://borgenproject.org/top-10-facts-about-hunger-in-sri-lanka/
[412] https://borgenproject.org/top-10-facts-about-hunger-in-sri-lanka/
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Food availability: Sri Lanka has a variety 
of soil types that allow a wide range of crop 
cultivation. FAO and the government are 
rehabilitating agricultural land in the Central 
Highlands, where 50 per cent of the land is 
degraded 413. As an island, Sri Lanka is 
vulnerable to unpredictable weather 
patterns, and it has been suffering from a 
severe drought since 2016. This drought is 
still affecting 1.2 million people across the 
country and significantly contributes to food 
insecurity, having wiped out large amounts 
of crops and agricultural food sources 414.

Food accessibility: There has been close 
to a threefold increase in per capita income 
and an overall reduction in poverty over the 
past decade in Sri Lanka. This has improved 
economic access to food. Expanded road 
networks have improved physical market 
access for producers at the national level 415.

Food quality: Food safety is a challenge 
in Sri Lanka due to the misuse of 
agrochemicals, pesticides and various 
hormones that can be harmful to human 
health 416. As a result, undernutrition 
from poor food quality remains a serious 
concern and is considered an obstacle 
to socioeconomic development. At 13 
per cent, Sri Lanka’s level of chronic 
undernutrition is among the lowest in the 
region. However, it has high levels of acute 
malnutrition and micronutrient deficiencies 
(where individuals lack vital vitamins 
and minerals) 417.

2.4.7.2 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Inter-regional nutritional distribution 
remains distorted for children

Nutrition among pre-school children 
shows significant inter-provincial 
differences. In particular, children in 
conflict areas suffer from severe food 
insecurity due to poor distribution 
of food supplies 418. In the western 
province, children under 5 years of age 
have better nutrition, resulting in some 
of the lowest prevalence of stunting, 
wasting and underweight compared with 
other provinces 419.

Child labourers vulnerable to food 
insecurity

The government estimates that 
approximately 103,704 children are 
engaged in economic work – poverty 
being the main driving force 420. These 
children are typically vulnerable to food 
insecurity. In addition to struggling to gain 
access to good-quality food, these children 
lack access to health and education, 
impairing their development. Most of 
these abuses are enabled by weaknesses 
in law enforcement and insufficient 
personnel for enforcement. Penalties have 
proven ineffective, and the law has failed 
to keep up with social change.

[413] http://www.fao.org/3/az497e/az497e.pdf
[414] https://borgenproject.org/top-10-facts-about-hunger-in-sri-lanka/
[415] https://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/eb/wfp293168.pdf
[416] http://www.colombopage.com/archive_19A/Jun27_1561658995CH.php
[417] https://www.wfp.org/countries/sri-lanka
[418] https://bit.ly/3i4mzjF
[419] http://www.fao.org/ag/agn/nutrition/lka_en.stm
[420] http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/Child per cent20Activity per cent20 per cent20Survey per cent202016.pdf
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Although food is readily available in Pakistan, the country’s overall food security is poor. 
High levels of poverty and high food prices have given Pakistan some of the highest rates 
of malnutrition, undernourishment and childhood stunting in the world, particularly in rural 
areas.425 Food security challenges are often compounded by insecurity problems in some 
parts of the country 426. Pakistan also experiences challenges related to political and economic 
governance, which extend to the management of agriculture and the nutritional needs of the 
population 427. Notably, Pakistan has become a food-surplus country and a major producer of 
wheat, which it distributes to needy populations through various mechanisms, including those 
supported by the World Food Programme (WFP). However, a 2018 national nutrition survey 
showed that 60 per cent of the population faced food insecurity due to limited economic 
access to good-quality food, particularly the poorest and most vulnerable in society 428. 

2.4.8 Food security in Pakistan

2.4.8.1 Overview of the current situation

Pakistan ranked 77th in The EIU’s 2018 GFSI and has poor food security 421.

The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranked Pakistan 94th out of 117 countries, indicating 
that the country suffers from a serious level of hunger 422. 

FAO’s 2019 State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report estimates that 
almost 20.3 per cent of Pakistan’s population are undernourished (data recorded 
from 2016-2018) 423.

FAO also estimates that 37.6 per cent of children under 5 years of age were stunted in 
2018, and 7.1 per cent suffered from wasting 424. 

Country snapshot

Headline statistics for food security in Pakistan (2016-2018) 429

Number of undernourished people (millions) 40.0

Prevalence of undernourishment (per cent of population) 20.3

Prevalence of stunting, height for age (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 37.6

Prevalence of wasting, weight for height (per cent of children under 5 years of age) 7.1

Prevalence of anaemia among women aged 15-49 years (2016) (per cent) 52.1

Food availability: Pakistan is a food-
surplus country, and a series of good 
harvests has meant that food availability 
is high. Food insecurity in Pakistan is 
mainly driven by inadequate access to 
good-quality and nutritious food 430.

Food accessibility:Although per capita 
income has increased in the last decade, 
this growth has been outstripped by 
rising food prices. These trends have 
severely restricted household access to 

food in Pakistan 431. Since 2002 Pakistani 
household expenditure on food has risen 
substantially, but daily calorie consumption 
has fallen during the same period, from 
2,228 kcals to 2,033 kcals – 13 per cent 
below officially recommended levels. 
The drop-in calorie consumption has 
been especially acute in poor rural 
households, which consume an average 
of just 1,570 kcals (23 per cent lower than 
recommended).fruit and vegetables at 
least once a week is very rare 432.

[421] https://foodsecurityindex.eiu.com/
[422] https://www.globalhungerindex.org/pakistan.html
[423] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[424] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[425] https://bit.ly/2OhPEek
[426] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330875441_Food_security_and_political_unrest_in_Pakistan_Case_study_report
[427] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330875441_Food_security_and_political_unrest_in_Pakistan_Case_study_report
[428] https://www.wfp.org/countries/pakistan
[429] http://www.fao.org/3/ca5162en/ca5162en.pdf
[430] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/food-security-in-pakistan-surplus-food-is-not-enough-to-create-a-food-secure-country/
[431] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/food-security-in-pakistan-surplus-food-is-not-enough-to-create-a-food-secure-country/
[432] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/food-security-in-pakistan-surplus-food-is-not-enough-to-create-a-food-secure-country/
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Food quality: High levels of poverty 
and high food prices have given Pakistan 
some of the highest rates of malnutrition, 
undernourishment and childhood stunting 
in the world 433.

2.4.8.2 Implications for children in 
Pakistan

High food prices cause chronic 
malnutrition among children

Pakistan has some of the highest 
malnutrition rates in the world, particularly 
among women and children. The incidence 
of stunting is 45 per cent, placing Pakistan 
124th out of 132 countries. The incidence 
of wasting (severe weight loss, causing 
low weight for a child’s height) is also 
extremely high, reaching emergency 
levels in several parts of the country. 
Furthermore, programmes designed 
to treat severe, acute malnutrition are 
only available to less than 5 per cent of 
malnourished children. These figures 
have improved very little over the last 
four decades, and the poorest people are 
inevitably the most adversely affected by 
these trends 434.

The young population remains more 
vulnerable

The majority of poor people are now falling 
into a ‘poverty trap’ – a self-reinforcing 
mechanism that causes poverty to persist 
from generation to generation. As a result, 
their access to good-quality food is being 
restricted across generations. Low levels 
of spending on social services and high 
population growth are contributing to 
persistent poverty and unequal income 
distribution 435. Children up to the age 
of 14 (who account for 41 per cent of 
Pakistan’s population) are particularly 
vulnerable to household poverty. Due to 
their ages, these children are economically 
unproductive and entirely dependent on 
the working population for food, clothing, 
education and medical care 436.

2.5 Implications for UNICEF 

Child-centric, evidence-based policies 
and programmes have long existed in 
South Asia, many of which have been 
led by UNICEF and other supranational 
organizations. However, more needs to 
be done in order for consistent results to 
be achieved and children’s futures to be 
preserved. As discussed in this chapter, 
food insecurity is a multidimensional 
issue, so addressing the problem requires 
a holistic focus. 

Data on food quality and dietary 
diversity

Countries in South Asia perform 
particularly poorly in terms of providing 
good-quality food to their populations. 
There is no reliable data on dietary 
diversity of children in rural and urban 
areas in the region. There is also significant 
ambiguity around the magnitude of 
the use of antibiotics, pesticides, and 
the presence of food adulterants. Data 
on stunting, wasting, low birth weight 
–  important indicators for food security 
in children – are not collected regularly. 
Bhutan does not have any available 
data on these variables. Food safety 
programmes in the region generally lack 
critical elements, including identifying 
the nature and extent of national food 
safety problems, understanding how 
contaminated food affects populations, 
and understanding the urgent need to 
investigate and conduct research in this 
area 437. UNICEF can help governments 
collect data on food consumption patterns 
and child health, and can assist countries 
in their efforts to develop evidence-based 
nutrition and food security programmes.

Health and sanitation

While access to and availability of food 
are significant factors in ensuring food 
security, other elements, such as lack of 
access to clean water and sanitation also 
affect food utilization. This highlights the 
importance of horizontal and multisectoral 
policies (or programmes) that address 
the underlying determinants of nutrition, 

[434] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/food-security-in-pakistan-surplus-food-is-not-enough-to-create-a-food-secure-country/
[435] http://www.mohtasib.gov.pk/images/pdfs/SOCP.pdf
[436] http://www.mohtasib.gov.pk/images/pdfs/SOCP.pdf
[437] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311806455_Food_Safety_in_South_Asia_Situation_Analysis_Challeng-
es_and_Way-Forward
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Protection of women

Women are particularly vulnerable to 
food insecurity despite being the primary 
actors in the food chain. Food insecurity 
among women is prevalent in South Asia 
due to various social and economic drivers 
that affect the health of women and their 
children 442. Organizations like UNICEF can 
partner with governments in the region 
to improve women’s access to nutritious 
food and improve public awareness about 
the importance of women in society. 
Maternal education on child rearing, 
nutrition and sanitation is also needed 
across all income groups in South Asia.

Equitable distribution of food

Even among the same income groups, 
nutritional outcomes can vary significantly 
between boys and girls from a very early 
age. Unlike other parts of the world, 
statistical research shows that female 
children are much more vulnerable than 
male children in South Asia: girls between 
the ages of 1-5 are 30-50 per cent more 
likely than boys to die from malnutrition 
and other diseases 443, and girls are 
less likely to receive medical attention. 
These disparities are particularly stark 
in India and Pakistan 444. While food 
security is needed across the board, 
UNICEF can work with governments to 
ensure equitable distribution of nutritional 
outcomes. 

[438] State of Food Security and Nutrition in 2018 (FAO)
[439] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/water-sanitation-and-hygiene-wash
[440] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/554381468294334286/pdf/Student-learning-in-South-Asia-challeng-
es-opportunities-and-policy-priorities.pdf
[441] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/554381468294334286/pdf/Student-learning-in-South-Asia-challeng-
es-opportunities-and-policy-priorities.pdf
[442] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c502/f04b2439ad42301fcb069fdfb88d3f5e335b.pdf
[443] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/eae7/1708e41cb90a1d7d9d2390e021f18a68e3ba.pdf
[444]  https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/eae7/1708e41cb90a1d7d9d2390e021f18a68e3ba.pdf

including household food security, care for 
mothers and children, primary health care 
and sanitation 438. This is particularly relevant 
in South Asia, where health and sanitation 
are in urgent need of improvement. For 
example, it is currently estimated that 68-84 
per cent of the region’s water sources are 
contaminated 439. In addition to continuing 
its work with governments and other aid 
agencies to increase access to clean water, 
UNICEF can improve public awareness about 
the importance of sanitary practices. 

Education and early childhood 
development

To help people escape the cyclical trap of 
poverty, food insecurity and poor economic 
outcomes, child nutrition needs to be 
improved from an early age. It is widely 
recognized that early childhood development 
determines much of an individual’s future 
cognitive abilities, which in turn affects 
their ability to earn a sustainable living 440. 
Programmes that focus on early childhood 
nutrition have proven effective in increasing 
the future potential of individuals. They 
are also cost-effective and can be widely 
distributed. 441 UNICEF can continue its 
efforts to partner with countries to provide 
and enhance early childhood nutrition 
programmes. Incentivizing families to send 
their children to school from an early age, in 
exchange for food supplies, may also be an 
effective way of increasing school enrolment, 
lowering attrition from education at a later 
age and improving child nutrition. 

©UNICEF ROSA/Asad Zaidi/2018
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3.1  Overview 

This chapter explores air pollution trends in 
South Asia, with a focus on how it affects 
children in the region. Air pollution is the 
fifth leading risk factor for mortality, causing 
more deaths than other well-known factors, 
such as malnutrition, road traffic accidents, 
physical inactivity and malaria. Nearly 2 billion 
children live in areas that exceed WHO’s 
annual guidelines for air pollution, and 300 
million of these children live in areas where 
levels of outdoor air pollution are at least six 
times higher than international guidelines 
recommend. In addition to risks to human 
health, air pollution negatively affects crop 
yields, contributes to climate change, 
endangers natural ecosystems and disrupts 
the economic competitiveness of cities in 
the region. A city-level ranking of polluted 
cities, conducted in 2018 by AirVisual and 
Greenpeace, found that ‘Tier 1 cities’ in India, 
Bangladesh and Pakistan were among the 
top 50 most polluted cities in the world.

In South Asia, the key drivers of outdoor 
air pollution are vehicular emissions, 
industrialization and a dependence on fossil 
fuels to meet energy demands. The burden 
of disease caused by ambient air pollution 
is compounded by high levels of indoor air 
pollution, which disproportionately affects 
women and children and are a significant 
contributor to air pollution across the region. 
Indoor air pollution is caused by burning 
solid cooking fuels, such as wood, coal or 
biomass, which is often a marker of high 
levels of poverty. Subsequent exposure 

to black carbon from cooking stoves 
significantly increases the risk of respiratory 
infection among women and girls. 

Children are particularly affected by poor 
air quality, which increases instances of 
stunting among children under 5 years 
of age, contributes to children remaining 
underweight and leads to frequent cases of 
acute respiratory infection. Children in the 
region are also exposed to pollution through 
their work in brick kilns, where the fuels 
that are burned compound the detrimental 
impacts of child labour in this sector.

Addressing the problems caused by air 
pollution remains a key challenge for the 
region. While reducing countries’ reliance 
on fossil fuels is crucial, this transition will 
require long-term planning among key 
government stakeholders. In the meantime, 
multilateral institutions can contribute to 
reducing household air pollution by spreading 
awareness about and promoting greater 
use of cleaner cooking fuels throughout 
the region. International and domestic civil 
society organizations also have opportunities 
to improve farming techniques by 
disseminating knowledge on sustainable and 
efficient agricultural practices, recognizing 
that agriculture remains one of the top-
contributing sectors to ambient air pollution. 
In addition, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and other development institutions 
can work with city governments to improve 
public transportation and create awareness 
about the importance of reducing vehicular 
emissions.
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Key terminologies

Air pollution: Air pollution 

is defined as the presence of 

microscopic pollutants in the 

air that could harm human 

health by penetrating deep 

into the respiratory and 

circulatory systems and 

damaging the lungs, heart 

and brain.

Ambient air pollution: 

Ambient or outdoor air 

pollution is the presence of 

airborne particles that are 

harmful to human health, 

commonly found outdoors. 

Of all the pollutants, fine 

particulate matter has the 

most damaging impact on 

human health and is the 

most commonly discussed 

headline indicator of air 

pollution.

 

Indoor air pollution: Indoor 

(or household) air pollution 

is primarily the result of 

burning solid fuels for 

domestic purposes, such 

as coal, wood or biomass. 

This practice is prevalent 

in rural areas, particularly 

among economically weaker 

sections of society.  

Solid fuel: Solid fuel use 

is defined as household 

combustion of coal or 

biomass, such as dung, 

charcoal, wood or crop 

residues.

Air pollutants: The UN 

defines air pollutants as 

“substances in the air that 

could, at high enough 

concentrations, harm human 

beings, animals, vegetation 

or material. Air pollutants 

may thus include forms of 

matter of almost any natural 

or artificial composition 

capable of being airborne. 

They may consist of solid 

particles, liquid droplets or 

gases, or combinations of 

these forms.”
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Fine particulate matter (PM2.5): PM2.5 refers to particulate matter (airborne particles) that measures up to 2.5 microns in size and 

comes from a range of chemical compositions and sources. Due to its small size, PM2.5 is able to penetrate deep into the human 

respiratory system and ultimately the entire body, causing a wide range of short- and long-term health effects. 

 

Burden of disease: Burden of disease describes death and loss of health due to diseases, injuries and risk factors. It is estimated by 

adding together the following: (1) the number of years of life a person loses as a consequence of dying early because of a disease, and 

(2) the number of years a person lives with disability caused by the disease.

 

Aerosols: Aerosols are small, complex chemical mixtures of liquid and particles suspended in the air. References to aerosols include 

particles and their surrounding medium.

Disability-adjusted life years (DALYs): DALYs for a disease or health condition are calculated by adding together the following: (1) 

years of life lost (YLL) due to premature mortality in the population, and (2) years lost due to disability (YLD) for people living with a 

health condition or its consequences.

Lower respiratory infection and acute respiratory infection: An acute respiratory infection is an infection that interferes with 

normal breathing. It can affect just the upper respiratory system (which starts at the sinuses and ends at the vocal cords) or just the 

lower respiratory system (which starts at the vocal cords and ends at the lungs). Lower respiratory infections include pneumonia 

(infection of the lung alveoli) and infections affecting the airways, such as acute bronchitis and bronchiolitis, influenza and 

whooping cough. These respiratory infections are a leading cause of illness and death in children and adults across the world.

3.2 Toxic air smothering 
South Asia

3.2.1 The state of the air in 
South Asia

While air pollution can originate from a 
variety of natural sources, such as forest 
fires and dust storms, this chapter focuses 
on preventable human activities that result 
in air pollution in South Asia. There are two 
main types of air pollution: ambient air 
pollution (outdoor pollution) and household 
air pollution (indoor pollution). 

South Asia has the worst air quality in the 
world, followed by the Middle East and 
sub-Saharan Africa. Based on data from the 
State of Global Air report, average annual 
exposure to PM2.5 on a population-weighted 
basis is higher in most South Asian countries 
than the global average of 45.52 (see Graph 
1). This high level of air pollution has created 
an atmospheric brown cloud (ABC) over the 
region, consisting of submicron size aerosol 
particles emitted from a wide range of 
anthropogenic and natural sources. 
With the exception of Sri Lanka and the 
Maldives, entire populations of South Asian 
countries are exposed to much higher 
levels of PM2.5 than WHO recommends 
(10 μg/m3). Nepal’s mean annual exposure 
to PM2.5 is 100 μg/m3, which was ranked 
the highest in the world in 2017. Conditions 
in India are equally dangerous, with an 
average annual PM2.5 concentration of 

Graph 1: Annual average PM2.5 concentrations 2010-2017

Source: State of Global Air. https://www.stateofglobalair.org/  
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9 μg/m3. Himalayan valleys in South Asia 
(e.g. in Nepal and northern India) struggle 
with even higher levels of PM2.5 –research 
indicates that concentrations can be greater 
in valleys where pollutants can get trapped. 
Concentration levels in the Maldives are 
the lowest in the region (8 μg/m3), and 
conditions in Sri Lanka have improved 
significantly since 2010.

3.2.1 The state of the air in 
South Asia

Generating power via fossil fuel combustion 
is a major driver of outdoor air pollution. 
Across the region, the demand for power 
and electricity is increasing as urbanization 
and industrial activity expand. The use of 
stand-alone diesel generators in areas 
that are off the grid or have unreliable 
access to grid electricity also contributes to 
hazardous particulate emissions. More than 
3 billion people worldwide rely on polluting 

technologies and fuels (including biomass, 
coal and kerosene) for household cooking, 
heating and lighting, which releases smoke 
into the home. 

Household use of solid fuels for cooking 
and other domestic tasks is common 
among people living in poverty in low- and 
middle-income countries, and South Asia 
has one of the highest proportions of 
households using solid fuels in the world 
(61 per cent) – only sub-Saharan Africa (84 
per cent) and Oceania (75 per cent) have 
higher rates. 

The proportion of people using solid fuels in 
South Asia has been declining over the past 
three decades, but more than half of the 
populations in South Asian countries (with 
the exception of the Maldives, Bhutan and 
Sri Lanka) continue to use polluting fuels for 
cooking because cleaner fuels are expensive 
and/or harder to obtain.

High levels of indoor pollution coupled with 
poor household ventilation lead to large 
volumes of indoor smoke. As a result, the 
level of fine particles in the air can be more 
than 100 times higher than acceptable levels. 
Exposure to these particles is particularly 
high among women and young children, 
who spend the largest amount of time 
near the domestic fireplace. Household air 
pollution increases the risks of pneumonia, 
stroke, ischaemic heart disease, chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and 
lung cancer.  

Graph 2: Proportion of the population using solid fuels 2010-2017

Source: State of Global Air.

Vehicular emissions are a large and growing 
contributor to air pollution in South Asia 
as fuel combustion from vehicles leads to 
higher PM 2.5 emissions in the air. This 
trend is accelerated by high rates of private 
vehicle ownership, reflecting poor urban 
planning and a lack of public transportation. 
The total number of vehicles in the region 
increased by over 80 per cent between 
2009-2016, and ownership of private cars 
and two-wheelers (and three-wheelers) 
has nearly doubled, with the fastest growth 
seen in Pakistan and India as household 

This high level of air 
pollution has created 
an atmospheric brown 
cloud (ABC) over the 
region, consisting of 
submicron size aerosol 
particles.
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incomes rise. Despite this growth, nearly half 
of the roads in these two countries remain 
unpaved. Studies indicate that unsettled dust 
from unpaved roads further increases the 
levels of particulate matter in the air.

Certain agricultural practices also pose a 
serious threat to air quality in South Asia, 
such as burning crop residues in India and 
Pakistan’s Punjab provinces during October 
and November to prepare for the next 
year’s planting season.  Agricultural activity 
is the dominant anthropogenic source 
of ammonia in the world, with livestock 
accounting for about 40 per cent of global 
emissions, mineral fertilizers for 16 per cent, 
and biomass burning and crop residues 
for about 18 per cent. In addition, forests 
are deliberately burned to clear land for 
vegetation and pastures, and crop residues 
are burned to promote regrowth and destroy 
pest habitats. The spike in air pollution during 
these months is compounded by the use of 
fireworks in celebration of the Diwali festival, 
which leaves cities covered in thick smog for 
days. As winter sets in, falling temperatures 
cause pollutants to accumulate near the land 
surface, creating a stagnant, hazardous haze 
over parts of South Asia’s most populous 
cities. 

3.2.1.2 The future of air pollution in the 
region

Air quality must be monitored in order to 
understand the extent of its impact on 
human lives. The UN estimates that nearly 
90 per cent of deaths caused by outdoor 
air pollut tion occur in low- and middle-
income countries, which typically lack the 
capacity to monitor air quality. According 
to estimates, air quality in South Asia is 
expected to worsen by mid-century. At 
present, ozone and PM2.5 levels in South 
Asia exceed WHO’s limits for 6 and 10 
months of the year, respectively. By 2050, 

levels are expected to exceed WHO’s limits 
by an additional 70-120 days for ozone and 
20-40 days for PM2.5 in most parts of South 
Asia, especially Bangladesh and Indian states 
along the Indo-Gangetic areas. 

The OECD environmental outlook estimates 
that the number of people using polluting 
solid fuels for cooking and heating will 
decline after 2020, as incomes and living 
standards rise. As a result, premature 
deaths from indoor air pollution are expected 
to fall across the world. However, PM 
2.5 concentrations in major South Asian 
cities are expected to rise as a result of 
urbanization, leading to an increase in the 
number of premature deaths from exposure 
to particulate matter.  

Graph 3: Number of premature deaths associated with ozone (1,000/year)
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Household air pollution 
increases the risks of 
pneumonia, stroke, 
ischaemic heart disease, 
chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease 
(COPD) and lung cancer.  
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According to a study by the International 
Institute for Applied Systems Analysis and 
the Council on Energy, Environment and 
Water, more than 674 million Indians are 
likely to breathe air with high concentrations 
of PM2.5 by 2030. Another study, published 
by the United Nations Environment 
Programme, estimates that premature 
deaths due to ozone exposure will increase 
from nearly 175 per 1,000 in 2015 to 280 per 
1,000 by 2030. The same study estimates 
that the number of people exposed to indoor 
pollution in South Asia will fall to roughly 
850 million by 2030, compared with over 
1.1 billion in 2015. However, the number 
of people exposed to PM2.5 levels above 
WHO’s guidelines (10 µg/m3) will rise to over 
2.1 billion by 2030.

3.2.2 China’s impact on air 
pollution in South Asia

China’s air pollution does not impact South 
Asia. While it has a poor record for urban 
pollution, China’s pollution is concentrated 
in the eastern part of the country. Tibet, the 
region that comprises the entire northern 
part of the China-South Asia border, is 
among the world’s most sparsely populated 
regions and has the cleanest air in Asia. The 
Himalayan Range is a massive natural barrier 
to air pollution transfers between the two 
regions. Though there is evidence that some 
particulate matter does cross the range, it 
is generally South Asian pollution that flows 
north to Tibet, rather than the other way 
around.

Graph 4: Number of people exposed to different levels of PM2.5 (billions)

3.3 Implications of air pollution 
in South Asia

In 2016, WHO attributed over 7 million 
deaths worldwide to air pollution. Of these, 
approximately 33 per cent (2.3 million) 
occurred in South Asia, with India alone 
recording 1.725 million deaths. Children 
under 5 years of age accounted for 5.8 
per cent of total deaths attributable to air 
pollution. A 2017 study by UNICEF noted 
that over 17 million young children worldwide 
live in areas where air pollution is at least six 
times higher than international guidelines 
recommend. The vast majority of these 
children – more than 70 per cent, or over 12 
million – live in South Asia. 

WHO estimates that every year 3.8 million 
people (worldwide) die prematurely from 
illnesses attributable to household air 
pollution. Indoor air pollution is more lethal 
in South Asia than elsewhere, contributing 

to more than half of the region’s air-pollution-
related deaths. In other parts of the world, 
ambient (outdoor) air pollution is responsible 
for two-thirds of all air-pollution-related 
deaths.  

3.3.1 Impact on the health and 
overall development of children

While current levels of air pollution are 
detrimental to the entire population of 
South Asia, the adverse effects of toxic 
air pollutants are particularly dire for young 
children due to their relative biological and 
psychological vulnerability. WHO estimates 
that more than 40 per cent of the burden of 
environmentally related diseases, and more 
than 88 per cent of the burden of climate 
change is borne by children under 5 years 
of age (see Chapter 1 for a discussion of 
the impact of climate change on children 
in South Asia.) This disproportionate 
susceptibility to toxic exposure and stress 

Air quality must be 
monitored in order to 
understand the extent 
of its impact on human 
lives .
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is in part a function of children’s early 
developmental stage and their dependence 
on adult caretakers. Studies indicate that 
children breathe more air per kilogram of 
body weight than adults and require three-
to-four times more oxygen and food on a 
body-weight basis.

Worldwide, air pollution reduced life 
expectancy by an average of 20 months 
in 2017 – a global impact rivalling that of 
smoking. However, loss in life expectancy 
rose to over 30 months for children born 
in South Asia, where air pollution is at its 
worst. Data from the Institute for Health 
Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) revealed that 
128,500 deaths among children under 5 
years of age in South Asia were attributable 
to air pollution, with nearly three-quarters 
of these deaths occurring in India. In 2017, 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India and Nepal 
and were ranked among the top five 
countries globally with the highest mortality 
burden attributable to air pollution. The 
region also has the second highest number 
of deaths worldwide from air pollution (see 
Table 1). While the air pollution death rate for 
children under 5 years of age is highest in 
African countries, Afghanistan has the tenth 
highest rate in the world. 

Studies also indicate that lower respiratory 
infections are responsible for 5 per cent 
of total deaths in South Asia. Of these, 46 
per cent are directly linked to air pollution. 
Among children under 5 years of age,  lower 
respiratory infections account for over 16 per 
cent of deaths, half of which are attributed 
to air pollution, with female children more 
affected than male children. Scientific 
evidence suggests that air pollution may 
also contribute to asthma in children, low 

birth weight, and neurological or cognitive 
disorders, such as Alzheimer’s disease. 
In addition, around 18 per cent of preterm 
births can be attributed to exposure to 
particulate matter in utero. 

There is also substantial evidence that 
exposure to traffic-related air pollution 
is associated with an increased risk of 
childhood leukemia. Several studies have 
found associations between prenatal 
exposure to ambient air pollution and higher 
risks for retinoblastomas and leukemia in 
children. 
Household air pollution is also strongly 
associated with several types of cancer 
in adults and typically contains many 
substances classified as carcinogens. Other 
life-threatening risks associated with indoor 
air pollution include cardiovascular and 
respiratory diseases.  

Studies have also established that air 
pollution has a negative impact on children’s 
cognitive development. For example, 
childhood Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD) and Autism Spectrum 
Disorders (ASD) have been associated with 
early life exposure to air pollution. 

These disorders may persist into adulthood, 
disrupting individuals’ professional and 
personal lives, reducing their overall 
productivity and increasing their health care 
costs. Reinforcing the neurological evidence, 
studies have found direct associations 
between air pollution exposure and cognitive 
outcomes, including reduced verbal and non-
verbal IQ, memory scores, test scores and 
grade-point averages among schoolchildren, 
as well as other neurological behavioural 
problems.
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due to ozone exposure 
will increase from 
nearly 175 per 1,000 
in 2015 to 280 per 
1,000 by 2030.



7503: Increase in air pollution 

Table 1: Death rate (per 100,000 population, 
age-standardized, both sexes) attributable 
to ambient and household air pollution 
(2016)

Country Death Rate

Bangladesh 149

Pakistan 174

India 184

Afghanistan 211

Nepal 194

Sri Lanka 80

Maldives 26

Buthan 124

Source: World Health Organization.

3.3.2 Aggravation of climate 
change and the transboundary 
nature of air pollution

Rising temperatures and the increasing 
frequency of extreme weather events 
transcend borders; for South Asian countries, 
climate risks are intertwined due to both 
geographic contiguity and the sharing of 
water. In much of India and Pakistan, an 
apparent increase in the frequency of deadly 
heatwaves has already been observed, 
which may have a disproportionate impact 
on children’s well-being. A study from 
India shows that infants and children are 
particularly vulnerable to dehydration and 
heat stress because they have a greater 
body-surface-to-volume ratio. And more heat-
related deaths are reported among infants 
during heatwaves.

Children are also more likely to be affected 
by respiratory disease, renal disease, 
electrolyte imbalance and fever during 
persistent episodes of hot weather. 
Heatwaves have been shown to exacerbate 
the effects of allergens and air pollution 
(including particulates, nitrous oxide and 
ozone), which affect children more severely 
than adults because of their underdeveloped 
respiratory and immune systems and 
relatively high rates of respiration. Given that 
the most severe impacts of climate change 
are transboundary, effective mitigation and 
adaptation will require collective efforts 
across the region.

3.3.3 Risks to biodiversity and 
food security

Trees and vegetation directly remove 
pollution from the air and can reduce 

temperatures. This reduces demand for 
energy (for cooling purposes) in urban 
areas, which in turn reduces energy 
emissions. However, flora and fauna are 
increasingly affected by air pollution, which 
can change their ability to function and 
grow. Ozone is known to cause reductions 
in photosynthesis in many terrestrial plant 
species, and air pollution can lead to acid 
rain, which can change the chemical and 
physical composition of soil – damaging 
trees and harming vegetation. Declining 
biodiversity can eventually affect people’s 
nutritional intake and can also result in a loss 
of wood fuel. This loss of fuel may require 
women and children (especially those 
from poor rural communities) to walk long 
distances in search of firewood, leaving less 
time for tending crops and attending school. 

Acid rain can also affect marine life and 
kill fish. For example, air pollution has 
been linked to changes in the physiology 
and behaviour of fish, toads and other 
amphibians. Its effects on vegetation and 
plants also reduce the quality of habitats 
and food sources for many animals. Like 
humans, studies show that animals have 
an increased health risk when exposed to 
polluted air over an extended period of time. 
Birds are directly affected by air pollution, 
which can damage their respiratory systems. 
The indirect impact on their natural habitats 
and food chains is also significant, especially 
for migratory bird species.

These disorders 
may persist into 
adulthood, disrupting 
individuals’ professional 
and personal lives, 
reducing their overall 
productivity and 
increasing their health 
care costs..
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3.3.4 Threat to urban 
competitiveness 

A research paper by the World Bank 
argues that cities with a better quality 
of life and lower pollution levels become 
more competitive over time. Low pollution 
levels contribute to skill formation and child 
development, and urban greenness helps a 
city attract foreign migrants to live and work 
there. By contrast, higher air pollution hinders 
urban competitiveness by slowing down 
human capital attainment and discouraging 
skilled individuals to move there, especially 
those with children. 

Air pollution’s impact on urban 
competitiveness is evident in South Asia, 
where the prospect of higher incomes 
has led to an increase in urbanization over 
the past few decades. Over one-third 
of the region’s population now live in 
urban centres, and cities such as Kolkata, 
Karachi, New Delhi, Dhaka and Mumbai 
are among the top 20 most populous in 

the world, according to data from the 
EIU. An expanding middle class in these 
urban centres has led to greater reliance 
on private vehicles, increasing local air 
pollution. Higher levels of air pollution 
have, in turn, prompted skilled workers 
to migrate to less-polluted areas, as has 
been documented in India. 

In part, this trend reflects concern about 
the effects of air pollution on children. Air 
pollution from fossil-fuel-based transport 
can concentrate in public spaces and 
other common spaces (e.g. streets and 
playgrounds). Children’s proximity to 
the ground and to sources of exhaust 
makes them more susceptible to these 
pollutants. In the United Kingdom, 
research suggests that pollution is now 
the main factor that parents consider 
when choosing a school for their children. 
Some parents in the United Kingdom 
are even looking to move out of cities 
altogether as fears grow about the effects 
of diesel emissions on children’s health.
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3.4 Country profiles

3.4.1 Air pollution in Afghanistan

3.4.1.1 Overview of the current situation

Over 19,000 deaths in Afghanistan were attributed to household air pollution in 2017, 
making it the fourth biggest cause of death in the country.

Over 90 per cent of the population used polluting cooking fuels in 2000, falling to 68 
per cent by 2016.

UNICEF estimates that nearly one-quarter of total deaths in the country are a result 
of respiratory infections.

Nearly 50 per cent of child deaths from lower respiratory infections are linked to air 
pollution.

Country snapshot

Air pollution is estimated to have caused over 26,000 deaths in Afghanistan in 2017, over 
half of whom were women. According to some estimates, this death toll is higher than 
the number of Afghans killed by war. Over three-quarters of total deaths attributable 
to air pollution were caused by household air pollution, as more than two-thirds of the 
population still use polluting cooking fuels. A study by the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) identified the use of solid fuels, transportation and the energy sector as the major 
causes of air pollution. The study found that poor road quality also contributes to outdoor 
air pollution in Afghanistan, where only one-fifth of roads are paved. This introduces  
re-suspended dust into the environment, which increases particulate matter in the air.

Electric consumption per capita remains 
low, as does the country’s electrification 
rate. While over 75 per cent of the 
population in large urban areas like Kabul, 
Kandahar, Herat and Mazar-e-Sharif 
have electricity, less than 10 per cent 
of the rural population have access to 
grid-connected power. As a result of 
power shortages, the population relies 
on burning wood and other fuels to 
keep warm during the winter months, 
which contributes to air pollution. The 
use of portable generators during power 
shortages exacerbates indoor air pollution. 
Data collection methods in the country 
are poor, which makes it harder to 
formulate an effective policy to curb air 
pollution levels.

3.4.1.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Impacts on child development

Life expectancy in the country has fallen 
by nearly 1.7 years due to exposure
to high PM2.5 levels. Senior citizens and 
children under 14 years of age are the 
most affected groups. More than 68 per 
cent of households use polluting fuels, 
posing a significant threat to children 
under 5 years of the age, who accounted 
for over one-tenth (approximately 3.6 
million) of the country’s population in 
2018. According to WHO, women who 
are exposed to polluted air during their 
pregnancy are more likely to give birth 

State of the air in Afghanistan (2017)

Average annual population weighted PM2.5 57 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 68 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

25,790
   - 19,400
   - 6,390

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

1.3m
   - 1.018m
   - 0.3m
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prematurely and have small children with 
low birth weight. Air pollution also stunts 
the development of children’s brains and 
has exacerbated health problems among 
children in Afghanistan. One-quarter 
of children under 5 years of age of are 
underweight, and stunting is prevalent in 
over 40 per cent of children in that age 
group. Afghanistan also had the fourth 
highest neonatal mortality rate in the 
world in 2017.

Mortality and morbidity

According to a recent study on morbidity 
and mortality in Afghanistan, 23.4 per 

cent of total mortality cases are the result 
of respiratory infections, with children 
and pregnant women disproportionately 
affected. Indeed, acute respiratory 
infections are a leading cause of mortality 
in children under 5 years of age. Research 
suggests that children are at higher risk 
of these infections if their families cook 
in houses without kitchens or sufficient 
ventilation. Girls are more susceptible to 
indoor air pollution than boys because 
they are often required to stay indoors, 
particularly in rural areas. The majority of 
brick workers are also children, and they 
face greater health risks due to prolonged 
exposure to toxic emissions in factories.
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3.4.2 Air pollution in Bangladesh

3.4.2.1 Overview of the current situation

Air pollution was responsible for 109 deaths per 100,000 people in Bangladesh in 
2017. 

Bangladesh has lost 1.9 years of life expectancy due to existing levels of PM2.5.
Over 80 per cent of Bangladesh’s population uses polluting cooking fuels – the 
highest percentage in South Asia.

Approximately 50 per cent of children under 2 years of age suffer from acute or 
lower respiratory infections in Bangladesh every year.

Country snapshot

Bangladesh’s entire population has been exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s interim 
target (35 µg/m3) for the last three decades. The country loses 3.5 per cent of its GDP 
(2015 levels) due to air pollution and environmental degradation, 1.89 per cent of which 
is lost due to high concentrations of PM2.5. In 2017, Bangladesh was one of the top five 
countries with the highest mortality burden attributable to air pollution, 57.3 per cent of 
which was attributable to household air pollution. In the same year, indoor air pollution in 
Bangladesh led to a loss of up to 226 per cent more DALY years (due to illness, disability 
or early death) than the global average.  If WHO’s guidelines for PM2.5 were met (up to 
10 µg/m3), the country’s life expectancy would rise by 1.3 years – the highest projected 
gain in the world.

Household consumption of unclean fuel is 
a potent threat in Bangladesh, especially 
for the rural population. According to the 
World Bank, only 17.72 per cent of the 
total population had access to clean fuels 
and technologies for cooking in 2016. 
Over 80 per cent of rural households still 
rely primarily on biomass, compared to 
just one-quarter of urban households. 
Emissions from vehicles and brick kilns 
are a major source of particulate matter 
in urban centres, including Dhaka. The 
country’s dependence on fossil fuels to 
meet energy demands has grown steadily, 
from 45.5 per cent in 1990 to 73.7 per 
cent in 2014. In 2015, 98.77 per cent of 
total electricity production came from 
oil, gas and coal sources. As access to 
electricity improves in the near future, 
demand for fossil fuels will grow. 

3.4.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Impacts on child development

Bangladesh has one of the highest 
prevalence of low birth weight among 
children in the world (22 per cent). 
Researchers have found evidence 
of a significant association between 
child stunting/wasting and being 
underweight when exposed to high 
levels of air pollution (the research 
controlled for other factors known to 
contribute to child anthropometric 
failure). A recent study also established 
a strong correlation between child 
underdevelopment and exposure to air 
pollution in utero. Based on a nationally 
representative sample and drawing on 

State of the air in Bangladesh (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 61 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 82 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

  117,400
   - 70,300
   - 47,100

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

   3.8m
   - 2.3m
   - 1.5m
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data from the Bangladesh Demographic 
and Health Survey (conducted between 
2004-2014), the study calculated 
children’s exposure to ambient fine 
particulate matter in utero using high 
resolution satellite data. Over half of the 
children in the sample were exposed 
to an annual ambient PM2.5 level 
exceeding 46 µg/m3, and their relative 
risk of stunting was over 1.13 times 
higher than that of children in the lowest 
quartile of exposure.

Bangladesh also has one of the largest 
child mortality burdens associated with 
indoor pollution in the world. A study 
on household air pollution found that 
indoor cooking with solid fuels was 
a significant risk factor for caesarean 
delivery, acute respiratory infections and 
low birth weights in Bangladesh. It also 

increased the risk of neonatal and infant 
mortality. According to a study reported 
in the Bulletin of the World Health 
Organization, children under 5 years of 
age – regardless of gender – spend an 
hour a day in cooking areas because of 
their reliance on their mothers.

Mortality and morbidity

Exposure to indoor smoke is the 
primary cause of acute lower respiratory 
infection. Approximately 50 per cent of 
all children under 2 years of age suffer 
from acute respiratory infections every 
year in Bangladesh, and this age group 
is at the highest risk of death from these 
infections. Along with diarrhoea, acute 
respiratory infections cause two-thirds of 
all deaths among infants (under 1 year of 
age) in Bangladesh.

©UNICEF ROSA/Nybo/2014
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3.4.3 Air pollution in Bhutan

3.4.3.1 Overview of the current situation

Nearly 55 per cent of Bhutan’s population is exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s 
interim target (35 µg/m3).

Nearly 400 deaths were attributable to air pollution in 2017 in the country. The three 
leading causes of DALYs–lower respiratory infections, preterm birth complications, 
and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease–are all associated with air pollution.

Forest fires and burning fuel for warmth in winter are the primary sources of air 
pollution in Bhutan.

Respiratory diseases are common among children under 5 years of age and affect 
over 21,000 individuals (as of 2017).

Country snapshot

Bhutan relies heavily on hydroelectric sources for generating power, helping it to maintain 
a cleaner energy mix. Solar energy is used for a variety of purposes, including heating 
dwellings and greenhouses, and lighting hospitals. However, Bhutan’s mountainous 
terrain prevents greater use of this energy source and necessitates a reliance on roads 
for transportation, leading to vehicular emissions, especially in the capital city of Thimpu. 
Although Bhutan enjoys much better air quality than its South Asian counterparts, it has 
been disproportionately affected by transboundary air pollution. 

With over 40 per cent of the country’s population living in cities, Bhutan is the most 
urbanized country in South Asia, with little difference in PM2.5 levels between rural and 
urban areas. As the economy continues to grow, urbanization is expected to continue, 
leading to higher levels of congestion and air pollution in the coming years. At present, 
over half of the country’s population is exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s interim 
target (35 µg/m3).

Just under half of Bhutan’s population 
continues to use polluting fuels for 
cooking, adding to household air pollution. 
Wood-burning stoves, known as bukharis, 
are particularly common. Nearly 400 
deaths were attributed to air pollution 
in 2017, one-third of which were due to 
household air pollution from solid fuels. 
According to a report by ADB, other 
factors contributing to overall air pollution 
include bitumen heating during road 
construction, dust from unpaved roads and 
open spaces, and the burning of kitchen 
garden waste and farm waste during the 
dry season. total electricity production 
came from oil, gas and coal sources. 

3.4.3.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Impacts on child development

Several studies have established a 
significant relationship between air 
pollution, stunting and low weight 
among children. Just over one-tenth 
of children under 5 years of age are 
underweight in Bhutan – the lowest 
figure in the entire region. Stunting 
affects over one-third of children in 
the same age group, but this figure is 
low compared with other countries. 
However, this could worsen if air 

State of the air in Bhutan (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 38 µg/m3  

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 48 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

358
   - 135
   - 223

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

10,950
   - 4,210
   - 6,740
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pollution levels in Bhutan do not improve 
in line with recommendations by WHO. 

A recent study found that children in 
rural areas of Bhutan are more exposed 
to air pollution at home when families 
are cooking and eating, with firewood 
combustion in traditional mud cookstoves 
leading to very high concentrations of 
ultrafine particles (UFP). The lowest 
exposures to UFP were noted during 
the hours when children are in school. 
Another study noted that while exposure 
to outdoor pollution at school in Bhutan 
remains low, children are still affected by 
non-traffic sources of pollution, such as 
dust resuspension (from bare ground) and 
biomass and trash combustion.

Mortality and morbidity

The Global Burden of Disease 
Profile identifies malnutrition, being 
underweight and household air pollution 
as major risk factors for child mortality. 
Bhutan’s Annual Health Bulletin for 2017 
revealed that different forms of respiratory 
disease were common among children 
under 5 years of age and affected over 
21,000 individuals that year. According 
to IHME, lower respiratory infections are 
the second most common cause of death 
among children under 5 years of age (after 
neonatal disorders), accounting for over 14 
per cent of child deaths in that age group. 
One-third of those deaths are caused by 
air pollution.

©
U

N
IC

E
F 

In
d

ia
/V

is
h

w
an

at
h

an
/2

01
7



8303: Increase in air pollution 

3.4.4 Air pollution in India

3.4.4.1 Overview of the current situation

Over 1.24 million deaths were attributed to air pollution in India in 2017 – the second 
highest figure in the world after China.

The number of deaths attributable to household air pollution from the use of solid 
fuel declined by 30 per cent between 1990-2017 as more people switched to cleaner 
fuels.

Nearly 85 per cent of the population has been exposed to PM levels above WHO’s 
interim target (35 µg/m3) for the past three decades.

In 2017, India recorded the highest number of premature deaths in the world due to 
toxic air among children under 5 years of age (over 91,000).

Country snapshot

Air pollution is a major concern in India, where PM2.5 levels have reached 91 µg/m3 
– the second highest in South Asia, after Nepal. The Central Pollution Control Board 
classifies annual average pollution levels as critical if they are more than 1.5 times 
higher than the standard level. The share of cities in this critical category has increased 
in recent years, from 60 per cent in 2007 to 79 per cent in 2017. At the same time, the 
number of cities complying with this standard dropped from 13- per cent2 per cent. 
However, there are strong regional differences in pollution concentrations in India. 
Pollution levels are particularly high in urban areas, especially in landlocked northern 
India. Conditions have deteriorated sharply in the capital city of New Delhi and its 
surrounding areas, although air quality in rural areas remains poor. In coastal cities in 
southern and western India, strong sea breezes lower the concentration of pollution. 

According to the World Bank, nearly 85 per cent of the country’s population has been 
exposed to PM levels above WHO’s interim target (35 µg/m3) for the past three decades, 
and the entire population has been exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s guidelines 
(10 µg/m3). Air pollution is responsible for 12.5 per cent of all deaths in India, and in 
2017 the number of deaths due to air pollution was four times higher in India than the 
total combined number of deaths across the other seven South Asian countries. 
Over the past two decades, the use of clean cooking fuels has become more prevalent, 
leading to a decline in the number of deaths attributable to household air pollution from 
the use of solid fuel. However, over half of the population still use polluting fuels 
for cooking.

State of the air in India (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 91 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 59 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

1,155,000
   - 481,700
   - 673,100

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

37.1m
   - 15.8m
   - 21.3m
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3.4.4.2 Implications for children in India

Impacts on child development

Exposure to air pollution during the first 
trimester decreases both height for age (a 
stunting measure) and weight for age (an 
underweight measure) among children 
under 5 years of age. The effect is 
prominent in poorer households in India’s 
northern states. Stunting generally occurs 
before 2 years of age. Its effects are 
largely irreversible and can have a long-
lasting impact on the lifetime earnings 
of a child, due to poor cognition and 
increased vulnerability to hypertension 
and diabetes.

In rural India, women face a significant risk 
from exposure to household air pollution, 
primarily due to traditional gender roles 
and time spent in the kitchen. Children 

under 5 years of age – especially girls 
– are exposed to high levels of indoor 
air pollution because they spend more 
time with their mothers compared with 
older children.  Consequently, they are at 
greater risks of acute respiratory diseases.

Mortality and morbidity

According to a 2018 report by WHO, India 
has the highest number of premature 
deaths among children under 5 years of 
age due to toxic air. In 2016, almost 10 
per cent of deaths in children under 5 
years of age was due to air pollution. An 
extensive three-year study conducted by 
the Chittaranjan National Cancer Institute 
(CNCI) and WHO found that key indicators 
of respiratory health, lung function and 
blood pressure in children between 4-17 
years of age were far worse in Delhi than 
elsewhere.
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3.4.5 Air pollution in the Maldives

3.4.5.1 Overview of the current situation

The Maldives has the lowest air pollution levels in South Asia. It is the only South 
Asian country where the majority of the population are not exposed to PM2.5 levels 
higher than WHO’s guidelines (10 µg/m3).

The Maldives has the lowest mortality rate due to air pollution in South Asia, at 25.6 
deaths per 100,000 people.

Air pollution causes one-tenth of deaths due to lower respiratory infection in children 
under 5 years of age.

Household use of polluting fuels has decreased significantly, from nearly 66 per cent 
of the population in 1990 to just 6 per cent in 2016.

Country snapshot

The Maldives has the lowest air pollution levels in South Asia and some of the lowest 
levels in the world. However, the country is affected by air pollution elsewhere, which 
has contributed to global climate change. In particular, rising sea levels pose a major 
threat to the tourism industry and low-lying parts of the country. In the Maldives, soot 
and coral dust account for most of the particulate matter found in the air. Incineration in 
landfills is a major cause of air pollution and coral bleaching in the country, and emissions 
from land and sea transport, power generation and construction activities are major 
sources of air pollution. Air pollution due to vehicular emissions is primarily concentrated 
in Male. 

Household use of solid fuels in the Maldives is the lowest in the region. In 2017, 56 
deaths related to air pollution were recorded, and while this was higher than the number 
of deaths in 2016, the number of deaths have been falling for the past two decades. Life 
expectancy at birth in the Maldives is the highest in the region, at 78 years. This may 
decrease if air pollution levels become higher in the future.

3.4.5.2 Implications for children in the 
Maldives

Impacts on child development

The National Environmental Health Action 
Plan for 2015-2020 noted that poor indoor 
air quality due to second-hand cigarette 
smoke is a risk to the health of women 
and children. However, air pollution levels 
are low in the Maldives and do not have 
a particularly severe impact on child 
health. The Maldives also benefits from 
higher health standards and better health 
facilities than other South Asian countries.  

Mortality and morbidity

Acute respiratory infections were the 
most common cause of disease in the 
Maldives in 2015. Lower respiratory 
infections accounted for 3.5 per cent of 
total deaths among children under 5 years 
of age, and only one-tenth of those deaths 
were attributable to air pollution. The 
mortality rate for children under 5 years 
of age is the lowest in the region and was 
8 deaths per 1,000 in 2017. In total, 48 
premature deaths per year are attributable 
to air pollution exposure in the Maldives – 
approximately 25 per cent of the number 

State of the air in Bhutan (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 7.8 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 6 per cent  

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

51
   - 16
   - 35

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

1,657
   - 527
   - 1,130
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of deaths are associated with smoking, according to the Global Burden of Disease 
project. The death rate for females under 5 years of age is slightly higher than the death 
rate for males in the same age group.

©UNICEF Maldives/2019
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3.4.6 Air pollution in Nepal

3.4.6.1 Overview of the current situation

In 2017, the PM2.5 level was 100 µg/m3 in Nepal – the highest in South Asia since 
1990.

The number of deaths attributable to air pollution has been rising for over a decade, 
reaching nearly 26,000 in 2017.

Over one-tenth of the population suffers from chronic lung problems, such as 
emphysema or bronchitis – a direct impact of increasing air pollution in the country.

More than 7 per cent of children in Nepal between the ages of 6-23 months are 
affected by acute respiratory disease.

Country snapshot

Nearly the entire population has been exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s interim 
target (35 µg/m3) for the last three decades. The air pollution death rate stands at 133 
per 100,000 people – the second highest in the region after Afghanistan. If the country 
meets WHO’s guidelines for PM2.5 (up to 10 µg/m3), projected gains in life expectancy 
would increase to 1.1 years. 

The number of deaths attributable to air pollution in 2017 (26,000) was roughly three 
times the number of casualties recorded for the 2015 Nepal earthquake. Almost half of 
those deaths were attributable to ambient air pollution. Deaths attributable to household 
air pollution have been falling as the proportion of the population using polluting fuels for 
cooking has decreased, from 85 per cent in 2000 to 72 per cent in 2016. 

Within Kathmandu, emissions from vehicles and brick kilns around the city are major 
contributors to air pollution. The level of air pollution is much higher in urban areas than 
in rural areas, where the majority of the population lives. However, burning firewood or 
cattle dung remains a popular source of energy generation in rural areas. 

According to Nepal’s Biomass Energy Strategy, 77 per cent of energy produced in the 
country in 2017 was traditional biomass energy, which includes firewood, cattle dung and 
agricultural residues. As urbanization intensifies, air quality is likely to remain poor. 

3.4.6.2 Implications for children in Nepal

Impacts on child development

Burning firewood in traditional cooking 
stoves inside poorly ventilated houses leads 
to indoor air pollution. This mainly affects 
women and children, who traditionally 
spend more time in the kitchen than their 

male counterparts. A study on the use of 
traditional stoves in southern Nepal showed 
that the PM2.5 level (1,376 µg/m3) was 
40 times higher than WHO’s guidelines 
recommend, and that the carbon monoxide 
concentration (10.9 ppm) was 30 per cent 
higher. Biomass burning in Nepal adversely 
affects lung function in young adults and 
exacerbates respiratory disease in children. 

State of the air in Nepal (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 100 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 72 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

23,900
   - 11,200
   - 12,700

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

0.8m
   - 0.36m
   - 0.39m
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In Kathmandu, a study conducted by Clean 
Energy Nepal (CEN) indicated that young 
children under 6 years of age who attended 
a school located next to brick kilns suffered 
more respiratory problems than children who 
went to school in an area without brick kilns. 
The study also showed that the absentee 
rate in the school next to the brick kilns 
was almost twice as high as the absentee 
rate in the school with a relatively clean 
environment.

Mortality and morbidity

Research from a demographic health survey 
revealed that more than 7 per cent of 

children in Nepal between the ages of 6-23 
months (considered the most vulnerable 
age group) are affected by acute respiratory 
infections. Children in hilly areas and western 
parts of the country are twice as susceptible 
to these infections as children in other parts 
of the country, and children from families in 
the lowest and highest wealth quintiles are 
less prone to these infections than children 
from families in the middle wealth quintile. 
In Nepal, in 2016, WHO reported that nearly 
740 people died from acute lower respiratory 
infections, 1,770 died from chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disorder, 932 died 
from lung cancer, 3,328 died from ischemic 
heart disease and 3,183 died from stroke. 

©UNICEF ROSA/Nybo/2015
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3.4.7 Air pollution in Pakistan

3.4.7.1 Air pollution in Pakistan

In 2007, 128,000 deaths in Pakistan were due to air pollution.

In 2017, life expectancy at birth was 67 years. This would increase by nearly one year 
if WHO’s guidelines for PM2.5 levels were met (up to 10 µg/m3).

Nearly 17,500 children died due to air pollution in 2017, with young girls more 
affected than boys.

Ambient air pollution alone causes more than 80,000 hospital admissions per year, 
nearly 8,000 cases of chronic bronchitis, and almost 5 million cases of lower piratory 
infections among children under 5 years of age.

Country snapshot

While there is no significant difference in air pollution levels between urban and rural 
areas in Pakistan, conditions in major cities like Karachi and Lahore are exceptionally 
poor. According to the Ministry of Climate Change, vehicular emissions in cities are the 
primary source of air pollution, reflecting a sharp rise in the number of vehicles on the 
road, inefficient automotive technology and the use of unclean fuels. The absence of 
urban transport policies has fuelled a rapid rise in private vehicle ownership, leading to 
an increase in toxic emissions. Other major sources of air pollution include uncontrolled 
emissions from industrial units, emissions from brick kilns, the burning of garbage and 
the presence of dust. The EIU found that just under one-third of Pakistan’s electricity is 
generated from renewable sources, with hydroelectric plants producing the majority of 
this electricity. Pakistan remains highly dependent on fossil fuels to meet rising energy 
demands, and this will remain a major contributor to air pollution.

In the past decade, the number of deaths in Pakistan due to air pollution has been rising. 
Deaths that are attributable to PM2.5 account for nearly half of these casualties. Deaths 
due to household air pollution from the use of solid fuels has been declining for the past 
two decades.  Still, nearly 50 per cent of the population use polluting fuels (as of 2016) – 
although the proportion has fallen (from over 75 per cent in 2000). 

The country’s entire population has been exposed to PM2.5 levels above WHO’s guidelines 
(10 µg/m3) for the past three decades, and a World Bank study estimates that the health 
costs of air-pollution-related diseases amount to around 1 per cent of Pakistan’s GDP. Life 
expectancy in Pakistan is one of the lowest in the region, at 67 years.

State of the air in Pakistan (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 58 µg/m3

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 57 per cent 

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

122,800
   - 59,100
   - 63,700

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

2.74m
   - 2.34m
   - 2.4m
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3.4.7.2 Implications for children in Nepal

Impacts on child development

A study of indoor air quality in Pakistan 
reported that women and children were 
disproportionately affected by indoor air 
pollution from both passive smoke and 
from the amount of time spent near the 
cooking stove in poorly ventilated houses. 
It also noted that mothers who use wood 
for fuel tend to give birth to more lower-
weight children than those who use 
natural gas.

Mortality and morbidity

According to Pakistan’s 2017-2018 
demographic and health survey, acute 
respiratory infections killed more 
children under 5 years of age than any 

other infectious disease and were the 
leading cause of childhood morbidity and 
mortality. This age group spends more 
time indoors, where their exposure to 
smoke from cooking stoves increases 
their susceptibility to these infections. 
Pneumonia, which is often associated 
with acute respiratory infection, was also 
a leading cause of death among children 
under 5 years of age. However, the 
incidence of acute respiratory infection 
declined, from 16 per cent in 2012-2013 to 
14 per cent in 2017-2018. The prevalence 
of symptoms was highest among children 
aged 6-23 months and lowest among 
children aged 48-59 months. Children 
of mothers with higher education were 
less likely to have symptoms of acute 
respiratory infection, while children whose 
parents smoked cigarettes had higher 
chances of developing symptoms. 

©UNICEF ROSA/Asaid Zaidi/2018
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3.4.8 Air pollution in Sri Lanka

3.4.8.1 Overview of the current situation

In Sri Lanka, 45.5 per cent of the population are exposed to PM2.5 levels that exceed 
WHO’s guidelines.

The number of deaths related to air pollution has been falling in Sri Lanka since 2015. 
Deaths attributable to household air pollution accounted for nearly two-thirds of total 
fatalities associated with air pollution in 2017.

In 2016, 2 per cent of children under 5 years of age had symptoms of acute 
respiratory infection. Over 45 per cent of child hospital admissions were due to air 
pollution.

Nearly 60 per cent of premature deaths from household air pollution occur in women 
and children, who spend hours around sooty cookstoves, burning wood, coal and 
kerosene.

Country snapshot

Sri Lanka has much better air quality than most of its regional neighbours, and the 
majority of the population remain unexposed to PM2.5 levels of 35 µg/m3 (a level that 
is above WHO’s interim target). The number of deaths due to air pollution (8,400 deaths) 
fell by 20 per cent between 2015-2017, primarily due to improvements in air quality and 
PM2.5 levels. Sri Lanka is the only country in the region where the concentration of 
PM2.5 in rural areas is higher than in urban areas. 

The country produces nearly half of its electricity from renewable energy sources, 
especially hydroelectric power. However, nearly three-quarters of the population use 
polluting cooking fuels – the second highest proportion in South Asia, after Bangladesh. 
As a result, death from household air pollution accounted for nearly two-thirds of total 
deaths from air pollution in 2017. The Central Environment Authority (CEA)  considers 
vehicle emissions to be a major source of air pollution. Life expectancy at birth in Sri 
Lanka was 75 years in 2017, which fell by over eight months due to air pollution in the 
past decade.  

3.4.8.2 Implications for children in 
Sri Lanka

Impacts on child development

A study on acute wheezing and air 
pollution has documented the adverse 
impacts of vehicle-related ambient 
pollutants in Colombo on children’s 
respiratory health. A cross-sectional study 

also reported that various factors, such as 
the lack of a separate kitchen, the use of 
polluting fuels for cooking and inadequate 
ventilation in homes are significant 
predictors of low birth weight in some 
districts. Although one-fifth of children 
under 5 years of age are underweight or 
stunted, this figure is one of the lowest in 
the region, reflecting relatively cleaner air 
quality in the country.

State of the air in Sri Lanka (2017)

Average annual population-weighted PM2.5 11 µg/m3 

Proportion of population using solid fuels (2016) 74 per cent

Total number of deaths attributable to air pollution
   - Deaths attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - Deaths attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

   8,310
   - 5,480
   - 2,830

Total number of DALYs attributable to air pollution 
   - DALYs attributable to household air pollution from solid fuels
   - DALYs attributable to ambient particulate matter pollution

   0.23m
   - 0.15m
   - 0.08m
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Mortality and morbidity

According to a survey by the Department 
of Census and Statistics, 2 per cent 
of children under 5 years of age had 
symptoms of acute respiratory infection 
in 2016. A cross-sectional study 
conducted in a Colombo suburb reported 
that the use of firewood for cooking was 
a significant risk factor for respiratory 
infections. While the prevalence of acute 

respiratory infection among children 
is low in Sri Lanka, children from the 
poorest quartile and those with illiterate 
mothers tend to be at higher risk. Nearly 
60 per cent of premature deaths from 
household air pollution occur in women 
and children, who spend hours around 
sooty cooking stoves burning wood, 
coal and kerosene. Over 45 per cent of 
child hospital admissions are due to air 
pollution.
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3.5 Implications for UNICEF

Data on air pollution

South Asian countries suffer from one of 
the highest levels of ambient and indoor 
air pollution. While several air pollution 
monitoring portals exists, such as the 
Global Health Data Exchange Research 
and AirVisual, they tend to use different 
methodologies for data collection. The 
coverage and reliability of these sources 
vary and are difficult to ascertain. Moreover, 
limited data exists on indoor or  household 
air pollution. There is also insufficient 
information about gender-based variation in 
exposure rates to air pollution. UNICEF can 
help governments and other partners by 
investing in sustainable evidence generation 
in rural and urban areas. UNICEF may 
also use its influence to foster regional 
collaboration for developing a collective 
response to the issue. International aid 
organizations can install air quality monitoring 
systems in their partner organizations to 
collect reliable and consistent data. 

Household air pollution

In South Asia, household air pollution 
remains a major concern, but awareness of 
the health hazards associated with the use 
of solid fuel remains limited. UNICEF can 
work with its local partners to increase local 
knowledge about the risks of using unclean 
fuel and cooking indoors without sufficient 
ventilation. This could include partnering 
with microfinance institutions, such as the 
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, to set up 
schemes for microloans with the aim of 
improving kitchens and household cooking 
facilities.

Greenery in city centres helps filter and clean 
ambient air. UNICEF and its partners can 
advocate for creating green, child-friendly 
recreational spaces, such as parks and 
playgrounds.

Fossil fuel emissions

Emissions from fossil fuels remain high 
in some South Asian countries and are a 
significant contributor to outdoor pollution. 

Coal, oil and natural gas still account for 
over half of the electricity generation in 
Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 
Multilateral and development institutions 
could work with government agencies to 
formulate an energy plan for transitioning 
towards renewable sources of energy.

Burning crop residue

Agricultural practices, such as burning 
crop residue, are common in South Asia, 
particularly in Pakistan and the northern 
parts of India. Awareness of the risks of 
such practices remains fairly low in rural 
areas. Development agencies can coordinate 
training and support sessions for farmers to 
share knowledge of efficient and sustainable 
farming techniques, which can improve 
yields as well as reduce air pollution.

Vehicular emissions

Emissions from vehicles have worsened 
air quality in the region, especially in 
urban centres. Private car ownership has 
risen as South Asian cities become more 
developed, and public transport coverage 
and quality remains poor. In the short term, 
civil society organizations can partner with 
city governments to establish pedestrian-
friendly zones, with the goal of reducing both 
congestion and air pollution. In the longer 
term, promoting fuel-efficient and electric 
vehicles would reduce vehicular emissions. 
International organizations can also work 
with public transport authorities in the region 
to facilitate an exchange of global best 
practices and run campaigns encouraging 
more people to use public transport.

Brick kilns

Industrial facilities do not use fuel-efficient 
technologies, which has led to increased 
pollution in South Asia, especially in urban 
areas. Children are often employed illegally 
to work in brick kilns. UNICEF and other 
development agencies can work together 
to combat child labour in the brick-making 
industry. Relevant aid agencies can also 
support the dissemination of cleaner 
technologies for this industry throughout the 
region. 

Back to the content
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4.1  Overview 

This chapter examines energy availability and 
consumption in the eight countries of South 
Asia, with particular reference to strategies 
to meet rising demand and the transition to 
clean energy. Regional and country-specific 
analysis will focus on assessing the current 
and future implications for children’s health 
and education, within the context of the 
potential for energy access to empower 
communities and (in particular) women.  

In South Asia, 255 million people do not 
have access to electricity, accounting for a 
quarter of the world’s unserved population. 
Lack of reliable access to electricity is a major 
impediment to steady household income, 
gender equality, health and education 
of children 445. Working hours in cottage 
industries, such as textiles, are shortened 
due to inadequate lighting, affecting 
women’s income and their bargaining power 
at home and in the community 446.

Installed energy capacity does not tell the 
full story: South Asia has the most unreliable 
power supply in the world, with frequent 
and extensive scheduled blackouts in the 
region 447. Energy supply in the region is also 
limited by insufficient generation capacity, 
significant inefficiencies in the generation 
process, as well as losses in distribution and 
pricing distortions. For instance, Bangladesh 
doubled its capacity in 2016, but only 80 

per cent was operational most of the time. 
Such distortions may impact GDP across the 
region by 4-7 per cent 448. 

Rapid population and economic growth, 
and a growing middle class exacerbate the 
gap between demand and supply. India is 
expected to account for 30 per cent of the 
growth in global energy demand between 
2019-2040 449. 

More than 1 billion people in the region 
still use solid fuels for cooking, with 
severe implications for maternal and child 
health, and women’s labour 450. Close 
to half of the deaths due to pneumonia 
among children under 5 years of age are 
caused by household air pollution 451. 
Women in India spend 30 billion hours 
annually collecting fuel 452.

Renewable energies, and particularly 
gender-sensitive decentralized systems, have 
strong potential to address gender equality 
and social inclusion in the region, impacting 
women’s life expectancy and economic 
empowerment, with benefits for children 453.   

This paper’s analysis is designed to highlight 
priority areas for UNICEF in its efforts to 
support gender equality and equitable 
development, enabling better health and 
education outcomes for children. 

[445] Samad, Hussain; Zhang, Fan. Electrification and Household Welfare: Evidence from Pakistan. Policy Research Work-
ing Paper; No. 8582. Washington, DC: World Bank, 2018. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30427 
[446] Standal, Karina. “Giving Light and Hope in Rural Afghanistan.” (Master’s Thesis, University of Oslo, 2008).https://
www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/16072/Master_Karina_Standal.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
[447] Zhang, Fan. In the Dark: How much do power sector distortions cost South Asia? Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[448] Ibid.
[449] Ibid.
[450] Sustainable Development Policy Institute, 2015. Sustainable Energy for All in South Asia Potential, Challenges, and 
Solutions. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283331050_Sustainable_Energy_for_All_in_South_Asia_Potential_
Challenges_and_Solutions
[451] World Health Organization, 2018. “Household Air Pollution and Health”. Accessed August 23, 2019. https://www.who.
int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/household-air-pollution-and-health 
[452] United Nations Development Programme, 2013. Achieving Sustainable Energy for All in the Asia-Pacific.
http://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/library/climate-and-disaster-resilience/APRC-EE-2013-SE4ALL.html
[453] Asian Development Bank, 2018. Energy Technology Innovation in South Asia: Implications for Gender Equality and 
Social Inclusion, ADB South Asia Working Paper Series.
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf
[454] US Energy Information Administration, 2019. “What is the difference between electricity generation capacity and 
electricity generation?” https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=101&t=3
[455] University of Calgary, 2018. “Energy Education” https://energyeducation.ca/encyclopedia/Efficiency
[456] The Hindu, 1 May 2018. “Power ministry feels no need to change electrification definition”
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/power-ministry-feels-no-need-to-change-electrification-definition/article23732316.ece
[457] US Energy Information Administration, 2019. “What is the difference between electricity generation capacity and 
electricity generation?” https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=101&t=3

Key terminologies

Capacity: The maximum 

amount of power that can 

be produced under ideal 

conditions, measured in 

watts. It is used to indicate 

either the potential 

maximum due to existing 

installations, or the potential 

maximum due to existing but 

unharnessed resources 454. 

Efficiency: Conversion of energy 

available (energy input) to be 

harnessed into energy supplied 

(output), depending on the quality 

of generation, transmission and 

distribution 455. 

Electrification: The process 

of increasing access to 

electricity; it commonly 

refers to expansion of 

connections to a national 

grid, but it can also be 

achieved through local 

microgrids (e.g. solar, 

microhydro). The term 

‘electrified’ is used somewhat 

freely: for instance, 

India’s Ministry of Power 

declares a village to be 

electrified if only 10 per 

cent of households have a 

connection 456. Moreover, 

electrification does not 

necessarily imply a reliable 

or affordable connection. 

Energy: A collective term 

referring to both fuel and 

electricity. 

Energy transition: The shift 

from traditional thermal 

energy generation to 

low-carbon and renewable 

energy generation and 

efficient management 

systems.

Generation: Electricity 

generation is the amount 

of electricity a generator 

produces over a specific 

period of time. For instance, 

a generator with 1 megawatt 

(MW) capacity operating for 

one hour consistently will 

produce 1 megawatt-hour 

(MWh) of electricity 457. 
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4.2 Energy challenges in 
South Asia

4.2.1 Drivers of demand 

Population growth, economic growth and 
urbanization are exacerbating the challenge 
of providing sufficient energy in South Asia. 
Over the next decade, the populations of all 
countries in the region are expected to grow 
significantly, with a projected increase in the 
region’s total population from 1.9 billion today 
to 2.1 billion by 2030 461.

Currently, South Asia has the highest rate of 
regional GDP growth in the world, at around 
7 per cent 462, yet per capita electricity 
consumption is less than a quarter of the 
world average 463.  GDP growth is expected 
to slightly accelerate in Afghanistan, India and 
Sri Lanka, but to moderate in Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, the Maldives, Nepal and Pakistan464. 

Research examining the relationship 
between per capita economic growth and 
energy consumption in Bangladesh, India, 
Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka and from 
1970-2010 found a positive correlation, with 
growth driving energy consumption and vice 
versa 465. 

India is expected to account for 30 per cent 
of growth in global energy demand between 
now and 2040 466. 

Urbanization is a major contributing factor, 
with the nation’s urban population projected 
to exceed 50 per cent by 2050 467. In 
Pakistan, demand for fuel and energy is also 
expected to grow at an exponential rate, 
rising 41 per cent from 2013-2030, due to 
both population growth and urbanization 468.

[458] Eskom. “Load Shedding - Frequently asked questions.” http://www.eskom.co.za/documents/LoadSheddingFAQ.pdf
[459] https://extension.psu.edu/what-is-renewable-energy
[460] https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/solid-fuel
[461] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/demographics-south-asia-2030-importance-women-sustainable-popula-
tion-growth/ and https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/southern-asia-population/
[462] https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[463] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.USE.ELEC.KH.PC
[464] https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[465] https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJESM-10-2013-0002/full/html
[466] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[467] https://population.un.org/wup/ ; https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technolo-
gy-innovation-south-asia.pdf  
[468] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211467X19300422#bib2

Load shedding: Load shedding 

is a measure of last resort to 

prevent the collapse of the 

power system nationwide. 

When there is insufficient 

power station capacity to 

supply the demand (load) 

from all consumers, the 

electricity system becomes 

unbalanced, which could 

cause a nationwide blackout 

that could take days to restore. 

Scheduled load shedding 

means switching off parts of 

the network in a planned and 

controlled manner to reduce 

demand, thereby keeping the 

system as a whole stable 458.

Renewables: Non-finite 

sources of heat, fuel and 

electricity, including biomass 

and waste, geothermal, 

hydro, solar photovoltaic, 

concentrated solar power, 

wind, and marine (tide and 

wave) energy for electricity 

and heat generation. 

Large-scale hydro is not 

always included, due to its 

dependence on significant 

quantities of water 459.

Solid fuels and biomass fuels: 

Fuels that are used primarily 

for cooking and heating, such 

as bushes, wood, charcoal, crops 

or other agricultural waste, 

animal dung and coal 460. These 

are not considered as a ‘green 

alternative’ to fossil fuels as 

they are very polluting. 

Distributed generation systems: 

Distributed generation, on-site 

generation or decentralized 

energy is electrical generation 

and storage performed by a 

variety of small, grid-connected 

or distribution-system-

connected devices, referred 

to as ‘distributed energy 

resources’ (DER). They include 

decentralized, modular and 

more flexible technologies that 

are located close to the load they 

serve and with limited power 

capacity (10 MW or less). se 

systems typically use renewable 

energy sources, such as small 

hydro, biogas, solar power, wind 

and geothermal power. 
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Country Overall rank Security rank Equity rank Sustainability rank

Bangladesh 107 113 105 39

India 88 54 93 75

Nepal 118 125 104 84

Pakistan 103 84 98 94

Sri Lanka 89 80 99 18

Country Per cent of population

Afghanistan 97.7 per cent

Bangladesh 88 per cent

Bhutan 97.7 per cent

India 92.6 per cent

Maldives 99.8 per cent

Nepal 95.5 per cent

Pakistan 70.8 per cent

Sri Lanka 97.5 per cent

4.2.2 Factors limiting supply

One-quarter of the world’s people live in 
South Asia, but the region has just one-
twentieth or 5 per cent of global electricity-
generating capacity, due to disproportionate 
investment in infrastructure, with rural areas 
being particularly underserved 469.  

Though the generation capacity is 
increasing, it does not necessarily correlate 
to accessibility. Furthermore, access to 
electricity does not always translate into 
sustainable and steady availability. From 
2006-2016, Bangladesh and India more than 
doubled their power-generation capacity, 
but in Bangladesh less than 80 per cent 
of capacity was operational most of 
the time 470. 

The share of households with access to 
electricity in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan 
rose from less than 70 per cent to 86 per 

cent over the same decade, but blackouts 
were frequent, due to both technical failures 
and scheduled power cuts for load shedding. 
While recent statistics indicate that more 
than 90 per cent of the total population in all 
South Asian countries – except Pakistan and 
Bangladesh – have access to electricity (see 
Table 1), that does not mean that the majority 
have a steady availability of electricity in their 
homes. 

These statistics are merely national 
estimates and are not disaggregated by 
income levels or the rural-urban divide. 
The 2018 Energy Trilemma Index 471, 
published by the World Energy Council, 
ranks 125 countries in terms of energy 
security, equitability and environmental 
sustainability. South Asian countries 472 were 
ranked among the bottom 40 countries 
with relatively insecure, inequitable and 
unsustainable national energy systems (see 
Table 2) 473.

Table 1: Access to electricity (2017) 474

Table 2: The 2018 Energy Trilemma Index 475

[469] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[470] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[471] https://www.worldenergy.org/assets/downloads/World-Energy-Trilemma-Index-2018.pdf
[472] Afghanistan, Bhutan and the Maldives are not included in the 2018 assessment
[473] https://trilemma.worldenergy.org
[474] World Bank Open Data 2017 [Accessed August 2019]https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[475] Rank 1 was awarded to the most secure, equitable and sustainable national energy system.

Currently, South Asia 
has the highest rate of 
regional GDP growth
 in the world, at
around 7 per cent.
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Beyond capacity, other distortions in the 
power sector limit energy supply. Power 
plants are often left idle 476. The Government 
of India typically retains 15 per cent of central 
generating stations’ output for pressing or 
urgent situations 477. Energy generated can 
be lost in transmission and distribution due to 
insufficient power lines that are susceptible 
to congestion 478. These inefficiencies in 
generation and transmission are further 
exacerbated due to the lack of competition 
among state-owned energy companies. 
Pricing and a lack of subsidies also affect 
investment in power supply; with few 
subsidies available, there is little incentive 
to improve the infrastructure’s transmission 
capacity outside of the market mechanism 
479. The World Bank estimates the economic 
cost of these power distortions at 4-7 
per cent of GDP in Bangladesh, India and 
Pakistan.  Data on the cost of distortions are 
not available across all countries – another 
factor limiting progress 480. Reforming the 
policy and regulatory environment will be 
crucial to equitable energy development.

4.2.3 Energy transition 

Access to clean and affordable energy is 
a requisite for achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals and the targets of 
the Paris Agreement, to which all eight 
countries in South Asia are signatories. 
Progress is contingent upon strategic 
focus and investment. 

For instance, India could achieve 40 per 
cent renewable power capacity by 2030 – a 
decade ahead of its nationally determined 
climate and mitigation (NDC) targets – 
through its 2018 National Electricity Plan. 
Nonetheless, coal-fired plants continue to 
drive up carbon emissions, rising by 4.8 per 
cent in 2018 alone 481. 

[476] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[477] http://www.cea.nic.in/reports/annual/annualreports/annual_report-2015.pdf
[478] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[479] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[480] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[481] https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/india/
[482] https://climateanalytics.org/media/decarbonisingasia2019-fullreport-climateanalytics.pdf
[483] https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/China-backed-coal-projects-raise-heat-in-Pakistan
[484] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf
[485] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf 
[486] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[487] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf

Far from phasing out coal, the region is 
seeing significant investment in additional 
capacity. Bangladesh has laid out plans to 
triple its coal-fired capacity, and Pakistan 
is set to more than double its coal-fired 
capacity – both with significant investment 
from China 482. While Chinese investment 
is credited with helping Pakistan reduce 
the frequency of blackouts by as much 
as 50 per cent, the resulting pollution is 
cause for concern 483.  

The energy transition has wide-ranging 
benefits beyond carbon targets and climate 
risk mitigation; it can spur economic 
growth, create jobs and boost business, 
contribute to food and water security, 
empower local economies, and reduce the 
health burden of fossil fuels and traditional 
biomass burning for heat and cooking. The 
transition can accelerate gender equality 
and social inclusion, reducing women’s 
labour in collecting solid fuels and creating 
opportunities for micro-enterprises that 
improve child health and education 
outcomes 484. Decentralization of energy 
production, with distributed or on-site 
renewable energy generation and storage 
systems, such as solar panels and mini-grids, 
are particularly conducive to inclusive 
energy access 485.

The World Bank is focusing its energy 
investments in South Asia – totalling $8.6 
billion in 2018 – on low-carbon options, 
including capacity and efficiency measures 
for renewables 486. Rapid urbanization and 
economic growth offer an opportunity 
for ‘greenfield investments’ in renewable 
energy and sustainable technologies. As the 
demand for energy rises and new power 
plants have to be set up, governments can 
deploy sustainable technologies from 
the outset 487. 

©UNICEF ROSA/ThomasNybo/2015
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4.2.4 Environmental and health 
challenges

Heavy dependence on fossil fuels and 
traditional biomass (e.g. wood) presents 
major environmental and health challenges 
in South Asia. South Asia’s emissions have 
risen by 3.3 per cent annually since 
1990 488, with India’s coal dependence 
making it the third-largest contributor to 
global CO2 emissions from fuel 
combustion 489. Not surprisingly, 22 of the 
world’s 30 most polluted cities are in India. 
The negative health impacts of air pollution 
for child health are wide-ranging, affecting 
brain development 490, respiratory health 491, 
and (greater) susceptibility to other 
diseases 492. Across South Asia, 12 million 
babies are affected by severe air pollution 
annually, resulting in permanent lung and 
brain damage 493.
 
Currently, population growth is outstripping 
electrification and the provision of 
renewables. Lack of clean fuels for domestic 
consumption is also keeping the use of solid 
fuels high 494. Consequently, household air 
pollution results in over 1 million premature 
deaths and 31.4 million disability-adjusted life 
years (DALYs) annually in India 495, and over 
100,000 premature deaths in Bangladesh 496. 

To reduce emissions and meet the 
increasing demand for energy, several 
countries are focusing on hydropower. 
However, climate change is making the 
sustainability and development of this 
energy sector a major challenge. Rising 
temperatures and subsequent rapid glacial 
melts increase the incidence of glacial lake 
outburst floods (GLOFs) and put upward 
pressure on evaporation rates that 
affect the steady flow of water required 
to generate power. This threatens the 
energy security and economy in Bhutan 
that is highly dependent on hydropower. 

Pakistan, India and Nepal are also impacted. 
There are approximately 5,300 large dams 
currently operating in these four countries, 
with hundreds more planned 497. Rising 
temperatures also increase the demand for 
cooling systems, irrigation for agriculture 
and food storage systems, further driving 
up overall energy demand. Energy, food and 
water supply form a critical nexus for child 
welfare. 

4.2.5 Regional opportunities for 
collaboration

Regional trade could be a significant 
enabler of energy security in South Asia, 
notwithstanding the risks presented by high 
dependence on imports (e.g. disruptions 
to the supply due to climate-related 
impacts on the generation or transmission 
infrastructures). One noted opportunity is 
for hydropower exports from Nepal, where 
the potential capacity far exceeds projected 
demand (even if demand rises at an annual 
rate of 10 per cent) 498. Bangladesh and 
Nepal have signed a memorandum of 
understanding for power sector cooperation 
in 2018, with plans to import 9,000 MW 
of electricity from Nepal 499. However, 
disruptions in water stocks due to rapid 
melting of glaciers could affect hydropower 
supply across borders. 

A study by the World Bank concludes that 
unrestricted cross-border electricity trade 
in South Asia could save $9 billion a year 
and reduce CO2 emissions by 8 per cent 
by substituting coal-based generation with 
hydropower. To achieve these financial and 
carbon savings, an additional 95,000 MW of 
cross-border transmission capacity would be 
required 500. In spite of the obvious economic 
and environmental incentives, political 
distrust and inaction are major constraints to 
the realization of regional energy projects in 
South Asia 501. 

[488] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/27475/climate-change-sa.pdf,
[489] http://energyatlas.iea.org/#!/tellmap/1378539487
[490] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5893638/
[491] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S009506961730253X
[492] https://news.berkeley.edu/2010/10/05/asthma/
[493] https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/press-releases/glo-media-Danger_in_the_Air.pdf
[494] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf 
[495] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3888581/
[496] World Health Organization. (2018). Global Health Observatory data repository. Retrieved March 15, 2019, from http://
apps.who.int/gho/data/node.main.BODAMBIENTAIR?lang=en
[497] http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/earthquakes-dams-water-south-asia/
[498] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283331050_Sustainable_Energy_for_All_in_South_Asia_Potential_Challeng-
es_and_Solutions
[499] https://www.thedailystar.net/news/country/government-import-9000mw-power-nasrul-hamid-bangla-
desh-mou-signed-nepal-2040-1618810
[500] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/22224
[501] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421516304074

The energy transition 
has wide-ranging 
benefits beyond carbon 
targets and climate
risk mitigation; it can 
spur economic growth.
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4.2.6 China’s influence on energy 
availability and consumption in 
South Asia

China consumes far more energy than 
South Asia – roughly three times the annual 
domestic consumption as India and Pakistan 
combined. There are, however, many 
similarities in their energy profiles. Both 
China and South Asia rely heavily on fossil 
fuels (oil, coal and natural gas) for energy 
production. Also, similar to South Asia, China 
imports nearly all of its crude oil and natural 
gas and exports almost none. 

Net oil and gas imports in China are 99 per 
cent of total oil and gas imports, compared 
to 100 per cent in India and 96 per cent 
in Pakistan. China and South Asia are 
competitors in the global oil and gas market – 
both are net importers with huge demand.

China’s voracious (and growing) appetite for 
crude oil could be a source of conflict in the 
period up to 2035. In 2017, China imported 
$250 billion worth of fuels; its three largest 
sources of fuels were Russia ($27.4 billion), 
Saudi Arabia ($21.5 billion) and Angola ($20.5 
billion). Oil and gas from the Middle East and 
Africa must transit past South Asia to reach 
China. 

China has a significant interest in ensuring 
those trading routes remain safe, secure and 
friendly to China. At the moment, China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative is the most obvious 
manifestation of that interest. The China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor’s gas pipeline 
could one day transit fuel from the Islamic 
Republic of Iran to China via maritime trade 
routes through South and Southeast Asia.

4.3 Energy impacts for children 
in South Asia 

Energy access is not a goal in itself but a 
means to an end, supporting all key factors 
that shape child development, including 
food and water security, health provision, 
livelihoods, education and mobility.

Clean energy can reduce children’s 
exposure to health risks and create 
opportunities for social inclusion, 
economic empowerment and community 
development. Conversely, polluting fuels 
have harmful effects on the health of 
children in both rural and urban South Asia.   

4.3.1 Health impacts

A 2019 report by the Health Effects Institute 
indicates that the life of a child born today in 
South Asia is reduced by almost 30 months 
due to air pollution 502. 

Nepal, India, Bangladesh and Pakistan 
were, in that order, the four most 
polluted countries in 2018 503. The leading 
sources of pollution are residential 
use of solid fuels and emissions from 
coal-powered plants and factories 504. 
Lack of access to electricity and clean 
alternatives prolong the use of traditional 
high-polluting solid fuels in South Asian 
households, causing low birth weight and 
higher neonatal mortality 505, permanent 
brain damage and fatalities through 
pneumonia, heart disease, and lung 
cancer 506. Gathering traditional fuels 
also exposes women and children to 
musculoskeletal damage, injury and risk 
of getting assaulted 507. 

[502] http://www.stateofglobalair.org/sites/default/files/soga_2019_report.pdf
[503] https://www.airvisual.com/world-most-polluted-countries
[504] https://www.healtheffects.org/system/files/GBD-MAPS-SpecRep21-India-press-release.pdf
[505] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283331050_Sustainable_Energy_for_All_in_South_Asia_Potential_Challeng-
es_and_Solutions
[506] https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/household-air-pollution-and-health 
[507] https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/household-air-pollution-and-health
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Rapid urbanization and 
economic growth offer 
an opportunity for
‘greenfield investments’ 
in renewable energy and 
sustainable technologies.
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The transition away from coal and fossil 
fuels to renewables is critical for child and 
maternal health across South Asia. Clean 
alternatives, such as solar cookstoves and 
lighting systems, are gaining traction but face 
barriers to adoption, such as affordability, 
and cultural and behavioural norms, among 
others. Therefore, education and awareness, 
user-centric design and credit schemes are 
crucial to increase uptake 508. 

Insufficient access to energy and electricity 
also impacts child health through access to 
health care, limiting the technical capacity 
and operational hours of health clinics, 
particularly in rural areas 509. Furthermore, 
child nutrition and sanitation are impeded by 
limited food and water security stemming 
from energy shortfalls, due to inadequate 
power for basic processes, such as pump 
irrigation and water purification 510.

4.3.1 Health impacts

Lack of reliable electricity is a major barrier 
to economic advancement: power cuts 
reduce business activity, and low levels of 
automation result in high dependency on 
manual labour 511. These have a dampening 
impact on household income, limiting 
resources available to children. 

In high energy insecure situations, women 
and children engage in low- or no-wage work, 
such as fuel gathering, stocking traditional 
‘braziers’ (containers for burning fuel) and 
fetching water. 

Access to affordable, reliable and clean 
energy for women and girls is a critical 
differentiating factor in child health, 
development and security outcomes, 
giving women more decision-making 
power over education and household 
spending 512. It also frees up time 
for child education and leisure.  One 
study found that gaining access to 
electricity increased girls’ study time 
and women’s labour- force participation 
in Bangladesh, India and Pakistan 513. 
Households in Bangladesh viewed 
adoption of solar home systems (SHS) 
as beneficial to children’s education. 
Children’s study time increased with SHS, 
and women were able to spend more 
time tutoring children and engaging in 
other social activities 514.

Obstacles to energy access for women 
include both service design and tariff levels, 
which rarely take into account women’s 
energy demands, behavioural patterns and 
lower incomes. 

Women’s participation and leadership in 
community-managed, decentralized energy 
generation and distribution systems can 
create a skilled, local labour force, supporting 
sustainable energy development and local 
economies 515. 

Moreover, gender-sensitive engagement 
and education is essential to foster efficient 
energy use and lower the cost of access 
while reducing the strain on supply.

[508] https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/11/4322/pdf
[509] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan 
[510] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf 
[511] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[512] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf
[513] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf  
[514] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf
[515] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf

©UNICEF ROSA/Lemoyne/2015

Rising temperatures 
also increase the 
demand for cooling 
systems, irrigation 
for agriculture and 
food storage systems, 
further driving up 
overall energy 
demand.
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[516] Bangladesh Power Development Board
[517] Power System Master Plan 2016, Energy and Mineral Resources Government of Bangladesh.
 [518] https://www.energyforgrowth.org/memo/the-future-of-bangladeshs-power-sector/
[519] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/306047475_Electric_Energy_Access_in_Bangladesh
[520] http://ebrary.ifpri.org/utils/getfile/collection/p15738coll2/id/133129/filename/133348.pdf
[521] https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/power-energy/2019/04/21/bangladesh-increases-rural-access-to-electrici-
ty-five-fold-in-two-decades
[522] https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldcr2017_en.pdf
[523] https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/industries/power-mining/executive-summary-pwc-bippa-report-on-transform-
ing-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh/transforming-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh.pdf
[524] https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/industries/power-mining/executive-summary-pwc-bippa-report-on-transform-
ing-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh/transforming-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh.pdf
[525] https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/industries/power-mining/executive-summary-pwc-bippa-report-on-transform-
ing-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh/transforming-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh.pdf

4.4 Child-centric analysis of energy in South Asian countries 

Each country in South Asia faces particular challenges in achieving reliable, accessible and 
clean energy for all. 

This section explores the status quo and its implications for children in the eight South 
Asian countries served by UNICEF ROSA, with a focus on health impacts, education and 
livelihoods. Each country section identifies efforts already under way by governments or 
other parties for a clean energy transition and illuminates potential benefits for children.  

4.4.1 Energy in Bangladesh 

4.4.1.1 Overview 

Energy capacity rose from 15 GW in January 2017 to 20 GW in 2018 516.

Actual energy generation is below capacity, at less than 12 GW 517.

Transmission capacity falls short of generation capacity 518.

Outages occur daily, reaching as many as 6-8 hours in summer 519.

Access to electricity lags behind other South Asian countries except Pakistan, 
reaching over 80 per cent of the urban population and around half the rural 
population 520, with high variation between the rich (82 per cent) and poor (37 per 
cent) 521.

Bangladesh has set out plans to triple its coal power capacity, from 5,761 MW today 
to 18,434 MW by 2041, in order to reach a 35 per cent share of its energy mix.

The domestic solar sector accounted for 140,000 jobs in 2016, with employment 
rising in mini-grid and solar pumping systems 522. 

Highly subsidized natural gas accounts for 61 per cent of total energy generation, 
while renewables make up just 3 per cent.

Private sector generation accounts for about 60 per cent of the total installed 
capacity, with incentives in place 523.

The industrial sector accounts for 34 per cent of energy consumed 524.

Electricity consumption per capita is 478 kWh per year, well below the South Asia 
average of 707 kWh [2014] 525.

Country snapshot

Lack of access to 
electricity and clean
alternatives prolong the 
use of traditional 
high-polluting solid 
fuels in South Asian
households, causing 
low birth weight 
and higher neonatal 
mortality
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Insufficient access to electricity and 
heavy dependence on traditional solid 
fuels claim lives and hold back economic 
empowerment in Bangladesh. 

The Government of Bangladesh has laid out 
ambitious plans for rural electrification and 
urban digitization. However, its plans depend 
on more than tripling its coal powered 
generation, with dire consequences for air 
quality, particularly affecting child health and 
mortality. Meanwhile, rapid population and 
economic growth continues to drive the gap 
between energy demand and supply 526. 

4.4.1.2 Energy transition

Bangladesh plans to generate 35 per cent of 
power from renewable sources or clean power 
imports by 2041, up from 3 per cent in 2017 
527. The Sustainable and Renewable Energy 
Development Authority (SREDA) published an 
overview of the full potential capacity of various 
renewable energy sources 528. 

Solar power is predicted to have the greatest 
potential, and this has affected investment 
across the board, with particular investment 
in education and vocational training 529. 
Low-cost solar battery systems installed 
on individual homes (‘solar home systems’) 
are the largest producers of solar power in 
Bangladesh, with over 4 million installed by 
2016, with a combined capacity of 160 MW.

However, the share of coal in the energy 
mix is also projected to rise significantly 
as Bangladesh reduces its dependence 
on natural gas 530. 

4.4.1.3 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Health impacts

Of all energy sources, coal releases the 
highest concentration of pollutants 531.
In Bangladesh, acute respiratory 
infections are the leading cause of 
death among all age groups combined 
and among children under 5 years 
of age 532. The expansion of coal-
based energy production will have 
severe impacts on child mortality and 
morbidity. 

High dependence on solid fuel burning 
in homes is a significant cause of child 
deaths in Bangladesh, particularly 
affecting the poor. WHO estimates that, 
in Bangladesh alone, an estimated 32,330 
deaths occur from acute lower respiratory 
infections among children under 5 years 
of age – deaths attributable to solid fuel 
burning inside homes. 

Clean cooking stoves 533 have a positive 
impact: a study of air quality in homes 
in Bangladesh where cookstoves were 
used for 48 hours found that stoves 
decreased fine particles (PM2.5 534) 
in indoor air by 71-85 per cent, and 
carbon monoxide by 98-99 per cent 
535. SHS installations have improved 
health and sanitation outcomes for 
children, lowering levels of indoor air 
pollution (from kerosene for lighting) 
and reducing the time women and girls 
spend gathering fuels 536.

[526] https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/industries/power-mining/executive-summary-pwc-bippa-report-on-transform-
ing-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh/transforming-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh.pdf
[527] https://www.pwc.in/assets/pdfs/industries/power-mining/executive-summary-pwc-bippa-report-on-transform-
ing-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh/transforming-the-power-sector-in-bangladesh.pdf
[528] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf
[529]https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ldcr2017_en.pdf  
[530] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283331050_Sustainable_Energy_for_All_in_South_Asia_Potential_Chal-
lenges_and_Solutions/link/5650123708ae1ef9296eea19/download
[531] https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/16/11/2008/pdf
[532] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/27594/645090WP0P0838061539B00Final0Report.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
[533] Cookstoves improved and approved by Bangladesh Council of Science and Industrial Research
[534] PM2.5 refers to atmospheric particulate matter (PM) that has a diameter of less than 2.5 micrometers, which is 
about 3 per cent the diameter of a human hair; also referred to as fine particles.
[535] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/27594/645090WP0P0838061539B00Final0Report.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
[536] https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/solar-power-one-stop-solution-rural-bangladesh



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 104

[537] https://www.ashden.org/winners/grameen-shakti
[538] https://ges.rgo.ru/jour/article/view/554/0#
[539] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/463296/swp-061-energy-technology-innovation-south-asia.pdf

Education and livelihoods

The expansion of SHS shows promise 
for local economies in Bangladesh. 
Women have benefited through access 
to electricity and to livelihood and 
employment opportunities, including as 
SHS technicians 537. 

A study of SHS implementation in the 
southwest coastal region of Bangladesh 
found both immediate and long-term 
impacts on livelihoods – impacts such 
as enabling evening work for domestic 

income-generating activities (e.g. weaving), 
reducing the time spent gathering fuel, 
charging phones – and through them 
gaining access to information supporting 
agriculture and other industries (e.g. 
weather forecasting)538.

There are also benefits for children’s 
education. Children’s study time is increased 
by SHS adoption by 12.1 minutes per day on 
average for girls, and 8.5 minutes for boys. 
SHS has allowed women to spend more 
time tutoring children and has increased 
their participation in social activities 539.
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4.4.2 Energy in Bhutan

4.4.2 Energy in Bhutan

About 99 per cent of domestic electricity demand is met by hydropower 540.

Electricity exports (from hydropower) contribute to over 27 per cent of government 
revenue and 14 per cent of GDP 541.

The National Transmission Master Plan includes 11,000 MW of power transfer 
capacity between Bhutan and India by 2020 542.

Bhutan has a 30,000 MW potential hydropower capacity, of which 18 per cent is 
currently extracted; forest conservation policy and other environmental concerns 
prevent net utilization 543. 

Potential solar photovoltaic capacity is estimated to be 12,000 MW, taking into 
account practical considerations, such as terrain 544. 

Rural electrification increased from 61 per cent in 2006 to 100 per cent in 2016, 
according to the government, largely due to a solar home system provision for over 
3,500 rural households 545.  

Bhutan has committed to be carbon neutral since 2009.

Country snapshot

Bhutan’s energy supply depends almost exclusively on hydropower, with less than 1 per 
cent of its energy mix coming from wind and diesel generators. This is currently causing 
significant shortfalls from December to March due to low water levels 546, with growing 
risks for the future due to flooding from glacial melt and erratic rainfall 547. 

Electricity from hydropower is Bhutan’s main export and a key driver of its economy.  
India and Bhutan recently reaffirmed their energy trading agreements. However, the 
country’s mountainous terrain has limited access to electricity and clean energy in rural 
areas, where 70 per cent of Bhutan’s people live. Traditional fuels such as kerosene 
and wood cause indoor pollution and threaten the health of rural residents, particularly 
women and children 548. Whether the government’s electrification programme has 
reduced dependence on traditional fuels is not fully documented.

4.4.2.2 Energy transition  

The 2013 Alternative Renewable Energy Policy outlines a strategy to increase national 
energy security by expanding renewable capacity to 20 MW by 2025, with specific 
targets for 5 MW each from solar, wind and biomass, and 3 MW each from biomass 
and solar thermal powerplants. Financial and fiscal incentives are needed to overcome 
barriers 549. For promotion, solar photovoltaic (PV) and thermal will be implemented in 
government buildings and hospitals 550. Bhutan’s potential PV capacity is estimated at 
12,000 MW, given practical restrictions due to terrain 551.

[540] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-sd-04.pdf
[541] https://www.hydropower.org/country-profiles/bhutan
[542] https://www.hydropower.org/country-profiles/bhutan
[543] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan
[544] https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bhutan-Energy-Data-Directory-2015.pdf
[545] https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/02/in-afghanistan-bhutan-and-nepal-off-grid-renewables-bring-power-to-re-
mote-villages
[546] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-ssa-01.pdf
[547] https://www.downtoearth.org.in/interviews/how-bhutan-is-grappling-with-climate-change-40310
[548] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-ssa-01.pdf
[549] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/cps-bhu-2014-2018-ssa-01.pdf
[550] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan
[551] https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bhutan-Energy-Data-Directory-2015.pdf
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[552] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/62039/42252-012-bhu-tacr-01.pdf
[553] https://www.moea.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Bhutan-Energy-Data-Directory-2015.pdf
[554]  https://thethirdpole.net/en/2016/02/16/bhutan-diversifies-its-renewables-with-wind-turbines/
[555] https://www.unicef.org/bhutan/wash-water-sanitation-and-hygiene/maternal-newborn-and-child-health/wash-wa-
ter-sanitation-and-0-0-0
[556] https://www.unicef.org/bhutan/wash-water-sanitation-and-hygiene/maternal-newborn-and-child-health/wash-wa-
ter-sanitation-and-0-0-0
[557] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan
[558] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan 
[559] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312023432_An_Overview_on_the_Solar_Energy_utilization_in_Bhutan
[560] https://energy-access.gnesd.org/projects/11-solar-warriors-bhutan.html

While solar home systems play a large part 
in rural electrification, additional manpower 
and education are needed to maintain them 
552. Waste-to-energy potential is considered 
high, due to the high organic content (58 per 
cent) of municipal solid waste 553.

The theoretical development potential 
of wind power for Bhutan is estimated 
at around 761 MW, taking into account 
terrain restrictions. A small-scale  
600 kW wind power project is providing 
energy for about 100 rural households 554.

4.4.2.3 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Health impacts

Despite significant progress, newborn 
mortality in Bhutan (deaths of children 
within the first four weeks of life) is high, 
at 21 per 1,000 live births 555. One factor 
is inadequate access to health facilities in 
remote areas, further limited by insufficient 
rural electrification 556. A pilot project 
involving SELCO-India (a rural energy 
service company) provided solar PV-based 
electricity to 151 houses and a health clinic, 

increasing opening hours at the health 
clinic 557.   
Rural electrification through solar home 
systems, solar thermal and solar cookstoves 
(as well as an occasional wind power 
project) has the potential to safeguard 
households from the health costs of high 
dependency on kerosene and wood. In one 
study, a 15 m² solar thermal system reduced 
firewood use by 50 per cent in a rural 
settlement 558.

Education and livelihoods

The PV project implemented by SELCO-
India extended potential working hours 
for women working as weavers and 
enabled children to study in the evening 
without inhaling smoke from kerosene 
lamps, benefiting their education 559. 

Another project trained 35 women in 13 
non-electrified districts in PV installation and 
repair, creating local livelihood opportunities 
560. Such initiatives increase the resilience 
of rural communities and their children to 
climate shocks, and provide opportunities 
for the next generation.
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4.4.3 Energy in India

4.4.3.1 Overview 

India is expected to account for more than a quarter of net global primary energy 
demand growth between 2017-2040 561. 

India plans to meet 42 per cent of new energy demand through coal, doubling CO2 
emissions by 2040 562.

Renewable energy capacity, including solar, wind, small hydro and biomass, has 
increased five-fold in the last decade from 17 GW in fiscal year (FY) 2009 to over 80 
GW in FY 2019 563. 

India is the world’s seventh largest generator of renewable energy 564. The 
government recently revised its 2022 renewable energy target upwards, from 175 
GW to 227 GW 565.

The renewable energy sector could create 230,000 jobs by 2022 566. 

Coal is projected to dominate India’s power generation mix, accounting for 80 per 
cent of electricity by 2040 567. 

In 2018, only 1,417 of India’s 18,452 villages (7.3 per cent of the total) had 100 per cent 
household connectivity to the electricity grid, and about 31 million homes were still 
‘in the dark’. 568

Country snapshot

Population growth and rising per capita consumption are driving a high rate of growth 
in energy demand 569. New coal power generation will meet a large proportion of rising 
demand. In 2017, coal made up 56 per cent of India’s energy consumption, with oil at 29 
per cent and renewables at 3 per cent 570. 

Rural electrification remains a challenge. In 2018, the Government launched a $2.5 billion 
program to provide power connections to nearly every household by the end of March 
2019 571. However, the impacts of carbon emissions and pollution on child health could 
outweigh the benefits of electrification: a growing body of epidemiological evidence 
associates emissions from coal-fired power plants with increased morbidity of children in 
both developing and LDCs 572.

4.4.3.2 Energy transition 

India looks set to surpass its COP21 commitments through renewable energy adoption, 
energy efficiency measures and the use of clean fuels. Renewables account for 22 per 
cent of India’s total installed power capacity 573. The National Solar Mission met its initial 
target for 20 GW installed capacity by 2022 ahead of schedule, with 30 GW installed by 
2019. Solar accounted for 38 per cent of installed renewable capacity in March 2019, up 2 
per cent from the previous quarter 574. 

[561] https://on.bp.com/2BFKwhx
[562] https://on.bp.com/2BFKwhx
[563] https://mnre.gov.in/physical-progress-achievements
[564] https://www2.deloitte.com/in/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/the-evolving-energy-landscape-in-india.html
[565] https://asian-power.com/regulation/news/india-raises-2022-renewables-target-175gw-227gw
[566] https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/jobs-growth-green-energy.pdf
[567] https://on.bp.com/2BFKwhx
[568] https://saubhagya.gov.in/dashboard
[569] https://on.bp.com/2YZzdJO
[570] https://www2.deloitte.com/in/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/the-evolving-energy-landscape-in-india.html
[571] https://bit.ly/31Nd2sk
[572] https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/16/11/2008/pdf 
[573] https://mercomindia.com/indias-solar-capacity-30-gw-milestone/
[574]
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[575] https://thewire.in/environment/electric-vehicles-lithium-ion-batteries-coal-power
[576] https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/energy/power/indias-e-car-plan-has-just-one-but-potentially-debilitating-
flaw/articleshow/69194816.cms?from=mdr
[577] https://www2.deloitte.com/in/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/the-evolving-energy-landscape-in-india.html
[578] https://www.brookings.edu/research/early-life-exposure-to-outdoor-air-pollution-effect-on-child-health-in-india/
[579] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/9930/580139fa9f733d8e31856bfc543ca7abeda3.pdf
[580] https://www.ceew.in/sites/default/files/Press-Release-Solar-power-improving-primary-healthcare-in-rural-Chhattisgarh.pdf
[581] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8296332
[582] https://www.prb.org/maternalcareinindiarevealsgapsbetweenurbanandruralrichandpoor/
[583] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30923/9781464811548.pdf 
[584] Gardiner Harris (2013), “Children Toil in India Mines, Despite Legal Ban”. New York Times, February 25, 2013.
[585] https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-mines-childlabour-idUSKCN0ZM1DZ
[586] https://www.omicsonline.org/open-access/impact-of-child-labour-on-the-nutritional-level-and-developmen-
tal-912years-2165-8064-1000300.php?aid=91011
[587] https://www.nrdc.org/media/2019/190715
[588] https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/jobs-growth-green-energy.pdf
[589] https://www.iea.org/publications/reports/womeninindiasrooftopsolarsector/

India is pushing for 100 per cent of 
domestic car sales to be Electric Vehicles 
(EV) by 2030, with a three-year subsidy 
valued at $1.4 billion. However, the 
electricity requirements are likely to be 
met through coal, merely displacing the 
health impacts to poor rural areas 575. 
Charging and battery infrastructure lag 
behind EV sales 576. 

India is also pursuing energy efficiency.  
An initiative to distribute 770 million LED 
bulbs to households over 2016-2018 
generated $2 billion in annual cost savings 
and reduced carbon emissions by an 
equivalent of 30.6 million tons per year 577.

4.4.3.3 Implications for children in India

Health impacts

Energy use is responsible for a large part of 
India’s toxic air quality, alongside agricultural 
burning. Coal combustion, the use of fossil 
fuels for transport and household fuels 
contribute directly to over 1 million deaths in 
India each year, affecting poorer households 
in northern India (where pollution levels are 
highest) most acutely 578. One study found 
that over 31 per cent of underground coal 
miners suffer chronic respiratory symptoms, 
and children working in mines face severe 
health consequences 579. 

Hospitals and Primary Health Centres 
(PHCs) are using off-grid solar PV systems 
to augment the unreliable grid supply. PHCs 
with solar systems were found to admit 
60 per cent more patients and conduct 
twice as many newborn deliveries in a 
month, compared with those relying solely 
on the grid 580. Births conducted in PHCs 
reduce both maternal and infant mortality 

by improving hygiene and supporting 
complications 581. Solar installations can help 
to overcome a recognized rural-urban divide 
in access to maternal care 582.

Education and livelihoods

The World Bank reports that labour in India’s 
coal mines is extremely intensive, with less 
than 12 per cent of mines mechanized 583. 
In 2019, the Labour Ministry introduced new 
rules allowing women to work in coal mines. 
Evidence suggests some 70,000 children 
work in 5,000 coal mines across India 584, 
including reports of children as young as 5 
years of age. 585 Child labour causes damage 
to the physical/mental health of children and 
deprives them of the basic right to education, 
development and freedom 586.

A comprehensive transition to renewable 
energy could liberate children from such 
intensive labour. India’s renewable energy 
workforce has grown five-fold in the
past five years. Nearly 100,000 workers are 
employed in the solar and wind industry, up 
from 19,800 workers in 2014 587. Meeting 
renewable energy targets could create a 
further 230,000 jobs by 2022 588. 

Livelihood opportunities for women can also 
protect children from labour. The International 
Energy Agency identifies rooftop solar 
in India as a promising source of skilled 
employment for women. Currently, women 
account for an estimated 11 per cent of the 
workforce in the rooftop solar sector in India, 
higher than the percentage of women in 
India’s coal, oil, gas and electricity sectors 
combined. Among students studying 
engineering and technology over 30 per cent 
are female 589. 
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4.4.4 Energy in Nepal

4.4.4.1 Overview 

Total energy consumption doubled from 1990-2014. 

84 per cent of energy consumption is residential, outweighing industry and 
transport. 

Traditional biomass makes up 80 per cent of residential energy supply 590. 

Petroleum products represented about 11 per cent of final energy consumption in 
2014.

Nepal is rich in hydro resources, with a commercially exploitable potential of about 
42,000 MW, of which less than 2 per cent was exploited in 2016 591. 

Hydropower accounts for 93.8 per cent of domestic electricity generation, with fuel 
and diesel plants accounting for the remainder (2016) 592. 

Only 76 per cent of Nepalese people have access to electricity (2017) 593.

Nepal ranks 137th out of 147 countries in quality of electricity supply (2015) 594.

Country snapshot

Investments in energy infrastructure are crucial to improvements in quality of life, 
livelihoods and equitable social development in Nepal 595. Rapid growth presents a 
challenge: from 1990-2014, total energy consumption doubled, with transport-related 
energy use rising by a factor of eight. By far the largest share of energy consumption is 
residential, outweighing industry, commerce, transport and agriculture combined.

Nepal depends on imports to meet its rising energy demands. Its main sources of energy 
are biomass, oil products, coal, hydro, and electricity imports. Biomass – from firewood, 
agricultural waste and animal dung – dominates residential supply due to the lack of 
alternatives, particularly in rural areas. Energy imports, particularly oil, coal and electricity, 
increased over six times from 1990-2014, while domestic energy production less than 
doubled. Carbon emissions rose accordingly 596.  

Only 76 per cent of Nepal’s population has access to electricity. The urban connection 
rate is 94 per cent, and the rural connection rate is 61 per cent. Daily power cuts (some 
scheduled) impact health, education, livelihoods and productivity.

4.4.4.2 Energy transition 

The government aims to accelerate hydropower development to enhance socioeconomic 
development in rural and urban areas, and enable energy exports to neighbouring 
countries 597. In 2019, China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) approved $92 
million in funds for hydropower projects and power distribution system upgrades in 
Nepal 598. Nepal’s Investment Board has also called on India to invest in developing its 
hydropower capacity 599. 

However, climate change brings growing risks to Nepal’s hydropower sector. Glacial melt 
causing GLOFs, as well as degree and seasonal variability of river flows, impact its sustainability. 

[590] http://www.iea.org/statistics
[591] ADB. 2014. Technical Assistance for the South Asia Economic Integration Partnership - Power Trading in Bangladesh and Nepal
[592] https://www.adb.org/publications/nepal-energy-strategy-roadmap 
[593] https://endev.info/content/Nepal
[594] ADB. 2015. Asian Development Outlook 2015: Financing Asia’s Future Growth.
[595] https://www.adb.org/publications/nepal-energy-strategy-roadmap
[596] https://www.adb.org/publications/nepal-energy-strategy-roadmap
[597] https://www.adb.org/publications/nepal-energy-strategy-roadmap
[598] https://www.waterpowermagazine.com/news/newsfunds-approved-for-hydro-schemes-in-aiibs-first-investment-in-nepal-7250872
[599] https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/331710
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4.4.4.3 Implications for children in 
Nepal.

Health impacts

In Nepal, access to health care is severely 
limited in mountainous rural areas by limited 
infrastructure. A study of Bayalpata Hospital 
(BH) in Achham, one of Nepal’s most 
remote and impoverished districts, found 
patient volume increased from 666 hospital 
admissions in 2009-2010 to 3,328 in 2015-
2016, due to rural electrification and road 
construction. These  two factors increased 
access to a new screening program for child 
malnutrition 600.  

Lack of access to electricity in socially 
disadvantaged and remote communities 
is a factor in child mortality by increasing 
dependence on solid fuels – fuels that have 
negative health impacts 601. Nearly 75 per 
cent of Nepal’s population is exposed to 
unsafe levels of particulate matter 602.

Education and livelihoods

Limited infrastructure as well as frequent 
shortfalls in the power supply curtail 
opportunities for education and potential 
income generation 603. Those worst affected 
are children in poor families in rural areas, 
particularly girls. As a result, female literacy 
is as low as 44.5 per cent, compared with 
71.6 per cent for men 604. Low literacy 

levels impose limits on future livelihood 
opportunities for children.

Micro hydropower plants offer sustainable 
and clean electrification in rural areas. 
The Micro Hydro Debt Fund enables 
communities to repay the high upfront costs 
over a long period of time. Community loans 
are also available to finance grid extensions, 
with training to manage electricity distribution 
to create independent village utilities, 
supporting livelihoods 605. 

One 35 kW micro hydro plant, owned by a 
secondary school, supplies electricity to the 
school, a monastery and two neighbouring 
villages. This has improved livelihoods locally, 
with growth in paper-making (with a new 
factory opened by a former student) and yak 
cheese production, and provides income to 
the school through the sale of electricity, as 
well as free energy on-site. This has allowed 
the school to invest in classroom heating 
for lessons throughout the year and acquire 
computer equipment 606. 

The Alternative Energy Promotion Centre 
(AEPC) in Nepal has set targets for 25 per 
cent contractors to be women, and at least 
50 per cent of newly electrified households 
to be from disadvantaged groups. It offers 
gender-sensitive education on energy-
efficient use and aims to protect women/
households from harmful cooking fuels 
through biogas installations 607. 

[600] https://human-resources-health.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12960-018-0287-7
[601] https://www.wvi.org/nepal/child-health-now
[602] Environment Performance Index (EPI), Yale University 2016
[603] https://endev.info/content/Nepal 
[604] Nepal Living Standards Survey 2010-2011 (NLSS- III) 
[605] https://endev.info/content/Nepal  
[606] https://energypedia.info/images/9/93/Impact_Assessment_of_Hydro_Power_Plant_in_Nepal.pdf
[607]https://www.climateinvestmentfunds.org/sites/cif_enc/files/SREP_Nepal_Gender per cent20Mainstreaming_Final.pdf
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4.4.5 Energy in Afghanistan

4.4.5.1 Overview 

About 98 per cent of households have access to electricity, but only 31 per cent from 
the grid (2016-2017) 608. 

The grid is used by 91.9 per cent of inhabitants in urban areas, compared with 12.7 
per cent in rural areas. However, a grid connection does not guarantee affordable or 
reliable supply 609.

The grid is supplied mostly through imports from four neighbouring countries 
(in order of importance): Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Islamic Republic of Iran, and 
Tajikistan. And the grid is supplemented by electricity from domestic hydropower 
plants 610. 

Hydropower contributes 96 per cent to domestic energy generation and accounts for 
roughly one-fifth of the grid supply 611. 

About 75 per cent of the population depend on solid fuels for cooking, and 96 per 
cent for heating 612. 

Over 43 per cent of the population own a mobile phone 613. 

Solar energy is used by 59 per cent of households, up from 2 per cent in 2007-2008, 
with growth concentrated in rural areas and among the nomadic Kuchi 
communities 614. 

The Government of Afghanistan has set a target to supply 10 per cent of forecasted 
electricity demand (350-500 MW) through renewable energy by 2032 615.

Country snapshot

Afghanistan is largely dependent on imports for electricity, supplemented by hydropower. 
Hydro demand peaks in winter, when temperatures drop, whereas supply peaks in 
summer, as temperatures rise and flows increase 616. Hydro storage capacity is low 
and acts more as a boost to supply than a back-up. A new 180 km 220 kV energy 
transmission line is planned from Doshi to Bamyan, increasing grid access for at least 
eight additional provinces 617. 

4.4.5.2 Energy transition 

The Government aims to capitalize on its renewable resources to increase access to electricity 
and develop domestic business opportunities 618. Rapid expansion of domestic solar energy 
is helping to overcome the large urban-rural divide in access, particularly for the rural and 
nomadic Kuchi community. Solar energy is now used by 59 per cent of households, up from 
2 per cent in 2007-2008 619.Community-level projects to install renewable mini-grids in rural 
areas include an estimated 5,000 micro-hydro projects. 

A further 2,450 solar-based projects are documented by the Ministry of Energy and 
Water, including solar PV micro-grids, solar hot water systems, solar pumps for irrigation 
and solar systems for clinics, schools and mosques 620.

[608] https://bit.ly/2O0fxiF
[609]https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[610] https://bit.ly/2ZJtyXu
[611] https://bit.ly/2ZJtyXu
[612] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[613] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[614] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[615] https://bit.ly/31NOKhC
[616] https://bit.ly/31NOKhC
[617] https://www.smart-energy.com/industry-sectors/energy-grid-management/afghanistan-adb/
[618] https://bit.ly/31NOKhC
[619] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[620] https://bit.ly/31NOKhC
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4.4.5.3 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Health impacts

Diarrhoea and respiratory conditions are 
the leading causes of child mortality and 
morbidity in Afghanistan 621. These are both 
linked directly to poor energy access, which 
leads to an unsafe water treatment 
process and the distribution of unsafe 
drinking water 622. It also increases 
dependence on polluting solid fuels for 
cooking (75 per cent) and heating (96 per 
cent), affecting child and maternal health. 
Energy poverty is also a factor in inadequate 
access to health care facilities: most 
deaths among women and children would 
otherwise be preventable 623.  

For women and children, access to health 
services is limited by low literacy (17 per 
cent) and poor education 624, and restricted 
movement. Rural electrification through 
renewables can support access to health 
care facilities and improve quality of service 
and enable education to reduce sanitation-
related health risks 625. For women and 
children, access to health services is limited 
by low literacy, poor access to education, and 
restricted movement

The gender benefits of Network Service 
Providers (NSP) micro-grid projects are not 
sufficiently documented. A Norwegian 
Church Aid (NCA) project to train rural 
women in Babiyan on solar energy 
installation and repair, however, reported 
improved respiratory health, including for 
children 626. 

Education and livelihoods

Afghanistan’s labour market is characterized 
by strong under-representation of women, 

and high prevalence of irregular, low-paid and 
unproductive employment 627. The inequality 
begins at school. In 2011, the literacy rate 
of youth aged 15-24 was 61.9  per cent for 
men and 29.9  per cent for women 628. 
While distance from schools is one factor, 
lack of electricity is another.  According to 
the Ministry of Education, 88  per cent of 
government schools have no electricity, 
while 41  per cent do not have buildings 629. 
Schools close during freezing winters and 
hot summers with no heating or fans; all the 
aforementioned issues impacts education 
outcomes.

Electricity is vital to Afghanistan’s 
economic development because it 
facilitates education and therefore 
increases the probability that the 
next generation will be able to find 
decent jobs 630. An ADB report on the 
impact of electrification on cities in 
northern Afghanistan found that 97 
per cent of business owners felt that 
consistent access to electricity was 
very important for productivity and 
profitability, supporting lighting, heating 
and telecommunications 631. The report 
documents women mechanizing small 
businesses through sewing machines 
or electric irons, and extending their 
working hours 632. Livelihoods for women 
through electrification increases their 
say in domestic spending, supporting 
investment in child health and education. 

The NCA solar project increased 
household finances through fuel savings, 
and increased working hours and fees 
for installation/maintenance. Children 
reportedly worked longer hours on 
carpet weaving, increasing household 
income by 90 per cent 633. The impact 
on child health and well-being was not 
documented.

[619] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[620] https://bit.ly/31NOKhC
[621] http://www.ijstr.org/final-print/sep2016/Morbidity-And-Mortality-In-Afghanistan.pdf
[622] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352484717303219
[623] http://www.ijstr.org/final-print/sep2016/Morbidity-And-Mortality-In-Afghanistan.pdf
[624] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/179956/44067-012-tacr-28.pdf
[625] http://www.ijstr.org/final-print/sep2016/Morbidity-And-Mortality-In-Afghanistan.pdf
[626] https://www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/16072/Master_Karina_Standal.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
[627] https://bit.ly/2ZHzj86
[628] https://www.epdc.org/epdc-data-points/epdc-spotlight-afghanistan
[629] https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/10/17/i-wont-be-doctor-and-one-day-youll-be-sick/girls-access-education-afghanistan
[630] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/179956/44067-012-tacr-28.pdf
[631] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/179956/44067-012-tacr-28.pdf
[632] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/179956/44067-012-tacr-28.pdf
[633] https://www.duo.uio.no/bitstream/handle/10852/16072/Master_Karina_Standal.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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4.4.6 Energy in Pakistan

4.4.6.1 Overview

Demand for energy is surging due to rapid growth in population (2.1 per cent per 
year) and GDP (5.4 per cent per year) 634.

Access to electricity was 70.8 per cent in 2017 635, with shortfalls of up to 
7,000 MW 636 and frequent outages due to shortages in transmission and distribution 
capacity 637.

Oil and gas account for 60 per cent of Pakistan’s domestic power generation, but 
domestic reserves are declining 638.

Hydro is the single largest source of domestic power 639. In 2016, total installed 
capacity was 6,481 MW, almost one-third of the potential 640.

Liquid natural gas (LNG) imports increased by nearly eight times from 2015-2016, 
with 15-year agreements signed with Qatar Gas and Eni 641.

Projects under the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) will deliver an 
additional 17,000 MW of electricity generation capacity, mostly coal 642. 

Wind and solar are now the cheapest sources of energy in Pakistan, costing $0.04-05 
per kWh compared with $0.08 kWh for diesel, coal and hydropower 643.

In 2016, installed wind capacity was 256 MW, and installed solar 210 MW 644.

Country snapshot

Rapid urbanization, a high GDP growth rate 645, and  population growth are projected 
to drive demand for fuel and energy at an exponential rate 646, rising 41 per cent 
from 2013-2030 647. Pakistan already experiences frequent and extensive energy 
shortfalls 648. Declining domestic thermal reserves increase its dependence on 
imports and vulnerability to geopolitics 649. However, two factors could suggest 
a more positive outlook: new international investment 650, and development of 
domestic energy infrastructure and generation capacity, including renewables 651.  
Investment in infrastructure and power plants valued at $62 billion over 15 years 
comes from the development of CPEC 652 – already credited with overcoming 
chronic energy shortages 653. Projects include additional coal capacity of over 13,000 
MW, including a $3.5 billion joint venture in the Thar desert, a 1,000 MW solar park, 
the 720 MW Karot hydropower project (due for completion in 2021) 654, and further 
investment in wind and gas 655. While helping to address Pakistan’s energy gap, coal 
has detrimental impacts on air quality, directly affecting maternal and child health. 

[634] https://data.worldbank.org/
[635] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[636] https://www.pc.gov.pk/uploads/vision2025/Pakistan-Vision-2025.pdf
[637] https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/lights-circular-debt-cripples-pakistans-power-sector-190524055240222.html
[638] https://bit.ly/2ZCE0Ad
[639] https://bit.ly/2ZCE0Ad
[640] https://www.worldenergy.org/data/resources/country/pakistan/hydropower/
[641] https://bit.ly/2ZCE0Ad
[642] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211467X19300422#tbl1
[643] http://ieefa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Pakistans-Power-Future_December-2018.pdf
[644] https://www.worldenergy.org/data/resources/country/pakistan/
[645] Pakistan 2025 One Nation-One Vision, Ministry of Planning Development and Reform, Pakistan (2014)
[646] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211467X19300422#bib2
[647] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211467X19300422?via per cent3Dihub
[648] https://www.pc.gov.pk/uploads/vision2025/Pakistan-Vision-2025.pdf
[649] https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/PW79_Pakistans_Energy_Crisis.pdf
[650] https://bit.ly/2ZCE0Ad
[651] http://cpec.gov.pk/energy
[652] https://www.voanews.com/south-central-asia/china-welcomes-saudi-plans-invest-cpec-project-pakistan
[653] https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/pakistan-plans-renewables-energy-supplies-2025-190723074101381.html  
[654] http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201905/08/WS5cd23ee1a3104842260ba7dc.html
[655] http://cpec.gov.pk/energy
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Moreover, the type of coal sourced 
in Pakistan’s Thar desert is lignite, 
noted for its poor energy efficiency 
and high carbon emissions 656. Hydro 
development also brings risks: changes 
in glacial melt will significantly impact 
its productivity 657, while GLOFs can 
destroy infrastructure and livelihoods 658.

4.4.6.2 Energy transition 

The Institute for Energy Economics 
and Financial Analysis (IEEFA) argues 
that increased utilization of Pakistan’s 
abundant wind and solar resources 
would address cost burdens and energy 
security, while limiting risks associated 
with overdependence on hydro power, 
coal-fired power and increasingly 
expensive fossil fuel imports 659. 

A new wave of wind and solar plants 
that will add 7 GW to clean energy 
capacity has been announced, bringing 
the total to 9 GW by 2025 (not including 
hydropower), or one-fifth of Pakistan’s 
total energy generation capacity 660. The 
government hopes to lower dependence 
on imports 661, which accounted for 24 
per cent of energy use in 2014 662.

4.4.6.3 Implications for children in 
Pakistan

Health impacts

Pakistan has the highest rate of 
newborn deaths in the world 663. Poor 
access to health care and nutrition 
for mothers – particularly in rural and 
remote areas – are major factors 
664. Lack of energy access limits the 
capacity for rural health services, 
as well as affecting women’s health 
directly through air pollution from 

the use of solid fuels and through 
poor sanitation without adequate 
means to purify water. High rates of 
E. coli contamination – as a result of 
inadequate water treatment – claim 
children’s lives 665. 

In 2018, air pollution was declared 
a ‘public health emergency’ by 
environment experts in Pakistan 666. 
Escalating fossil fuel combustion for 
transportation and industry is a factor, 
alongside the burning of crop residues 
and solid waste 667. An increase in coal 
combustion – particularly lignite, which 
creates more air pollutant emissions 
per MW generated than hard coal 668 – 
presents a severe threat to public and 
child health in Pakistan 669. 

The use of renewable energy to provide 
equitable access in rural areas would 
support both child and maternal health, 
and reduce air pollution risks. 

Education and livelihoods

Half the population of rural Pakistan 
do not have access to electricity, 
posing a major development challenge 
and driving inequality 670. Even for 
those with access to the grid, supply 
can fall short of demand by 50 per 
cent, limiting rural development and 
livelihood opportunities. Pakistan has 
only partial farm mechanization, with 
energy poverty both contributing to and 
resulting from the rural-urban divide.   
A direct correlation has been observed 
between farm power availability and 
productivity during the past six  
decades 671.

[656] https://www.thejakartapost.com/life/2018/11/16/pakistan-goes-against-the-grain-with-coal-power-spree.html
[657] National Institute of Population Studies (NIPS) and ICF International. 2013. Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey, 
2012-13. Islamabad, Pakistan and Maryland, USA: NIPS and ICF International.
[658] https://www.adaptation-undp.org/projects/af-reducing-glacier-lake-outburst-flood-risks-northern-pakistan
[659] http://ieefa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Pakistans-Power-Future_December-2018.pdf
[660] https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-23/pakistan-plans-clean-energy-wave-to-make-up-20-of-its-capacity
[661] https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-07-23/pakistan-plans-clean-energy-wave-to-make-up-20-of-its-capacity
[662] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.IMP.CONS.ZS
[663] https://www.unicef.org/every-child-alive
[664] https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/southasia/2018/07/09/maternal-and-newborn-health-in-pakistan-risks-challenges-and-the-way-forward/
[665] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30799
[666] https://www.pakistantoday.com.pk/2018/11/29/lahore-jumps-to-number-2-in-daily-worlds-worst-air-quality-rankings/
[667] https://www.technologytimes.pk/air-pollution-pakistan-sources-impacts/
[668] https://www.env-health.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/HEAL-Lignite-Briefing-en_web.pdf
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Energy poverty is also a barrier to education. Pakistan’s literacy rate is 70 per 
cent for men and 48 per cent for women 672. And a rural child is 32 per cent less 
likely to go to school and 50 per cent more likely to be illiterate than a child living 
in an urban area 673. Rural poverty and demand for child labour particularly restrict 
opportunities for rural girls. Sustainable energy access is crucial to their development.  

Energy projects under CPEC have already created 30,000 jobs 674. However, the energy 
sector lags behind other sectors in female participation at all levels of employment 675. 
Schemes to train women in clean energy development – such as ACTED Pakistan 676 
– can help to create a range of economic opportunities and overcome energy poverty, 
supporting health and education outcomes for women and children.  

[669] https://www.ucsusa.org/clean-energy/coal-and-other-fossil-fuels/coal-air-pollution
[670] http://irena.org/publications/2018/Apr/Renewables-Readiness-Assessment-Pakistan
[671] http://www.cigrjournal.org/index.php/Ejounral/article/view/3650
[672] https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/309542-pakistan-s-literacy-rate-stands-at-58pc  
[673] http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/pakistan-social-and-living-standards-measurement  
[674] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211467X19300422#bib11
[675] https://bit.ly/2BFTkUG
[676] https://www.acted.org/en/transcend-traditions-pakistani-women-at-the-forefront-of-solar-energy-promotion/
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[677] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[678] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[679]https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[680] http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
[681] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[682] http://www.sundaytimes.lk/190623/news/cabinet-approves-four-coal-power-plants-moves-to-reduce-pucsls-authority-355109.html
[683] http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
[684] http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
[685] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[686] https://knoema.com/atlas/Sri-Lanka/topics/Energy/Coal/Primary-coal-imports
[687] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf 
[688] http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
[689] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[690] https://www.ceb.lk/front_img/img_reports/1532407706CEB_LONG_TERM_GENERATION_EXPANSION_PLAN_2018-2037.pdf
[691] http://www.sundaytimes.lk/190623/news/cabinet-approves-four-coal-power-plants-moves-to-reduce-pucsls-authority-355109.html
[692] http://www.ft.lk/energy/Sri-Lanka-should-not-go-for-any-more-coal-powered-electricity-generation/10509-657

4.4.7 Energy in Sri Lanka 

4.4.7.1 Overview

A severe energy capacity shortage is anticipated for the period from 2018-2023.  
Short-term plans to meet demand depend on an additional 320 MW of fuel 
combustion plants 677. 

Peak demand is projected to increase by a factor of 2.4 from 2017-2038 678.

Petroleum currently supplies about 40  per cent of commercial energy demand 679.

Hydropower is the main indigenous source of commercial energy, accounting for 23  
per cent of the total generation in 2017. 680

Sri Lanka has a target of 1 GW of solar power by 2025, with 100 MW surpassed in 
2017. 

The Ceylon Electronic Board’s 20-year plan (2018-2037) includes an additional 2,717 
MW of renewable energy: a mix of microhydro, wind, solar and biomass 681. 

Four new coal power plants were approved in 2019, with a combined capacity of 
1,200 MW 682. 

The Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy plans significant extensions for 
the transmission and distribution networks to maintain 100 per cent household 
electrification to 2025 683.

Country snapshot

Sri Lanka is the only country in South Asia with 100 per cent access to uninterrupted 
electricity accessibility 684. Growth in demand presents a challenge and is projected to 
rise at an average annual rate of 5.5 per cent to 2038 685. 

Sri Lanka’s coal imports have risen sharply in the past two decades, from 1,000 short tons in 
1997 to over 2,500 in 2016, at an average annual growth rate of 344 per cent 686. The country 
has no indigenous coal resources. 

4.4.7.2 Energy transition

Sri Lanka, a country highly vulnerable to climate change, intends to reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions through renewable energy development 687. The Ministry 
of Power and Renewable Energy aims for carbon neutrality by 2050, by significantly 
increasing the share of renewable energy. The 2025 target is to increase total generation 
capacity by more than half, from 4,000 MW in 2017 to 6,900 MW in 2025, with the 
“maximum development of renewable energy” 688, alongside reductions in energy losses 
through demand side management 689. 
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The Ceylon Electricity Board (CEB) is planning 
additions of 1,205 MW of wind power, 1,232 
MW of solar power, 200 MW of mini hydro 
power, and 80 MW of biomass over the 
period 2017-2038 690. Major hydro resources 
are not destined for further exploitation 
due to environmental impacts. Four new 
coal power plants were recently approved 
691. The Citizens’ Movement for Good 
Governance has accused the CEB of 
playing down the financial costs of new 
coal developments.692

4.4.7.3 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Health impacts

The CEB intends to decrease CO2, NOx 
and SOx by 17 per cent, 10 per cent 
and 6 per cent, respectively, over the 
period 2017-2038 through renewable 
energy developments 693. However, 
plans for additional coal power plants 
have met with public concern over the 
environmental and health impacts 694. 
In addition to air pollution and climate 
impacts, heavy metals such as cadmium, 
lead and mercury threaten to contaminate 
water and soil 695. 

Currently, the main source of ambient air 
pollution in Sri Lanka is vehicular emissions 
696, which in Colombo contributes over 

60 per cent of total emissions. Concerns 
have been raised for the health of children 
attending nursery schools positioned near 
roads in Colombo 697.

In rural areas, indoor air pollution is 
a growing concern, due to the use 
of woodburning stoves 698.Indoor air 
pollution is linked to low birth weight 
699, which affects 16 per cent of children 
in Sri Lanka. Government figures show 
a strong correlation between childbirth 
weight and maternal education levels 700.

Education and livelihoods

Sri Lanka is the only South Asian country 
that has already achieved the Millennium 
Development Goal for gender equality 
at all levels of education 701. Widespread 
access to electricity supports girls’ school 
attendance by reducing the burden on 
women and girls to gather biomass, 
particularly in rural areas 702. 

However, women’s adult literacy is lower 
than that of men (91.7 per cent vs. 93.6 
per cent in 2015), and 75 per cent of 
unemployed adults are women, with 
female unemployment on the rise 703. 
The energy sector has very low levels 
of female employment. Renewables 
present an opportunity to generate 
employment for females.

[687] https://bit.ly/2OaTnut
[688] http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
[689] https://bit.ly/2OaTnut
[690] https://bit.ly/2OaTnut
[691] https://bit.ly/2ZCBHwU
[692] http://www.ft.lk/energy/Sri-Lanka-should-not-go-for-any-more-coal-powered-electricity-generation/10509-657348
[693] https://bit.ly/2OaTnut
[694] http://www.ft.lk/energy/Sri-Lanka-should-not-go-for-any-more-coal-powered-electricity-generation/10509-657348
[695] http://www.ft.lk/energy/Sri-Lanka-should-not-go-for-any-more-coal-powered-electricity-generation/10509-657348 
[696] http://www.sundayobserver.lk/2019/06/09/news-features/marking-world-environment-day-2019-do-we-breathe-safe-air
[697] http://www.sundaytimes.lk/110424/BusinessTimes/bt34.html
[698] http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/asiapacific/2019-02/21/c_137840137.htm
[699] https://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/documents/9789241505735/en/
[700] http://www.statistics.gov.lk/social/DHS_2016a/Chapter10.pdf 
[701] https://borgenproject.org/girls-education-in-sri-lanka/
[702] http://www.fao.org/3/x5668e/x5668e04.htm
[703] https://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lankas-female-unemployment-on-the-rise/
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4.4.8 Climate change in the Maldives

4.4.8.1 Overview

The Maldives achieved universal access to electricity in 2008, with 186 powerhouses 
across the inhabited islands 704, through 330 MW of diesel generators 705.
 
In 2017, 561,435 metric tons of fuel were imported, of which 80 per cent was diesel for 
electricity generators, and the rest was petrol for transport, aviation gas and cooking 
gas 706.

Total installed capacity of renewable energy in 2018 was 11 MW 707.

The Maldives is committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by up to 24 per 
cent by 2030 under the Paris Agreement 708. 

Country snapshot

As rising sea levels due to climate 
change present the Maldives with an 
existential threat, the Government 
is aggressively pursuing renewable 
energy. The Maldives’ 2010 Energy 
Policy and Strategy set out to reduce 
its almost exclusive dependence on 
imported fossil fuels through indigenous 
renewable energy resources 709. 
The 2016 Energy Policy and Strategy 
includes energy conservation and 
efficiency measures, as well as further 
increasing the share of renewable 
energy in the national mix to maintain 
universal access 710.

4.4.8.2 Energy transition

Solar PV has the highest generation 
potential in the Maldives, followed by 
onshore wind 711. The Maldives Scaling up 
Renewable Energy Program (SREP) in Low 
Income Countries Investment Plan (2012) 
outlined proposals for 15 MW of solar 
PV and 4 MW of waste-to-energy in the 
greater Male region, and full renewable 
energy systems for 10 islands, increasing 
the share of renewable electricity to up 
to 30 per cent of total generation in 30 
islands 712. 

However, investment has been an 
obstacle.  The 2016 Energy Policy and 
Strategy states the intention to create 
an enabling environment for large-scale 
investments in renewables, as well as for 
domestic users to invest in small-scale 
systems 713. 

4.4.8.3 Implications for children in 
Maldives

Health impacts

On World Environment Day 2019, the 
Maldives launched its first National Action 
Plan on Air Pollutants, with 28 measures to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, including 
electricity generation 714. Funded plans 
include a 15 MW solar PV programme for 
the Male region; solar PV systems for 30 per 
cent of daytime peak electricity demand of 
the islands; energy-efficient upgrades, such 
as LEDs for lighting in public services and 
street lighting; and waste-to-energy plants 
to provide an economic alternative for open 
burning of waste. The full implementation 
of all measures could reduce – by 2030 – 
PM2.5 by 59.3 per cent, black carbon by 
39.9 per cent, and NOx by 26.97 per cent 
per cent per cent per cent 715. 

[704] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/wp-content/files/publications/20181105-pub-island-electricity-data-book-2018.pdf
[705] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/en/download/4295
[706] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/wp-content/files/publications/20181105-pub-island-electricity-data-book-2018.pdf
[707] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/wp-content/files/publications/20181105-pub-island-electricity-data-book-2018.pdf
[708] https://www.ccacoalition.org/en/news/maldives’-first-national-action-plan-air-pollutants-highlights-local-air-pollu-
tion-benefits
[709] https://www.iea.org/policiesandmeasures/pams/maldives/
[710] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/en/download/4295
[711] https://www.irena.org/EventDocs/Maldives/Maldivesroadmapbackgroundreport.pdf
[712] https://www.irena.org/EventDocs/Maldives/Maldivesroadmapbackgroundreport.pdf 
[713] http://www.environment.gov.mv/v2/en/download/4295  
[714] https://www.ccacoalition.org/en/resources/maldives-national-action-plan-air-pollutants 
[715] https://www.ccacoalition.org/en/resources/maldives-national-action-plan-air-pollutants 
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Beyond air pollution, climate change is a 
major risk for child mortality and morbidity in 
the Maldives. The majority of the measures 
in the above-mentioned Action Plan also 
contribute to the Maldives’ voluntary 
commitments under the Paris Agreement, 
potentially mitigating the threats of global 
warming and sea level rise for child health.

Drug abuse is rising in the Maldives, with 
the majority of users aged 15-24 716. This 
increases the risk of blood-borne diseases, 
including HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis. Lack of 
employment opportunities for youth is a 
factor 717. Large-scale PV development has 
been identified as a source of job creation 718.

Education and livelihoods

The International Renewable Energy Agency 
(IRENA) cites a 2.8 kWp rooftop solar 
project at Addu High School, developed in 
partnership with a local NGO, as a potential 
model for PV expansion 719. 

The demonstration project won the UAE’s 
Zayed Future Energy Prize in 2015 for its 
ability to successfully engage students, 
which led to the first carbon-neutral school in 
the Maldives 720. Large-scale PV deployment 
also has the potential for local job creation, if 
capacity for installation and maintenance can 
first be developed 721.  

[716] https://www.unodc.org/documents/southasia//reports/National_Drug_Use_Survey_-_Report.pdf
[717] https://www.unodc.org/documents/southasia//reports/National_Drug_Use_Survey_-_Report.pdf
[718] https://www.irena.org/EventDocs/Maldives/Maldivesroadmapbackgroundreport.pdf
[719] https://www.irena.org/EventDocs/Maldives/Maldivesroadmapbackgroundreport.pdf
[720] https://swimsol.com/solar-projects/heavy-duty-rooftop-school/
[721] https://www.irena.org/EventDocs/Maldives/Maldivesroadmapbackgroundreport.pdf 
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4.5 Implications for UNICEF

Environmental sustainability must be 
prioritized to protect children against 
pollution and climate risks. Country-specific 
research is needed to quantify the health 
costs of pollutants and demonstrate the 
widespread economic benefits of gender-
sensitive renewables development. Child-
centric energy planning is necessary, with 
communities – and particularly women 
–  involved in design and implementation. 
The regulatory and policy environment also 
needs to be improved for equitable energy 
development.

The following recommendations for energy-
related interventions prioritize the welfare 
of children in South Asia, starting with data 
availability.

Data availability

Data on trends in energy consumption 
in South Asian countries is outdated 
and unreliable, with no information for 

Afghanistan, Bhutan and the Maldives. These 
data-gaps hinder evidence-based policy 
development processes. UNICEF may play 
a key role in convening public and private 
sector organizations to share information 
and identify indicators to assess energy 
consumption patterns. UNICEF may also 
support the transition towards sustainable 
energy in the region by funding research 
on improving the uptake of clean energy at 
household levels.

Health

The health implications of new energy 
developments are often overlooked, with no 
specific attention to the health implications 
for children. In order to address this, a 
three-fold approach is required, involving 
research, awareness-raising and support for 
planning.  First, further research is needed 
to create an evidence base that allows 
health risks and related costs to be factored 
into energy plans. Second, campaigns are 
recommended to raise awareness of the 
health implications of primary reliance on 
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solid-fuels for energy, in particular coal-
fired plants and traditional biofuels. These 
campaigns should focus on child health 
and target women, empowering them to 
make the best choices for their families 
and communities. Finally, international 
organizations should work alongside energy 
departments and companies to ensure that 
new developments safeguard public health 
– with particular reference to children – and 
serve public health needs, such as the 
development of clean water and sanitation.

Many solutions exist to support the clean 
energy transition across South Asia, with 
wide-ranging benefits for child health. For 
instance, solar-home systems and clean 
cookstoves can free households of toxic 
hazards, such as kerosene and solid fuel 
pollution. Local off-grid systems can also 
power primary health care centres, enabling 
greater access to care for children and 
supporting safe delivery of infants.

Education, employability and 
livelihoods 

Fossil fuels and traditional solid fuels often 
depend on intensive, low-waged labour. 
According to WHO, labour in coal mines 

[722] Gardiner Harris (2013), “Children Toil in India Mines, Despite Legal Ban”. New York Times, February 25, 2013.
[723] https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/household-air-pollution-and-health  
[724] See the example of Addu High School in the Maldives: https://swimsol.com/solar-projects/heavy-duty-rooftop-school/

in India as extremely intensive. Evidence 
suggests that about 70,000 children, many 
as young as 5 years of age, work in 5,000 
coal mines across the nation 722.Traditional 
fuels often require women and children 
to spend long hours sourcing them, and 
exposes them to musculoskeletal damage, 
injury and violence 723.

Conversely, clean energy developments can 
offer new livelihood opportunities, particularly 
for women. This can empower women and 
mothers as decision-makers in their homes 
and communities, in support of child welfare. 
Inclusive and gender-sensitive development 
programmes for decentralized and 
community-based clean energy development 
are recommended, particularly through 
entrepreneurial programmes that target rural 
women. 

Technical training for women and youth in 
renewables installation and maintenance 
is recommended as a means to accelerate 
clean energy development and empower 
communities in the process. Such training 
could begin at schools.  The training could 
target rooftop solar and other off-grid 
renewables and include engagement 
programmes that involve students in 
planning and development 724.

Back to the content
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5.1  Overview 

All countries in South Asia are experiencing 
an increasing, albeit slow, trend in 
urbanization. In most countries, this is 
driven by rural-to-urban migration, as rural 
families move to the cities in search of better 
job opportunities and a better standard of 
living. In conflict-affected countries such as 
Afghanistan and Pakistan – and historically Sri 
Lanka – the prospect of improved security in 
urban areas has been a key push factor for 
migration to the cities. 

By 2050, Bangladesh will be the most 
urbanized country in South Asia, while Sri 
Lanka will probably be the least urbanized. 
In Bhutan, India, the Maldives and Pakistan 
more than 50 per cent of the population will 
live in urban areas.  However, compared with 
other developing and emerging economies, 
South Asia’s share of global GDP relative 
to its share of the global urban population 
remains low. The urbanization-development 
paradox is evident within the region in 
spite of higher levels of urbanization.  GDP 
(purchasing power parity) per capita in 
Bangladesh ($4,360) was one-third of Sri 
Lanka ($13,730) in 2018 – indicating that 
these two countries have not adequately 
leveraged the ‘urbanization dividend’ for 
economic prosperity and productivity 725. 

One reason behind South Asia’s relatively 
slower urbanization and its inability to take 
advantage of the urbanization dividend lies in 
the failure of long-term policy planning and 
implementation. The World Bank described 

the trend of urbanization in South Asia as 
“messy and hidden” while referring to the 
widespread existence of slums near every 
urban centre 726. Sprawling suburbs on the 
periphery of major cities give rise to ‘hidden 
urbanization’. 

This disorganized and unplanned expansion 
of slums has led to highly impoverished 
cities, characterized by inadequate provision 
of basic services (as a result of resource 
constraints) and increasing levels of 
homelessness, crime, unemployment, 
waterborne diseases, pollution and traffic 
congestion. Collectively, these outcomes 
impact the health and well-being of children, 
preventing them from attending school and 
ultimately becoming active members of the 
workforce and civil society 727.

The growing rate of urbanization will have 
implications for UNICEF’s programming in 
South Asia as increasingly more children will 
be located in urban areas, many in poorly 
serviced slum and shanty areas. In order to 
build human capital over the next decades, 
a key component of economic development 
will be ensuring that children have access 
to safe water and sanitation, health care, 
education and basic services. 

Government policies and civil society 
initiatives will be key to supporting the next 
generation’s upbringing in urban areas. This 
provides opportunities for UNICEF to engage 
with local and city governments in order to 
incorporate the needs of children and future 
generations into urban planning frameworks.

[725]  Ellis, Peter, and Mark Roberts. Leveraging urbanization in South Asia: Managing spatial transformation for prosperity 
and livability. The World Bank, 2015.http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/publication/urbanization-south-asia-cities
[726] Mark Roberts. “South Asian Urbanization: Messy and hidden”. World Bank.(2015).
 https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/south-asian-urbanization-messy-and-hidden
[727] Ellis, Peter, and Mark Roberts. Leveraging urbanization in South Asia: Managing spatial transformation for prosperity 
and livability. The World Bank, 2015.http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/publication/urbanization-south-asia-cities
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5.2 Disorderly and hidden urbanization in South Asia

5.2.1 Challenges with defining and measuring urbanization 

Urbanization is the process through which an area becomes urban as more people move to 
urban areas and towns become cities, which can become megacities. Within South Asia, a 
high rate of urbanization has led to the growth of megacities (cities with a population of more 
than 1 million). As of 2017, more than 40 per cent of Bhutan’s population lived in urban areas. In 
South Asia, Sri Lanka remains the least urbanized country, closely followed by Nepal. 

However, the share of the population living in urban areas in all South Asian countries has 
remained below the global average (see Figure 1). A caveat must be considered – these 
figures depend upon what is defined as ‘urban’. 

[728] Data can be downloaded from: Ritchie, Hannah, and Max Roser. “Urbanization.” Our World in Data (2018).https://our-
worldindata.org/urbanization
[729] Singh, Sreoshi, S. M. Tanvir Hassan, Masooma Hassan, and Neha Bharti. “Urbanisation and water insecurity in the Hindu 
Kush Himalaya: insights from Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan.” Water Policy (2019).https://iwaponline.com/wp/article/
doi/10.2166/wp.2019.215/65845/Urbanisation-and-water-insecurity-in-the-Hindu
[730] Ellis, Peter, and Mark Roberts. Leveraging urbanization in South Asia: Managing spatial transformation for prosperity 
and livability. The World Bank, 2015.https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/22549/9781464806629.
pdf?sequence=17&isAllowed=y

Various studies measure and define 
urbanization in different ways, adding to the 
difficulty of making comparisons between 
countries and regions. Major studies carried 
out by the UN and the World Bank utilize 
data from national sources, which means 
they are reliant on different definitions of 
urbanization within these countries. National 
statistical ministries/agencies/offices may 
produce official statistics at the city-
level based on administrative instead of 
functional definitions.

For instance, in Bangladesh the definition 
of urban areas is limited to only city 
corporations and municipality areas with 
certain amenities, such as paved roads, 
improved communication, electricity, gas, 
water supply, sewerage, sanitation, and a 
high population density in which the majority 
of people are engaged in non-agricultural 
occupations. In contrast, Nepal’s Nagar 
Panchayat Act (1962) provides a size-specific 
definition of urban centres as municipal 
status with a minimum population of 10,000 
(increased from 9,000 in 1976) 729. 

Figure 1: Share of the total population living in urban areas: World v. South Asia 728

Hence, urban statistics are often not 
comparable across countries in the region. 
Several countries – including Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka – have revised 
their definitions of urban areas over time, 
rendering it impossible to compare 
with any level of accuracy long-term 
urbanization trends.

Chronic data shortcomings in many South 
Asian countries further hinder in-depth 
analysis and forecasting around the 
trend of urbanization. Even though some 
progress has been made in upgrading and 
standardizing data collection and census 
operations, several South Asian countries 
have not had a uniform census cycle.  

Pakistan conducted a partial census in 2016. 
Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka each 
conducted a census in 2011, as did the 
Maldives in 2014. Bhutan has not conducted 
a census since 2005, and Afghanistan’s last 
censuses were in 1979 (partial) and 1988. 
Sri Lanka conducted a 2001 census that 
was partial 730. 
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In order to overcome the conundrum of 
varying definitions and accurately measure 
the level of urbanization, the UN has 
attempted to use ‘urban agglomeration’ as its 
benchmark where possible, citing data from 
administrative boundaries only when data 
from urban agglomerations or metropolitan 
areas are not available.  Urban agglomeration 
refers to the population contained within the 
contours of a contiguous territory inhabited 
at urban density levels, without regard 
to administrative boundaries. It typically 
incorporates the population in a city or town 
plus that in the suburban areas lying outside, 
but adjacent to, city boundaries. 

United Nations University’s World Institute 
for Development Economics Research 
(UNU-WIDER) has begun to develop a 
new benchmarking measure of ‘urban 
concentration’ through its Agglomeration 
Index (2010). This measure considers the size 
of urban areas. The Agglomeration Index is 
based on three factors: population density 
(capturing concentration), the size of the 
population in the nearest ‘large’ urban centre 
(distinguishing between large and small 
cities), and travel time to the nearest urban 

5.2.2 Push and pull factors of 
urbanization  

The push and pull factors behind urbanization 
differ between regions and countries, 
affecting the overall rate of population 
growth. In some countries in South Asia, the 
push factors for urbanization may include 
shifts in economic structure, meaning that 
there are fewer jobs in rural areas with 
lower pay. This encourages rural-to-urban 
migration, while a corresponding pull factor 

centre (capturing population distribution). It 
represents a global definition of settlement 
concentration to assist with cross-country 
comparative analyses. 

For example, the Agglomeration Index shows 
that Pakistan has the highest agglomeration 
rate (56.5 per cent), closely followed by 
India (51.9 per cent). This indicates that both 
countries have a high level of urban sprawl – 
something that may not be fully recognized 
in national urbanization statistics. A high 
score in the Agglomeration Index may point 
to countries that are experiencing particular 
challenges in urbanization. For example, 
rapid rates of urbanization can lead to a social 
infrastructure gap, with many inhabitants 
living in urban areas where basic services, 
such as clean water, health care and 
education have not yet been provided. 

The expansion of law enforcement in 
such areas is also a challenge, with the 
lack of security creating vulnerabilities to 
child labour, violence towards children, 
as well as an increased propensity 
for criminal behaviour among children 
themselves.

Table 1: Urbanization in South Asia (2010) 733

Country Agglomeration Index
(urban share per cent)

UN data
(urban share per cent)

Afghanistan 26.0 21.3

Bangladesh 42.8 32.3

Bhutan 7.0 9.6

India 51.9 27.7

Nepal 24.4 13.4

Pakistan 56.5 33.1

Sri Lanka 44.1 15.7

Maldives 14.5 27.6

[731] “World Urbanisation Prospects”. United Nations.(2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/Files/
WUP2018-Methodology.pdf
[732] https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/wp2010-29.pdf
[733] Uchida, Hirotsugu, and Andrew Nelson. “Agglomeration Index.” (2010).https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/
wp2010-29.pdf p.13-15 and livability. The World Bank, 2015. https://bit.ly/30nddcC

is the broader availability of jobs in urban 
areas. The location of industries and factories 
(offering relatively higher wages), and access 
to education, attract people from rural areas 
to migrate to cities. Poor living conditions, 
lack of employment opportunities and 
weak access to resources are some of the 
additional push factors that drive people 
away from rural areas. 

Countries experiencing such rural-to-
urban migration in South Asia include 

The location of 
industries and factories 
(offering relatively 
higher wages), and
access to education, 
attract people from 
rural areas to migrate 
to cities
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India and Pakistan, where mass rural 
migration has contributed to the sharp 
growth of urban areas, often in the form 
of ‘slums’ outside administrative urban 
areas. This has contributed to unplanned 
and chaotic urbanization, where the rate 
of urban growth outpaces the provision of 
infrastructure, creating large slum areas 
that may have no access to basic utilities, 
health care and education. Such rapid and 
“messy” urbanization, as described by the 
World Bank 734, may outstrip the ability 
of authorities to measure urban growth, 
as urban agglomerations spread beyond 
former urban limits. At least 130 million 
South Asians – equivalent to more than 
the entire population of Mexico – live in 
informal urban settlements characterized 
by poor construction, insecure tenure and 
underserviced plots 735.  

Other push factors may be civil conflict or 
natural disasters, which push people out 
of affected areas to congregate in urban 
areas, where they hope to find employment 
or some social support. This is particularly 
applicable to Afghanistan and to a lesser 
extent Sri Lanka, which have experienced 
long-term civil conflicts (in Sri Lanka, most 
of the conflict was located in a geographical 
area away from the main urban centres). 

Natural disasters are a particular factor 
driving urbanization in South Asia.  The World 
Disasters Report 2018 736 found that 40.6 
per cent of global natural disasters between 
2008-2017 took place in Asia. Disasters 
have contributed to rising urbanization 
in Bangladesh, which has experienced 
earthquakes and severe floods, and Nepal, 
which experienced a major earthquake in 
2015. As rural dwellers move to urban areas, 
the urban areas expand to accommodate 
them, leading to urbanization of new areas, 
particularly on the outskirts of cities. While 
some urban areas may be particularly 
prone to natural disasters (e.g. the tragic 
2015 earthquake that devastated parts of 
urban Nepal), this does not appear to deter 
urbanization of the affected cities, with urban 
dwellers perhaps calculating that the benefits 
of urban life, coupled with better access to 
aid and emergency services, counteract the 
risk of natural disasters.  

Some countries may actively seek to 
encourage urbanization in a bid to reap the 

urban dividend that entails higher economic 
growth and a more skilled labour force. In 
such environments, authorities can increase 
the pull factors for urbanization by building 
housing and providing basic infrastructure.  
On this point, it is important to note that 
planned urbanization that only focuses on 
growth can lead to the proliferation of slums 
with associated poor standards of living. 

5.2.3 Future projections of 
urbanization in South Asia 

South Asia’s urban population is growing 
fast and is set to continue doing so, fuelled 
by ongoing rural-to-urban migration and 
a long-term trend away from economic 
dependence on the agricultural sector. South 
Asia’s urban population grew by 130 million 
between 2001-2011 – more than the entire 
population of Japan – and is poised to rise by 
an additional 250 million by 2030.

Figure 2: Annual percentage of population at mid-year residing in urban 
areas, by country, in South Asia, 1950-2050 737

Figure 3: Annual growth rate of urban population, 
by country, in South Asia, 2000-2010 738

[734] Mark Roberts. “South Asian Urbanization: Messy and hidden”.World Bank.(2015).
 https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/south-asian-urbanization-messy-and-hidden
[735] “Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia”.(2015).World Bank. South Asia Report - World Bank
[736] Fisher,David ,Kirsten Hagon,Charlotte Lattimer, Sorcha O’Callaghan, Sophia Swithern, and Lisa Walmsley. IFRC. 
(2018).  http://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2018/10/B-WDR-2018-EN-LR.pdf
[737] United Nations. “World urbanization prospects 2018.” (2018).https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[738] Ellis, Peter, and Mark Roberts. Leveraging urbanization in South Asia: Managing spatial transformation for prosperity 
and livability. The World Bank.https://bit.ly/39PCCi6

The location of 
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India, the largest country in South Asia, is set to experience high rates of urban growth, with 
population growth in its major cities estimated to grow by more than 2 per cent each year on 
average between 2018-2030 739. Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Nepal will also experience high 
urban population growth – more than 3 per cent in cities tracked by the UN (e.g. Kabul, Dhaka 
and Kathmandu), reflecting strong push and pull factors in these countries. 

Productivity linked with the growing number of people living in the region’s towns and cities 
has also increased, as evidenced by an average annual GDP growth rate of 7 per cent. Yet 
South Asia’s share of the global economy remains strikingly low relative to its share of the 
world’s population. Specifically, in 2011, the East Asia and the Pacific region generated 29 per 
cent of the world’s GDP with a share of the global urban population of 32 per cent (a ratio of 
0.91).  On the other hand, South Asia produced 8 per cent of global GDP with a share of the 
global urban population of 14 per cent (a ratio of 0.57). This difference, among other factors, 
may suggest that South Asia has been much less successful than East Asia and the Pacific in 
leveraging its urbanization for gains in productivity and prosperity. 740 

Some of the factors behind this relative lack 
of success include inadequate provision 
of housing, infrastructure and basic urban 
services, as well as a failure to deal with 
congestion and pollution 742. 

This reflects a high rate of unplanned 
urbanization as well as, in some cases, 
the inability of authorities to support urban 
growth through adequate provision of 
infrastructure and services. 

Urban growth is set to remain strong in 
South Asia, in line with models projecting 
that countries experiencing an increase 
in development will also experience a 
corresponding increase in urbanization 743.

Figure 4: Share of global GDP and global urban population in 
South Asia and East Asia and Pacific (2017)

Source: World Development Indicators. 741

 With urbanization set to increase at a high 
rate across the region, governments will 
continue to grapple with these challenges. 
A particular challenge will be to ensure that 
children are supported to reap the benefits 
of urban living, such as improved access to 
health care and education, which in turn will 
reap economic benefits in terms of better 
earning potential and productivity later in life. 

Consequently, national governments and city 
authorities must respond to the challenges 
posed by increasing urbanization, either 
through the implementation of public policy 
strategies or through coordinating with the 
private sector to fully realize the benefits of 
urban agglomeration. 

[739] “The World’s Cities in 2018”. United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. (2018)   
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[740] South Asia Report - World Bank
[741] “World Development Indicators database”. World Bank. (2017). https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-devel-
opment-indicators
[742] Mark Roberts. “South Asian Urbanization: Messy and hidden”.World Bank.(2015).
 https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/south-asian-urbanization-messy-and-hidden
[743] “The speed of urbanization around the world”.United Nations. (2018).  https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/
Files/WUP2018-PopFacts_2018-1.pdf
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[744] “Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”. United Nations. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevel-
opment/cities/
[745] “Human Development in South Asia 2014”.Mahbub ul Haq Centre. https://mhrc.lums.edu.pk/sites/default/files/
user376/sahdr_2014_urbanization_challenges_and_opportunities.pdf
[746] “The Global Liveability Index”. The EIU. (2019).  https://www.eiu.com/topic/liveability
[747] Neiderud, Carl-Johan. “How urbanization affects the epidemiology of emerging infectious diseases.” Infection ecolo-
gy & epidemiology 5, no. 1 (2015): 27060.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4481042/
[748] Bennett, Charmian, and Sharon Friel. “Impacts of climate change on inequities in child health.” Children 1, no. 3 
(2014): 461-473.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4928733/
[749] Kelly, Frank J., and Julia C. Fussell. “Air pollution and public health: emerging hazards and improved understanding 
of risk.” Environmental geochemistry and health 37, no. 4 (2015): 631-649.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC4516868/
[750] Bartlett, Sheridan. “Water, sanitation and urban children: the need to go beyond “improved” provision.” Environment 
and Urbanization 15, no. 2 (2003): 57-70.https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7721/chilyoutenvi.15.1.0115#metadata_info_tab_
contents

5.2.4 China’s impact on 
urbanization in South Asia 

Evidence on China’s impact on urbanization 
in South Asia is sparse. Urbanization is largely 
a domestic phenomenon, strongly correlated 
with urban population growth. China has 
almost no direct impact on urban population 
growth in South Asia.

5.3 Implications of urbanization 
in South Asia 

Making cities “inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable” is Goal 11 of the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 744. 
However, it represents a major challenge 
for South Asian countries already struggling 
to manage unplanned and chaotic cities. 
Most South Asian cities have bypassed 
proper planning during the initial stages 
of urban growth, the results of which are 
congestion, inequality, segregation, lack 
of ‘green’ public space and inadequate 
street patterns. As more and more tracts 
of land and civic services are monopolized 
by those with the most resources, urban 
amenities are systematically denied to 
residents with lower incomes. On top of 
spatial segregation, gated communities and 
protected enclaves of wealth can also result 
in social and economic segregation and 
even outright social exclusion 745. Increasing 
urbanization in South Asia may therefore 
worsen these problems, as more and more 
people are exposed to the challenges faced 
in overcrowded and polluted cities in South 
Asia. Therefore, in the absence of adequate 
measures to improve urban living standards, 
increased urbanization will pose significant 
economic, political and social challenges for 
the region. 

Additionally, a majority of cities in South 
Asian suffer from collapsing and insufficient 
housing conditions, and poor liveability for 

the majority of their inhabitants. Karachi 
and Dhaka rank 137th and 139th out of 
140 countries, respectively, in The EIU’s 
Global Liveability Index 2018 746. The Index 
quantifies the challenges that might 
present barriers to improving an individual’s 
lifestyle in 140 cities worldwide. Each city 
is assigned a score for over 30 qualitative 
and quantitative factors across five broad 
categories of stability: health care, culture, 
environment, education and infrastructure. 
Dhaka scores the lowest in the Index’s 
infrastructure assessment domain among 
all the cities surveyed.

5.3.1 Impact of urbanization on 
health risks and outcomes

Rapid, unmanaged urbanization in many 
South Asian cities has led to large 
urbanized areas that lack access to basic 
facilities and infrastructure: ‘slums’. This 
poses considerable health risks, many 
of which are disproportionately felt by 
children. 

Children living in slums are subjected to 
overcrowding, poor sanitation and poor 
housing quality, all of which contribute to 
a higher incidence of infectious diseases 
that can spread quickly 747. Children are 
disproportionately susceptible to various 
water, air and vector-borne diseases (e.g. 
lower respiratory infections) emanating 
from limited and inefficient shelters 748. 
Additionally, in congested cities, air pollution 
can be harmful to children’s health. Long-
term exposure to air pollution is associated 
with asthma and diminished lung capacity 
in children 749. Children’s health also suffers 
from a lack of adequate waste management 
facilities or the consequences of housing 
settlements built near or on top of waste 
dumping sites 750. 

In addition to physical disease, urbanization 
affects mental health through the influence 
of increased stressors (overcrowded and 
polluted environments) and potentially 

Additionally, in 
congested cities, 
air pollution
can be harmful to 
children’s health
Long-term exposure 
to air pollution 
is associated
with asthma and 
diminished lung 
capacity in children.
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reduced social and community support 751. 
This is because individuals or parents 
of children may move away from their 
established family networks in their homes 
of origin, leaving them without an equivalent 
network in their new urban locations. This 
can cause stress and mental health issues 
for parents, which may then be passed on to 
children in the form of increased vulnerability 
to mental health issues.  Increased 
socioeconomic stress can also impact 
children’s mental health 752. 

In addition, children living in slums are likely 
to have less access to hospitals or medical 
facilities. Across South Asia, 8 million children 
are not fully immunized 753. Immunization 
rates for slums vary across and within 
countries; for example, the immunization 

rate among recent migrants is 3 per cent in 
India’s Chandigarh  per centand 88.7 per cent 
in Mumbai per cent 754. 

Children living in slums with limited access 
to medical support are highly likely to miss 
out on vaccination programmes, particularly 
if they are unregistered. A lack of access 
to adequate health care contributes to 
persistently high mortality rates among 
children under 5 years of age in South Asia, 
with the rate standing at 44 deaths per 1,000 
live births in 2017 755. 

For young girls, unsanitary living conditions 
can also impact their reproductive health. For 
youth, a lack of contraception and access to 
health care during pregnancy also contributes 
to a high mortality rate.

Moreover, children living in slum areas are 
more likely to experience homelessness, 
bringing with it associated risks of violence, 
malnutrition and abuse, along with sex and 
labour trafficking. Although it is difficult to 
assess the number of homeless children 
across the region, studies indicate that boys 
are more at risk of homelessness than 
girls 757, and that poverty is a key factor 
driving homelessness.  
Nonetheless, urbanization may offer some 
health care benefits for children. For those 

Figure 5: Trends in global child mortality: under-five mortality rate (deaths 
per 1,000 live births), 1990-2018

Source: UN Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation. 756

children living in non-slum areas, they may 
have better access to health care, given 
that the largest and more advanced health 
care facilities tend to be in urban areas. 
For children living in slums, there is the 
prospect that their families may be able to 
earn enough to move out of the slum areas, 
or the government or NGOs may set up 
health care facilities in slum areas previously 
without access. The latter point is related to 
the challenges of unplanned urbanization – 
there is a gap between the urbanization of an 

[751] Srivastava, Kalpana. “Urbanization and mental health.” Industrial psychiatry journal 18, no. 2 (2009): 75. https://www.
ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2996208/
[752] Trivedi, Jitendra K., Himanshu Sareen, and Mohan Dhyani. “Rapid urbanization-Its impact on mental health: A 
South Asian perspective.” Indian journal of psychiatry 50, no. 3 (2008): 161.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC2738359/
[753] Hasman, Andreas, and Douglas J. Noble. “Childhood immunisation in South Asia–overcoming the hurdles to prog-
ress.” Perspectives in public health 136, no. 5 (2016): 273-277.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4989267/
[754] Crocker-Buque, Tim, Godwin Mindra, Richard Duncan, and Sandra Mounier-Jack. “Immunization, urbanization and 
slums–a systematic review of factors and interventions.” BMC Public Health 17, no. 1 (2017): 556.https://bmcpublichealth.
biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4473-7
[755] “Levels and Trends in Child Mortality Report 2018”. UNICEF.(2018).
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_103264.html
[756] United Nations Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (2019)
https://childmortality.org/data
[757] Embleton, Lonnie, Hana Lee, Jayleen Gunn, David Ayuku, and Paula Braitstein. “Causes of child and youth homeless-
ness in developed and developing countries: a systematic review and meta-analysis.” JAMA pediatrics 170, no. 5 (2016): 
435-444.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5497301/
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[758] https://www.unicef.org/media/47616/file/UNICEF_Shaping_urbanization_for_children_handbook_2018.pdf
[759] Khan, Sherin R., and Scott Lyon. Measuring children’s work in South Asia: perspectives from national household 
surveys. ILO, 2015.https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/---sro-new_delhi/documents/publication/
wcms_359371.pdf
[760] https://www.odi.org/publications/10654-child-labour-and-education-survey-slum-settlements-dhaka
[761]Ambey, Ravi, Ajay Gaur, Richa Gupta, and G. S. Patel. “Urban poor children.” The Australasian medical journal 6, no. 6 
(2013): 341. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3702140/
[762] Tacoli, Cecilia. Urbanization, gender and urban poverty: paid work and unpaid carework in the city. Human Settle-
ments Group, International Institute for Environment and Development, 2012.https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/
resource-pdf/UEPI per cent207 per cent20Tacoli per cent20Mar per cent202012.pdf
[763] 
[764] “How to Fix Poor Quality Education in South Asia”. World Bank. (2014). https://bit.ly/2Xlx5Lm

area and the government’s ability to expand 
services to the area. 

This gap is where children will be most at 
risk of losing out on health services until the 
government can catch up and meet rising 
health care requirements in the area 758. 

5.3.2 Impact of urbanization on 
safety and security

In newly urbanized areas, children face 
heightened security risks because of limited 
law enforcement presence in these areas. 
Areas lacking basic services are also likely 
to have a lower security presence, creating 
‘ungoverned spaces’ within the broader 
urban agglomeration. For the above reasons, 
criminal and terrorist groups are likely to 
function in under-policed areas, posing 
risks to children living nearby. Children may 
become incidental victims of violence, such 
as being caught in the crossfire during gang 
turf warfare. In addition, children may be 
used as a tool through which to intimidate 
their families into participating in criminal 
activity. Children may also be forced into child 
labour 759, violating their human rights and 
reducing their ability to access 
education 760. A lack of education combined 
with few employment opportunities also 
heightens the risk that children will engage 
in criminality in order to survive, on either an 
organized or individual basis. 

Street or homeless children are often 
more likely to be exposed to illicit drug 
consumption 761, causing problems of 
addiction and increasing their potential 
exposure to drug trafficking gangs. Such 
children are also vulnerable to being forced 
into low-level criminal activity, or being 
exposed to labour or sex trafficking 762.
Young girls are particularly at risk of being 
forced into prostitution, which exposes 
them to higher risks of violence and 
addiction, as well as the potential health 
care risks of pregnancy and STDs. 

Slums and informal housing settlements 
may also be at greater risk during natural 
disasters, owing to their lack of disaster-
resilient infrastructure and lack of health 
care and emergency response provisions. 
Children in slums have a disproportionately 
high risk of mortality or injury from natural 
disasters – a real problem given the regular 
threat from such disasters in South Asia 763. 
Natural disasters also put children at risk 
of prolonged homelessness while areas 
are rebuilt, or expose them to the security 
and health care risks of living in crowded 
emergency shelters, possibly separated from 
their families. 

5.3.3 Impact of urbanization 
on access to education and 
employment opportunities

Urbanization offers both opportunities and 
challenges related to education for children. 
There are more educational opportunities in 
urban areas 764. Education level and quality 
of teaching tend to be higher in urban than 
in rural areas. This constitutes a major push 
factor for rural-to-urban migration. Better 
education enables children to improve their 
socioeconomic condition.

However, as with access to health care, 
access to education differs depending 
on what part of the urban agglomeration 
children live in. Children living in established 
urban areas with established systems of 
education and a regular income are able to 
engage in educational opportunities offered 
by urban living. They are more likely to remain 
in school and access higher education while 
living at home, rather than travelling long 
distances to schools. 

However, children living in poorer urban 
areas or slums are less likely to have access 
to quality education. Cost may be a factor 
in countries with limited public provision for 
education. Families that come to urban areas 
because of natural disasters or security 

Children are also 
vulnerable to being 
forced into low-level 
criminal activity, or 
being exposed to 
labour or sex 
trafficking.
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issues, such as civil conflict, may lack the documentation to enrol their children in school 765. 
In addition, families may rely on children to contribute to household income rather than attend 
school. Even if these children wish to remain in school and leave only for ‘odd jobs’, frequent 
absences from school make it difficult for them to keep pace with learning and often lead to 
higher dropout rates 766.  

Moreover, urban centres with a large number of cross-border migrants may struggle to provide 
education in the relevant language or religious institution. This may impact the ability of children 
to access education and prevent them from integrating into their new environment 767.

[765] Kielland, Anne, “Evolution in approaches to improve access to education for children living in urban slums”.UNESCO.
(2015).  https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232395
[766] “Human Development in South Asia 2014”.Mahbub ul Haq Centre. South Asia Human Development Report - 2014
[767] Pietsch, Juliet, and Marshall Clark, eds. Migration and integration in Europe, Southeast Asia, and Australia: a compar-
ative perspective. Amsterdam University Press, 2015.https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt16f986x
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to remain in school and 
access higher education 
while living at home, 
rather than travelling 
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schools.
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5.4 Country profiles 

5.4.1 Urbanization in Bangladesh

5.4.1.1 Overview of the current situation

According to data from the 2011 census, 23.3 per cent of the population reside in 
urban areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 42.8 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and the 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in Bangladesh at 3.2 per 
cent in 2018 768. 

Country snapshot

Bangladesh is rapidly urbanizing. In 1950, only 4.3 per cent of the population lived in urban 
areas. By 2018, 36.6 per cent lived in urban areas, and it is estimated that  per cent58.45 
per cent will live in urban areas by 2050 769. The country’s two largest cities are Dhaka and 
Chittagong, both of which had more than 1 million inhabitants in 2018 770. Of these two, 
Dhaka is by far the largest, with a population of 19.6 million (in 2018). By 2030, an estimated 
28.1 million people will live in Dhaka. Dhaka’s population comprises 11.8 per cent of 
Bangladesh’s total population and 32.1 per cent of its total urban population. 

Such rapid urbanization has been driven by a number of factors, including Bangladesh’s 
emergence as a low-cost manufacturing and textile hub, which has attracted many rural 
workers to migrate to the cities in search of work. In addition, Bangladesh has suffered a 
number of natural disasters, such as floods, cyclones and earthquakes, that have driven 
affected families out of their homes and into cities, primarily Dhaka 771. More recently, the 
flood of Rohingya refugees from Myanmar into Bangladesh has brought many refugees to the 
cities, posing economic and cultural integration challenges. More than 723,000 refugees have 
fled to Bangladesh since 2017, many of them taking up residence in the refugee settlements 
of Kutupalong and Nayapara, which are slums in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar district 772. 

5.4.1.2 Impact on children

Bangladesh’s rapid urbanization has been largely unplanned, creating negative outcomes for 
children in urban areas, particularly Dhaka. Dhaka was ranked as the world’s second least 
livable city in The EIU’s Global Liveability Index 2018, largely owing to inadequate infrastructure 
and weak provisions of health care and education 773.

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

Bangladesh has a large housing deficit 774  caused by the rapid influx of migrants and the 
government’s fiscal inability to create sufficient housing. As a result, many children live 
in slum areas with inadequate shelter and services or live on the streets. A 2018 survey 
found that as many as 63 per cent of children were malnourished, 58 per cent were 

[768] Urban Population Growth (annual  per cent). World Bank.(2018). https://bit.ly/2NWaW19
[769] World Urbanisation Prospects. World Bank. (2018).  https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[770] “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. (2018)  
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[771] Mcdonnell , Tim. “Climate change creates a new migration crisis for Bangladesh”. National Geographic (2019). https://
on.natgeo.com/3e3IYuW
[772] “Rohingya Emergency”.UNHCR.https://www.unhcr.org/rohingya-emergency.html
[773] “EIU Survey: Dhaka ranked second least liveable city”. The World Star. (2018). https://bit.ly/3gwoqNo
[774] Shams, Shahriar, M. Mahruf, C. Shohel, and Amimul Ahsan. “Housing problems for middle and low income people in Ban-
gladesh: Challenges of Dhaka Megacity.” Environment and Urbanization Asia 5, no. 1 (2014): 175-184.https://bit.ly/2VQwksQ
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stunted 775, and water and food were 
contaminated. This puts children at risk 
of illness from contaminated food as 
well as stunting their growth, which 
leads to poor cognition and educational 
underachievement later in life 776. 

Impact on safety and security

Children in Bangladesh’s slums, especially 
Dhaka, are highly likely to be forced into 
child labour, with child workers in Dhaka 
working an average of 64 hours a week 777. 
This means that children living in slums 
are unlikely to access full educational 

services.  The World Bank found that the 
overall enrolment rate in slums is 10 per 
cent lower than the national average 778. 
Children living in Bangladesh’s slums are 
also at more risk of violence – domestic 
violence 779 and violence through 
association with organized crime groups. 
Criminal slum groups (maastans) often hire 
children to steal, carry out crimes or even 
kill, because they are cheaper and more 
pliant than adult criminals 780. Children 
may feel forced into these activities either 
to earn money for themselves or their 
families, or to gain some form of social 
inclusion.

[775] Mostafa, Ishita, Nurun Nahar Naila, Mustafa Mahfuz, Manoj Roy, Abu SG Faruque, and Tahmeed Ahmed. “Children 
living in the slums of Bangladesh face risks from unsafe food and water and stunted growth is common.” Acta Paediatrica 
107, no. 7 (2018): 1230-1239. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6032832/
[776] “Stunting in a nutshell”. WHO. https://www.who.int/nutrition/healthygrowthproj_stunted_videos/en/
[777]“Child labour in the slums of bangladesh”. ODI (2016). https://www.odi.org/opinion/10380-child-labour-slums-bangla-
desh
[778]  Kabir,Mabruk and Dilip Prajuli.“Second chances:Giving Dhaka’s slum children an opportunity to go back to school”.
World Bank. (2016). :https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/second-chances-giving-dhaka-s-slum-children-opportunity-go-
back-school
[779] “Bangladeshi slum dwellers face higher risk of domestic violence”. Reliefweb. (2013). https://reliefweb.int/report/ban-
gladesh/bangladeshi-slum-dwellers-face-higher-risk-domestic-violence
[780] Atkinson-Sheppard, Sally. “When crime is the best of many bad options”. Development and coordination. (2018).
https://www.dandc.eu/en/article/street-children-are-involved-organised-crime-bangladesh
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5.4.2 Urbanization in Bhutan

5.4.2.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2011 census data, 31.15 per cent of the population reside in urban 
areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 55.3 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in India at 2.4 per cent in 
2017 781.

Country snapshot

The urbanization growth rate in Bhutan was the highest in South Asia between 2000-2010, 
growing at a rate of 5.7 per cent 782. It is difficult to assess the current rate of urban growth 
since Bhutan has not conducted a census since 2005. However, based on population growth 
trends and non-government surveys, Bhutan’s urbanization appears to have continued growing 
at a (similar) high rate. In 1950, 2.1 per cent of the population lived in urban areas.  By 2018, 
40.9 per cent of the population lived in urban areas, and it is predicted that 57.7 per cent will 
reside in urban areas by 2050 783. Nonetheless, the relatively small size of Bhutan’s national 
population means that it does not have any megacities of more than 1 million inhabitants. The 
largest cities are Thimphu, with approximately 114,000 inhabitants, and Phuntsholing, with 
approximately 27,600. 

Bhutan’s urbanization has been driven, in large part, by rural-to-urban migration and 
(particularly) the national government’s drive to increase the country’s industrial base. This has 
created large numbers of jobs in and around urban areas, attracting rural workers to move 
to the cities. Government support for urbanization has helped mitigate the worst impacts of 
unplanned urbanization, as seen in countries such as Bangladesh. In 2010, 34.8 per cent of the 
population lived in recognized urban settlements – above 9 per cent in urban agglomerations 
as estimated by the Agglomeration Index. This indicates that urbanization is being recognized 
and considered by the government 784.

5.4.2.2 Impact on children 

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

Rapid urbanization has put pressure on the government’s ability to provide basic utilities, such 
as health care and education. Access to these services is limited even in major 
cities 785. However, this is within the context of overall positive efforts to reduce poverty and 
provide services. In 2017, the poverty rate was 8.2 per cent, down from 12 per cent in 2012 786. 
Poverty in rural areas is higher than in urban areas, indicating that children thrive better by living 
in cities. 

Children living in urban areas are generally able to access education, with Bhutan’s net 
primary enrolment rate standing at 98 per cent in 2012 787. This may reflect Bhutan’s policy of 
government-funded education and policy planning efforts to increase schools in urban areas. 

[781] “Urban Population Growth”. World Bank. (2018).  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.GROW?locations=IN
[782] “Leveraging Urbanization in Bhutan”. World Bank. (2015) https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bhutan/brief/leverag-
ing-urbanization-bhutan
[783] “World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. World Bank. (2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[784] “Leveraging Urbanization in Bhutan”. World Bank. (2015). https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bhutan/brief/leverag-
ing-urbanization-bhutan
[785] “Bhutan Development Update- Harnessing Urbanization”. World Bank. (2019).http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/244991561011294417/pdf/Bhutan-Development-Update-Harnessing-Urbanization.pdf
[786] “Bhutan Poverty Analysis report 2017”. World Bank. (2017). http://www.nsb.gov.bt/publication/files/2017_PAR_Report.pdf
[787] Choden, Tashi, Sonam Tshering, Tshering Wangmo, and Dechen Zangmo. “The education resilience of out-of-school 
children in Bhutan: A methodology and pilot study.” (2014).https://bit.ly/30mzsQ7
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Of the 2 per cent of children who are 
regularly out of school are located in rural 
areas, indicating that urban-based children 
receive better education and future 
employment prospects than rural children. 

Sanitation also tends to be better in cities, 
reducing the probability that children will 
become ill from unsanitary conditions or 
contaminated water or food. Overall, 70 per cent 
of Bhutan’s population has access to improved 
sanitation, up from 58 per cent in 2010 788.

Impact on safety and security

Data on child labour in Bhutan are limited 
as there is no national survey or report on 
the subject. Anecdotal reports indicate that 
children can be forced to work in factories, 

and that sometimes children are encouraged 
to leave their families in rural areas to 
do so 789. Moreover, the government has 
limited formal policies on child labour 790, 
increasing the vulnerability of children to 
unscrupulous recruiters. 

Overall rates of violent crime and murder 
are relatively low in Bhutan, and there is no 
major discrepancy between rural and urban 
areas. Although drug addiction is increasing, 
particularly in urban areas, the absence of 
major transnational gangs and distribution 
networks appears to reduce the likelihood 
that children will be forced into the illegal 
drug trade. Violence against children in 
Bhutan appears to be connected primarily 
to corporal punishment 791, with limited 
differences between urban and rural trends. 

[788] Sundas, Saraswati. “Toilet volunteers help clean up Bhutan in public health push”. Reuters. (2017).https://uk.reuters.
com/article/us-bhutan-health-sanitation/toilet-volunteers-help-clean-up-bhutan-in-public-health-push-idUSKBN17U2G1
[789] “Child labour in the local context”. Kuensel.(2015). http://www.kuenselonline.com/child-labour-in-the-local-context/
[790] Child Labor and Forced Labor Reports. Bureau of International labor affairs. https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/re-
sources/reports/child-labor/bhutan
[791] “Research on violence against children in Bhutan a report”. UNICEF. (2016).https://uni.cf/2VPCI3H
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5.4.3 Urbanization in India

5.4.3.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2011 census data, 31.15 per cent of the population reside in urban 
areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 55.3 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in India at 2.4 per cent in 
2017 792.

Country snapshot

Estimates of the size of the urban population in India are contested as a significant 
proportion of urbanization in the country remains unreported 793.  Actual levels are 
considered to be higher than the government estimate of 26.69-31.15 per cent of the 
total population. The Agglomeration Index estimates the share of population living in 
urban-like areas to be around 55.3 per cent in 2010, suggesting that official statistics 
do not capture hidden urbanization, particularly on the periphery of major cities 794. 
According to the UN, 17 per cent of the population lived in urban areas in 1950, rising to 
34 per cent in 2018, and the proportion is forecast to rise to 52.8 per cent by 2050 795.

India has among the largest number of megacities globally, with 61 cities with more than 1 
million inhabitants in 2018 796. India added seven multi-city agglomerations between 1999-
2010, hosting 30 of the region’s 45 agglomerations. The merging of the Delhi and Lahore 
agglomerations produced an estimated population of 73.4 million, just under that of the 
entire nation of Turkey 797.

According to a 2011 census, 65.5 million people lived in urban slums and 13.7 per 
cent of the urban population lived under the national poverty line. For major cities 
like Delhi, Mumbai, Hyderabad and Kolkata, population growth has been fastest 
on their peripheries (beyond city administrative boundaries). For example, Delhi 
experienced a population growth of 1.9 per cent per year between 2001-2011, while 
Gautam Budh Nagar’s (adjacent to East Delhi) population grew by 4.1 per cent per 
year during the same time period. Urban India’s contribution to GDP is expected to 
reach 75 per cent in 2020 798. The EIU’s Liveability Index 2018 ranked New Delhi 112 
out of 140 cities, and Mumbai was ranked 117.

By 2050, it is projected that India will have added 416 million urban dwellers. Key 
challenges include providing adequate housing and shelter, transportation, energy 
systems, pollution and natural disaster mitigation policies, infrastructure, employment, 
education, health care, and social integration initiatives 799.

[792] Urban population growth (annual  per cent).World Bank.(2018). https://bit.ly/2ZL3A5W
[793] Aijaz, Rumi. “Measuring Urbanisation in India”. ORF.(2017). https://www.orfonline.org/research/measuring-urbanisation-india/
[794]“Leveraging Urbanization in India”. World Bank.(2015).https://bit.ly/2BKj6qJ
[795]“World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. UN.(2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[796] “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. (2018). 
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[797] “Leveraging Urbanization in India”.World Bank.(2015). https://bit.ly/2BKj6qJ
[798] Babu, Saurabh,“Urbanisation Trends in India”.Goodmenproject.(2019). https://bit.ly/3itOk6d
[799]  “2018 Revision of World Urbanisation Prospects”.United Nations.(2018).https://bit.ly/2AxN6Wi
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5.4.3.2 Impact on children 

Health risks, mortality, and morbidity

India has a housing shortage of nearly 18.78 
million units 800. Slum dwellings have no 
ventilation or natural light and are vulnerable 
to fire. Slum dwellers suffer from air and 
noise pollution. Piles of garbage, potholes, 
stray animals, flies and mosquitoes are 
common. Urbanization is a key driver of 
air pollution in the country.  Lead emitted 
from car exhausts or industries may 
lead to reduced fine motor coordination, 
hyperactivity, lower IQs, and cognitive 
problems for children living in slums.  Few 
slums have access to potable water and 
sanitation services. Children in slums are 
more vulnerable to diseases and deficiencies 
than their rural/urban counterparts 801. 

Additionally, many people in slums are 
rural migrants. Urban pressures weaken 
traditional family ties and social control 
over children. Adult supervision of children 
is rare. Interaction between children and 
parents, recreation and cultural stimulation 
are lacking 802. This impacts children’s social 
development. 

Nonetheless, there are some 
advantages to living in an urban area. 
India’s cities boast some world-class 
medical facilities, and the number 
of hospitals and medical centres are 
growing rapidly. This is evidenced by 
an ongoing urban-rural gap in under-
five mortality rates, with urban rates 
being considerably lower. 803 This is 
attributed to better pre- and post-natal 
care in urban areas and better access 
to social health programmes, such as 
vaccinations. As in other South Asian 

countries, fewer children are able to 
access medical care in slum areas – 
areas characterized by high population 
density and higher proportions of 
unregistered inhabitants.

Impact on safety and security

Living in overcrowded, makeshift and 
often transitory housing – and for some 
particularly unfortunate ones, being 
pushed onto pavements and streets – 
means that children are often caught in 
a poverty trap from which it is difficult to 
escape. Life in a slum involves a range 
of risks, including eviction, violence, 
trafficking and a violation of children’s 
basic rights 804 805. Children may also 
face a high risk of being engaged in child 
labour because poor urban households 
rely heavily on the informal sector 806. 

Children living in India’s slums are also 
at more risk of both domestic violence 
and organized crime violence.  Criminal 
gangs often hire children to steal, carry 
out crimes, or even kill because they 
are cheaper and more pliant than adult 
criminals. Children may feel forced into 
these activities either to earn money for 
themselves or their families, or to gain 
some form of social inclusion. These 
powerful criminal gangs operate with 
relative impunity, given the overstretched 
nature of India’s law enforcement and a 
lack of prioritization for policing slum areas 
or protecting the rights of children. India’s 
rate of urban growth indicates that more 
children will be at risk of encountering 
domestic or organized violence as the 
slums increase in size, unless there is a 
shift in financing allocation for urban law 
enforcement bodies. 

[801]  Mehta, P. “Urbanisation and its consequences on children”.NCBI. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12318353
[802]  Mehta,P. “Urbanisation and its consequences on children”.NCBI.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12318353
[803] Saikia, Nandita, Abhishek Singh, Domantas Jasilionis, and Faujdar Ram. “Explaining the rural-urban gap in infant 
mortality in India.” Demographic Research 29 (2013): 473-506..https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275098614_Ex-
plaining_the_Rural-Urban_Gap_in_Infant_Mortality_in_India
[804] Beatrice,Whiting. “Effects of Urbanization on Children’s Behaviour”.Cultural Survival.(1986).https://bit.ly/2C1JYCk
[805] Bhagat, Ram B. “Migration and urban transition in India: implications for development.” In United Nations expert 
group meeting on sustainable cities, human mobility and international migration, Population Division Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs United Nations Secretariat New York. (2017). https://bit.ly/38xI88N
[806] “Rapid Urbanisation, Economic Growth and the well being of children”.World Vision.(2014). https://bit.ly/3dXaJoO
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5.4.4 Urbanization in Nepal

5.4.4.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2016 National Economic Survey, 42 per cent of the population 
reside in urban areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 24.4 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people or more) and 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in Nepal at 3.7 per cent in 
2017 807.

Country snapshot

Nepal is currently one of the 10 least urbanized countries in the world, although its 
urbanization rate is growing rapidly 808. In 1950, only 2.7 per cent of the population 
lived in urban areas. In 2018, 19.7 per cent lived in urban areas, and the percentage 
is forecast to rise to 37.4 per cent by 2050. 809 Nepal has one megacity, the capital 
Kathmandu, which is the main urban agglomeration in the country. In 2018, 
Kathmandu had 1.3 million inhabitants, and this is forecast to rise to 1.9 million by 
2030 810. Of Nepal’s urban population, 22.7 per cent live in Kathmandu. 

The main driver behind Nepal’s urbanization is rural-to-urban migration, with many 
rural workers being attracted to cities to access better-paid jobs, often in the industrial 
sector,and to take advantage of better services and infrastructure in urban areas, 
particularly the Kathmandu valley. In addition, the major 2015 earthquake killed 9,000 
people, injured 16,000 and destroyed thousands of homes across the country, 
displacing thousands of families – many of whom moved to urban areas to seek 
temporary housing and jobs 811.

Nepal’s rapid urbanization has led to urban sprawl, with the municipalities of Kirtipur 
and Madhyapur Thimi most affected. Insufficient housing and rising land prices have led 
to the growth of ‘squats’ and slum areas. In 2010, 10 per cent of urban dwellers were 
estimated to be squatters or slum dwellers 812, and the proportion is likely to have r isen 
since then. Nepal’s last census was conducted in 2011.  

5.4.4.2 Impact on children 

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

The growth of slums means that many impoverished children live in unsanitary conditions 
and in inadequate housing, exposing them to the risks of disease, malnourishment and 
stunted growth. An estimated 500,000 children live below the poverty line in Nepal’s 
urban slums 813. Sanitation is a particular concern in Nepal’s urban areas, with 45 per cent 
of urban households only having access to unimproved sanitary facilities, compared with 
79 per cent of rural households. However, only 9 per cent of Nepal’s urban households use 
unimproved (untreated) water, compared with 22 per cent of rural households 814. Air 

[807] “Urban Population Growth (annual  per cent)”. World Bank.(2018). https://bit.ly/3gnYpQF
[808] Bakrania, Shivit. “Urbanisation and urban growth in Nepal.” Birmingham, UK: GSDRC, University of Birmingham 
(2015). https://gsdrc.org/publications/urbanisation-and-urban-growth-in-nepal/
[809] “World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. United Nations. (2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[810] “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division.(2018) 
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[811] “Lost production due to internal displacement: The 2015 earthquake in Nepal”.Reliefweb.(2019). https://reliefweb.int/
report/nepal/lost-production-due-internal-displacement-2015-earthquake-nepal
[812] Steekelenburg, van Easter.“Nepal urban housing sector profile”.UN. https://bit.ly/30nnRjO
[813] “Building resilience among children living in chronic poverty”. Kidasha. https://www.kidasha.org/children-in-slums/
[814] Srinivasan, Chittur S., Giacomo Zanello, and Bhavani Shankar. “Rural-urban disparities in child nutrition in Bangladesh 
and Nepal.” BMC public health 13, no. 1 (2013): 581 https://bit.ly/31FfRf4
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pollution is also a growing concern, with 
Kathmandu falling two places to 129th in The 
EIU’s Global Liveability Survey 2018 because 
of deteriorating air quality 815. 

Nonetheless, overall, urban dwelling appears 
to offer better health opportunities for 
children, with urban children having better 
nutrition and higher vaccination rates than 
children in rural areas 816. In addition, there 
are more medical centres in urban areas, 
particularly Kathmandu, although these 
remain heavily overcrowded, especially 
in slum areas. Despite high demand, it 
appears that children have a better chance 
of accessing government-funded health care 
and participating in vaccination programmes 
when living in urban areas. 

Similarly, children have more opportunities 
to access education in urban areas, with 
literacy and enrolment rates being higher 
in urban areas, particular Kathmandu. It is 
also noticeable that the gender education 
divide is smaller in urban areas, with the 
female enrolment rate rising significantly in 
urban areas 817. This indicates that there are 
particular educational benefits for female 
children in urban areas.

Impact on safety and security

Children are more exposed to violence and 
organized crime in urban areas, particularly in 
impoverished slums 818. An additional factor 
driving violence towards children is a strong 
presence of politically affiliated criminal 
groups in slums, which may be tasked with 
bringing people out for protests, rallies or 
elections, or conversely to intimidate other 
protestors or voters. In part, this is a legacy 
from the era of Maoist conflict, which is still 
perpetuated in the form of aggressive and 
violent criminal turf wars. 

Child labour is a major problem in Nepal, 
both in urban areas (e.g. in factories 
and brick kilns) and in rural areas (e.g. 
agriculture). An estimated 1.6 million 
persons between 5-17 years of age 
are engaged in child labour 819. Child 
labour in urban areas has increased, 
especially since the 2015 earthquakes, as 
many children migrated to urban areas 
following displacement to work to help 
support their families 820. The lack of 
government capacity to conduct regular 
labour inspections also facilitates the 
prevalence of child labour. 

[815] “No Indian city in world’s top 10 most liveable cities”.FPJ Bureau.(2018). https://bit.ly/2C4i2h6
[816] Srinivasan, Chittur S., Giacomo Zanello, and Bhavani Shankar. “Rural-urban disparities in child nutrition in Bangladesh 
and Nepal.” BMC public health 13, no. 1 (2013): 581. https://bit.ly/2NPBKQz
[817] “Education in Nepal”.WENR.(2018). https://wenr.wes.org/2018/04/education-in-nepal
[818] 
[819] “Child Labour in Nepal”. ILO. https://www.ilo.org/kathmandu/areasofwork/child-labour/lang--en/index.htm
[820]  “In the shadow of a broken shrine: Child labor in Nepal”. World Vision. https://bit.ly/3dUTQLm
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5.4.5 Urbanization in Sri Lanka

5.4.5.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2012 National Housing Census, 18.2 per cent of the population 
reside in urban areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 44.1 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and the 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in Sri Lanka at 1.5 per cent 
in 2018 821.

Country snapshot

Sri Lanka has a relatively low rate of 
urbanization on a relative basis within South 
Asia, although it is still rising. In 1950, 15.3 
per cent of the population lived in urban 
areas, rising to 18.5 per cent in 2018 and 
forecast to increase to 31.6 per cent by 
2050 822. As a result of this slower rate of 
urbanization, Sri Lanka does not as yet have 
any megacities. The largest city is the capital 
Colombo, with includes the large Galle-
Matara agglomeration. 

One reason behind Sri Lanka’s relatively 
slow rate of urbanization is greater equality in 
standards of living between rural and urban 
areas, following decades of targeted social 
programmes to reduce income inequality 823. 
This has led to a lower inflow of rural workers 
seeking better jobs and standards of living in 
urban areas where they are more accessible.   
Indeed, Sri Lanka’s urbanization rate actually 
fell between 2000-2010 824. 

A key driver behind migration to urban areas 
was Sri Lanka’s long-running civil conflict 
until 2009, with displaced civilians fleeing 
the main conflict areas in northeastern Sri 
Lanka and some coming to urban areas in 
the south. However, this potential wave of 
urbanization was mitigated by long-standing 
ethnic tensions.  In an attempt to escape the 
civil conflict, some ethnic Tamils migrated 
from Sri Lanka to southern India. 

Relatively slower urbanization means that 
the authorities have been better able to keep 
up with the growing urban population and 

provide more access to infrastructure and 
services. For this reason, there are fewer 
slums surrounding urban areas in Sri Lanka, 
with the most slums and ‘shanty towns’ 
being located around Colombo. Nonetheless, 
Colombo was ranked 130th out of 140 cities 
in The EIU’s Liveability Survey 2018, reflecting 
high levels of air pollution, congestion and 
weak transport links. 

5.4.5.2 Impact on children 

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

There is limited evidence that children 
experience a markedly better standard of 
life by living in urban areas. For example, in 
2012 the literacy rate between children 15-24 
years of age in rural areas was 98.6 per cent, 
compared with 98.9 per cent in urban areas 
825. This suggests that children will receive an 
equally good standard of education across the 
country, reducing incentives for families to 
move to urban areas. 

In terms of health care, the most advanced 
medical centres and hospitals tend to 
be based in urban centres, particularly 
Colombo, although there is relatively good 
access in rural areas as well (with the 
exception of northeastern Sri Lanka). An 
exception is mortality rate, with under-five 
mortality rate lower in urban areas (15 
per cent) than in rural areas (per cent17.5 
per cent) 826. This indicates that children 
receive better prenatal and neonatal health 
care in urban areas. 

[821]“Urban population growth (annual  per cent)”. United Nations. (2018). https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.GROW?locations=IN
[822] “World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. United Nations. (2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[823] “Leveraging Urbanization in Sri Lanka”.World Bank. (2015). https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/srilanka/brief/leveraging-urbanization-sri-lanka
[824] Ellis, Peter, Mark Roberts,“Leveraging Urbanization in Sri Lanka”.World Bank. (2015). https://bit.ly/3k4jjXg
[825] Ellis, Peter, Mark Roberts,“Leveraging Urbanization in Sri Lanka”.World Bank. (2015).https://bit.ly/3k4jjXg
[826] “Child Poverty in Sri Lanka”. CEPA. https://bit.ly/2NZgRSY
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However, the ability to access health care 
is income dependent. Sri Lankans living in 
slum areas are (in general) less likely to have 
access to medical care than families in rural 
areas. 

As such, children living in slums may 
experience a worse standard of living than 
children in rural areas, in large part due to 
inadequate housing, poor sanitation, high 
prevalence of disease and limited personal 
space 827. Higher levels of poverty in slum 
areas may also increase the school drop-out 
rate, undermining the benefit these children 
gain from proximity to government-funded 
education. 

Impact on safety and security

Children are less likely to be forced to 
work when living in urban areas.  A higher 
proportion of children work in rural areas, 
primarily in agriculture 828. 

Approximately 85 per cent of working 
children live in rural areas. There is a slight 
differential within urban slum areas, where 
children may be forced into part-time or full-
time work to support their families. 

Child abuse is anecdotally a particular 
concern in urban areas, although there is 
limited data on the issue 829. This includes 
the trafficking of children into the sex trade or 
forced labour. 

Criminal groups are more prevalent in urban 
areas, raising the risk that children will be 
forced to engage in criminal activity from a 
young age. 

The long-standing civil conflict (which 
ended in 2009) facilitated the development 
of criminal groups that specialized in 
child sex trafficking and the use of child 
soldiers, exploiting the pool of displaced and 
frequently traumatized children.

[827] https://bit.ly/31qzUw3
[828] “Child labour in Sri Lanka- At a glance”.ILO.https://bit.ly/2O1oDvQ
[829] “Child Poverty in Sri Lanka”. CEPA.http://www.cepa.lk/content_images/publications/documents/110927060956Child 
per cent20Poverty per cent20- per cent2011.pdf
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5.4.6 Urbanization in the Maldives

5.4.6.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2014 census, 38 per cent of the population reside in urban areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 14.5 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and the 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in the Maldives at 4.9 per 
cent in 2018 830.

Country snapshot

As with Bhutan, the Maldives has experienced a high rate of urbanization, above the rates of 
Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka. In 1950, 10.6 per cent of the population lived in urban areas 831. 
This increased to 39.8 per cent by 2018 and is forecast to rise to 53.9 per cent by 2050. As of 
2018, the Maldives does not have any megacities, with its largest cities being Male, Fuvahmulah 
and Hithadhoo. In total, the Maldives’ urban population is estimated at 132,000 832.   

In the Maldives, finding a better job is the primary push factor for rural-to-urban migration. 
Employment rates are higher in urban Male than in rural atolls 834. Children of migrants also 
benefit, as they tend to have better job prospects than their rural counterparts. Owing to the 
Maldives’s steady economic growth and relatively high standard of living in comparison with 
other countries in the region, there is also a high rate of immigration from nearby countries, 
mainly Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and India. Approximately 63,637 temporary migrant workers 
were living in the Maldives at the time of the 2014 census 835, posing challenges for children 
of migrant families in terms of cultural integration and access to government-funded health 
care and education, which is not automatically available for temporary migrants. 

5.4.6.2 Impact on children

Urbanization in the Maldives is unique within South Asia because of its nature as an island 
state, which imposes certain geographical limits on urbanization and also encourages clusters 
of urbanization on particular islands. For example, the capital Male is a cluster of several islands, 
all heavily urbanized, where the bulk of the country’s government, administrative and business 
areas are located.   

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

The Maldives has an extremely high population density rate of 1,440 people per square km, 
or 11,565 people per square km of arable land 836. This leads to overcrowding in urban areas, 
leading to increased health risks for children in the form of air pollution, greater exposure to 
infectious diseases, and greater risk of becoming involved in traffic accidents.  Traffic density 
is considerably lower in the surrounding atolls. 

Male also has a concentration of the best medical facilities in the country, compensating 
to some extent for increased health care challenges for children. Overall, the Maldives 
has a relatively comprehensive health system, leading to one of the lowest under-five 

[830]“Urban population growth (annual  per cent)”. United Nations. (2018). https://bit.ly/2NZaAH1
[831]“World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. United Nations. (2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[832] “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division.(2018)  
https://bit.ly/3izehRE
[833] Habitat, U. N. “Urbanization and climate change in small island developing states.” UN Habitat: Nairobi, Kenya (2015).
https://bit.ly/3f4q1cV
[834] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population 
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016).https://bit.ly/3izehRE
[835] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population 
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016).https://bit.ly/3izehRE
[836] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population 
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016).https://bit.ly/3izehRE
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mortality rates in South Asia, at nine 
deaths per 1,000 live births in 2015 837, 
putting the country on par with Sri Lanka. 

Impact on education

Education in Male is better and more 
accessible than in some of the more 
sparsely populated atolls, with 50 per cent 
of respondents in a survey citing education 
as the primary reason to move to Male 838. 
The primary enrolment rate is high, at 90.98 
per cent in 2017 839, although the enrolment 
rate has been declining slightly since 2010, 
perhaps reflecting higher rates of out-of-
school, non-Maldivian migrant children and 
lack of access to education in remote atolls. 

Impact on safety and security

Children face security risks in Male, 
particularly in the more impoverished areas. 
The poverty rate in the Maldives is relatively 

low, at 8.2 per cent in 2016 840, with many 
poorer families clustered in high-density 
areas in Male or on the most remote 
atolls. Some children from outer islands 
are brought to Male by criminal groups for 
domestic labour or sex work 841. Some 
children working in domestic labour are also 
vulnerable to sex abuse. 

In addition, the island nature of the 
Maldives makes it particularly vulnerable 
to climate change, mainly due to 
rising sea levels that threaten urban 
settlements and because  natural 
disasters are becoming more frequent. 
Women and children tend to have a 
higher mortality and injury rate during 
natural disasters, putting them more at 
risk 842. Major natural disasters can lead 
to more unemployment (from damage 
to the key tourism industry), widespread 
displacement of families, and a higher 
risk of contracting post-disaster diseases.  

[837] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016).https://bit.ly/3izehRE
[838] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population 
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016).https://bit.ly/3izehRE
[839] “Maldives | UNESCO UIS”. (2019)..http://uis.unesco.org/country/MV
[840]Poverty in Maldives. ADB.https://www.adb.org/countries/maldives/poverty
[841] “2018 Traficking in persons report- Maldives”. Refworld.(2018). https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b3e0adfa.html
[842] Habitat, U. N. “Urbanization and climate change in small island developing states.” UN Habitat: Nairobi, Kenya (2015).
https://bit.ly/3f4q1cV
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5.4.7 Urbanization in Pakistan

5.4.7.1 Overview of the current situation

According to the 2017 census, 32.5 per cent of the population reside in urban areas.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 56.5 per cent of the 
population reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and the 
surrounding urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in Pakistan at 2.7 per cent 
in 2018 843.

Country snapshot

Pakistan has one of the highest levels of urbanization in the region. In 1950, 17.5 per cent 
of the population lived in urban areas. This rose to 36.7 per cent by 2018 and is expected 
to increase to 52.2 per cent by 2050 844. Pakistan also has 10 megacities (as of 2018), 
with the largest being Karachi (15 million inhabitants), followed by Lahore (11 million 
inhabitants) 845.

Pakistan’s urbanization has been messy and largely unplanned, driven primarily by high 
rates of rural-to-urban migration as rural workers seek better job opportunities in factories 
and service industries located in urban areas. In addition, civil unrest and terrorism across 
the country – particularly near Kashmir and the Afghan border – have compelled residents 
to flee danger zones and move to cities. 

Urban areas are characterized by urban sprawl around the outer administrative limits of cities 
and along main highways that access cities. This has facilitated the growth of large slum areas 
where impoverished families live. As of 2010, approximately half of Pakistan’s urban population 
lived in slums, and one in eight urban dwellers lived below the poverty line 846. 

Karachi was ranked as one of the world’s least liveable cities in The EIU’s Liveability Survey 
2018, ranking 137th out of 140 cities 847 – just two places above Dhaka. This low ranking 
stemmed from high levels of violent crime and terrorism threats in the city, as well as a high 
proportion of slums with limited infrastructure and poor living standards. 

5.4.7.2 Impact on children

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

Pakistan had a housing shortage of 4.4 million units in 2010 848. Many children living in urban 
areas, particularly in slums, live in inadequate housing with poor sanitation, putting them at 
great risk of disease. Karachi and Lahore are among the 10 worst cities in the world in terms 
of air pollution 849, putting children at increased risk of respiratory, heart and lung disease. 

Despite such health risks, access to medical facilities is generally greater in urban than in rural 
areas, giving children a better chance of accessing health care and government-sponsored 
programmes (e.g. vaccination programmes). Almost 88 per cent (87.9 per cent) of newborns 

[843] “Urban population growth (annual  per cent)”. United Nations. (2018). https://bit.ly/2NZaAH1
[844] “World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. United Nations. (2018).https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[845]  “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division.(2018)  
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[846] Rumney,Emma. “World Bank highlights Pakistan’s urbanisation problems”.Publicfinanceinternational.(2015).https://
www.publicfinanceinternational.org/news/2015/12/world-bank-highlights-pakistan per centE2 per cent80 per cent99s-ur-
banisation-problems
[847] “Karachi ranked among world’s least liveable cities”.Dawn.(2018). https://www.dawn.com/news/1427079
[848] Schmidt,Jessica.”How to manage urban growth in Pakistan”.World Bank.(2015). http://blogs.worldbank.org/endpover-
tyinsouthasia/how-manage-urban-growth-pakistan
[849] “karachi, Lahore among cities with worst air pollution”. The express Tribune.(2019). https://tribune.com.pk/sto-
ry/1814441/1-karachi-lahore-among-cities-worst-air-pollution/
[850] Pakistan (PAK) - Demographics, Health & Infant Mortality - UNICEF DATA”. (2019). https://data.unicef.org/country/pak/
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receive vaccinations in urban areas, 
compared with 74.7 per cent in rural areas 
850. There is a considerable health care 
differential within urban areas: children of 
richer families can access world-class health 
care, whereas impoverished children may 
have very limited access. Children of recent 
migrants to urban areas have worse access 
to health care than those born in urban areas, 
probably because of lack of registration with 
government services. 

Impact on education

Overall, Pakistan has a low rate of primary 
school enrolment, resulting in a poor 
literacy rate and a low-skilled population. 
The enrolment rate is higher in urban 
areas, particularly for girls, reflecting 
greater availability of schools and easier 
access by transport than in rural areas 851. 
This indicates that there is an education 
dividend for children living in urban 
areas, including slums, as they have a 
better chance of accessing education. 
This will give them better employment 
options and income potential later in life. 
Poverty remains a key determinant of 

whether children stay in school, although 
even those children classified as below 
the poverty line have better rates of 
enrolment in urban than in rural areas 852.

Impact on safety and security

Children in urban areas are vulnerable to high 
levels of violent crime and terrorist attacks. 
Militant attacks are common in rural areas, 
but terrorist attacks (e.g. bombings) also 
occur in urban areas, including Islamabad 
(the capital) and Karachi (the commercial 
capital). Children may be victims of 
indiscriminate bomb attacks and also caught 
in the crossfire of conflict between militant or 
terrorist groups. 

The relatively lawless state of urban slums 
means that they are attractive bases for 
criminal and terrorist groups. Children are 
therefore at risk of being recruited into 
criminal or terrorist groups. 
For example, militant groups have recruited 
and trained children to carry out suicide 
bomb attacks 853. Non-Islamist schools, 
particularly schools for girls, have also been 
targeted by militants. 

[851] Sajid, G. M., and Mukaram Khan. “Determinants of Primary School Enrollment in Pakistan: Is Poverty a Hurdle in 
the Way of Educational Attainment?.” The Pakistan Journal of Social Issues 7 (2016): 1-18.https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/315769090_Determinants_of_primary_School_Enrollment_in_Pakistan_Is_Poverty_a_Hurdle_in_the_Way_of_
Educational_Attainment
[852] “Pakistani children recruited for suicide attacks: UN report”.India Today.(2018).https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/
pakistani-children-recruited-for-suicide-attacks-un-report-1271988-2018-06-28
[853] Sajid, G. M., and Mukaram Khan. “Determinants of Primary School Enrollment in Pakistan: Is Poverty a Hurdle in 
the Way of Educational Attainment?.” The Pakistan Journal of Social Issues 7 (2016): 1-18.https://bit.ly/2Z0IxNyruited for 
suicide attacks: UN report”.IndiaToday.(2018). https://bit.ly/3ip2Hc0
[854]“Urban population growth (annual  per cent)”. United Nations. (2018). https://bit.ly/2DeUpmR
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5.4.8 Urbanization in Afghanistan

5.4.8.1 Overview of the current situation

According to World Bank data, Afghanistan’s urban population was 25.5 per cent of 
the total in 2018.

The agglomeration index estimates that approximately 26 per cent of the population 
reside in urban cities (threshold of 50,000 people and more) and the surrounding 
urban sprawls.

The World Bank estimated the growth rate of urbanization in Afghanistan at 3.4 per 
cent in 2018 854.

Country snapshot

Afghanistan is one of the fastest 
urbanizing countries in the world, with 
a major rural-to-urban population shift 
under way. In 1950, only 6 per cent of 
the population lived in urban areas. By 
2018 this had risen to 25.5  per cent, and 
the urban population is forecast to rise 
to 41.2  per cent by 2050 855. As of 2018, 
Afghanistan has one megacity, the capital 
Kabul, which has a population of 4 million 
856. Kabul is by some margin the largest 
urban centre in Afghanistan, with 43.3  
per cent of the urban population living 
in Kabul. These figures are based on UN 
estimates and data collection; the Afghan 
government has not conducted a full 
census since 1979. 

The main driver of Afghanistan’s rapid 
urbanization is the long-running civil conflict, 
with many rural parts of the country 
remaining under the control of the Taliban 
and affiliated groups. Many internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) are forced to 
leave their homes because of the conflict 
and come to cities to seek security and 
employment opportunities. Other families 
choose to leave rural areas for the same 
reasons, especially as Kabul and other cities 
offer better-paid jobs and more access to 
services 857. With no resolution to the conflict 
appearing likely at present, urban centres will 
therefore continue to experience an influx of 
IDPs and migrant workers, including families 
with children traumatized by the experience 
of living in a conflict zone. 

5.4.8.2 Impact on children

Health risks, mortality and morbidity

Because of the government’s weak 
control over national territory and its heavy 
security commitments, limited funding 
is available for urban planning, with the 
bulk of financial support available coming 
from international donors, often financed 
through the Afghanistan Reconstruction 
Fund. Moreover, the high rate of 
urbanization has led to the growth of large 
slum areas, particularly in Kabul, with 
poor housing, limited sanitation and basic 
access to utilities. This leaves children 
vulnerable to contagious diseases, 
food and water contamination, and 
malnutrition. 

Data on under-five mortality rates are 
difficult to access given that some parts 
of the country are inaccessible, and data 
collection programmes are limited. A 2010 
survey found that the under-five mortality 
rate was 165 deaths per 1,000 live births. 
The survey noted that infant and under-five 
mortality rates at the national level may be 
only slightly lower than those in rural areas of 
Afghanistan, but no data collection took place 
858. The national under-five mortality rate 
fell to 67.9 deaths per 1,000 live births
in 2018 859.

Children in urban areas appear to have better 
access to health care and vaccinations. For 

[855] “World Urbanisation Prospects 2018”. United Nations. (2018). https://population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/
[856]  “The World’s Cities in 2018”.United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division.(2018)  
https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf
[857] El Arnaout, Sateh Chafic, hyoung Gun wang.“Leveraging the urbanisation dividend in Afghanistan”. World Bank.(2017)
https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/leveraging-urbanization-dividend-afghanistan
[858] Viswanathan, Kavitha, Stan Becker, Peter M. Hansen, Dhirendra Kumar, Binay Kumar, Haseebullah Niayesh, David H. 
Peters, and Gilbert Burnham. “Infant and under-five mortality in Afghanistan: current estimates and limitations.” Bulletin of the 
World Health Organization 88 (2010): 576-583. https://bit.ly/38wxgI1
[859] “Afghanistan (AFG) - Demographics, Health & Infant Mortality - UNICEF DATA”. (2019). https://data.unicef.org/country/afg/#
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newborns, 79.2 per cent received the 
Bacille Calmette-Guerin vaccine in urban 
areas, compared with 61 per cent in rural 
areas.  The urban and rural split for diphtheria 
vaccinations was 72.3 per cent and 54.3 per 
cent, respectively 860. Moreover, 60 per cent 
of births were registered in urban areas, 
compared with 33.1 per cent in rural areas, 
indicating that urban children have more 
opportunity to access health services. 

Malnutrition and stunting remain major 
risks for children in urban areas, particularly 
among the most impoverished families. 
Data on urban/rural nutritional variables are 
not available, but on a national basis 40 per 
cent of children are stunted, with 1.4 million 
children under 5 years of age requiring 
treatment for acute malnutrition 861. The 
province of Kabul, which is largely an urban 
area, had a medium (20-29.9 per cent) 
prevalence of stunting in the 2013 National 
Nutrition Survey 862.

Impact on education

Children have more access to education in 
Kabul and other urban centres, although the 
out-of-school proportion remains high 863. 
Girls tend to have a higher out-of-school rate 
than boys, especially in rural areas, owing 
in part to cultural issues around female 
education. For this reason, in terms of 
education, it is particularly advantageous for 
girls to be located in urban areas. 

Impact on safety and security

Child labour rates are high in Afghanistan, 
particularly in rural areas. Approximately 
11.5 per cent of children between 6-14 
years of age are engaged in child labour in 
urban areas, compared with 32.1 per cent 
in rural areas. This matches higher rates 
of school enrolment in urban areas, with 
children more likely to stay in school rather 
than begin work, leading to greater job 
opportunities in future 864. 

While urban areas are more removed 
from the front line of conflict, violence and 
militancy remain frequent in Kabul and other 
cities. Kabul is a major target for bombings 
and militant attacks, raising the risk that 
children will be caught in the crossfire. 
Schools are particular targets for Taliban 
attacks, especially schools for girls. Children 
may also be recruited by militant groups, 
either to provide logistical support, carry 
messages or engage in violence (e.g. suicide 
bombings). 

The frequency of violence and relative 
lawlessness in impoverished urban areas 
facilitates the sexual abuse of children – 
including prostitution and sex trafficking 
– within Afghanistan and from Afghanistan 
to surrounding countries. Street children 
are particularly vulnerable to such abuse, 
although there is limited data on the number 
of street children living in urban areas.

[860] “Afghanistan (AFG) - Demographics, Health & Infant Mortality - UNICEF DATA”. (2019). https://data.unicef.org/country/afg/
[861] “Afghanistan takes major step to address undernutrition”.Reliefweb.(2019).https://bit.ly/3eaLRdD
[862] Higgins-Steele, Ariel, Piyali Mustaphi, Sherin Varkey, Humayoun Ludin, Najibullah Safi, and Zulfiqar A. Bhutta. “Stop 
stunting: situation and way forward to improve maternal, child and adolescent nutrition in Afghanistan.” Maternal & child 
nutrition 12, no. Suppl Suppl 1 (2016): 237. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/mcn.12288
[863] “UNICEF Report: Out-Of-School Children in Afghanistan; Global Initiative”.ISSUU.(2018). https://bit.ly/2VNXQqQ
[864]  “UNICEF Report: Out-Of-School Children in Afghanistan; Global Initiative”. ISSUU. (2018). https://issuu.com/unicefusa/
docs/afghan_report_rm_final-april_25_web

©
 U

N
IC

E
F 

Pa
ki

st
an

/Z
ai

d
i/2

01
9



14905: Accelerating urbanization 

5.5 Implications for UNICEF

Data

Clear, comparative data across 
countries in South Asia and between 
urban centres in the same country 
will provide the basis for evaluation 
of the full scale of urbanization and 
hidden urbanization. Such comparative 
data will facilitate the prioritization of 
urban areas for UNICEF programming 
and support. UNICEF could work with 
national governments to organize 
censuses and national studies along 
globally comparative lines. Data 
on income and wealth inequality, 
disaggregated by location (rural, urban, 
slum), could support the identification 
of vulnerable areas for implementation 
of social protection programmes. 
Moreover, the Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Survey (MICS) programme for 
South Asian countries is long overdue. 
India’s MICS was last conducted in 
2000, while MICS for Afghanistan 
and Bhutan were conducted in 2003 
and 2010, respectively. Running the 
survey programme again to update the 
baseline could support the development 
of an effective action plan to address 
urbanization challenges as they relate to 
children in the region. 

Information

Most South Asian countries offer 
some government-funded health 
care and education programmes, but 
many families do not know how to 
access them, particularly those who 
have recently arrived in cities. Drop-in 
support areas in impoverished urban 
areas could help direct families to child 
services and educate them on how to 
obtain documents to access them. 

Education and other basic services 

Impoverished areas may have 
overcrowded schools or be too far from 
schools to allow children to attend 
regularly. Expanding current educational 

programmes in slums will be a key 
factor in improving lifetime prospects 
for children. UNICEF may advocate for 
dedicated policies for the urban poor, 
especially underserved children, in 
national development plans. 

Health care 

Welfare clinics are an important 
component in improving the quality of life 
of children and families in the surrounding 
area. These also double as data collection 
points, assessing the efficacy of current 
health care strategies and the number of 
children utilizing them. 

Security

Supporting government programmes to 
target violence against children would 
have an immediate impact on the quality 
of life for children and families. This 
would include lobbying for accompanying 
legislation where there is currently a gap. 

Urban planning 

Ensuring that the needs of children 
are incorporated into municipal/urban/
national planning frameworks will support 
efforts to allow children to maximize the 
benefits of urban living and improve their 
development prospects. 

Climate change 

Supporting studies on the impact of 
climate change on specific urban areas 
will enable targeted urban planning 
to support climate change objectives 
and improve resilience. UNICEF can 
push for urgent action to tackle indoor 
and ambient air pollution, which 
disproportionately impact the urban poor.

Back to the content
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6.1 Overview

For millions of people in Asia, labour 
migration is a key livelihood strategy. 
Many temporary migrant workers migrate 
from Southern Asia to the oil-rich Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries 
(i.e. Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, United Arab Emirates). Indeed, 
migrant workers from South Asia make 
up the largest migrant labour workforce in 
GCC countries. Within South Asia, over 85 
per cent of international migrants originate 
from other countries in the subregion. 
Major intraregional migration corridors 
include Afghanistan-Pakistan, Bangladesh-
India and Nepal-India.869

Of the South Asian countries, India is the 
largest source of outward migration, with net 
migration at -2.5 million870 in 2017, followed by 
Bangladesh with net migration of -2.35 million. 
The Maldives is the only country experiencing 
net inward migration of 9,758 in 2017.

Within South Asia, the Maldives has 
the highest proportion of international 
migrant stock as a proportion of the total 
population, at 25.9 per cent. This reflects 
its steady economic growth in recent years, 
which represents a strong pull factor for 
intraregional migrants. Bhutan has the 
second-highest proportion of migrants 
at 6.6 per cent, with a large number of 
Indian migrants moving to Bhutan each 
year. Meanwhile, Bangladesh and India –
countries with the largest populations in the 
region – have a relatively low proportion, at 
0.4 per cent and 0.9 per cent respectively, 
reflecting large outward migrant flows and 
relatively low migrant inflows. 

This growing wave of outward migration 
has positive implications for those 
families left behind, particularly children. 
Remittances to and within South Asia 
grew 12 per cent to $131 billion in 2018, 
outpacing the 6 per cent growth in 
2017.871 South Asia draws nearly one-
fourth of global remittance volume, 
contributing (on average) over 10 per 
cent of GDP in South Asian countries.872 
On the one hand, remittances can help 
alleviate poverty and meet consumption 

needs in the home country, but, on the 
other hand, migration of wage earners 
and adults often implies that many 
children and family members are left 
behind. The consequences of being left 
behind for children vary depending on 
circumstances. In some cases, children 
have better health outcomes as a 
result of higher household incomes; in 
others, children suffer from prolonged 
separation from parental figures who 
have migrated.

Many migrants are children. In 2017, 
of the 13.6 million international 
migrants within South Asia, over 20 
per cent were under the age of 19.873 

Migration affects children’s access to 
education and basic services, especially 
if the child does not have proper 
documentation for school or labour. 
Child migrants experience a higher risk 
of forced labour and sexual exploitation, 
affecting their basic safety and security. 
Migration also impacts children’s overall 
health and well-being as a result of 
moving to a new environment. 

As intraregional and international migration 
in South Asia continues to increase, 
this will have implications for UNICEF’s 
programming in the region. As more 
migrant children arrive in countries, they 
will face the challenges of integrating 
into new societies, including overcoming 
language barriers and gaining access 
to health care and education. A key 
component of long-term economic 
development will be ensuring that migrant 
children have access to basic services 
– such as safe water, proper sanitation, 
health care and education – in order to 
build human capital over the next decades, 
particularly as the domestic labour market 
in some countries starts to shrink. 

Government policies and civil society 
initiatives will be key to supporting the 
integration of migrant communities. This 
provides opportunities for UNICEF to engage 
with national governments and intraregional 
bodies in order to incorporate the needs of 
children and future generations into migrant 
planning frameworks.

[865] https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/events/pdf/expert/27/papers/II/paper-Skeldon-final.pdf
[866] https://unhabitat.org/urban-themes/mobility/
[867] https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
[868] https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
[869] Negative sign indicated net outward flow of people
[870] Negative sign indicated net outward flow of people
[871] https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2019/04/08/record-high-remittances-sent-globally-in-2018
[872] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304863670_Migrant_Remittances_in_South_Asia_An_Introduction
[873] https://migrationdataportal.org/data?t=2017&m=2&i=stock_child_perc&sm49=34

Key terminologies

Migration: The movement 

of persons away from 

their place of usual 

residence, either across 

an international border or 

within a state.

Mobility: This refers to a 

population’s ability to move, 

which may be restricted 

by specific policies or 

factors that limit or control 

mobility.865 It is also 

frequently in reference to 

urban mobility or the ability 

to access places, activities 

and services in urban 

areas, encompassing public 

transport, infrastructure 

development, and public 

sector support and 

coordination. 866

Labour migration: The 

movement of persons from 

one state to another or 

within their own country 

of residence, for the 

purpose of employment. 

Migrant worker: Someone 

who is engaged in, has been 

engaged in, or will engage 

in renumerated activity in 

a state of which he or she is 

not a national. 867

Internally displaced persons 

(IDPs): Persons or groups 

of persons who have been 

forced or obliged to flee or 

leave their homes or places 

of habitual residence, in 

particular as a result of 

armed conflict, situations 

of generalized violence, 

violations of human rights, 

or natural or human-made 

disasters, and who have not 

crossed an internationally 

recognized state border. 868
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Refugee: A person who, 

owing to a well-founded 

fear of persecution for 

reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of 

a particular social group or 

political opinion, is outside 

the country of his or her 

nationality and is unable 

or, owing to such fear, 

unwilling to avail himself or 

herself of the protection of 

that country and/or return 

to it. 875

Vulnerable employment: 

Vulnerable employment 

is defined as insecure 

employment, such as 

workers working for their 

own one-person businesses 

or unpaid family work. 876

Table 1: International migration in South Asia (2000 and 2017) 874

No. of
International

migrants
(thousands)

International
migrants (per
cent of total
population)

Portion of
females among

international
migrants

Median age of
international

migrants

Year 2000 2017 2000 2017 2000 2017 2000 2017

South Asia 15,278 13,582 1.1 0.7 47 48.7 41 39.4

Afghanistan 76 134 0.4 0.4 43.6 50.1 30 24.2

Bangladesh 988 1,501 0.8 0.9 46.2 47.3 30.4 31.7

Bhutan 32 52 5.6 6.5 18.5 18.9 31.8 35.5

India 6,411 5,189 0.6 0.4 48.5 48.8 50.7 45.6

Maldives 27 67 9.7 15.4 45 12.3 33 32.4

Nepal 718 503 3 1.7 66.3 69.4 32.5 40.7

Pakistan 4,182 3,398 3 1.7 46.2 48.7 42 43

Sri Lanka 40 40 0.2 0.2 45.3 47.8 55.2 25.3

Source: UN DESA

[874] https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
[875] https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
[876]  https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/features/WCMS_120470/lang--en/index.htm
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6.2 Mobility, migration and 
labour in South Asia: scope and 
implications

6.2.1 Assessing mobility, 
migration and labour in South 
Asia

To provide a quantitative measure of 
mobility, migration, and labour, three 
pillars are examined: labour market 
characteristics, magnitude of migration, 
and integration of immigrants. 

1. Labour market

South Asia’ labour market is characterized 
by a relatively young and growing 
workforce. A growing supply of workers 
has helped to keep unemployment across 
the region relatively low, at around 4.2 
per cent in 2018.877 Afghanistan has the 
highest unemployment rate, at 8.8 per 
cent, with Bhutan having the lowest at 
2.5 per cent. Nonetheless, much of the 
employment is in unskilled industries, 
particularly in agriculture, which can be 
seasonal and vulnerable to structural 
economic shifts, such as a move towards 
more service-based and technology 
industries. This means that low-earning 
unskilled workers are particularly 
vulnerable to job insecurity and abrupt 
losses in earning capacity, negatively 
impacting their families. According to 
ILO, in 2019, approximately 72 per cent of 
workers in South Asia were estimated to 
be in vulnerable employment situations, 
compared with 31 per cent in East Asia.878 
Vulnerability to shifts in the labour market 
provides a push factor for potential 
migrants seeking to earn more money 
outside their country of origin. 

Another push factor is the relative ease of 
mobility across various regional markets 
and some international migrant corridors. 
Within South Asia, over 85 per cent of 
international migrants originate from 
other countries in the subregion. Major 
intraregional migration corridors include 
Afghanistan-Pakistan, Bangladesh-India, 
India-Pakistan and Nepal-India.879 This is 

facilitated by temporary worker regimes, 
particularly in India. However, these can 
be restrictive on migrant workers (e.g. 
limiting the rights of migrants and their 
families to access health care). Bhutan, 
in particular, protects its labour market – 
meaning that most migrants are clustered 
in the border areas, encouraging the 
development of an illegal labour market. 

South Asia also has a relatively large 
working age population thanks to its 
young population, leading to a high level 
of labour force participation. Nepal is 
estimated to have the highest level of 
labour force participation, at 82.9 per 
cent, with India having the lowest, at 51.2 
per cent. 880 However, variations exist 
within this group of nations.  For example, 
the pace of decline in fertility rates is 
expected to be faster in some countries 
than in others, impacting levels of labour 
force growth.

The working age population is forecast 
to grow sharply, with an estimated 1.8 
million young people joining the labour 
market.881The pace of growth in the working-
age population does not necessarily imply an 
equivalent increase in the number of people 
actively seeking work. 

Despite ongoing economic expansion 
in the region, the shift in economic 
structure is creating a skills mismatch that 
contributes to push factors for migrants 
leaving their countries. For example, 
increased industrialization is shifting 
employment away from the agricultural 
sector, with many former agricultural 
workers moving to other countries in 
search of work. A lack of suitable jobs, 
therefore, provides a further push factor 
for families seeking outward labour 
migration. 

As such, South Asia is primarily a region 
of exporting migration, with many workers 
migrating to other regions, particularly the 
Gulf, in pursuit of higher paid jobs. The 
Maldives is the main growing intraregional 
migration destination.882 This is because of 
the Maldives’ (generally) higher standard 

[877]  https://www.ilo.org/asia/media-centre/news/WCMS_615872/lang--en/index.htm
[878]  https://www.ilo.org/asia/media-centre/news/WCMS_615872/lang--en/index.htm
[879]  https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/china/r5_world_migration_report_2018_en.pdf p 60-61
[880]  http://data.un.org/_Docs/SYB/CSV/SYB62_T17_201904_Labour per cent20Force per cent20and per cent20Unemployment.csv
[881]https://bit.ly/3ipmfg5
[882]  https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/SDD_PUB_Sit-Rep-book.pdf

Low-earning unskilled 
workers are particularly 
vulnerable to job 
insecurity and abrupt
losses in earning 
capacity, negatively 
impacting their families.
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of living and expanding economic opportunities, albeit mainly in the tourism sector. In 
addition, there is a small but growing number of skilled migrants from outside Asia being 
hired into skilled roles in South Asian countries, highlighting domestic skills gaps in those 
countries.883 In particular, there is a skills gap in sectors such as IT, robotics and analytics, 
encouraging South Asian firms to fill these roles from outside the region.884 

[883] https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/how-can-asia-close-its-emerging-skills-gap
[884] https://bit.ly/3gnuOXa
[884] https://bit.ly/3gnuOXa
[885] https://bit.ly/3iubObs
[886]  https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/international-migrant-stocks
[887] https://bit.ly/2VDq3Az
[888]  https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/china/r5_world_migration_report_2018_en.pdf p .61
[889] https://bit.ly/2Zy7EX3

Table 2: Labour market statistics - South Asia (2019)885

Country
Labour Force
Participation

(per cent)

Unemployment
Rate (per cent)

Afghanistan 66 8.8

Bangladesh 57.2 4.3

Bhutan 67.1 2.5

India 51.8 3.5

Nepal 82.9 2.7

Pakistan 53.4 4.3

Sri Lanka 52.3 4.2

Maldives 65.6 4.9

South Asia 52.9 4.1

Source: United  Nations

2. Magnitude of migration

International migrant stock is the total 
number of international migrants living in a 
country at a particular point in time, while 
international migration flow is the number of 
migrants entering or leaving a country over 
the course of a specific period.

The comparison of national statistics on 
international migration can be difficult at 
the global level. Countries use different 
concepts and definitions to define a 
migrant (e.g. country of birth versus 
current nationality). The timing of census 
data also varies from country to country. 
The data can also be outdated because 
most countries conduct new censuses 
only once every 10 years. Further, new 
residents with uncertain legal status may 
not be accounted for in censuses or other 
population surveys.886

Labour conditions in South Asia facilitate 
a large and growing migration flow 

both within the subregion (intraregional 
migration) and outside of it, primarily to 
GCC countries. The number of South 
Asia nationals living abroad (both in other 
South Asian countries and outside of the 
subregion) has increased substantially 
from 23.89 million in 1990 to over 38 
million as of 2017.887

More than 85 per cent of international 
migrants in South Asia originate from other 
countries in the subregion. Major migration 
corridors include Afghanistan-Pakistan, 
Bangladesh-India, India-Pakistan, and 
Nepal-India.888 In the subregion, India and 
Pakistan are significant countries of origin, 
transit and destination. The Maldives is 
the only country in the subregion that 
serves primarily as a destination country 
for international migrants. In six of eight 
South Asia countries, the population of 
nationals living abroad greatly outnumber 
the stock of international migrants.889 This 
is because a large proportion of nationals 
leave the country in search of higher-paid

Countries use different 
concepts and definitions 
to define a migrant (e.g.
country of birth versus 
current nationality).
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employment abroad, while there are 
relatively few jobs available for highly 
skilled inward migrants.  In 2017, of the 
13.6 million international migrants within 
South Asia, over 20 per cent were under 
the age of 19.890

Within South Asia, only the Maldives 
experienced a net inflow of migrants in 
2017, of 9,758 persons, in keeping with 
its status as a migrant destination. This is 
because of the Maldives’ generally higher 
standard of living and expanding economic 
opportunities, albeit mainly in the 
tourism sector. In addition, international 
migrant stock comprised 25.9 per cent 
of the Maldives’ population, well above 
other countries in the region. Bhutan 
was just behind the Maldives, with 
international migrant stock comprising 
6.6 per cent of the population, reflecting 
its relatively better standard of living. 
In 2017, Bangladesh, per India and Sri 
Lanka registered net migration outflows 
of 0.9 per cent, 0.4 per cent and 0.2 per 
cent respectively, suggesting that many 
workers moved to countries where they 
could earn better wages. 

Migrant workers from South Asia make 
up the largest migrant labour workforce 
in GCC countries,891 as these countries 

pay better wages than most South 
Asian countries and have relatively low 
requirements for temporary migration. 
Many of these workers emigrate alone, 
without their families, with the aim of 
sending money home to support their 
families in their country of origin. 

Total remittance inflows to South Asia 
have increased substantially over the past 
20 years. Bangladesh, India and Pakistan 
receive the largest inflow (in absolute 
terms), mainly because they have the 
largest stocks of nationals living abroad. 
Nepal receives the most in remittances 
as a percentage of its GDP (31.3 per cent 
in 2016); other countries in the region 
receive remittances between 1-3 per 
cent of GDP.892

Remittances to South Asia grew 12 per 
cent to $131 billion in 2018, outpacing the 6 
per cent growth in 2017. Remittances grew 
by more than 14 per cent in India, where 
a flooding disaster in Kerala likely boosted 
the financial assistance that migrants 
sent to families. In Pakistan, remittance 
growth was moderate (7 per cent), due to 
significant declines in inflows from Saudi 
Arabia, its largest remittance source. In 
Bangladesh, remittances grew 15 per cent 
in 2018 per cent.893

[890]  https://migrationdataportal.org/data?t=2017&m=2&i=stock_child_perc&sm49=34
[891]  https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/china/r5_world_migration_report_2018_en.pdf p. 60
[892] https://bit.ly/3dViJ9Y
[893]  https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2019/04/08/record-high-remittances-sent-globally-in-2018
[894]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM
[895]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL.ZS

Table 3: Net migration894 and migrant stock895 - South Asia

Country Net migration - 2017
International migrant

stock (per cent of
population) - 2015

Afghanistan -299,999 1.2

Bangladesh -2,350,001 .9

Bhutan 0 6.6

India -2,449,998 .4

Nepal -350,000 1.8

Pakistan -1,071,778 1.9

Sri Lanka -449,999 .2

Maldives 9,758 25.9

Source: World Bank.
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3. Integration of immigrants

The movement of people from one 
state or country to another can lead to 
a loss of entitlements, including benefit 
schemes. This means that migrant 
families, especially those that have 
recently arrived, may not be eligible for 
services provided by their host country, 
such as education and health care for 
children. In addition, some migrants, 
particularly refugees, may not possess 
the requisite documentation to change 
their status, further hindering their ability 
to integrate into their new countries. 
Furthermore, some migrants may prefer 
to remain unregistered in order to avoid 
being sent back to their countries of 
origin, again making their integration 
more problematic. 

According to the 2016 Gallup Migrant 
Acceptance Index, South Asia scored 4.88 
out of 10 possible points, indicating that 
while the region is not the least accepting, 
it is below the global average.897 This may 
reflect public concerns, such as fears that 
migrants from other countries may take 
jobs away from nationals, or that refugees 
may take up a large proportion of the 
social support budget. 

In addition, integration of migrants can be 
hindered by a lack of enabling regulation 
on the part of the government, such as a 
national policy on migration and related 
implementation policies for registration 
or vocational training. Only Pakistan has 
signed and ratified the ILO Migration for 

[896]  https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data 
[897]  https://news.gallup.com/poll/216377/new-index-shows-least-accepting-countries-migrants.aspx
[898]  https://publications.iom.int/system/files/gmdac_data_briefing_series_issue_6.pdf
[899]  https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Migration/

Employment Convention (1949); none of 
the countries in the region have signed 
or ratified the ILO Migrant Workers 
Convention (1975).

6.2.2 Future projections of 
mobility, migration and labour in 
South Asia 

In the coming years, South Asia’s 
favourable demographics in terms of a 
young and growing population will present 
significant opportunities for growth, 
particularly as ageing occurs in other 
regions, including East Asia and Europe. 
The large size of the region’s population 
will also create potential markets for 
businesses, increasing domestic job 
growth to meet the expanding labour 
market. Rapid economic growth in India, 
for instance, is expected to increase the 
size of the middle class dramatically. 
However, the push factors for migration 
will remain consistent, in terms of higher 
wage potential and living standards in 
other countries, both within and beyond 
the South Asia region. 

Migration forecasting is notoriously 
difficult and unreliable due to limited data 
and unpredictable drivers of migration.898  
The UN World Population Prospects 
predicted that the net migration rate 
in South Asia would be -0.7 per 1,000 
individuals in 2015-2020 899 – meaning 
that more migrants would leave South 
Asia for work than would be immigrating 
to the region.  In 2019, remittance  
growth in South Asia is projected to slow 

Table 4: Remittances in South Asia (millions of US dollars)896

Country Remittances
(inward - 2017)

Remittances
(outward - 2017)

Afghanistan 378 138

Bangladesh 15,496 46

Bhutan 43 53

India 68,967 6,959

Nepal 6,928 33

Pakistan 19,689 121

Sri Lanka 7,190 944

Maldives 4 477

Source: World Bank
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to 4.3 per cent, compared with a 12.3 
per cent growth in the previous year. This 
is in line with an overall global decline 
in remittances, probably due to slow 
growth in developed economies, risks of 
oil price declines, increased restrictions 
on trade, and increasing anti-immigration 
sentiments.900 

In line with this trend, the proportion of 
child migrants as a proportion of overall 
migrant stock has been decreasing since 
1990. In that year, child migrants (below 
19 years of age) comprised more than 
20 per cent of the total migrant stock 
in Asia, falling closer to 20 per cent in 
2017.901

Figure 1: Child and young migrants in South Asia 902

Source: Migration Data Portal.

[900]  https://www.knomad.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/MigrationandDevelopmentBrief_31_0.pdf p. 2-3
[901]  https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/child-and-young-migrants
[902]  https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/child-and-young-migrants
[903]  https://www.iom.int/countries/china

© UNICEF ROSA/Nybo/2014

Children who migrate 
often face obstacles to 
their fundamental 
rights to critical 
documents, citizenship 
and identity
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Source: World Bank

6.2.3 China’s impact on mobility, 
migration and labour in South 
Asia 

According to the International 
Organization for Migration, immigrants 
make up just 0.1% of China’s 
population.903 In 2017, an estimated 
10m Chinese nationals were living and 
working abroad, while just one million 
international migrants were registered 
in China. Demand for international 
labour could grow due to changing 
demographics. We project China’s labour 
force will decline from 805m in 2018 to 

741m in 2035, a contraction of roughly 
8%. However, a national push towards 
automation in the same time period–and 
political sensitivities over employment–
make it unlikely that migrant flows would 
accelerate meaningfully, particularly 
for relatively unskilled migrants with 
origins in South Asia. Chinese nationals 
working abroad are concentrated in 
North America (over 2m) or in Africa or 
Southeast Asia.904

South Asian nationals living and working 
in China sent US$294m worth of 
remittances in 2017, with Hong Kong 
accounting for nearly 60% of that figure.

Remittances sent to China
(Chinese nationals living

in South Asia)

Remittances sent from China
(South Asian nationals

living in China)

Mainland China Hong Kong Mainland China Hong Kong

Afghanistan 0 0 0 0

Bangladesh 992 0 9 1

Bhutan 6 0 0 0

India 41 0 64 102

Maldives 0 0 0 0

Nepal 139 0 5 35

Pakistan 0 0 22 30

Sri Lanka 2 0 22 3

Bilateral Remittance Estimates for 2017 using Migrant Stocks,
Host Country Incomes, and Origin Country Incomes (US$m) 905

6.2.4 Implications of mobility, 
migration and labour in South 
Asia

Sustainable Development Goal 10, Target 
7, is focused on facilitating orderly, safe 
and responsible migration and mobility of 
people, including through implementation 
of planned and well-managed migration 
policies.906 Yet, there needs to be an 
increased emphasis on the impact of 
migration on children, both those who 
are migrating (independently or with their 

parents and/or relatives), and those who 
are left behind. This section examines 
how migration affects children and 1) their 
access to education and basic services, 
2) their security, and 3) their overall health 
and well-being. 

6.2.4.1 Impact on access to 
education and basic services

According to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, it is the duty of any 
country to ensure that all children enjoy

[904]  https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/china/r5_world_migration_report_2018_en.pdf
[905]  https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporaissues/brief/migration-remittances-data
[906] https://bit.ly/38yPSr7
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[907]  https://www.unicef-irc.org/article/606-migration-and-children.html
[908]  https://www.unicef-irc.org/article/606-migration-and-children.html
[909] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265866
[910] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000265866
[911]  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1547022 
[912]  https://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=14313 p. 11-12
[913]  https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/publications/Migration per cent20report.pdf p. 20
[914]  https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Regional-Overview_South-Asia.pdf p.6
[915]  https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Regional-Overview_South-Asia.pdf p. 20
[916]  https://www.unicef-irc.org/article/1424-asias-child-migrants.html
[917]  https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2490380 

their rights, irrespective of their migration 
status or that of their parents. Yet, children 
who migrate often face obstacles to their 
fundamental rights to critical documents, 
citizenship and identity. This poses a 
barrier to accessing social services, such 
as formal education and health care.907 

If migrant children do not have access 
to schools and education, they are at a 
higher risk of becoming vulnerable to 
child labour and exploitation.908 They are 
also less likely to become integrated into 
society, closing off potential economic 
opportunities as they grow older. 

Furthermore, child migrants are sometimes 
unable or unwilling to seek access to 
services due to fear of detection and 
being reported.909 Migrant children with 
disabilities and girl migrants may also have 
increased difficulty accessing services 
tailored to their needs. 910  

In South Asia, a region with one of the 
highest levels of inflow remittances, it 
is likely that many migrant parents leave 
behind children in their home country. 
For children who are left behind, 
remittances may increase overall 
household income and reduce the 
pressure on the child to earn a living, 
increasing the likelihood that the child 
will remain in school.911 On the other 
hand, it is possible that in some cases, 
where parents have migrated, children 
must take over domestic duties, 
including rearing younger siblings and 
caring for older relatives. This may 
impact their ability to attend school or 
perform well academically.912

 
6.2.4.2 Impact on security

Migrant children without official 
documents or papers may not always 
be visible in official statistics. ‘Invisible 
children’ – hidden from public view and 
official statistics – are often vulnerable 
to the worst forms of child labour 

(with minimal protection) or human 
trafficking. 913 Moreover, domestic work 
is often regarded as a potential route 
to sexual exploitation because young 
people, especially girls, are expected 
to serve as sexual outlets for men and 
boys of the household where they 
work.914 

Additionally, migrant children, especially 
girls and unaccompanied or separated 
children, are also prone to exploitation 
along migration routes, and at source 
and destination points.915 This is also 
applicable to children of refugees, often 
known as ‘involuntary migrants’, who 
may have little choice in where they end 
up. Children of South Asia refugees, such 
as Rohingya from Myanmar or Afghan 
refugees, may end up being housed in 
refugee camps, with limited recourse 
to legal protection or information about 
their rights.916 This can make them 
more vulnerable to exploitation, such 
as physical or sexual abuse, or being 
forced to participate in child labour or in 
criminal gangs. 

6.2.4.3 Impact on health and well-
being

Migration can have psycho-social impacts 
on children due to the experience of 
moving to a new country. In addition 
to the process of migration, associated 
stress from poverty and status as a 
minority can have negative effects 
on children. Children may experience 
exclusion and marginalization in the 
country of destination. Further, leaving 
their communities, migrant children lose 
their family, friends, as well as customs 
and traditions. Even if children are able 
to adapt to new environments, they 
may be required to quickly adjust to a 
new language, culture and lifestyle.917 

Additionally, migrant families with children 
are often not covered by health insurance 
or are not familiar with the health system 
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in their host country, and live in poor 
housing conditions, which could increase 
the risk of diseases and poor health in 
children.918  919

For children left behind remittances 
can increase overall household income 
in the home country, leading to better 
health outcomes.920 Additionally, 
social remittances (ideas), behaviours, 
identities and social capital can flow 
from the country of destination to 
the country of origin. However, this is 
dependent upon whether there is an 
existing means of contact between 

migrants and the household and 
children left behind, and whether 
the nature of migration is seasonal, 
temporary or more permanent. At 
the same time, prolonged departure 
of wage earners and parental figures 
can disrupt family life.921 Children left 
behind by migrant parents are more at 
risk of psychological and behavioural 
problems, which may affect their 
academic performance.922 The impact 
of the absence of one or more parental 
figures on children could be mediated by 
extended-family safety nets.923 

[918]  https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdev.12699
[919]  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6423837/
[920]  https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/rode.12410 
[921]  https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mpi_issue_no_14.pdf
[922]  https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/imig.12029
[923]  https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2490380
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6.3 Country profiles 

6.3.1 Mobility, migration and labour in Afghanistan

6.3.1.1 Overview of the current situation

Net migration was -300,000 in 2017, indicating an outward migration trend. 

Unemployment rate was high at 8.9 per cent in 2017-2018. 925

Total international immigrant stock is 382,365.926 

Afghanistan received a large number of remittances, approximately $378 million in 2017.

Approximately 2.6 million Afghans were IDPs in 2018, of which 56 per cent were 
children.927  298. 

Country snapshot

Afghanistan is a major country of origin for outward migration, both across the region 
and globally. These include economic migrants and refugees fleeing the ongoing civil 
conflict in the country. As of 2018, 4 million Afghan migrants 929 were living in Pakistan 
and the Islamic Republic of Iran, the two primary destination countries for Afghan 
migrants.  Net outward migration indicates that migrants continue to leave Afghanistan, 
despite some Afghans beginning to return. 

In addition, Afghanistan has a large number of IDPs as a result of the ongoing conflict. 
The number of IDPs has risen steadily over the last five years, more than half of whom 
are children. This means that many displaced children are forced to move to new areas 
within Afghanistan, or potentially live in displacement camps.

Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre.

Figure 2: Annual conflict and disaster displacement in Afghanistan930

[924]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[925]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[926]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL?locations=AF
[927]  http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/afghanistan
[928] https://bit.ly/3ikh5lL
[929]  https://humanitariancompendium.iom.int/appeals/afghanistan-2018
[930]  http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/afghanistan
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6.3.1.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

Afghan migrant children who have 
been displaced risk having limited 
access to education, particularly if 
living in temporary shelters. Only 1 per 
cent of displaced women are literate 
compared with 20 per cent of men,931 

indicating that girls are at particular risk 
of losing access to education, reflecting 
Afghanistan’s cultural imbalance in 
terms of educating girls. Displaced 
children may lack documentation to 
register in schools, even though they 
are legally entitled to education. In 
addition, schools may not have capacity 
to register new students, as educational 
centres struggle to cope with the 
influx of displaced children and also 
‘returnee’ children whose families were 
deported from other countries back to 
Pakistan.932  With regard to returnee 
children, approximately half of returnees 
are out of school, either due to lack of 
documents, lack of school capacity, 
or lack of financial ability on the part 
of the returnee’s families to afford 
education.933

Impact on security

Displaced Afghan children, particularly 
those in poorly serviced and poorly policed 
settlement camps, are at risk of sexual/
physical violence and human trafficking. 

934 Children who seek to migrate out of 
Afghanistan by alone are also vulnerable 
to smugglers and human traffickers 
while travelling. Young boys, in particular, 
may seek to migrate as undocumented 
workers and risk being deported back 
to Afghanistan if caught, leaving them 
vulnerable without a family support 
network. Within Afghanistan, young 
displaced or returnee children are at risk of 
being forced into child labour; more than 
a third of boys and a quarter of girls are 
involved in child labour.935 Such vulnerable 
children may be targets for recruitment 
into militant or criminal groups. 

Impact on health and overall well-
being

As the number of IDPs and returnees 
increases, more pressure is put 
on Afghanistan’s poorly funded 
health system. Children that lack 
documentation may not be able to 
access health services, while medical 
centres in settlement camps may 
not have sufficient medical supplies 
to meet all requirements, including 
vaccination of newborns and young 
children.936 Young girls may be at 
particular risk of complications related 
to teenage pregnancies, linked to the 
common practice of child marriage in 
Afghanistan. In addition, approximately 
a third of Afghan children experience 
psychological stress linked to the loss 
of family or the impact of the civil 
conflict – this proportion is likely to be 
higher among displaced children.937

[931]  https://www.educationcannotwait.org/no-more-excuses-provide-education-to-all-forcibly-displaced-people/
[932] https://bit.ly/2AtvjzC
[933] https://bit.ly/3giXhNG
[934] https://bit.ly/31EOoKj
[935] https://bit.ly/3ipCTw6
[936] https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/returnee-and-idp-monitoring-report-final-report-may-2018 
[937]  https://www.unicef.org/appeals/afghanistan.html

©UNICEF Afghanistan/Dejongh/2019
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[938]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[939]  https://www.unhcr.org/rohingya-emergency.html
[940]  https://store.eiu.com/product/country-report/bangladesh
[941] https://reut.rs/3f8fD41
[942]  https://www.childrenontheedge.org/bangladesh-education-for-rohingya-refugee-children.html

 
6.3.2 Mobility, migration and labour in Bangladesh

6.3.1.1 Overview of the current situation

Net migration was -2.35 million in 2018, indicating an outward migration trend. 938

Unemployment rate was 4.3 per cent in 2017-2018.

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 1.4 million people in 2018.

Bangladesh is a major recipient of remittances, receiving $15.5 billion in 2018.

Country snapshot

Bangladesh is a major country of origin for migrant workers, many of whom move 
within in the region, primarily to India, in search of work, and also to regions such 
as the Gulf. Bangladesh is also increasingly a destination for migrant refugees, 
particularly Rohingya refugees fleeing from Myanmar. More than 723,000 refugees 
have fled to Bangladesh since 2017, many of them taking up residence in the refugee 
settlements of Kutupalong and Nayapara in Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar district. 939

Bangladesh’s net migration is 2.35 million, showing that more people exit the country 
than can be replaced by inward migration. Remittances in 2018 were the highest that 
the country has ever recorded. The main reason for the strength of inflows was a 
recovery in global oil prices last year. Remittances to Bangladesh are highly correlated 
with oil prices, as the country receives a major chunk of its inflows from expatriates 
working in countries in the Persian Gulf, whose economic fortunes are dependent on 
oil. A majority of Bangladeshis in the Gulf region are employed as contract workers, 
and their wages tend to vary with movements in oil prices. Remittances fell slightly 
in 2019 compared with 2018, owing to softening in oil prices, 940 – adversely affecting 
employment of Bangladeshi expatriates in countries in the Middle East. 

Another constraint on inflows, which may impact outward migration, is the adoption 
of fiscal consolidation measures and stricter immigration rules in the Gulf region. 
For instance, in July 2017, Saudi Arabia introduced an expatriate tax on dependents 
of foreign workers of 100 Saudi riyals (SAR) ($27) a month per dependent. This is 
scheduled to increase by SAR100 every year until July 2020.
 
6.3.2.2 Implications for children in Bangladesh

Impact on access to education and basic services

Migrant children are less likely to be able to access education than Bangladeshi 
nationals because they often lack proper documentation, and schools in refugee 
camps are often scarce. In addition, Bangladesh authorities have periodically 
refused to allow Rohingya children to enter schools or be taught the Bangladeshi 
curriculum, locking them out of the education system.941 For example, children 
comprise approximately 50 per cent of the population in the Kutupalong camp, but 
approximately 45 per cent of these children do not have access to education.942 
Language differences may also be an impediment to entering the Bangladeshi 
school system. 
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[943]  https://www.childrenontheedge.org/bangladesh-education-for-rohingya-refugee-children.html
[944]  https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/bangladesh
[945]  https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/bangladesh
[946]  https://reut.rs/3eTChwQ
[947]  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6293360/
[948]  https://www.worldvision.org/refugees-news-stories/rohingya-refugees-bangladesh-facts#dangers

Impact on security

Migrant children are at risk of being 
subjected to physical and sexual 
violence, especially those that have been 
separated from their families. Girls are 
particularly at risk of sexual violence and 
sex trafficking and have limited legal 
resource, given that most migrants 
lack legal status in Bangladesh.943 

Girls may also be forced into child 
marriage. Given the extreme poverty 
of many migrant families, children are 
particularly vulnerable to being forced 
into child labour. There are reports that 
migrant children are forced to work 
in the hazardous fish drying industry 
in Cox’s Bazar, while girls are forced 
into domestic service, leaving them 
vulnerable to sexual exploitation.944

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Migrant children face challenges in 
accessing health services owing to 
their lack of documentation or the 
limited number of medical centres in 
the refugee camps or slum areas where 
they reside. Rohingya children born in 
settlement camps are not issued birth 
certificates, leaving them without a 
legal right to access the government 
health system.  A survey of Rohingya 
migrant households found that 14.2 per 
cent reported difficulties in accessing 
health care.  Outbreaks of measles, 
diphtheria, diarrhoea and respiratory 
infections have been reported among 
young migrants, indicating a lack of 
immunization.948

Source: Source: US Department of Labor.

Child labour statistics 945

Total children (aged 5-14) employed
(per cent and total population) 4.3 per cent (1.32 million)

Proportion of children (aged 5-14)
employed by sector

Agriculture - 39.7 per cent

Industry - 29.4 per cent

Services - 30.9 per cent

Children (aged 5-14) attending school 89.4 per cent

Children (aged 7-14) working
and attending school

1.9 per cent

Primary school completion rate 98.1 per cent
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[949]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf
[950]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf

6.3.3 Mobility, migration and labour in Bhutan

6.3.3.1 Overview of the current situation

Unemployment rate was 2.4 per cent in 2018.

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 51,106 people in 2018.

Low outward migration in Bhutan results in a relatively low amount of remittances 
entering the country, estimated at $43 million in 2017.

Country snapshot

Bhutan is primarily a destination 
country for migrants within the 
South Asia region, with relatively 
few Bhutanese nationals migrating 
abroad.949 Increasing industrialization 
and unwillingness among some 
Bhutanese to do manual work has led 
to domestic labour shortages within 
the country, encouraging migrants from 
other countries, primarily India, to move 
to Bhutan. Relatively higher wages 
also provide a pull factor for regional 
migrants. Contract workers are not 
permitted to bring their families and 

children with them, limiting the number 
of migrant families in Bhutan.950

In contrast to the low inflow of 
remittances, outward remittances 
in Bhutan are higher, at $53 million, 
indicating that Bhutanese migrants in 
other countries may not experience the 
same level of labour conditions as in 
Bhutan, further dampening sentiment 
for outward migration. Bhutan and 
the Maldives are the only countries in 
South Asia to have higher outward than 
inward remittances. 
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Table 6: Stock of foreign workers by country of origin in Bhutan 951

Source: UN ESCAP

Country Total Male Female Unknown

India 43,408 43,197 179 1

Bangladesh 137 133 4 0

Japan 100 75 25 0

United States 68 45 23 0

Canada 33 20 13 0

Myanmar 26 11 15 0

Nepal 21 19 2 0

Thailand 21 14 7 0

Other countries 140 100 40 31

6.3.3.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

There are relatively few provisions for 
migrant children in Bhutan to access 
education, given strict controls on 
temporary worker immigration and the 
small size of the migrant population. 
Children of legal migrants (those with 
permanent jobs) are able to access 
education – particularly given that 
permanent jobs tend to offer higher 
salaries, facilitating access to private 
education. This means that such 
migrant children may experience 
educational benefits from migrating 
to Bhutan.  Bhutan’s net primary 
enrolment rate stood at 98 per cent in 
2012.952 Conversely, children of illegal 
migrants may not be able to access 
education for fear that this will alert the 
authorities to their presence and lead 
to their families being deported. This 
may be the case in Bhutan’s designated 
industrial zones close to the border with 
India, where Indian workers are able 
to cross the border illegally to work in 
factories.  Bhutan and India have a visa-
free arrangement where nationals can 
cross the border without visas.953 

Impact on security

Children of illegal migrants in Bhutan 
may be more at risk of trafficking 
and abuse because they live in an 

environment where they have limited 
recourse to legal assistance or rights. 
There is limited current data on child 
labour in Bhutan (the last available data 
are from UNICEF MICS 2010). However, 
research indicates that children can 
be forced to work in factories, with 
children of illegal migrant families 
potentially more at risk of being 
forced into labour, especially in the 
border industrial areas. There are also 
anecdotal reports of young girls from 
neighbouring countries being trafficked 
into Bhutan for the sex trade.954

    
Impact on health and overall well-being

As with education, there is a differential 
between the health care opportunities 
open to children of legal and illegal 
migrants. Children of legal migrants 
have the same right to access health 
care as Bhutanese nationals and are 
more likely to live in urban areas, where 
more medical centres are located. 955 

These families are also more likely to 
be able to pay for health care if required 
and will have access to government-run 
vaccination programmes. For children of 
illegal migrants, it is difficult to access 
health care, since this is a right only 
granted by Bhutanese citizenship, which 
requires both parents to be from Bhutan. 
Children in the border areas with only one 
Bhutanese parent, therefore, risk being 
locked out of health care programmes 
unless they are able to access health care 
facilities across the border in India (if their 
other parent is Indian).956 

[951]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf 
[952] https://bit.ly/2YSPhgs
[953]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf
[954]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf
[955] https://bit.ly/2NO1nBl
[956]  https://sitreport.unescapsdd.org/files/documents/Bhutan.pdf
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[957]  https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/1e9e/3c62400e435a10d59422d24f394db66dd82b.pdf
[958]  https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282 p. 69-70
[959]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[960]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[961]  https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2019/04/08/record-high-remittances-sent-globally-in-2018

6.3.4 Mobility, migration and labour in India

6.3.4.1 Overview of the current situation

Net migration was -2.5 million in 2018, indicating an outward migration trend. 959

Unemployment rate was 2.6 per cent in 2017-2018. 960

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 5.2 million people in 2018.

India ranks as one of the top recipients of remittances, with over $79 billion received 
in 2018. 961

Country snapshot 957  958
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[962]  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/03/03/india-is-a-top-source-and-destination-for-worlds-migrants/
[963]  https://www.ilo.org/ipecinfo/product/download.do?type=document&id=14313 p. 2
[964]  https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Regional-Overview_South-Asia.pdf p. 20
[965]  https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Regional-Overview_South-Asia.pdf p. 20
[966]  https://www.mea.gov.in/icm.htm
[967]  https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/sites/gem-report/files/GEMR_2019-GEMR_Summary_ENG-v6.pdf p. 15
[968]  https://bit.ly/31FgOUD
[969]  http://www.dishafoundation.ngo/projects/research-pdf/migration-and-health-in-india.pdf p. 5

India is a major country of origin, transit 
and destination for workers across 
international borders. As of 2015, 15.6 
million people born in India were living 
in other countries, nearly half of whom 
are in the Pakistan, United Arab Emirates 
and the United States.962 India is also one 
of the top destinations for international 
migrants. Over 5.2 million immigrants 
live in India, with an overwhelming 
majority from neighboring countries, 
including Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka. Broad estimates put the 
number of children involved in migration 
(particularly seasonal migration) between 
4-6 million. 963  964

The India Centre for Migration (formerly 
known as Indian Council of Overseas 
Employment) was established in July 
2008 to serve as a research think-tank 
to the Ministry of External Affairs on 
all matters relating to international 
migration.965 

6.3.4.2 Implications for children in 
India

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

A study showed that about 80 per cent 
of temporary migrant children in seven 
cities in India lacked access to education 
near work sites. A pilot programme in 
Rajasthan state in 2010–2011 at brick 
kiln work sites saw rampant teacher 
and student absenteeism due to poor 
teaching and learning conditions and 
the need for students to work.966 This 
means that migrants children may not 

be able to achieve school graduation or 
qualifications, limiting their future earning 
potential. Language differences may also 
complicate their access to the Indian 
school system. 

Impact on security

Indian migrants who seek employment 
in construction, domestic work, and 
other low-skilled sectors in the Gulf 
countries and, to a lesser extent, other 
regions, face recruitment fraud and 
exorbitant recruitment fees charged by 
labour brokers. Children, particularly girls 
from northeast India, are vulnerable to 
human trafficking as they transit through 
Myanmar on fake passports to circumvent 
the Indian government’s required 
emigration clearance to migrate for work 
to certain countries967Children may also 
face a high risk of being engaged in child 
labour as poor households, particularly 
in urban slum areas, rely heavily on the 
informal sector. 968

 
Impact on health and overall well-
being

Migrant children suffer from malnutrition 
and lack of immunization when their 
parents are in perpetual low-income 
(uncertain) jobs that necessitate frequent 
shifts based on availability of work. 
Measles is found to be common among 
migrants, mainly among children who 
do not have immunization. Additionally, 
children of migrant workers in India 
experience a six-fold greater risk of 
mistreatment than children in the general 
population. 969
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6.3.5 Mobility, migration and labour in Nepal

6.3.5.1 Overview of the current situation

Nepal is primarily a country of outward migration, with Nepalese nationals encouraged 
to leave the country owing to domestic labour shortages and a perception of higher 
income capability in other countries.972 In 2017, net migration was -350,000, with 
more people migrating out of Nepal than into the country. The primary emigration 
destinations are Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and UAE, as well as the longstanding 
migration channel to neighbouring India.973 In addition, the major 2015 earthquake 
may have encouraged more workers to leave the country. Approximately 10 per cent 
of outward migrants are children below the age of 19 years.974 In terms of inward 
migration, the top five source countries are Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India and 
Pakistan, with these five countries accounting for 929,043 migrants resident in Nepal in 
2013.975

As a result of outward migration, Nepal receives a high level of remittance inflows, 
totalling $6.9 billion in 2017, compared with only $33 million in outward remittances. 
Inflows of workers’ remittances (mainly from the Middle East, a major destination for 
Nepalis working abroad) grew in 2019 and are following the same trend in 2020, as oil 
prices remain elevated compared with 2016 2017 levels.  Remittances declined slightly 
in 2019 after the termination of an immigration scheme in June of that year by the 
United States.976

[970]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[971]  https://kathmandupost.com/money/2019/04/27/nepals-unemployment-rate-estimated-at-114-percent
[972]  http://bora.uib.no/bitstream/handle/1956/17784/Sandesh-thesis-180120.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
[973]  http://bora.uib.no/bitstream/handle/1956/17784/Sandesh-thesis-180120.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
[974]  https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/Nepal.pdf
[975]  https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/Nepal.pdf
[976] https://country.eiu.com/nepal 

Net migration was -350,000 in 2018, indicating an outward migration trend. 970

Unemployment rate was very high at 11.4 per cent in 2017-2018. 971

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 518,278 people in 2018.

Nepal receives a high level of inflow of remittances, with over $6.9 billion in 2017.

Country snapshot 957  958

Figure 3: Migrant stock in Nepal

Source: UNICEF
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6.3.5.2 Implications for children in 
Nepal

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

The scale of outward migration in 
Nepal leads to both challenges and 
opportunities. For children left behind by 
migrating parents, the remittances sent 
back may enable children to access more 
education, both in terms of reducing 
pressure for child labour and through the 
prospect of accessing private education. 
Parental migration particularly benefits 
female children in Nepal by increasing 
family incomes to the extent that 
education is extended to girls as well.977

Impact on security

Improved family incomes for left-behind 
children can reduce the risk that these 
children will be forced into child labour or 
seek to migrate alone to find economic 
opportunities. An estimated 1.6 million 
children between 5-17 years of age are 
engaged in child labour.978 However, a 
lack of parental authority or care can leave 
children more vulnerable to exploitation, 

either by criminal groups or for sexual 
abuse. Children that migrate (particularly 
if they travel without family) are at 
risk of sex or labour trafficking and of 
encountering physical or sexual violence 
along the way to their destination.979

Impact on health and overall well-being

As with education, left-behind children may 
benefit from greater family incomes, which 
facilitate improved access to health care. 
However, the psychological stress of being 
separated from their parents may have 
negative mental health impacts. Left-behind 
children of Nepalese migrants have a 52 per 
cent  increased risk of depression, 70 per 
cent increased risk of suicidal ideation and 
85 per cent increased risk of anxiety.980In 
addition, those children who migrate with 
their parents face uncertain access to health 
care in their new countries, particularly if 
they are unable to provide documentation 
to support their registration for services. A 
survey of child migrants from Nepal to India 
found that 87 per cent of these were boys 
and that only 4 per cent of them carried 
documentation.981 This has long-term 
negative implications for access to health 
care and well-being.

[977] https://bit.ly/31Fl3iY 
[978]  https://www.ilo.org/kathmandu/areasofwork/child-labour/lang--en/index.htm
[979] Hans van de Glind, ILO’s International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC)  Migration and child 
labour - Exploring child migrant vulnerabilities and those of children left-behind /  International Labour Office, Interna-
tional Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) - Geneva:  ILO, 2010 - 27 p. 
[980] Aryal N, Regmi PR, van Teijlingen E, Simkhada P, Mahat P. Adolescents left behind by migrant workers: a call 
for community-based mental health interventions in Nepal. WHO South-East Asia J Public Health [serial online] 2019 
[cited 2019 Aug 8];8:38-41. Available from: http://www.who-seajph.org/text.asp?2019/8/1/38/255348
[981]  Hans van de Glind, ILO’s International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC)  Migration and 
child labour - Exploring child migrant vulnerabilities and those of children left-behind /  International Labour Office, 
International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) - Geneva:  ILO, 2010 - 27 p.  

 ©
 U

N
IC

E
F 

R
O

S
A

/N
yb

o
20

15



17106: Mobility, migration and labour

6.3.6 Mobility, migration and labour in Pakistan

6.3.6.1 Overview of the current situation

[982] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[983]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.TOTL?locations=PK
[984] https://bit.ly/3iscEp5
[985]  https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/Pakistan.pdf
[986] https://bit.ly/3gqxumD
[987]  https://store.eiu.com/product/country-report/pakistan
[988]  https://www.unicef-irc.org/article/1424-asias-child-migrants.html
[989] https://bit.ly/3eUQn0Z

Pakistan is a major country of origin, transit and destination for workers across 
international borders. Pakistan is one of the top ten source countries for global 
migration, with 6 million workers living abroad in 2017.984 As a result, remittances 
are a key form of economic support. Inward remittances totalled $19.6 billion in 
2017, compared with outward remittances of $121 million in that year. 

Pakistan is also a major destination for intraregional migration, mainly from Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, India and Myanmar. 985 In 2017, there were 3.4 million immigrants living in 
Pakistan, comprising 1.7 per cent of the total population. 986

Skills shortages are a problem, with the low skill levels of the workforce reflecting the poor 
system of education. Primary education is relatively commonplace, but the numbers fall 
rapidly up to the university level. Many of the better educated graduates and business-people 
have emigrated from Pakistan owing to better opportunities elsewhere and over concerns 
of political stability, further reducing the pool of skilled workers. This provides economic 
opportunities for children in Pakistan, providing they can access sufficient education and 
training. There are few restrictions on hiring expatriates.987

6.3.6.2 Implications for children in Pakistan

Impact on access to education and basic services

For migrant children living in Pakistan, it can be difficult to access education. This is 
particularly the case for undocumented children or those born in Pakistan who are 
effectively stateless if not granted citizenship. Pakistan hosts approximately 1.5 million 
Afghan refugees, half of these are children.988 UNESCO notes that some Afghan 
refugee children in Pakistan are unable to access the formal curriculum and must rely 
on “separate, non-formal, community-based or private schools, some of which are not 
certified.”  989 Nonetheless, for more established migrant families, the opportunity to 
access education can be better in Pakistan, particularly those children coming from 
conflict areas. 

Impact on security

For migrant children in Pakistan, particularly illegal immigrants or undocumented refugees, 
their uncertain legal status can make them more vulnerable to being forced into child 
labour or trafficking. Afghan refugee children in Pakistan are engaged in hazardous work, 

Net migration was -1.07 million in 2018, indicating an outward migration trend. 982

Unemployment rate was high at 5.9 per cent in 2017-2018.983

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 3.6 million people in 2018. 

Pakistan receives a high level of inflow of remittances, with over $19.6 billion in 2017.  

Country snapshot
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such as ship-wrecking, mining gems, 
construction, commercial farming, deep-
sea fishing, and transporting goods 
and services.990 Girls can be particularly 
vulnerable to sexual exploitation or 
trafficking, especially in connection with 
domestic service. 

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Undocumented migrant children 
can struggle to access health care, 
especially those living in refugee camps 

or slum areas where there are limited 
medical centres. A study found that 
Afghan refugee children are less likely 
to be fully vaccinated, and also showed 
more cases of polio and respiratory 
diseases. 991 Children can also 
suffer from stress and mental health 
problems linked to trauma suffered in 
conflict zones, such as refugees from 
Afghanistan or Myanmar. Young girls 
may also be at risk of complications 
linked to pregnancy, connected to 
the ongoing trend of child marriage in 
Pakistan. 992

[990]  https://www.unicef-irc.org/article/1424-asias-child-migrants.html
[991]  Malik MS, Afzal M, Farid A, Khan FU, Mirza B and Waheed MT (2019) Disease Status of Afghan Refugees and 
Migrants in Pakistan. Front. Public Health 7:185. doi: 10.3389/fpubh.2019.00185
[992]  https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/11/09/time-end-child-marriage-pakistan
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6.3.7 Mobility, migration and labour in Sri Lanka

6.3.7.1 Overview of the current situation

Net migration was -449,999 in 2018, indicating an outward migration trend. 

Unemployment rate was high at 7.8 per cent in 2017-2018. 

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 38,706 people in 2018.

Sri Lanka receives a high level of inflow of remittances, with over $7.8 billion in 2017.

Country snapshot

Sri Lanka is primarily a country of 
origin for outward migration, mainly 
to India and the Gulf states, with a 
smaller amount of inward migration. 
Prior to the end of the civil conflict in 
2009, outward migration also included 
Tamil refugees, many of whom settled 
in southern India. Migration is now 
primarily for labour purposes, with 
some Tamils starting to return. Some 
Tamils continue to emigrate on grounds 
of ethnic discrimination or lack of 
facilities in former conflict areas. In 
2017, net migration totalled -449,999, 
with more Sri Lankans emigrating 
than international migrants arriving. 
Sri Lanka’s low proportion of migrants 
to total population, however, reflects 
the country’s relatively good standard 
of living and expanding labour market. 
In terms of migration into Sri Lanka, 
nearby India is the primary source of 
migrants, followed by Australia, France 
and the United Kingdom, reflecting a 
relatively high proportion of expats in 
Sri Lanka. In 2017, there were 40,000 
migrants living in Sri Lanka, or 0.2 per 
cent of the total population. 992

Ongoing outward migration has 
resulted in growing reliance on 
remittances, with remittance inflows 
totalling $7.2 billion in 2017, well 
above the $944 million registered in 
remittance outflows.

[993]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[994]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[995] https://bit.ly/2Zx3bEb
[996]  https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/228551-Pakistan-observes-World-Literacy-Day-today
[997]  http://www.lk.undp.org/content/srilanka/en/home/blog/2019/04/01042019.html
[998]  https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/29/sri-lanka-refugees-threatened-attacked

6.3.7.2 Implications for children in 
Sri Lanka

Impact on access to education and 
basic services  

Children of legal migrants are able to 
access Sri Lanka’s education system. 
This offers positive educational 
opportunities, since the Sri Lankan 
education system is one of the most 
broadly accessible in South Asia. Sri 
Lanka has a literacy rate of 93 per 
cent, behind only the Maldives with 
99 per cent, making it one of the best 
education systems in South Asia.996 

However, children of illegal migrants 
and refugees face challenges accessing 
the education system, leaving them 
at risk of losing out on education and 
related future economic opportunities. 
Refugee children are only permitted 
to attend school between 2-5 years of 
age, preventing them from attending 
secondary education.997

Impact on security

Some migrant families, particularly 
from Afghanistan and Pakistan, have 
experienced discrimination that can at 
times turn violent. Muslim migrants and 
their families were targeted by protestors 
following the bomb attacks in Sri Lanka 
in April 2019.998 Up to 1,000 families, 
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including children, were displaced as 
a result of those protests. Migrant 
children, especially if not in education, 
are also more at risk of being forced to 
engage in child labour to help support 
the family. This can also make them 
more vulnerable to physical and sexual 
abuse, and potentially trafficking into the 
child sex trade, mainly located along the 
coastal areas of Sri Lanka. 999

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Sri Lanka’s relatively extensive health 
system means that migrant children are 
generally able to access health care. This 
is also extended to refugee children, 
although the displacement of some 
refugees following the April protests 
has also disrupted access to medical 
centres.1000 Such displacement may 
also have a traumatic effect on children, 
many of whom may have fled from 
conflict or violence in their countries of 
origin. Beyond these negative factors, 
Sri Lanka’s generally good health system 
offers opportunities for migrant children 
in terms of improved access to medical 
care and immunization programmes. 
Sri Lanka has a near 100 per cent 
vaccine coverage rate,1001 reflecting 
the government’s strong immunization 
programmes that include migrants 
and refugees in order to protect the 
population as a whole. 

[999]  http://www.ipcs.org/comm_select.php?articleNo=4024
[1000] https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2019/05/sri-lanka-refugees-fear-for-their-safety-amid-desperate-conditions/
[1001]  https://www.vaccineswork.org/sri-lanka-five-steps-to-vaccine-success/
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6.3.8 Mobility, migration and labour in the Maldives

6.3.8.1 Overview of the current situation

The Maldives is primarily a destination 
country for intraregional and international 
migration. It is the only country in South 
Asia where immigration is greater than 
emigration, with net migration in 2017 
totalling 9,758. This reflects its generally 
good standard of living, as well as 
expanding employment opportunities, 
albeit heavily dependent on the tourism 
market. As a result, the Maldives has 
the highest international migrant stock 
as a percentage per cent of population 
in South Asia, at 25.9 per cent in 2015, 

well ahead of second-placed Bhutan 
with 6.6 per cent. Remittances are 
correspondingly small, with inflows 
totalling $4 million in 2017 and outflows 
totalling $477 million.

Immigration in the Maldives has been rising 
steadily as a result of sustained economic 
growth. The main countries of origin are 
Bangladesh, India, the Philippines and Sri 
Lanka.1004 Approximately 3.5 per cent of the 
migrant population is below 19 years of 
age.1005

[1002]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.NETM?locations=IN
[1003]  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1004]  https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mp_maldives_2018.pdf
[1005]  https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mp_maldives_2018.pdf

Net migration was 9,758 in 2018, indicating an inward migration trend. 1002

Unemployment rate was high at 6.08 per cent in 2017-2018.1003

Total international immigrant stock was estimated at 94,086 people in 2018.

Country snapshot

Source: Author, based on PDND, International Migrant Stock: By destination and origin. Avilable
from www.un.org/en/development/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml

Figure 4: International migrant stock in the Maldives (2015)
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6.3.8.2 Implications for children in 
the Maldives

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

The Maldives, overall, has a high quality of 
education, offering opportunities for migrant 
children who move there. However, migrant 
children do not automatically have access to 
government-funded education. The Maldives 
has only ratified two of the six international 
conventions regarding the rights of migrant 
children to education.1006 Education tends 
to be better in the capital city of Male, so 
migrant children living in other atolls may 
experience a lower quality of education.1007 

Moreover, there can be problems of cultural 
integration, with reports suggesting that 
non-Maldivian children may be more at risk 
of being bullied in school.1008

Impact on security

Migrant children face security risks, 
particularly in the more impoverished 
areas. Children of poorer families, 
especially of illegal migrants who may 
not be able to go to school, may be at 
risk of being forced into child labour. 
The Maldives is a destination country for 
children forced into child labour and sex 

[1006] https://bit.ly/2NUohqs
[1007]  https://www.unicef.org/maldives/media/381/file
[1008]  https://www.unicef.org/maldives/media/381/file
[1009]  https://2009-2017.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/countries/2015/243486.htm
[1010] http://isecn.org/2016/12/10/maldives-situation-on-health-and-migration/
[1011]  http://www.health.gov.mv/Uploads/Downloads//Informations/Informations(73).pdf

trafficking,1009 although it is unclear how 
many children may be affected by this. A 
lack of formal government data on child 
labour makes it difficult to assess to what 
extent migrant children are more at risk 
than Maldivian nationals. 

Impact on health and overall well-
being

The Maldives has a government-funded 
health system, albeit with the best 
facilities heavily centralized in Male. 
Legal migrants are formally able to 
access health care services, although 
only at the most basic level; the best 
treatment is only available via private 
insurance. However, some legal and 
illegal migrants have reported problems 
accessing health care, indicating that their 
children experience similar difficulties.  
The Maldives government has expressed 
concerns that some migrants from 
countries with patchy health systems 
may spread communicable diseases 
among the Maldivian population,1011 
providing a strong incentive for the 
government to extend immunization and 
health care coverage to migrant children, 
particularly those who may not have 
received sufficient vaccine coverage in 
their country of origin. 

Percentage age distribution of migrant population, per UN and 2014 Census data
% of migrant population

Maldives.pdf; and NBS, Census 2014, Statistical Relese II: Migration, available fom http://statisticsmaldives.gov.mv/migration

Figure 5: Age distribution of migrant population
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6.4 Implications for UNICEF
Data

Availability of clear and comparative 
data across countries in South Asia 
assists the evaluation of the full scale 
of legal and illegal migration (including 
refugees). Such comparative data 
will facilitate the prioritization of 
migrant settlement areas for UNICEF 
programming and support. Moreover, 
updated data on informal employment 
can help develop policies and programs 
that offer labour protection and 
employment security, especially to the 
vulnerable segments of the population. 
UNICEF could work with national 
governments to organize censuses and 
other national studies along globally 
comparative lines. 

Information

Most South Asian countries offer an 
element of government-funded health 
care and education services, but some 
migrant families do not know how to 
access these services, particularly recent 
arrivals or those whose ratification of their 
legal status is pending, such as refugees. 
Drop-in support facilities in migrant-
dominated areas would help direct 
families to child services and advise them 
on how to get the documentation required 
to access it. 

Education

Migrant children may struggle to access 
the education system, either due to 
language issues or because of a lack of 
documentation. Expanding education 
centres, with a focus on transitioning 
towards the curriculum of the host 

country, will be a key factor in enabling 
children to access the education 
system. 

Health care

Welfare clinics are an important 
component in improving the quality 
of life of children and families in the 
surrounding area, especially if migrants 
are unable to access the government 
health system. These also double 
as data collection points, assessing 
the efficacy of current health care 
strategies and the number of migrant 
children utilizing them. 

Security

Supporting government programmes 
that target violence against migrant 
children would have an immediate 
impact on the quality of life for children 
and families. This would include 
lobbying for accompanying legislation 
where there is currently a gap. 

Migration planning

Ensuring that the needs of children 
are incorporated into migrant policy 
planning frameworks will support 
efforts to allow children to maximize the 
benefits of moving to another country 
and become fully integrated into their 
new home. 

Climate change

Supporting studies on the regional 
impact of climate change will enable 
national governments to forecast future 
migration flows and improve capacity 
planning.  

Back to the content
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7.1  Overview 

Although South Asia witnessed record 
economic growth in 2018, it is still home 
to the largest informal urban settlements 
in the world 1012. Property insecurity is the 
main obstacle to land ownership, driven by 
poor land administration, limited government 
control over land parcels, land fragmentation 
(stemming from inheritance and cultural 
practices) and land grabbing. Countries in 
South Asia often lack adequate bureaucratic 
infrastructures to deal with these challenges, 
including reliable legal property frameworks 
and dispute resolution systems. The region 
also continues to perform poorly in terms 
of property registration, highlighting the 
lack of legal certainty for homeowners. This 
property insecurity hinders the growth and 
security of rural livelihoods and reduces land 
productivity by discouraging investment. 
Gender inequality in access to land also has 
a negative effect on household livelihoods. 
Evidence from the literature demonstrates 
that assets – in particular, land – can be more 
productive when placed in women’s hands. 
Women who have a stake in household 
decision-making also tend to spend more on 
their children’s education and overall welfare, 
and on basic necessities 1013. 

The trajectory for property ownership and 
legal frameworks in South Asia remains 
unclear. Many countries are implementing 
reforms that address the shortcomings of 
dysfunctional property registration and land 
administration systems, but trends such as 
land fragmentation and land grabbing are 
still on the rise. Furthermore, while laws in 

South Asia grant women land rights, they are 
seldom enforced. Policymakers will need to 
overcome these obstacles in the immediate 
future in order to ensure better livelihoods for 
households and children. 

7.2 Current situation of property 
ownership and legal frameworks 
in South Asia 

7.2.1 Insecure property ownership

Land tenure insecurity affects both rural 
and urban areas in South Asia. However, 
given agriculture’s predominance in the 
region, property ownership particularly 
affects the security of rural households. The 
majority of land in South Asia is designated 
for agricultural use, and around 60 million 
hectares (ha) are currently used for 
agricultural purposes. Agriculture accounts 
for 15 per cent of the region’s total gross 
domestic product (GDP) and employs 50 
per cent of the region’s population, both in 
the formal and informal job markets 1021. 
In countries such as Nepal, agriculture 
employs an even higher percentage of the 
population (about 70 per cent, according to 
the World Bank) 1022. Agriculture in South Asia 
mostly consists of smallholders, and female 
participation is increasing. 

Following the collapse of colonial regimes, 
land reform laws have played a key role in 
regulating land ownership in the region. 
Land markets and independent agreements 

[1012] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1013] Quizon 2013. “Land Governance in Asia: Understanding the debates on land tenure rights and land reforms in the 
Asian context”. Framing the Debate Series, no. 3. ILC,. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landcoalition.org/sites/default/
files/documents/resources/FramingtheDebateLandGovernanceAsia.pdf
[1014] “What is Land Tenure.” FAO. Accessed August, 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/y4307e/y4307e05.htm.
[1015] Chambers, Robert. Conway, Gordon.“Sustainable rural livelihoods: practical concepts for the 21st century”. Accessed 
August, 2019. http://publications.iwmi.org/pdf/H_32821.pdf
[1016] Chambers, Robert. Conway, Gordon.“Sustainable rural livelihoods: practical concepts for the 21st century”. Accessed 
August, 2019. http://publications.iwmi.org/pdf/H_32821.pdf
[1017]  “The concept of Land Administration.” FAO. Accessed August 2019.  http://www.fao.org/in-action/herramienta-ad-
ministracion-tierras/introduction/concept-land-administration/en/
[1018]  “The concept of Land Administration.” FAO. Accessed August 2019.  http://www.fao.org/in-action/herramienta-ad-
ministracion-tierras/introduction/concept-land-administration/en/
[1019]  “Land Grabbing”. Global Agriculture. Accessed August, 2019. https://www.globalagriculture.org/report-topics/
land-grabbing.html
[1020]  “What is Land Tenure.” FAO. Accessed August, 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/y4307e/y4307e05.htm.
[1021] Katri-Chhetri, Arun. Aggarwal, Pramod K. “Adapting Agriculture to Changing Climate in South Asia”. Global Agriculture. 
Accessed August 2019. http://www.world-agriculture.net/article/adapting-agriculture-to-changing-climate-in-south-asia-1
[1022] “Employment in agriculture ( per cent of total employment) (modeled ILO estimate). The World Bank. Accessed 
August 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.AGR.EMPL.ZS

Key terminologies

Land tenure: Land tenure 

refers to an agreement 

(whether legally or 

customarily defined) 

between people (individuals 

or groups) with respect to 

land 1014.

Land tenure insecurity: 

This describes a situation 

where landholders do not 

possess a formal title for 

their land, or their title 

cannot be enforced, or they 

are otherwise exposed to the 

risk of eviction by public or 

private actors.

Livelihood: This refers to 

the capabilities, assets (both 

material and social resources) 

and activities required to 

support oneself 1015.

Sustainable livelihood: A 

livelihood is sustainable 

when it can cope with and 

recover from stresses and 

shocks and maintain or 

enhance its capabilities and 

assets, both now and in the 

future, without 

undermining the natural 

resource base 1016.

Land government or land 

administration: This is the 

process for determining, 

recording and disseminating 

information about land 

ownership, value and use, and 

its associated resources. This 

process includes determining 

land rights and other 

attributes (sometimes referred 

to as ‘adjudication’), surveying 

and describing these rights 

and attributes, completing 

detailed documentation 

and providing relevant 

information to support land 

markets 1017.

Land administration system 

(LAS): This encompasses all the 

infrastructure necessary for 

implementing processes related 

to institutional arrangements, 

legal frameworks, and land 
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information systems and 

standards, as well as the 

management and dissemination 

of systems and technologies 

necessary for implementing 

these processes 1018.

Land fragmentation: Land 

fragmentation occurs when a 

household possesses several 

non-contiguous holdings. It 

also refers to the division of 

agricultural land into small 

holdings with many owners. 

Land grabbing: This refers to 

large-scale land acquisitions, 

mainly conducted by private 

investors but also by public 

investors and agribusinesses 

that buy farmland or lease 

it on a long-term basis 

to produce agricultural 

commodities 1019.

Land reform laws: These 

laws modify the land tenure 

system, often with the aim of 

redistributing land to farmers 

and smallholders. 

Land tenancy: An agricultural 

land tenancy is an agreement 

between an agricultural 

landowner and a tenant, 

where the latter has physical 

possession of a land parcel 

belonging to the former. 

The tenant uses the land for 

agricultural purposes and is 

entitled to the harvest, while 

paying a price for the land (rent) 

in money or produce.

Customary land transaction/

tenure: This refers to cases 

where land property may 

be settled by ‘extra-legal’ 

means – i.e. means that are 

not recognized by the law but 

follow a traditional, non-

binding customary rule. The 

distinction between statutory 

and customary land rights may 

become blurred in countries that 

provide formal legal recognition 

of customary rights 1020. 

between landowners have assumed 
a secondary role, as they are generally 
overruled by land reform laws. However, 
while many countries have attempted to 
tackle the socio-political issues that underpin 
unequal land distribution, these efforts have 
not always been fully implemented and 
have often resulted in further policy 
challenges 1023. South Asian countries 
generally have inefficient, over-regulated 
and poorly coordinated land administration 
systems, creating uncertainties for 
smallholders in terms of protecting their land 
and ensuring their livelihoods 1024. 

These market shortcomings are often 
bypassed through customary land 
transactions. In order to avoid the constraints 
of highly regulated land administration 
systems, landowners often prefer extra-legal 
land transactions, which result in further land 

tenure insecurity and expose smallholders 
to exploitative practices and land disputes. 
Formal recognition of such land tenure, 
with the support of local land administrative 
departments, would alleviate exploitation and 
reduce livelihood insecurity 1025. 

Land insecurity is further fueled by weak 
legal frameworks for property registration 
and dispute resolution in South Asia 1026. 
With the exception of Nepal and Bhutan, 
South Asian countries performed poorly on 
the 2019 Doing Business Index, all ranking 
within the bottom 50 countries (out of the 
190 coun tries assessed). 
The countries’ overall scores were 
dragged down by inefficiencies in property 
registration processes. For instance, it takes 
an average of 114 days to register a property 
in South Asia, compared with the global 
average of 47 days 1027.

[1023]  Quizon, Antonio. “Land Governance in Asia Understanding the debates on land tenure rights and land reforms in 
the Asian context”. 2013. International Land Coalition. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landcoalition.org/sites/default/
files/documents/resources/FramingtheDebateLandGovernanceAsia.pdf
[1024] Quizon, Antonio. “Land Governance in Asia Understanding the debates on land tenure rights and land reforms in the 
Asian context”. 2013. International Land Coalition. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landcoalition.org/sites/default/files/
documents/resources/FramingtheDebateLandGovernanceAsia.pdf
[1025]  Quan, Julian. Land access in the 21st century: Issues, trends, linkages and policy options. FAO. 2006. Accessed 
August 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/a-ah245e.pdf
 [1026] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1027] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
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Table 1: Doing Business 2019: registering property ranking and overall 
score in South Asia 

Table 2: Doing Business 2019: registering property indicators 

Source: World Bank Doing Business.

Source: World Bank Doing Business. 1030

Source: World Bank Doing Business. 1032

Country

Doing Business registering
property ranking (higher

rank indicates poor

overall performance) 1028

Registering property 

score1029 

(low score indicates poor
performance)

Afghanistan 186 27.50

Bangladesh 183 28.91

Bhutan 54 72.99

India 166 43.55

Maldives 39.97 175

Nepal 88 64.86

Pakistan 161 45.63

Sri Lanka 140 51.87

Country Procedures
(numbers) Time Cost (per cent of

property value)

Quality of Land
Administration

Index (0-30)

Afghanistan 9 250 5 3

Bangladesh 8 270.8 7.2 6.5

Bhutan 3 77 5 23.5

India 9 69.1 8.3 8.7

Maldives 6 57 15.7 8.5

Nepal 4 6 4.7 5.5

Pakistan 7.3 144.1 4.2 9.5

Sri Lanka 8 39 5.2 5.5

Figure 1: Doing Business 2019: registering property indicators 1031

 [1028]  “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1029] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1030] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1031] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1032] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property

Agriculture in South 
Asia mostly consists
of smallholders, and 
female participation is 
increasing
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7.2.1.1 Drivers of insecure property 
ownership 

The legal framework for property ownership 
and registration faces several challenges 
in South Asia. First, excessive bureaucracy 
severely affects both the reliability and the 
transparency of the land administration 
system across the whole region. Institutional 
roles overseeing land ownership are often 
unclear, and overlaps across different 
governing bodies result in inefficiencies in 
service delivery 1033. The World Bank’s Doing 
Business Quality of Land Administration 
Index measures five aspects of land 
administration: reliability of infrastructure, 
transparency of information, geographic 
coverage, land dispute resolution and equal 
access to property rights. Scores on the 
index range from 0 to 30, with low scores 
indicating poor-quality land administration. 
The average score on this index for South 
Asian countries in 2 019 was less than nine. 
Bhutan had the highest score in the region 
(23.5). 

Accountability systems are also either 
lacking or underutilized. This may be traced 
back to ambiguous institutional roles, and 
to miscoordination between government 
bodies. Weak enforcement systems, limited 

Source: World Bank Doing Business. 1035

Figure 2: Quality of Land Administration Index: 2019 scores (0-30) 1034

capacity and political interference render 
the audit processes in most South Asian 
countries ineffectual 1036. 

Land grabbing poses another significant 
threat to smallholders. Across the region, 
local and foreign actors acquire large areas 
of farmland to build infrastructure, or for 
mining or forestry purposes, at the expense 
of local farmers and their livelihoods. People 
with insecure rural tenure rights are most 
at risk 1037. In Afghanistan, for example, 
the national land authority (ARAZI) has 
identified 18,000 illegal land grabbers 1038, 
and evidence published by government 
authorities shows that more than 320,000 
ha  of rural residential and productive 
agricultural lands have been grabbed, with 
a total value of $7 billion 1039. In Pakistan, 
‘land mafias’ – illegal groups of individuals 
who take possession or claim ownership of 
land through violent means – are common. 
Criminal laws have been drafted to address 
this problem and are in the process of being 
implemented 1040. Smallholders often lack 
the necessary clout or negotiating power to 
secure suitable terms with powerful local 
and foreign actors looking to acquire land. 
They also do not have the ability to enforce 
agreements when their counterparts fail to 
comply. Unequal relationships and power 

[1033] Quizon, Antonio. “Land Governance in Asia Understanding the debates on land tenure rights and land reforms in the 
Asian context”. 2013. International Land Coalition. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landcoalition.org/sites/default/files/
documents/resources/FramingtheDebateLandGovernanceAsia.pdf
[1034] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1035] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1036] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1037] http://solidgroundcampaign.org/sites/default/files/land_tenure_in_asia_and_the_pacific_-_challenges_opportuni-
ties_and_way_forward.pdf
[1038] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1039] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1040] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/

Excessive bureaucracy 
severely affects both 
the reliability and the 
transparency of the 
land administration 
system across the 
whole region
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imbalances are even more evident in the 
absence of formal land tenure. As the state 
is the formal owner of land under informal 
land agreements, smallholders are at risk of 
being removed from their land without being 
properly compensated or even consulted 1041. 

South Asia is also experiencing rapid 
development in its urban areas. According 
to the World Bank, 130 million people in 
the region now live in informal settlements, 
characterized by unreliable tenure status, 
poor-quality construction and almost no 
services, 1042 all of which affect the health 

Source: World Bank Doing Business. 1046

Figure 3: Proportion of urban population living in slums in South Asia 1045

[1041] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/af48/bb17b8f5285355126aff302051536a177341.pdf
[1042] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1043] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1044] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1045] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1046] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property

and well-being of residents, particularly 
children. Poorly managed land and housing 
markets, coupled with enormous population 
growth, exacerbate risks related to health, 
nutrition and well-being of vulnerable 
groups. In Bangladesh, India, Nepal and 
Pakistan, under-five mortality rates are 
already higher in urban settings than in 
rural settings 1043. According to the World 
Bank, urbanization data from official national 
statistics may underestimate the magnitude 
of this problem 1044. The impact of unplanned 
and hidden urbanization in South Asia is 
discussed in Chapter 5.
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7.2.2 Gender discrimination in 
property ownership in South Asia

Land tenure protects livelihoods and creates 
opportunities to increase productivity 
and invest in housing and agricultural 
processes 1047. It is particularly critical for 
women, as those with secure land tenure 
are less vulnerable in the event of divorce, 
abandonment or the migration of their 
husbands 1048. The vast majority of women 
in South Asia acquire land tenure through 
inheritance. However, inheritance rights 
are mostly governed by customary laws, 
which are usually strongly influenced by 
customs and religion. Even if a woman 
receives property rights through inheritance, 
customary laws and practices can negate 
those rights, such as polygamy, marital 
property rules and dowry customs 1049. 
In Afghanistan, for example, Islamic law 
has been codified but inheritance is still 
determined by tribal law. The same is true 
in Sri Lanka, where local customs are part 
of statutory law 1050. While customs vary 
across the region, they often limit equality of 

access to land tenure, which places women 
at a serious disadvantage. These customs 
and cultural practices often become part 
of the legal framework on property rights 
through legal pluralism, and they are unlikely 
to change in the short term. Divorced and 
separated women are particularly vulnerable, 
as they are often denied their rights and find 
it hard to prove their claim to a share of the 
land in court 1051.

Nonetheless, the share of working women 
in rural agricultural has been growing steadily 
during recent years. In India, for example, 
the share of female agricultural workers 
increased from 38  per cent in 1999-2000 
to 75  per cent in 2011-2012. In Bangladesh, 
the share increased from 48 per cent in 
1984-1985 to 75 per cent in 2000 1053 1054.  
The migration of male workers in South 
Asia has further promoted the feminization 
of agriculture, although research indicates 
the size and value of women’s land holdings 
are considerably lower than those of men, 
mostly due to caste and class disparities in 
asset ownership 1055. 

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization.

Figure 4: Proportion of female landholders among total landowners 1052

[1047]  Rao, N. “Women’s Access to Land: An Asia Perspective”. UN. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
[1048]   Rao, N. “Women’s Access to Land: An Asia Perspective”. UN. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
[1049]   “Women’s Rights to Land Inheritance and Property in South Asia”. Research Development Institute. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landesa.org/
wp-content/uploads/WJF-Womens-Inheritance-Six-South-Asian-Countries.FINAL_12-15-09.pdf
[1050]   “Women’s Rights to Land Inheritance and Property in South Asia”. Research Development Institute. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landesa.org/
wp-content/uploads/WJF-Womens-Inheritance-Six-South-Asian-Countries.FINAL_12-15-09.pdf
[1051]   “Women’s Rights to Land Inheritance and Property in South Asia”. Research Development Institute. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landesa.org/
wp-content/uploads/WJF-Womens-Inheritance-Six-South-Asian-Countries.FINAL_12-15-09.pdf
[1052]  “Gender and Land Rights Database”. FAO. Accessed August 2019.  http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-database/data-map/statistics/en/ 
[1053]  Pattinak, I. and others. “The feminization of agriculture or the feminization of agrarian distress? Tracking the trajectory of women in agriculture in India” 
2017. Accessed August 2019. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13547860.2017.1394569
 [1054]  http://www.fftc.agnet.org/library.php?func=view&id=20110725164020
 [1055]  Rao, N. “Women’s Access to Land: An Asia Perspective”. UN. Accessed August 2019. https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-
EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
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7.2.3 Future projections of reforms 
in property ownership and legal 
frameworks in South Asia 

Today, around 130 million people live in 
informal urban settlements in South Asia. 
By 2035, it is predicted that around 42 
per cent of the total population will live in 
these settlements, driven6by rapid and 
uncontrolled urbanization 1056. According 
to the World Bank, the number of people 
living in recognized urban settlements is 
forecast to increase by about 302 million 
between 2011-2030 1057. The structural 
change brought about by urbanization will 
offer a rich opportunity for workers to shift 
from low-productivity agricultural jobs to 
high-productivity urban jobs in the service 
and manufacturing sectors. However, 
appropriate policies must be put in place 
in order to leverage the advantages of 
urbanization. Without supporting measures, 
the challenges posed by urbanization will 
override the benefits.

Risk factors for rural landlessness – such 
as persistent insecurity in tenancy rights, 
land fragmentation and land grabbing – are 
expected to remain unchanged across the 
region. Although South Asian countries 
are improving their property registration 
frameworks, the region still lags behind the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) average 1058. Reforms 
are needed to replace informal ownership, 
targeting bureaucratic efficiency, outlining 
stakeholder responsibilities and promoting 
best practices to make the property 
registration process lean and cost-effective.

According to the World Economic Forum, it 
will take 70 years to bridge the gender gap 
in South Asia, based on the current level 
of initiatives 1059. The number of female 
landowners is expected to increase in 
the future, but women will face serious 

challenges as they try to exert their rights, 
especially in areas with entrenched cultural 
and social norms that prevent women 
from owning land or making decisions 
within the household 1060. Efforts to tackle 
inequality in access to land should take into 
account both legal recognition and de facto 
power over land and income. For example, 
Afghani law grants women full rights 
in terms of land ownership. In practice, 
however, women’s rights in Afghanistan 
are among the worst in the world, with 
women subjected to domestic violence, 
child marriage, and a lack of access to 
education, justice and equality. Conversely, 
women in countries such as Bhutan 
have significant decision-making power 
over production and income but are not 
formally entitled to own assets. Effective 
interventions should be territory-specific 
and should take into account the needs 
and constraints of a specific community 
and territory 1061. Governments will need 
to remove discriminatory laws that inhibit 
equal access to land, capital, credit, inputs, 
and services. This should be accompanied 
by awareness campaigns focused on 
women’s rights, as well as positive actions 
to increase women’s sense of safety and 
verify the legitimacy of their claims 1062. 

7.2.4 China’s impact on property 
ownership and legal frameworks 
in South Asia 

There is little evidence for China’s impact on 
property ownership and legal frameworks 
in South Asia. China has demonstrated 
little interest in domestic legal frameworks 
outside of narrowly defined interests, such 
as Taiwan’s relationship with mainland China. 
There is no evidence that the Chinese 
government or Chinese entities have an 
interest in South Asia’s legal frameworks on 
property ownership.

 [1056]  “Statistical Yearbook”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/i2490e/i2490e01b.pdf, Peter; Roberts, 
Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for Prosperity and Livability. Washing-
ton, DC: the World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/22549 
[1057]   Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for Pros-
perity and Livability. Washington, DC: World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/22549 
[1058] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1059]   “The Global Gender Gap Report”. World Economic Forum. 2018. Accessed August 2019. http://www3.weforum.org/
docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf 
[1060] Pattinak, I. and others. “The feminization of agriculture or the feminization of agrarian distress? Tracking the trajectory 
ofwomen in agriculture in India” 2017. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13547860.2017.1394569
[1061] Akter and others. “Women’s empowerment and gender equity in agriculture: A different perspective from Southeast Asia”.
2017. Accessed August 2019. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919217303688
[1062]  Rao, N. “Women’s Access to Land: An Asia Perspective”. UN. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw56/egm/Rao-EP-3-EGM-RW-30Sep-2011.pdf
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7.3 Implications of property 
ownership and legal frameworks 
for children in South Asia 

7.3.1 Implications of insecure 
property ownership for children

Insecurity in property ownership and land 
tenure is a grave concern in South Asia in 
both rural and urban areas. The associated 
challenges of land fragmentation and land 
grabbing have serious implications for 
vulnerable groups and disproportionately 
affect children.  Insecure ownership rights 
directly affect people’s livelihoods, particularly 
those employed in the agricultural sector. 
This endangers the financial stability of 
households, including those with children. In 
rural households, livelihood security largely 
depends on opportunities to increase the 
value and productivity of household assets, 
such as land. People with secure tenancy 
rights are more likely to have a sustainable 
livelihood 1063, and evidence indicates that 
countries with secure land tenure and 
efficient land administration infrastructure 
have higher levels of food security and well-
being 1064 1065.  Households’ overall well-
being is further strengthened by equitable 
access to land, which alleviates the risks 
associated with social instability, conflict, 
migration and land abandonment. Children 
reap the benefits of stable household 
livelihoods and financial security, including 
improved living conditions and access to 
health care, education and other basic 
necessities. Children raised in families who 
enjoy secure land rights are more likely to be 
well nourished and educated 1066.

Land fragmentation in South Asia also has 
dire consequences for children. In recent 
decades, there has been a marked decrease 
in the average farm size in the region, from 
about 2.6 ha  per farm in 1960 to 1.3 ha  in 
2000 1067. In 2015 the average farm size was 
just 0.24 ha  in Bangladesh and 1.08 ha in 

India 1068 1069. Land fragmentation leads to 
reduced labour productivity and higher costs 
for inputs and outputs, and it also limits 
options for sustainable irrigation and soil 
conservation 1070. Fragmentation is expected 
to continue in the region due to population 
growth and inheritance practices, increasing 
the cost of smallholdings and creating more 
intense competition for land. In this context, 
children are likely to inherit parcels of land 
that are either too small or insufficiently 
productive to provide a livelihood 1071. 

Land grabbing is also affecting vulnerable 
groups in South Asia. The number of 
households in the region that have been 
expelled from their land has increased over 
the last few decades 1072, and estimates 
indicate that (as of 2019) 400 large-scale 
land acquisitions (LSLAs) involving almost 
7 million ha  of land have been concluded 
since 2000 across Asia 1073. In Afghanistan 
alone, evidence published by government 
authorities shows that more than 320,000 ha  
of rural residential and productive agricultural 
lands have been grabbed, worth a total of 
$7 billion 1074. Local communities affected 
by land grabbing are often forced to make 
social and economic adjustments that they 
are not ready to make, and any gains in 
productivity or agricultural output brought 

[1063] “Why land tenure is important”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/y4307e/y4307e04.htm
[1064] “Land Tenure and food security”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2YYMsdP
[1065] “Land rights and food security”. Landesa. March 2012. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/31O2hGg
[1066] Landesa. Main page. Accessed August 2019. https://www.landesa.org/land-rights-from-the-ground-up/
[1067] Lowder, S. and others. “The Number, Size, and Distribution of Farms, Smallholder Farms, and Family Farms World-
wide”. 2016. Accessed August 2019. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X15002703
[1068] Raspomanikis, G. “The economic lives of smallholder farmers”. 2015. FAO. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3f2LouV
[1069] “Indian farm size shrank further by 6 per cent in 5 years to 2015-16, census shows”. Business Standard. 2018. 
Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3iqvJYx
[1070]  Alemu, G. and others. “Effects of Land Fragmentation on Productivity in Northwestern Ethiopia” 2017. Accessed 
August2019. https://www.hindawi.com/journals/aag/2017/4509605/
[1071] Niroula, G. Thapa, G. “Impacts and causes of land fragmentation, and lessons learned from land consolidation in 
SouthAsia”. 2005. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2NV5tYo
[1072] Bissonette, J. and De Konnick, r. “Land grabbing, conflict and agrarian-environmental transformations:perspectives from 
East and Southeast Asia”. 2015. International Institute for Social Studies. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2BxIlg9
[1073] “Asia”. Land Matrix. Accessed August 2019. https://landmatrix.org/region/asia/
[1074] Amiri, S. “A Disappointing Afghanistan Fact: The Value Of Land Grabs Peaks Seven Billion Dollars”. 2018. Eurasia 
REview. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/31JK9NI
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about by consolidating farms or using land 
more efficiently do not trickle down to 
evicted households. Children in evicted 
families are often forced to migrate and are 
likely to experience food insecurity as well as 
disrupted access to basic services such as 
housing and education 1075.

Rapid and uncontrolled urbanization in the 
region has already led to the growth of slums 
or informal urban settlements, which are 
expected to be home to almost 42 per cent 
of the urban population in South Asia by 2035 
1076. Slow, costly and inefficient property 
registration practices promote the growth 
of these informal settlements as cheaper 
and quicker alternatives to formal property 
registration. Weak urban governance and 
planning and limited public services adversely 
affect households living in slums, particularly 
children. 

Children living in informal housing or 
slum areas suffer greater levels of spatial, 
economic and social exclusion from the 
benefits of urbanization that other segments 
of the urban population enjoy 1077. Data on 
child mortality and malnutrition indicate 
that children in poor urban families suffer 
from health impacts that are on par with 
– and in some cases, worse than – those 
experienced by their rural counterparts 1078. 
Overcrowding, limited basic services (such 
as clean water and sanitation) and a lack of 
health services (such as immunization or 
preventive care) have severe consequences 
for the health and overall well-being of 
children living in slums. 

Government policies, including the 
regularization of informal settlements and 
the promotion of improved land registration 
systems, can have a major impact on 
children’s development 1079. In Peru, for 
example, former squatters were allowed 
formal titles of ownership, allowing them to 
join official labour markets instead of staying 
at home and guarding their land. 

This increased household incomes and 
reduced child labour. In Viet Nam, studies 
have shown that granting ownership to 
rural smallholders boosted investment in 
perennials, which allowed families to spend 
more time on non-agricultural occupations 
and ensured a higher level of well-being and 
education among children. Research from 
Argentina also demonstrates that formalized 
titles lead to an increase in investment in 
children’s human capital 1080. 

7.3.2 Implications of gender 
disparity in property ownership 
for children

Gender inequality in access to land means 
that, for most women, secure land tenure 
and sustainable livelihoods are linked to 
natal and marital conditions. As a result, 
women can lose their assets when their 
conditions change – for example, due to 
marriage, divorce or the death of their 
spouse. Many South Asian countries have 
provisions to support female land ownership, 
but social norms limit women’s ability to 
ensure these provisions are enforced. In 
India, for example, women and men have 
the same rights, but only 10  per cent of 
landholders are female 1081. Excluding 
women from access to land, assets or 
credit hinders economic growth.   

Women play a vital role in reducing food 
insecurity and poverty, particularly those 
in rural and underdeveloped communities, 
which in turn affects the health and well-
being of children. For example, evidence 
shows that women are more likely than men 
to spend income on the well-being of the 
family, in particular children. Research from 
Nepal found that women with secure land 
rights were 33 per cent less likely to have 
undernourished children, while data from 
Central America suggests that an increase 
in female landholdings leads to an increase 
in both household food expenditure and 
children’s educational attainment 1082. 

[1075] “Forced migration, Children and Land Grabbing”. UNICEF. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2OawlE1
[1076] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for Pros-
perity and Livability. Washington, DC: World Bank. © World Bank. https://bit.ly/3itIG45
[1077] “Shaping Urbanization for Children”. UNICEF. 2018. Accessed August 2019. https://www.unicef.org/media/47616/file/
UNICEF_Shaping_urbanization_for_children_handbook_2018.pdf
[1078] Ellis, Peter; Roberts, Mark. 2016. Leveraging Urbanization in South Asia : Managing Spatial Transformation for 
Prosperity and Livability. Washington, DC: World Bank. © World Bank. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/han-
dle/10986/22549
[1079] Scovronick, N and others. “Climate and health in informal urban Settlements”. 2015. Accessed August 2019. https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0956247815596502
[1080] Ali, D., Deininger, K. Goldstein, M. “Environmental and gender impacts of land tenure regularization in Africa: Pilot 
evidence from Rwanda”. 2014. Journal of Development Economics. Accessed August 2019. https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0304387813001818
[1081] Giovarelli, R. Wamalwa, B. Hannay, L. 2013. “Land Tenure, Property Rights, and Gender“. Landlinks. Accessed 
August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/issue-brief/land-tenure-property-rights-and-gender/#women-inasia
[1082] Sanjak, J. “Women’s land rights can help grow food security”. 2016. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3guxrq9

Children living in 
informal housing or
slum areas suffer 
greater levels of spatial, 
economic and social 
exclusion from the
benefits of urbanization 
that other segments of 
the urban population 
enjoy
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Additional research indicates a positive relationship between the assets possessed by women 
(such as land) at the time of their wedding and the share of expenses devoted to meeting 
children’s basic needs. Research conducted in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia and South 
Africa demonstrates that female-controlled assets result in higher expenditure on children’s 
food, education, clothing and welfare 1083. This research highlights the vital importance of 
ensuring that women are entitled to own land and are not prevented from exerting their rights.

[1083] Quisumbing, A. Maluccio, J. “Intrahousehold allocation and gender relations. New empirical evidence from four 
developing countries”. 1999. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZFIMgb
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7.4 Property ownership and land tenure legal frameworks in 
South Asian countries

7.4.1 Property ownership and land tenure legal frameworks in 
Bangladesh

7.4.1.1 Overview of the risks

About 52 per cent of the rural population are landless or own less than half a ha 1084.

The size of landholdings is gradually decreasing 1085.

About 60 per cent of Bangladesh’s landowners cultivate one acre or less 1086.

Only 1 per cent of landowners own more than 7.5 ha 1087.

Bangladesh’s share of people living in urban slums is among the highest in 
the world 1088.

About 31 per cent of rural households rely on agricultural labour as their main 
source of income. 1089 

Country snapshot

Bangladesh is a densely populated country. 
In Dhaka, for example, the population 
density in 2005 was 8,573 people per square 
kilometre. Land in rural areas is divided into 
extremely small land holdings: only 1 per 
cent of owners possess more than 3.05 
hectares, 10 per cent own between 2.5-
7.5 acres, and 89 per cent own less than 
2.5 acres 1090. Landless people and those 
cultivating less than half a ha of land account 
for 52 per cent of the total rural population 
1091. This inequality in land distribution 
persists despite a series of land reforms in 
the 1950s and 1960s, which attempted to 
redistribute land to the poor and set ceilings 
for land ownership. A 1984 land reform effort 
tried to tackle the problem of landlessness 
by granting ownership to individuals who 
were already occupying farmland, but this 
reform had limited impact. Insecure tenancy 
rights are also a product of ineffective and 
expensive registration practices. Most land 
ownership agreements are arranged verbally 
despite mandatory registration practices. 

[1084] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1085] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1086] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1087] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1088] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1089] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1090] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1091] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1092] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3f1NsU1
[1093] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1094]”Gender and Land Rights Database”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3gtjNU3
[1095] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/
[1096] “Bangladesh”. Land Links. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/bangladesh/

A land sale in Bangladesh requires eight 
procedures, takes an average of 270 days 
and costs about 7 per cent of the property’s 
value. Poor dispute resolution practices, 
inadequate infrastructure and inequality in 
land access exacerbate land insecurity 1092.

While there is constitutional equality 
among citizens in Bangladesh, women 
seldom possess land ownership titles 
and do not enjoy equal property rights 
in practice. A 1996 survey found that 
just 3.5 per cent of agricultural land was 
owned by women 1093; by 2008 this had 
increased to just 4.8 per cent 1094, and 
recent evidence suggests that less than 
10 per cent of women own land today. 
Familial relationships and inheritance 
remain the primary sources of access to 
land for women 1095. However, women in 
Bangladesh often struggle to exert these 
rights due to a lack of resources and 
knowledge, as well as prohibitive cultural 
norms 1096.
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7.4.1.2 Impact on children 

Insecure property ownership

Insecure and informal tenancy rights result 
in higher costs for households and less 
financial stability, which affects children and 
their general well-being. Landless farmers, 
as well as those cultivating less than half a ha 
of land, may experience financial insecurity 
and have inadequate funds to provide for 
their children. Land grabbing also tends to 
affect the rural poor, who are often unable to 
defend their ownership rights. Encroachers, 
who are frequently wealthy individuals 
with sufficient clout in land administration 
departments, are able to forge documents 
and obtain court decrees confirming false 
ownership of privately-owned land 1097. 
Children in households that are victims of 
land grabbing are at risk of displacement or 
forced migration 1098. 

Insecure property rights are also extremely 
common in urban areas. Residents of urban 
slums acquire land through informal markets, 
without formal registration or procedures 
codified in law. Squatting on public land is 
also very common. Bangladesh has the 
second highest share of slum dwellers in 
South Asia. People living in these slums 
endure substandard conditions, including 

poor hygiene and sanitation and limited 
provision of basic public services. They 
may also be subject to eviction by the 
government, as well as abusive practices 
perpetrated by landlords. These living 
conditions have serious implications for 
children. For example, a study conducted 
in Dhaka found that 63 per cent of children 
living in four of the city’s slums were 
malnourished, and more than half of 
them were stunted. The water samples 
examined as part of the study contained 
faecal coliforms, yeasts and moulds, and 
Staphylococcus. Food insecurity affected 83 
per cent of the households 1099. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

Children’s development is positively 
affected by female land ownership 
and decision-making power. However, 
unequal tenancy rights in Bangladesh do 
not currently allow women to manage 
household resources or own property. 
This has a clear impact on children. 
For example, research conducted in 
rural Bangladesh found that female 
empowerment in households led to better 
maternal and child health outcomes, 
including child immunization, food security 
and a reduced gender gap in education 1100. 

[1097] https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/views/the-political-economy-of-land-grabbing-in-bangladesh-1516809970
[1098] Feldman, S. Geisler, C. “Land Grabbing in Bangladesh: In-Situ Displacement of Peasant Holdings”. 2011. FutureAgri-
cultures. Accessed August 2019.https://bit.ly/31OigEh
[1099] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6032832/
[1100] Simeen, M. and others. Measurement of Women’s Empowerment in Rural Bangladesh“. 2012. Accessed August 
2019. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3639002/
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7.4.2 Property ownership and legal frameworks in Bhutan

7.4.2.1 Overview of the risks

Arable land accounts for only 2.6 per cent of the country’s area, but 93 per cent of 
economically active people work in agriculture 1101.

The rural population accounts for 88 per cent of the total population 1102.

About 70 per cent of the population live in slums 1103.

Only about 12 per cent of the country’s land is available for subsistence farming and 
human settlement 1104.

Country snapshot

In Bhutan, rural livelihoods are heavily 
dependent on agriculture, either for 
farming or to enable self-sufficiency. 
However, the goal of self-sufficiency is 
frustrated by land fragmentation, which 
lowers productivity and decreases the 
livelihoods derived from rural plots. 
Further constraints to agriculture – such 
as poor irrigation and soil quality, land 
scarcity and a lack of technical methods 
for cultivating land – also reduce the 
outcomes, again affecting livelihoods 1105. 
Pressing land issues in Bhutan include 
land fragmentation, limited availability 
of land and natural disasters. Land 
fragmentation limits opportunities for 
differentiated crop growth, exposing 
farmers to severe risks. For example, 
a leaf blight of maize in 2007 damaged 
more than 50 per cent of farmers’ 
harvests 1106. Although more than half of 
the Bhutanese people rely on agriculture 
for their livelihoods, land scarcity means 
that about 84 per cent own less than 

[1101] “Bhutan”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/countries_regions/BTN/BTN-CP_eng.pdf
[1102] “Bhutan”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/countries_regions/BTN/BTN-CP_eng.pdf
[1103] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://data.world-
bank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1104] Phuntsho, T. “Role of Land Fragmentation in Rural Development: A Bhutanese Perspective” Accessed August 2019.
https://bit.ly/3goBFiT
[1105] Dendup, T. “Agricultural Transformation in Bhutan: From Peasants to Entrepreneurial Farmers”. 2018. Research Gate.
Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2YUPccg
[1106] Chhogyel, N. “Climate change and potential impacts on agriculture in Bhutan: a discussion of pertinent issues”. 2018.
ResearchGate. Accessed August 2019. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40066-018-0229-6
[1107] Phuntsho, T. “Role of Land Fragmentation in Rural Development: A Bhutanese Perspective” Accessed August 2019.
https://bit.ly/2D8pOY4
[1108] Bajgal, R., Thseing, S. “Rural-urban migration: A challenge in preserving g socio-cultural practices and values”. 2017.
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2YWdp1E
[1109] Dendup, T. “Agricultural Transformation in Bhutan: From Peasants to Entrepreneurial Farmers”. 2018. Research Gate.
Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2YU3PMW

1 acre of arable land, and about 65 per 
cent own less than half an acre 1107. 
Climate change will further exacerbate 
the vulnerability of farmers, increasing 
differences in climate between 
mountainous regions in the country. 

Bhutan has also recently started to 
experience urbanization, prompting 
significant migration towards urban 
centres. This has deeply affected rural 
communities by altering traditional family 
structures, shifting sociocultural values, 
as well as by modifying the composition 
of the rural population and workforce 
1108.The country’s urban population is 
projected to increase by 135 per cent 
by 2020 1109. Registering land in Bhutan 
is a far more efficient process than in 
other South Asian countries, requiring 
just three procedures on average. 
Although the process is lengthy (77 days) 
and relatively costly (5 per cent of the 
property’s value), Bhutan has among the 
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best land administration infrastructures 
in the region, scoring 23.5 points on 
the Doing Business Quality of Land Index 
– far above the South Asian average of 
8.8 1110.

In Bhutan, women become landowners 
through matrilineal inheritance. This 
practice offers economic opportunities 
to women and helps to provide equal 
access to land. In rural areas, land is 
a key asset in cultivating livelihoods 
and can be used as collateral for other 
purposes such as credit or investment.

7.4.2.2 Impact on children

Insecure property ownership

The process of registering land is 
significantly more efficient in Bhutan 
than in the rest of the region 1111. An 
efficient land administration system and 
secure tenancy rights have a positive 
relationship on livelihoods by reducing 
the potential for conflict and eviction, 
promoting incentives to increase 
land productivity and investments, 
and allowing access to markets in 
order to transfer land 1112. Research 
shows that secure land tenure and 
livelihoods improve child nourishment 
and well-being 1113. However, Bhutanese 
livelihoods are extremely dependent 
on agriculture, which means that land 

fragmentation and urbanization pose 
risks to the health, nutrition and well-
being of children. Urbanization, for 
example, has affected rural livelihoods 
by reducing the availability of arable 
land, which in turn has affected the 
children living in those communities 
1114. Estimates suggest that 34 per 
cent of children in Bhutan suffer from 
stunting due to undernourishment, 
while 11 per cent show signs of wasting 
1115. Urbanization has also changed the 
extended family structure, so children 
no longer benefit from living with 
and/or being taken care of by their 
grandparents 1116. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

Increasing female land ownership has 
multiple positive effects. For example, 
women who inherit land are incentivized 
to remain in their villages, limiting the 
rate of urban migration and preserving 
the extended family structure, which 
has benefits for both children and the 
elderly 1117. However, despite positive 
data on female land ownership, surveys 
demonstrate that decision-making 
power remains mostly in the hands of 
men in Bhutan 1118. Increasing women’s 
participation in household decision-
making would positively affect children’s 
nutrition and well-being 1119.

[1110] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1111] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.
https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1112] Roth, M. “Land Tenure and Food Security”. 2013. :Land Links. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.land-links.org/issuebrief/land-tenure-and-food-security/
[11113] Roth, M. “Land Tenure and Food Security”. 2013. :Land Links. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.land-links.org/issuebrief/land-tenure-and-food-security/
[1114] Dendup, T. “Agricultural Transformation in Bhutan: From Peasants to Entrepreneurial Farmers”. 2018. 
Research Gate.Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/38wWlCH
[1115] Hughes, C. “Malnutrition in Bhutan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed August 2019. https://borgenproject.org/malnutritionbhutan/
[1116] Dendup, T. “Agricultural Transformation in Bhutan: From Peasants to Entrepreneurial Farmers”. 2018. 
Research Gate.Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2AxMWhO
[1117] “Bhutan Gender Policy note”. 2013. The World Bank Group. Accessed August 2019.http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/960591468017989867/pdf/ACS45510PNT0P10Box0379884B00PUBLIC0.pdf
[1118] “Bhutan Gender Policy note”. 2013. The World Bank Group. Accessed August 2019.http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/960591468017989867/pdf/ACS45510PNT0P10Box0379884B00PUBLIC0.pdf
[1119] “The state of the world’s children”. 2007. UNICEF. Accessed August 2019.https://www.unicef.org/sowc07/docs/sowc07_chap2.pdf
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7.4.3 Property ownership and legal frameworks in India

7.4.3.1 Overview of the risks

India is one of the top ten most-improved countries in the 2019 Doing Business 
Index 1120.

The average size of a landholding fell from 2.6 ha in 1960 to 1.4 ha in 2000 1121.

Agricultural land accounts for 61 per cent of the country’s total area 1122.

Approximately 70 per cent of India’s rural population are engaged in agriculture, with 
women providing more than half of all agricultural labour 1123.

Nearly 38 per cent of all agricultural land is owned by just 3.5 per cent of farmers 1124.
Although 58 per cent of the population depend on agriculture for their livelihoods, 63 
per cent of this group own parcels smaller than 1 ha, and less than 2 per cent owns 
parcels equal to or greater than 10 ha (1999 survey data) 1125. 

Approximately 43 per cent of all agrarian households are either landless or nearly 
landless (owning 0.2 ha or less) 1126.

About 24 per cent of the urban population live in slums 1127.

Country snapshot

Although India has been implementing 
land reforms in recent years, land tenure 
remains chaotic and insecure. More 
than half of India’s population depend on 
agriculture for their livelihoods, and this 
figure is expected to increase in the coming 
decades, driven by population growth. 
Informal settlements in urban areas are 
home to approximately one-quarter of the 
urban population 1128. These trends have 
serious implications for children’s health, 
education and overall security.

Land tenure insecurity is widespread in 
India. About 90 per cent of agricultural 
land is leased informally 1129, often via oral 
agreements that are not recorded in land 
registries. This has serious consequences 
for tenants and owners, who find it difficult 
to claim any legal right to the land they are 

[1120] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1121] https://bit.ly/2YULwXZ
[1122] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1123] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1124] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1125] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1126] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1127] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1128] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1129] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1130] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1131] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/

farming. Land ceiling and reform laws have 
been drafted to limit the amount of land 
that one person or family can own, with 
the aim of redistributing land to the poor 
and the landless. Ceilings range from 3.6 
ha to approximately 22 ha. 1130 However, 
these laws have not had the intended 
results, producing marginal benefits for the 
poor due to landlord evasion and limited 
enforcement 1131. Land registration is also 
hindered by poor institutional infrastructure, 
and by time-consuming and costly practices. 
Land grabbing is widespread, aided by the 
Land Acquisition Act of 1984, which allows 
the government to purchase private land if 
required for public use. Over the past few 
decades, the government has entered into 
hundreds of contracts to exploit private 
land, with the help of private and foreign 
companies, for projects such as dams and 
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power plants. States have enacted similar 
land reform laws and have taken control of 
land owned by large landholders, paying only 
a fraction of the land’s market value. 

According to India’s constitution, women 
and men have the same right to own land. 
However, this does not apply to religious and 
customary law. The Muslim Personal Law, 
for example, provides widows and daughters 
with half the share of the deceased’s 
property received by an equivalent male 
family member. This law does not apply to 
rural land, however, which is governed by 
customs and individual agreements that 
often further reduce women’s access to 
land. Despite legal protections and reform, 
women’s land rights remain insecure. 
Women own less than 10 per cent of 
privately held land and are seldom entitled 
to joint ownership with their husbands, 
limiting their control over the land 1132. Social 
and cultural pressures often force women 
to relinquish land and household decisions 
to their husbands, fathers and brothers. 
With 86 per cent of women dependent on 
agriculture for a living, this lack of access to 
and control over agricultural land increases 
their vulnerability 1133. 

7.4.3.2 Impact on children

Insecure property ownership

A land-sale transaction in India requires an 
average of nine procedures, takes 69.1 days 
and costs 8.3 per cent of the property’s 
value 1134. The inefficient land administration 
system and infrastructure, coupled with land 
fragmentation and the increasing popularity 
of informal land agreements are undermining 
land rights security in India. With an 
average farm size of just 1.08 hectares, 

rural households often do not have enough 
to ensure their children’s well-being and 
nourishment 1135. Providing households with 
plots of land up to 0.4 hectares acre in size 
has been shown to have a profound effect on 
food security, increasing the number of daily 
meals to two for 75  per cent of participants 
1136. Studies in the state of Kerala also 
showed a positive connection between child 
nutrition and land tenure 1137. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

There is a clear connection between 
women’s access to and control of land and 
livelihoods and positive outcomes for children 
1138. In India, widespread male migration has 
made this connection even more powerful. 
Men usually migrate in search of non-
agricultural job 
opportunities, leaving women behind 
to take care of rural land holdings, albeit 
without any formal title 1139. 
This migration is generally associated with 
better livelihoods, thanks to both remittances 
from the husbands and increased work and 
decision-making power among the women 
who are left behind 1140. Greater decision-
making power among women who live 
independently benefits children’s well-being. 
These women also participate more in the 
workforce, creating sustainable livelihoods 
for their children and the household. 

Households do not reap these benefits 
when women whose husbands migrate are 
incorporated into extended households. In 
these situations, women have fewer work 
responsibilities, which limits decision-making 
power and livelihood expenditure. This, in 
turn, affects children’s welfare, food security 
and education 1141.

[1132] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1133] “India”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/india/
[1134] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/
data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1135] “Indian farm size shrank further by 6 per cent in 5 years to 2015-16, census shows”. Business Standard. 2018. AccessedAu-
gust 2019. https://bit.ly/38nBXnB
[1136] Keyman, A. “Drawing Links Between Food Security and Land Rights in an Era of Globalization”. 2014. Accessed August 2019. 
https://www.e-ir.info/2014/07/17/drawing-links-between-food-security-and-land-rights-in-an-era-of-globalization/
[1137] Keyman, A. “Drawing Links Between Food Security and Land Rights in an Era of Globalization”. 2014. Accessed August2019. 
https://www.e-ir.info/2014/07/17/drawing-links-between-food-security-and-land-rights-in-an-era-of-globalization/
[1138] Desai, S. Banerji, M. Negotiated Identities: Male Migration and Left-Behind Wives in India“. 2008. 
National Center for Biotechnology Information. Accessed
[1139] Desai, S. Banerji, M. Negotiated Identities: Male Migration and Left-Behind Wives in India“. 2008. 
National Center for Biotechnology Information. Accessed August 2019.“https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2916725/
[1140] Desai, S. Banerji, M. Negotiated Identities: Male Migration and Left-Behind Wives in India“. 2008. 
National Center for Biotechnology Information. Accessed August 2019.“https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2916725/
[1141] Desai, S. Banerji, M. Negotiated Identities: Male Migration and Left-Behind Wives in India“. 2008. 
National Center for Biotechnology Information. Accessed August 2019.“https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2916725/
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7.4.4 Property ownership and legal frameworks in Nepal

7.4.4.1 Overview of the risks

About 81 per cent of Nepali people live in rural areas (including municipalities with 
rural characteristics), and 74 per cent rely on agricultural land, forests or fisheries for 
their livelihoods 1142.

Land is unevenly allocated: only 9.7 per cent of women in Nepal own land, and 41.4 
per cent and 36.7 per cent of Terai and Hill Dalits, respectively, are landless. There are 
1.3 million landless 1143 or land-poor people in Nepal 1144.

The average size of an agricultural landholding is 0.7 ha in rural areas and 0.5 ha in 
urban areas 1144.

About 54 per cent of the urban population live in slums 1146.

Country snapshot

The hierarchical structure of Nepali society 
has resulted in a very uneven distribution 
of land. Women and non-Hindu minorities 
own substantially less land than their Hindu 
and elite counterparts, and the 1.3 million 
landless or land-poor people in the country 
are unevenly distributed among ethnic 
groups 1147. In the 1950s, the government 
designed ceilings and tenancy reforms to 
distribute landholdings more evenly, but both 
measures proved ineffective. The lack of an 
efficient land registration system has also 
limited the success of land reform efforts, 
such as the ‘land-to-the-tiller’ initiative, which 
is still being implemented. 

Land insecurity is a major issue in Nepal and 
has significant effects on rural households’ 
livelihoods. Ineffective land reforms, civil 
conflicts, internal and external migration, 
and insecure land tenancy have created 
a climate of uncertainty concerning land 
rights. Indeed, some landowners prefer to 
leave their land vacant instead of renting 
it, fearing that tenants may acquire rights 
to the property 1148; those who do rent 
their land often evict their tenants every 
year or two to prevent them from gaining 
ownership rights 1149. Insecure tenancy was 

[1142] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1143] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1144] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1145] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1146] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1147] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1148] https://www.nepjol.info/index.php/NJG/article/view/23005
[1149] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1150] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1151] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1152] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land

exacerbated by the 10-year conflict Nepal 
experienced prior to 2008. A large number of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) returned 
to their households after the peace accord 
and discovered they had been evicted from 
their property, either by the government 
or by other private individuals, but had no 
documentation to prove their claims to the 
land. Land registration also affects land 
rights security. Although 48 per cent of land 
rights are registered and the government 
has implemented digital records, many 
documents are still kept on paper and 
are often lost, misplaced or destroyed. A 
property sale in Nepal requires about four 
procedures, takes six days and costs around 
4.7 per cent of the value of the property 1150.

Land fragmentation is a grave issue in 
Nepal 1151, where arable land accounts for 
just 17 per cent of total land. Almost half 
of agricultural households own between 
0.5-3 ha, accounting for 70 per cent of 
agricultural land 1152. Land grabbing is also 
a growing problem as agents (including 
federal agencies, development projects, 
private industries and political organizations) 
grab cultivated land and convert it to non-
agricultural purposes, or leave it uncultivated, 



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 196

threatening food production and food 
security. Landowners often sell their land 
to private organizations at very low prices in 
the hope of receiving a job, which they rarely 
manage to secure. 

Under Nepali law, women and men have 
equal rights to land ownership. About 20 
per cent of women own 5 per cent of the 
land in Nepal, but only a fraction control that 
land. Various factors prevent women from 
owning or controlling land 1153. First, Nepal 
is a very patriarchal society, which limits the 
social acceptability of women wishing to 
exert control over land. Second, women 
have reported in surveys that they find it 
difficult to comply with the government’s 
complex requirements. Without adequate 
support, women find themselves unable 
to acquire property in a formal way. 
Families generally do not support women 
owning land, as they fear it may strip 
the family of an asset in the event of a 
divorce 1154.

7.4.4.2 Impact on children

Insecure property ownership

The unreliability of the land 
administration infrastructure undermines 
the entire land registration system, 
increasing both land rights insecurity 
and livelihood insecurity. Nepali children 
who live in households with insecure 
livelihoods have the highest rates of 
stunting (up to 49 per cent) and are more 
likely to suffer from health issues and 
receive less education 1155 1156.  This is 
particularly true for families who have 
been displaced as a result of conflict. 
Among IDPs, widows are especially 
vulnerable because they seldom have the 
opportunity to pursue new livelihoods, which 

affects their children’s education, health 
and future livelihoods. Internally displaced 
children are also at risk of trafficking, sexual 
exploitation and child labour 1157. 

The average size of a plot of agricultural 
land is 0.7 ha in rural areas, and 1.3 million 
people are landless or land poor 1158. 
There is a negative relationship between 
farm size and poverty in Nepal, with poor 
people mostly being landless or owning 
small holdings 1159. The productivity of 
non-poor holdings is twice as high as the 
productivity of poor holdings of the same 
size 1160, which has serious consequences 
for children’s nutrition 1161 1162.  Families 
who are victims of land grabbing lose 
their livelihoods and must depend on the 
market for food. Among children in Nepal, 
there is a direct relationship between 
1) the availability of land and access to 
land resources, and 2) poverty and food 
insecurity 1163. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

A number of studies report that empowering 
women through land tenancy rights has 
positive effects for women and their children, 
including better education, health and well-
being outcomes 1164. A study conducted 
in Nepal showed that mothers’ land rights 
had a direct, positive impact on children’s 
health. The probability that a child was 
severely underweight was reduced by 
half if the mother owned her land. In fact, 
land ownership had a similar impact on 
children’s food security as noted by level of 
household wealth and parents’ education 
1165. Conversely, the probability that a child 
was severely underweight increased by 10 
per cent if the mother did not own any land. 

[1153] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1154] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1155] “Nepal: nutrition profile”. USAID. Accessed August 2019. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1864/USAIDNepal_NCP.pdf
[1156] Frankeberger, T. R. McCaston, M. K. “The household livelihood security concept“. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/tempref/docrep/fao/
X0051T/X0051t05.pdf
[1157] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1158] “Nepal”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/nepal-2/#land
[1159] Sharma, S. “Land Tenure and Poverty In Nepal”. Accessed August 2019.http://www.rrojasdatabank.info/wpover/sharma.pdf
[1160] Sharma, S. “Land Tenure and Poverty In Nepal”. Accessed August 2019.http://www.rrojasdatabank.info/wpover/sharma.pdf
[1161] “Nepal: nutrition profile”. USAID. Accessed August 2019. https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1864/USAIDNepal_NCP.pdf
[1162] Frankeberger, T. R. McCaston, M. K. “The household livelihood security concept“. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/tempref/docrep/fao/
X0051T/X0051t05.pdf
[1163] Reddy, A. “ Food insecurity in Nepal : a cross-sectional analysis from 75 districts”. 2016. Accessed August 2019.https://pdfs.semanticscholar.
org/58f8/dd65922f22b0a2a69ad2d9df2c6c500c6cb2.pdf
[1164] “Barriers to women’s land and property access and ownership in Nepal”. 2016. IOM. Accessed August 2019.https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/
our_work/DOE/LPR/Barriers-to-Womens-Land-Property-Access-Ownership-in-Nepal.pdf
[1165] Allendorf, K. “Do Women’s Land Rights Promote Empowerment and Child Health in Nepal?”. 2006. Accessed August 2019. https://www.ncbi.nlm.
nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3657746/
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7.4.5 Property ownership and legal frameworks in Afghanistan

7.4.5.1 Overview of the risks

More than 80 per cent of the population and nearly 90 per cent of Afghanistan’s poor 
live in rural areas, and agriculture plays an important role in their livelihoods 1166.

Land administration involves many formal institutions and a number of non-
statutory institutions 1167.

Land grabbing and informal development in both urban and rural areas by armed 
actors and powerful elites remain largely unaddressed 1168.

Returnees from neighbouring countries continue to arrive, with more than 500,000 
crossing from Pakistan alone in 2016 1169.

Internal displacement is a significant problem, with an estimated 1.2 million IDPs in 
need of humanitarian assistance 1170.

Less than 30 per cent of properties in urban areas and 10 per cent of properties in 
rural areas have been registered with official institutions of the state 1171.

Country snapshot

Afghanistan is experiencing serious 
institutional pressures. More than half 
of the population are living in a state of 
extreme poverty, with almost 90 per cent 
of the poor living in rural areas 1172. Years 
of conflict and drought have reduced 
land productivity, negatively affecting the 
livelihoods of smallholders. Limited access 
to formal land and house ownership has 
resulted in the spread of informal tenure 
rights, inequality and ineffective institutions 
1173. Land administration laws and legal 
institutions have been developing for the past 
15 years, but they continue to lack power. 
Ineffective systems with unclear allocations 
of responsibility and a lack of infrastructure 
have created incomplete and unreliable legal 
frameworks for land ownership, aggravated 
by many years of conflict and inequality. 
Land grabbing is also a challenge in both 
urban and rural areas, but most complaints 
remain unaddressed due to inadequate legal 
and institutional frameworks 1174. ARAZI, 

[1166] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1167] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1168] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1169] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1170] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1171] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1172] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1173] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1174] Amiri, S. “A Disappointing Afghanistan Fact: The Value Of Land Grabs Peaks Seven Billion Dollars”. 2018. Eurasia 
REview. Accessed August 2019. https://www.eurasiareview.com/15082018-a-disappointing-afghanistan-fact-the-value-of-
land-grabspeaks-seven-billion-dollars-oped/
[1175] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1176] Amiri, S. “A Disappointing Afghanistan Fact: The Value Of Land Grabs Peaks Seven Billion Dollars”. 2018. Eurasia 
REview. Accessed August 2019. https://www.eurasiareview.com/15082018-a-disappointing-afghanistan-fact-the-value-of-
land-grabspeaks-seven-billion-dollars-oped/

the national land authority, has identified 
18,000 illegal land grabbers and is reportedly 
planning to confiscate their land and return 
it to the legal owners 1175. ARAZI also claims 
that less than 30 per cent of properties in 
urban areas and 10 per cent of properties in 
rural areas are officially registered, resulting 
in a ‘shadow land economy’ 1176. 

Afghanistan’s land tenure insecurity stems 
from various factors. First, for an extended 
period of time – including a 20-year 
conflict and the Mujahideen and Taliban 
administrations – de facto land distribution 
took place. Many farmers abandoned their 
land, and militias or other individuals took 
unlawful possession of these holdings. 
Second, various customs have fuelled land 
insecurity. Inheritance is the main source of 
land acquisition but is chiefly carried without 
documents. Other customary practices 
that bypass the formal system, such as 
mawat, whereby individuals can apply for 
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land ownership by demonstrating that a lot is 
vacant and proving their intention to cultivate 
or improve it, further generate insecurity 
in the formal land tenure system. Figures 
for land ownership in Afghanistan do not 
capture this shadow land economy, and the 
government lacks adequate infrastructure to 
tackle these issues. 

A land sale in Afghanistan requires nine 
procedures, takes about 250 days and costs 
about 5 per cent of the value of the property. 
According to the Doing Business Index, the 
quality of land administration in Afghanistan 
is particularly poor, scoring five points below 
the regional average for South Asia and 20 
points below the OECD average 1177.

Women’s rights in Afghanistan are among 
the worst in the world, with women 
subjected to domestic violence, child 
marriage, and a lack of access to education, 
justice and equality. The legal framework 
codifies women’s right to own land, but in 
practice this right is not recognized. 

7.4.5.2 Impact on children 

Insecure property ownership  

Land insecurity stemming from poor land 
administration systems, limited property 
registration, informal agreements and 
land fragmentation are deeply affecting 
rural livelihoods in Afghanistan. Small land 
holdings are generally unable to support 
households without additional incomes, 
negatively affecting children’s well-being 
in those households 1178. Around 60 per 
cent of agricultural properties are less 
than 1 ha wide, accounting for 22 per 
cent of the country’s cropland 1179. This 
severe land fragmentation has negative 
implications for livelihoods and food 
security of rural people, who are forced 

to cultivate small and scarcely productive 
plots. In addition, small plot size also 
limits the opportunities for expanding 
agricultural production or acquiring more 
land. Land grabbing further compromises 
land security and productivity. Evidence 
published by the Afghan government 
shows that more than 320,000 ha of rural 
residential and productive agricultural 
lands have been grabbed, worth $7 billion 
in total 1180.Almost half of the people in 
Afghanistan live below the poverty line 
1181, and half of rural children suffer from 
food insecurity and malnutrition 1182. 
Informal settlements are very common in 
Afghanistan. Over 25,000 people in Herat 
are displaced and without land rights, 
which has serious consequences for 
children’s well-being 1183. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

Women are far from equal in terms of land 
ownership. Most daughters give inherited 
land rights to their brothers, and widows 
give their rights to their sons. Cultural 
norms prohibit women from accessing land 
rights in many ways. For example, women 
receive limited education and employment 
opportunities, which affects their ability to 
pursue their rights. 

There is also no judicial infrastructure in 
which to pursue a claim, no registration 
system and ineffective law 
enforcement 1184. Cultural norms do not 
permit women to leave the house (even to 
go to the hospital), let alone decide how to 
distribute household income. Women’s poor 
health and restricted living conditions affect 
the well-being of their children. For example, 
87 per cent of women give birth without 
medical assistance, and one in eight die 
during delivery 1185.  

[1177] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://www.doingbusiness.
org/en/data/exploretopics/registering-property
[1178] Deschamp, C. Roe, A. “Land Conflict in Afghanistan“. 2009. RefWorld. Accessed August 2019. https://www.
refworld.org/pdfid/4ebabd582.pdf
[1179] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1180] Amiri, S. “A Disappointing Afghanistan Fact: The Value Of Land Grabs Peaks Seven Billion Dollars”. 2018. Eurasia 
Review.Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/31LW39F
[1181] “Children of Afghanistan”. Humanium. Accessed August 2019. https://www.humanium.org/en/afghanistan/
[1182] “Nearly half of rural Afghans face food insecurity, UN reports”. The National. 2019. Accessed August 2019.https://
www.thenational.ae/world/asia/nearly-half-of-rural-afghans-face-food-insecurity-un-reports-1.870157
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[1184] “Afghanistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/afghanistan/
[1185] “Children of Afghanistan”. Humanium. Accessed August 2019. https://www.humanium.org/en/afghanistan/



19907: Property ownership and legal frameworks

7.4.6  Property ownership and legal frameworks in Pakistan

7.4.6.1 Overview of the risks

Only 2 per cent of households have land holdings larger than 20 ha. This group 
accounts for 30 per cent of total land holdings 1186.

About 50 per cent of the rural population are landless or near landless and lack 
access to irrigation water, surface water (above the ground) and groundwater (below 
the ground), and other necessities 1187.

Women’s access to the natural resources they depend on for their livelihoods is 
inherently insecure and easily lost in times of scarcity 1188.
Nearly 60 per cent of the population live in rural areas, and 30 per cent live below the 
poverty line. 1189

About 46 per cent of the urban population live in slums 1190.

Country snapshot

Pakistan has a high rate of land 
fragmentation in rural areas, where 
the top 2 per cent of households own 
30 per cent of the land. Nearly half 
of the population are landless or land 
poor, with the highest rates found in 
the Sindh province. Land is one of the 
most valuable assets (especially when 
irrigated), and landlessness is one of the 
main contributors to poverty. Attempts 
to address land access inequality and 
insecurity of tenure through various land 
reforms – such as the 1977 Land Reforms 
Act – have failed. Land therefore remains 
one of the main sources of civil unrest. In 
2010 the Punjab government was forced 
to adopt a programme to provide land to 
the poor following a march by landless 
rural workers 1191. 

Land rights insecurity is a problem 
throughout Pakistan, where 50 per cent 
of people living in rural areas are landless 
or land poor 1192. Land registration is not 
widespread because registrations practices 
are lengthy and costly, and due to the fact 
that Islamic law allows oral transmission 
of land rights. In practice, land is owned 
by the head of the household, regardless 
of legal ownership. Certain customs, such 
as renting land informally to people with 

[1186] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1187] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1188] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1189] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1190] “Population living in slums ( per cent of urban population)”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[1191] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1192] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1193] “Doing Business 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data
[1194] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1195] “Mafia Land Grab”. Transparency International. Accessed August 2019.https://www.transparency.org/news/story/
mafia_land_grab

seasonal working contracts, create political 
relationships between landlords and tenants 
and fuel further insecurity. Land reform laws 
have tried (unsuccessfully) to address land 
security issues, and the government is now 
trying to improve land ownership security by 
implementing digital records for registering 
property. This currently requires an average 
of 7.3 procedures, takes 144.1 days and 
costs about 4.2 per cent of the property’s 
value 1193. 

Land fragmentation is also a serious 
issue in Pakistan. It functions as a barrier 
to investment in agriculture (due to the 
low rewards) and is exacerbated by the 
compulsory division of land among family 
members following the death of the head 
of the family. Land grabbing poses another 
serious threat to land security in the region. 
The absence of available land to purchase 
and lease, especially in urban areas, has 
forced people to squat and settle on vacant 
land. So-called ‘land mafias’ – illegal groups 
of individuals who take possession or claim 
ownership of land through violent means – 
are common in Pakistan. Criminal laws have 
been drafted to address this problem and are 
in the process of being implemented 1194. In 
some cases, official housing authorities and 
property developers have signed agreements 
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with private militias to protect land from 
illegal dispossession 1195. 
Pakistani law recognizes that women and 
men have equal rights to own land. However, 
social customs and norms make it difficult 
for women to own land in practice. For 
example, there is evidence that women 
are threatened with violence if they do not 
renounce their right to legally inherited land 
1196. Women who do own land cannot 
always exert control over that land due to 
male pressure. 

7.4.6.2 Impact on children

Insecure property ownership

Land insecurity poses a serious threat to rural 
livelihoods, affecting families and children. 
Livelihood insecurity is exacerbated by the 
scarcity of water: in Pakistan, agriculture 
uses up to 90 per cent of the water supply 
– significantly higher than the world average 
of 70 per cent 1197. Land fragmentation also 
imposes high costs and disincentivizes 
investment, again affecting livelihoods. 

Small farms have fewer means of production 
and lower productivity rates than larger 
land holdings, which generates an unequal 
distribution of wealth and income 1198. 

Livelihood insecurity increases vulnerability 
to events such as pest attacks or natural 
disasters, which threatens the well-being of 
children 1199. Forced migration – due to land 
grabbing and natural disasters – generates 
a large number of displaced children, who 
are in need of food, care, shelter and potable 
water. Children living in these conditions 
experience health problems as well as 
emotional trauma 1200. 

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

Women account for 73 per cent of the 
agricultural workforce, but only 4 per cent of 
these women own their land 1201. 

Customary and religious laws, which 
differ from region to region, are the main 
obstacles to women owning land. For 
example, daughters are expected to join their 
husbands’ families and participate in their 
husbands’ economic activity, which is seen 
as eliminating the need to inherit land. 

Women also have limited access to 
education and low levels of literacy, and rates 
of maternal and infant mortality are high 
1202. In Pakistan, 32.5 per cent of girls do not 
attend primary school 1203. 

[1196]“Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1197] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
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[1202] “Pakistan”. LandLinks. Accessed August 2019. https://www.land-links.org/country-profile/pakistan/
[1203] “Shall I Feed My Daughter, or Educate Her?”. 2018. Human Rights Watch. Accessed August 2019.
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About 85 per cent of land in Sri Lanka belongs to the state.1204

Private ownership of agricultural land is limited to 50 acres per person.205

Sri Lanka has not made significant changes to the process for registering property in 
recent years, despite the aid of a technical commission set by the World Bank.1206

Laws and different levels of administration overlap, creating uncertainties about 
which authority is in charge of property-related issues.1207

About 25 per cent of the urban population live in slums.1208

Country snapshot

7.4.7 Property ownership and legal frameworks in Sri Lanka

7.4.7.1 Overview of the risks

The vast majority of land in Sri Lanka is 
publicly owned. Only 35 per cent of arable 
land is used for agricultural purposes, and 
ceilings apply to private ownership 1209. 
Restrictions also apply to the sale, rent and 
use of publicly owned land. The allocation of 
responsibilities among institutional actors in 
the land administration system is unclear. 
Land tenure security is also compromised by 
a dysfunctional property registration system, 
and smallholders live in tenure uncertainty, 
which affects their livelihoods. 

Agricultural land in Sri Lanka can be accessed 
in two ways: state land is available to 
private actors through permits, although 
the procedures to access them are often 
complex and involve several public actors; 
private ownership has a 50-acre ceiling and 
includes restrictions on its sale or lease. 
Both ways of accessing agricultural land 
are often bypassed by informal practices. 
Land markets in Sri Lanka are dominated by 
informal agreements without documents 
or registration, generating land tenure 
insecurity 1210. Land tenure uncertainty 
is also exacerbated by a poor property 
registration framework. Registration is not 

[1204] “Improving Quality of Land Administration in Sri Lanka” The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3ip0221
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mandated by law and holds little value when 
attempting to prove land rights. The official 
land registry covers approximately 7 million 
of the estimated 13 million land parcels 
in the country and does not have a map, 
which makes boundaries uncertain even 
for registered land. These shortcomings 
increase the likelihood of fake deeds and 
land grabbing. In recent years, however, 
Sri Lanka has implemented land registry 
reforms, which have increased its Doing 
Business Index score for registering property 
1211. This currently requires eight procedures, 
takes 39 days and costs 5.2 per cent of the 
property’s value. In addition, inefficient land 
administration infrastructure further penalizes 
the registering property system in the 
country 1212. 

Land fragmentation in rural Sri Lanka is 
a significant social and economic issue. 
Even when the country was under British 
rule, land ownership was considered a 
symbol of wealth and people often acquired 
small plots. Population increases, paternal 
inheritance customs and land distribution 
laws have increased the severity of the 
problem as plots are further divided between 
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more individuals 1213. The impact of land 
fragmentation on livelihoods is even more 
serious due to land degradation stemming 
from both soil erosion and a general decline 
in soil fertility.

Land grabbing is another serious issue in 
Sri Lanka, further intensifying land tenure 
insecurity. Encroachments are also very 
common. A survey conducted in 1979 by 
the Ministry of Land and Land Development 
found that 6 per cent of state land had 
suffered encroachment of some form. 
Communities in the north and the east lost 
control of their agricultural land during the 
civil war, and this land is now used by the 
military for commercial purposes 1214.
Although Sri Lankan women have higher 
literacy and lower child mortality rates than 
women in other Asian countries, they often 
have very limited power within society and 
in their own households. Women have 
equal rights in terms of land tenure, but the 
majority of transfers and inheritances go 
to men. In rural communities, men enjoy 
greater access to and control over land, and 
the ensuing income, than women. Although 
many Tamil and Muslim women are formally 
landowners, this is due to the dowry system 
and control is effectively in the hands of men. 
As a result, women are generally subordinate 
to and dependent on 
men 1215. This situation is intensified by a lack 
of knowledge among women regarding their 
land tenancy rights.

7.4.7.2 Impact on children 

Insecure property ownership

Dysfunctions in the land registration system, 
coupled with informal land agreements and 
creeping land fragmentation, have created 
significant land rights insecurity, especially 
in rural areas. Livelihoods are impaired by 
poor investments and small plot sizes. 

For example, research on paddy land and 
distribution schemes shows a direct and 
positive relationship between land size 
and productivity, with land fragmentation 
negatively affecting agricultural outcomes in 
Sri Lanka 1216. Higher production costs, the 
time needed to travel between plots, unclear 
boundaries and the impossibility of further 
mechanization result in more insecure 
livelihoods, which in turn affects the well-
being of children 1217. 
A study conducted in 12 districts across Sri 
Lanka showed that illegally acquired land 
accounted for 0.55 per cent of the country’s 
entire area 1218. In addition, 6 per cent of 
public land has been encroached upon, with 
a 1990 study showing that encroachment 
sizes were around 0.6 ha, on average, 
starting at a minimum of 
0.1 ha 1219. Encroachments mainly occur 
due to a lack of sustainable livelihoods, 
poverty and a lack of non-land-related 
opportunities. Land grabbing also generates 
a loss of livelihood, forced migration and 
unemployment. A report in 2014 found that 
more than half (58.0 per cent) of the children 
in Sri Lanka suffered direct violence, loss 
of family and displacement, symptoms 
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
poor psychological outcomes and school 
absenteeism 1220.

Gender disparity in property 
ownership

The 30-year war in Sri Lanka heavily affected 
household structures in the northern and 
eastern provinces. Many women suddenly 
became heads of households due to the 
death or disappearance of their husbands, 
and because they often could not obtain 
death certificates, they lost their claims to 
land they could have inherited. Many of 
these women became homeless or landless 
together with their children, without any 
livelihood or income 1221. 

[1213] Wickramaarachchi, N. Weerahewa, J. “Land Fragmentation and Land Productivity: Empirical Evidence from LandDis-
tribution Schemes of SriLanka“ https://bit.ly/31Hsw0R
[1214] “Why can’t we go home?”. 2017. Human Rights Watch. Accessed August 2019.
[1215] Wigetunge, K. “Land and Property Rights of Women in Sri Lanka“. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2Z8vDwY
[1216] Wickramaarachchi, N. Weerahewa, J. “Land Fragmentation and Land Productivity: Empirical Evidence from Land 
Distribution Schemes of SriLanka“ https://bit.ly/31HJnAx
[1217] Wickramaarachchi, N. Weerahewa, J. “Land Fragmentation and Land Productivity: Empirical Evidence from Land 
Distribution Schemes of SriLanka“ https://bit.ly/3ipyKbE
[1218] “Land Grabbing in Sri Lanka”. Land Access Forum. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZMsS3F
[1219] Mathilal de Silva, S. “Land laws, woes and way out”. 2017. Daily News Sri Lanka. Accessed August 2019.
https://bit.ly/3gDoMBA
[1220]  Siriwardhanacorresponding, C. Wickramage, K. “Conflict, forced displacement and health in Sri Lanka: a review of 
theresearch landscape”. 2014. National Center for Biotechnology Information. Accessed August 2019.https://bit.ly/38AlCMa
[1221] Wigetunge, K. “Land and Property Rights of Women in Sri Lanka“. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/38BXVDy



20307: Property ownership and legal frameworks

7.4.8 Property ownership and legal frameworks in the Maldives

7.4.8.1 Overview of the risks

The landmass area accounts for less than 10 per cent of the islands’ total area.

 The islands are small and low-lying, with an average elevation of 1.6 metres above 
mean sea level 1222.

The 2008 constitution vests all land to the country and bans foreign ownership of land. 
This provision was amended in 2015 but reinstated in its original form in 2019. 1223

The complexity of land tenure systems on inhabited islands has serious 
implications for the development of agriculture 1224.

Agricultural land constitutes approximately 23 per cent of the country’s land 
surface, whereas arable land accounts for only 10 per cent 1225.

Country snapshot

Over 80 per cent of the Maldives’ territory 
is less than one metre above the sea. 
Scarce resources and densely populated 
areas require careful strategies to identify 
livelihoods. According to 2015 estimates, 
54 per cent of the population live in rural 
areas 1226. 

The government of the Maldives does not 
allow ownership rights over agricultural 
land. Areas designated for agriculture can 
be used by all residents of the island, with 
plot sizes ranging from 100-500 square 
metres. The division and allocation of 
land is such that islanders can cultivate 
plots and rotate them after two to four 
years. The main drawback is that the lack 
of private ownership does not promote 
efforts to enhance or conserve the 
productivity of the land 1227. 

The Maldives scored a little below 
the South Asia average for registering 
property, which requires an average 
of six procedures, takes 57 days and 

[1222] “Maldives”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/x6900e0i.htm
[1223] “Maldives Clean Environment Project Environmental and Social Assessment and Management Framework (ESAMF) 
& Resettlement Policy Framework (RPF)”. 2016. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019.https://bit.ly/2ArB0hm
[1224] “Legal security of tenure, including protection from forced eviction”. OHCHR. Accessed August 2019.https://www.
ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Housing/SecurityTenure/ResponseMaldives01072013.pdf
[1225] “Maldives”. Central Intelligence Agency. Accessed August 2019. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/print_mv.html
[1226] “Maldives”. International Fund for Agricultural Development. Accessed August 2019.https://www.ifad.org/en/web/
operations/country/id/maldives
[1227] “Agriculture”. FAO. Accessed August 2019. http://www.fao.org/3/ae543e/ae543e02.htm
[1228] “Doing Business 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data
[1229] Mahfuz, A. Suphachol, S. “Assessing the Costs of Climate Change and Adaptation in South Asia“. 2014. Asian Devel-
opment Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3dZcLoC
[1230] “Maldives”. UNICEF. Accessed August 2019. https://www.unicef.org/maldives/what-we-do/child-protection

costs 15.7 per cent of the property’s 
value. The Maldives’ main issues are the 
lack of mandatory property registration 
and inefficient land administration 
infrastructure 1228.

7.4.8.2 Impact on children 

Insecure property ownership

Climate change is the main source of 
livelihood insecurity and risks for children. 
Even a 1-metre rise in sea level would 
submerge two-thirds of the country’s 
land mass, displacing and endangering 
the land and livelihoods of the entire 
population 1229. Geographic dispersion 
is another pressing issue for children, 
stemming from land allocation in the 
Maldives. Communities are separated by 
large distances and life in an isolated area 
can pose a threat to children, especially 
if they are being abused and are far 
from the system that is charged with 
protecting them 1230.
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7.5 Implications for UNICEF

South Asia is in need of policies and 
programmes that focus on tackling land 
ownership risks and livelihood insecurity, 
both of which affect children in the region. 
More research is needed to optimize 
indicators for measuring the actual state of 
land rights insecurity, in terms of both the 
legal framework and the de facto situation. 
This is particularly important when 
assessing women’s access to land, which 
is often formally recognized in legislation 
but prohibited by custom and household 
arrangements. Further research is needed 
to determine which measures can be 
effective in the long term at targeting 
complex phenomena such as land 
fragmentation and land grabbing, which 
involve biological, political and economic 
variables. 

Lack of reliable data on property 
ownership 

While the World Bank has current 
data on the procedures to acquire and 
register property in South Asia, there is 
no comparable information on property 
ownership rates. Qualitative research 
indicates that all South Asian countries 
have high levels of property insecurity, which 
is particularly acute for females. However, 
there are no reliable quantitative estimates 
that provide a comprehensive assessment 
of the extent of the issue. This represents 
an opportunity for UNICEF to support its 
partners and the governments in the region 
to collect data on property ownership rates 
that are segregated by gender and the rural-
urban divide. 
 

Insecure property ownership 

Research shows that when property rights 
are secure, farmers invest more in their 
land and agricultural productivity improves. 
An inefficient land administration system 
and a poor and confusing legal framework 
undermine the value of property titles or 
certificates of ownership. This increases 
property insecurity, which in turn leads 
to more costly and time-consuming 
transactions. Livelihood insecurity affects 
children’s nutrition, education and well-being. 
Development organizations can target their 
efforts to ensure a basic livelihood level 
while land reforms are put in place by central 
governments in South Asia. Mechanisms 
that ease the burden of land reform or land 
administration system rearrangement, 
such as market-assisted or negotiated land 
reforms (MALR), can facilitate the transition 
to a better and more efficient system. 
Without mitigation and support measures, 
this transition could impose costs on the 
poor and most vulnerable. 

Land fragmentation affects livelihoods 
by decreasing the productivity of a land 
holding and adding costs (including time 
costs). It is driven by factors such as 
equity-oriented inheritance customs, as 
well as the practice of acquiring scattered 
plots on the edges of cultivated lands. 
Land consolidation measures can reduce 
income disparities among landholders if 
they focus on poor people with marginal 
land possessions. Farmers will obtain 
higher incomes – resulting in positive 
outcomes for farmers’ livelihoods, 
households and children. These issues 
can be tackled by development 
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organizations through raising awareness 
about the problems of land fragmentation 
with governments and promoting land 
consolidation measures. They can also 
inform farmers about the benefits and 
costs of land fragmentation and promote 
a more economically successful allocation 
of land plots.

Land banks (a system in which the state 
owns agricultural land or purchases it at 
market conditions) can help consolidation 
efforts by for smallholders. Land banks 
can transfer land holdings to interested 
farmers, who can increase their plot 
sizes. Both land consolidation and banking 
can be combined with works of public 
utility, such as building access roads or 
other rural infrastructure. Development 
organizations can disseminate the benefits 
among peasants and smallholders, 
possibly involving governments and land 
administration officials in these efforts. 
 
Land grabbing promotes land rights 
insecurity and affects household 
livelihoods. It is chiefly performed by 
public or private sellers operating in ‘legal 
grey areas’, or in areas where traditional 
land rights are not properly registered, 
recorded and enforced. Secure land rights 
are an absolute prerequisite for rural 
families to invest in their own futures 
and ensure their livelihoods, and the 
expansion of land grabbing is undermining 
the most vulnerable people: the poor and 
children. Development projects, although 
beneficial to overall country productivity, 
may result in land grabs if the rights and 
the welfare of dispossessed rural actors 
are not respected. Development actors 
should be aware of their projects’ human 
rights impact assessments (HRIAs), and 
should ensure the possibility of restitution 
and compensation in case smallholders 
suffer damage or harm. Civil society 
organizations (CSOs) play a key role in 
monitoring land grabbing. They should be 
engaged in a clear and systematic way 
by launching mechanisms to facilitate 
their participation in and monitoring of 
development projects.

UNICEF’s advocacy for property rights 
can have strategic implications for a 
variety of cross-sectoral priority areas, 
such as health, nutrition and gender 
empowerment. It is also an opportunity to 
work under the One UN framework with 
UN Women, UNDP and UNFPA.

Gender disparity in property 
ownership 

In the past, land reforms did not 
sufficiently acknowledge the extent to 
which actual control of land assets is 
vital to the success of the reform. They 
were mostly concerned with formally 
granting equal access to land, rather than 
ensuring this was realized in practice. As 
a result, women continue to be denied 
their right to land across South Asia. It 
has been demonstrated that assets – in 
particular, land – can be more productive 
when placed in women’s hands. The value 
of enabling greater female involvement 
in household decision-making and 
spending has also been demonstrated: 
women who are in control of household 
decisions spend more on basic needs 
and on their children’s education and 
overall welfare.  While legal recognition is 
the first necessary step towards greater 
land ownership among women, it is not 
sufficient. Development organizations 
can promote women’s empowerment in 
several ways. There is a strong need for 
projects that support women to exercise 
their rights where they lack the necessary 
knowledge or skills to do so, and for 
efforts to educate governments and land 
administration officials on women’s rights 
to land. Development organizations can 
also push government officials to more 
actively support women in asserting their 
land rights, primarily by offering help and 
promoting enforcement when those rights 
are not being recognized.

Development agencies can also introduce 
a broader spectrum of initiatives in local 
areas where women are exerting their 
land rights, educating households and 
communities about the importance and the 
advantages of women’s land rights. These 
efforts can generate positive outcomes, 
including more equitable decision-making 
in households, regardless of formal 
ownership or title allocation. Women 
also receive profound benefits when 
organizations facilitate more equitable 
customs and practices regarding female 
acquisition of land, especially in terms of 
inheritance practices. Finally, development 
organizations can focus on sectors that 
affect land property and customs, such 
as marriage and family laws, informing 
governments and other public and private 
bodies about the benefits of a more equal 
and balanced distribution of rights.  

Back to the content
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Annex 1

Country Inheritance law Source Jurisdiction
Rights of wives and

daughters on intestate
succession

Afghanistan
Afghan Civil Code
sections 289-342
and 1993-2267

Islamic Law
(Hanafi) All Afghans 

All Afghans Women sharers as wives, sisters,
grandmothers or daughters inherit but not equally to
their male counterpart

Bangladesh

Muslim Personal Law and
Administration of Justice
(Shariat) application
Act of 1937

Islamic law Muslims
Women sharers (as wives, sisters, grandmothers or
daughters) inherit but not equally to their male
counterpart

Hindu Inheritance
(removal disabilities)
Act of 1928

Hindu dayabhaga
system Hindus

Widow receives life estate; unmarried daughters and
daughters with sons inherit; married daughters with
daughters and childless daughters do not

Hindu law of inheritance
(amendment) Act of 1929
Succession Act of 1925

Common law Christians Widow receives one third; lineal descendants (sons
and daughters) receive two thirds divided among them

India

Hindu Succession
Act of 1956 Hindu Religion All Hindus

(unless chosen)

Estate divided into shares: widows receive one share;
sons, daughters and mother of deceased receive one
share each; heir of predeceased sons and daughters
receive one share between them

Muslim Personal Law
(Shariat) Application
Act of 1937

Islamic Law Islamic
community

Generally, women wives, sisters, grandmothers or
daughters inherit half of the share of their
male counterpart

Indian Succession Act
of 1925 (portions)

English common
law

Christian
community

Widow receives one third; lineal descendants (sons and
and daughters) receive two thirds divided among them

Indian Succession Act
of 1925 (portions) Parsi custom Parsi community Widows and children (sons and daughters) inherit

equal shares among them

Nepal

Country Code of Nepal
Nepal (Muluki Ain) (1963)
Eleventh Amendment
(2002)

Hinduism All Nepalese

Unmarried daughters and sons inherit ancestral property
equally; if daughter inherits and then marries, she must
return her share of ancestral property to the heirs
(brothers); widows inherit from deceased husbands

Pakistan

Muslim Personal Law
(Shariat) Application
Act of 1962 (MPLA)

Islamic law

All Muslims
(Presumed to be
Hanafi unless
proved otherwise)

Women (as wives or daughters) sharers receive half as
much as their male counterparts

Customary law
(via the MPLA) Custom For inheritance of

agricultural land Inheritance decided by the personal law of the citizen

Sri Lanka

Muslim Intestate
Succession Ordinance
No. 10 of 1931

Islamic law Muslims in Sri Lanka;
no opt out option

Women (as wives, daughters, grandmothers, and 
sisters) inherit but not equally to their male counterpart

Matrimonial rights and
inheritance (Jaffna),
aka Thesawalamai

Tamil custom
from the Jaffna
region Law and
custom of

Tamil inhabitants of
the Jaffna Peninsula
and Jaffna Tamils
no longer residing in
the Jaffna peninsula,
and to their property
no matter where it is
located; no out
option

Women (as wives, grandmothers, sisters, an
daughters) inherit but not equally to their male
counterpart

Kandyan Law (1939)
Kandyan
monarchy (ended
in1815)

All Sinhalese whose
can trace their
lineage back to the
north central
province of Kandy
during the period
of the Kandyan
monarchy; does not
apply to Sinhalese
without this heritage
now living in the
Kandyan provinces

Widows receive life estate of non-ancestral property
(maintenance from ancestral property if non ancestral is
insufficient), then devolves to descendants whose
inheritance of ancestral land depends on marriage type
(binna or dinna) and origin of ancestral land (paternal
or maternal); paternal ancestral land and binna (groom
moves to bride’s home), then daughter inherits equally
with brothers and unmarried sisters; paternal ancestral
land and diga (bride moves to the groom’s home), then
daughter does not inherit; all children inherit maternal
ancestral land equally provided that mother has not
married in binna on her father’s property (where paternal
ancestral land inheritance rules apply)

Matrimonial Rights and
Inheritance Ordinance

Roman Dutch law
as adopted and
interpreted by
judicial decision

Sinhalese who are 
not Kandyan or who
opt out of the
Kandyan Act; and
non- Muslims other
when statutes and
codified customary
laws do not apply

Widow inherits one half share; one half shared among
descendants (sons and daughters)

Source: Rural Development Institute (RDI). 1032

[1232] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3abIYsA
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8.1  Overview 

South Asia is one of the fastest-growing 
regions in the world, with a large and 
growing youth population. It is home to a 
quarter of the world’s population and three 
of the world’s ten most populous countries: 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. At the 
regional level, South Asia is experiencing 
a demographic transition and is poised to 
benefit from a ‘demographic dividend’ from a 
rapidly expanding youth population.

However, there remain significant country 
level variations in the region, as countries 
stand at various stages of the demographic 
transition. Sri Lanka is at an advanced stage 
and will reach the peak of its working age 
population by 2030. Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India, the Maldives and Nepal will reach their 
peaks by 2055. 

Afghanistan and Pakistan are still young 
countries and are expected to see continued 
growth in their working age population 
beyond 2050 1233. South Asia’s demographic 
dividend is currently under way.

South Asia’s labour force is expected to 
continue expanding until 2025, adding 1.8 
million youth each month 1234. However, 
employment growth in the region has failed 
to keep up with the expanding labour force. 
Barring Sri Lanka and the Maldives, the 
majority of the labour force in South Asia 
is self-employed in low-end activities 1235. 
The region has high rates of informal labour, 
which puts workers at a significant risk of job 
insecurity. 

Moreover, studies indicate that there 
is a skills gap facing the growing youth 
population, with those now entering 
the labour market ill-equipped to meet 
the requirements of shifting economic 
structures. This is particularly the case with 
industries such as robotics, IT and AI, but it is 
also true for softer skill sets (e.g. languages). 
The failure of systems of education to adapt 
to new economic requirements risks leaving 
the emerging population at risk of long-term 
unemployment.

Youth unemployment is high across the 
region and is consistently higher than 
overall population unemployment rates. 
This creates a risk for young people (both 
skilled and unskilled), increasing the 
probability that they will not be unable 
to find work and will have a lower living 
standard. This could also contribute to 
growing social frustration and unrest, as 
well as a greater propensity for petty and 
organized crime among the unemployed 
youth population. 

More broadly, persistent high youth 
unemployment rates indicate that 
countries across the region are struggling 
to reap the full advantages of their 
demographic dividends. The next 30 years 
are crucial for the region to realize its 
demographic dividend as the working age 
population is expected to peak in several 
countries. In order to reap benefits from 
the demographic dividend, there must 
be support for the creation of a policy 
environment that can create sufficient 
numbers of jobs for young people.

[1233] https://bit.ly/3eYbhfC
[1234] https://bit.ly/2BE0loO
[1235] https://bit.ly/2VLTssF
[1236] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf

Key terminologies

Demographic transition 

theory: The general model 

that describes population 

dynamics as societies move 

from phases of high fertility 

and high mortality to low 

fertility and low mortality. 

Demographic dividend 1238: 

The decline in mortality 

rates leads to a population 

increase, and consequently, 

an expansion of the labour 

force. A subsequent 

slowdown in fertility rates 

translates to a decline 

in the number of youth 

dependents, thereby freeing 

up resources for investment 

in economic development, 

human capital and 

technological progress. 

Long-term unemployment: 

This refers to people who 

have been jobless for 12 

months or more 1239.

Informal labour: 

Employment that is not 

taxed or monitored by the 

government, and therefore 

does not fall under country 

regulation.

Crude death rate: The crude 

death rate is the number of 

deaths occurring among the 

population during a given 

year, per 1,000 

population 1240.

Birth rate: The number 

of live births per 1,000 

population per year. 

Total fertility rate: Total 

fertility rate (TFR) refers to 

the total number of children 

born or likely to be born to a 

woman in her lifetime if she 

were subject to the prevailing 

rate of age-specific fertility 

in the population. TFR of 

about 2.1 children per woman 

is called ‘replacement-level 

fertility’ 1241.

Country
Mid-year population (thousands)

2019 2030 2050 2100

Afghanistan 38042 48094 64683 74938

Bangladesh 163046 178994 192568 151393

Bhutan 763 843 905 686

India 1366418 1503642 1639176 1450421

Nepal 28609 33390 35324 23708

Pakistan 216565 262959 338013 403103

Sri Lanka 21324 22023 21814 15275

Maldives 531 519 586 490

Table 1: Population projections for countries in South Asia 1236

Source: World Population Prospects, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations.
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Contraceptive prevalence 

rate: Contraceptive 

prevalence is the percentage 

of women who are currently 

using, or whose sexual 

partner is currently using, 

at least one method of 

contraception 1242.

Migration: The movement of 

people away from their place 

of usual residence, either 

across an international 

border or within a state.

Population growth rate: 

The average annual rate of 

change in population size 

over a given period. 

Population density: The 

number of people per square 

km or mile of a specified 

area. 

Dependency ratio: The ratio 

of the number of dependents 

aged 0-14 and over the age 

of 65 to the total population 

aged 15-64.

Labour force: The labour 

force is the sum of persons 

in employment plus persons 

in unemployment. Together 

these two groups of the 

population represent the 

current supply of labour 

for the production of goods 

and services in exchange for 

remuneration.

Labour force participation 

rate: The number of people 

who are actively employed 

as a percentage of the total 

labour force. 

Unemployment: People 

who are employed 

in inadequate work 

relative to their training, 

education or economic 

needs are considered to be 

underemployed

[1237] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1238] https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2006/09/basics.htm
[1239] https://data.oecd.org/unemp/long-term-unemployment-rate.htm
[1240] https://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=491
[1241] http://www.searo.who.int/entity/health_situation_trends/data/chi/TFR/en/
[1242] https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/family_planning/contraceptive_prevalence/en/
[1243] https://bit.ly/2Zx8XWt

Figure 1: Percentage of population under 25 years of age 1237

8.2 Demographic dividend and unemployment in South Asia: scope 
and implications

8.2.1 Demographic transition, dividend and unemployment in South Asia 

8.2.1.1 Realizing the demographic dividend 

Technological advancements in health care have played a key role in raising life expectancy 
and reducing fertility rates. These factors contribute to the favorable changes in population 
structure that are the basis for the demographic dividend. However, the changing conditions 
need to be supported by an enabling policy environment to realize the dividend. The figure 
below outlines the realization process of the demographic dividend. 

Figure 2: Drivers of demographic dividend

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

South Asia is currently in Stage 2 of the demographic transition. While there continue to be 
significant country level variations in the region, the region has witnessed an increase in life 
expectancy and a steady decline in mortality and fertility rates over the past few decades, 
creating ideal conditions for a potential demographic dividend. The infant mortality rate in South 
Asia has fallen from 160 deaths per 1,000 live births in the 1960s to 43 deaths per 1,000 live 
births in 2014, while life expectancy at birth (measured in years) has risen from less than 46 
years of age in the 1950s to 68 years of age in 2014 1243.
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Source: UN; Haver Analytics; The Economist Intelligence Unit.

Figure 3: Total fertility rate 1244

[1244] http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1947359978&Country=India&topic=Economy
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There are several factors contributing to 
the demographic transition in South Asia. In 
particular, improved health care has reduced 
overall mortality rates. Improvements 
to maternal, neonatal and child health 
care and immunization programmes 
are helping to reduce infant mortality. In 
addition, government promotion of family 
planning measures and improved access 
to contraceptives are helping to reduce the 
fertility rate. Another contributing factor 
to falling fertility rates is increased female 
education (and associated literacy) across the 
region, which encourages more women to 
enter the labour force and plan their families 
around employment. 

As a result, South Asia is experiencing a 
decline in the dependency rate, as the large 
youth population grows up and enters the 
workforce. Between 1960-2015, the region 
witnessed a decline in the dependency ratio, 
from 77 per 100 working age population to 
55 in 2015 1245. According to the UN, the 
dependency ratio is expected to bottom out 
in 2040 for most South Asian countries 1246.
However, without urgent policy reform in the 
region, countries are at risk of squandering 
their demographic dividend, leading to 
negative outcomes. If countries are unable 
to create sufficient jobs for the growing 
labour force, this will waste the potential 
demographic benefit. 

Moreover, the growing population will 
then become a ‘tax’, both in terms of the 
opportunity cost of lost employment and 
also because high unemployment may foster 
higher levels of social discontent, crime and 
outward migration.

8.2.1.2 Unemployment 

Over the next few decades, 
governments in South Asian will 
come under pressure to create jobs 
for an ever-growing labour force. UN 
projections under a medium fertility 
scenario forecast a 25 per cent increase 
in population by 2030 and 40 per cent 
increase by 2050. The working age 
population is expected to increase by 
35 per cent by 2030 and 50 per cent by 
2050 1247.

South Asia has a relatively large working 
age population thanks to its young 
population, leading to a high level of labour 
force participation. Nepal is estimated 
to have the highest level of labour force 
participation, at 82.9 per cent, with India 
having the lowest, at 51.2 per cent 1248. 
However, variations exist within this group 
of nations; for example, the pace of decline 
in fertility rates is expected to be faster in 
some countries than in others, impacting 
levels of labour force growth.

[1245] https://bit.ly/3dStART
[1246] https://bit.ly/38tG81g
[1247] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385696/hcd-sa.pdf
[1248] https://bit.ly/2AqNu8X

Another contributing 
factor to falling fertility 
rates is increased 
female education (and 
associated literacy) 
across the region.

Table 2: Changes in the sizes of working-age population of South Asian countries 
between 2015-2030 and 2030-2050 1249

Demographic stages
and countries

2015-2030
(per cent change)

2030-2050
(per cent change)

Countries in advanced stages of demographic transition

Sri Lanka 2 11

Countries with a short window until reaching
peak working-age populations

Bhutan 20 0

Bangladesh 23 5

India 20 11

Maldives 25 6

Nepal 28 12

Countries with still young populations

Afghanistan 58 41

Pakistan 37 32

Source: South Asia Journal. 
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The pace of growth in the working-age 
population does not necessarily imply 
an equivalent increase in the number of 
people actively seeking work. Increased 
participation of women in the labour force 
can boost the demographic dividend by 
raising the inverse dependency ratio 1250. 
However, conservative social attitudes 
towards female workforce participation 
prevail across much of the region, albeit 
with variation in degree. Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, for example, are much more 
socially conservative than Sri Lanka. As 
their populations grow richer, negating 
the necessity for multiple income-earners 
in a household, these views can manifest 
in a decline in the proportion of working 
women. In India, for example, the labour-
force participation rate for women aged 
15-64 dropped to 24.4 per cent in 2012, from 
34.2 per cent in 2005, according to data from 
the International Labour Organization (ILO). 
This can negatively impact employment 
opportunities for young girls – with cultural 
issues also negatively impacting their 
prospects for education and training.
 A major challenge for countries across the 
region is creating a sufficient number of 
jobs for growing populations, ensuring that 

demographic dividends are not wasted. 
Unlike China, which relied on manufacturing 
to generate most jobs during its economic 
boom from 1978–2010, most economies in 
South Asia have relatively underdeveloped 
manufacturing sectors. 

This partly reflects legislation and 
bureaucratic restrictions that make hiring 
and firing extremely complex. Bangladesh 
has developed a large-scale, export-
oriented garment manufacturing sector, 
which has created a sizeable number of 
jobs. However, this is an exception in 
the region.

In addition, South Asia has one of the 
highest rates of informal labour. This 
reduces the dividend to the state (in the 
form of tax revenues) and also reduces 
employment opportunities for young 
people entering a largely informal labour 
market. For instance, India employs 
78 per cent of its workforce in small 
enterprises (less than 10 workers), while 
in Sri Lanka the number stands at 62 per 
cent (nonagricultural sector employment) 
1251. These numbers indicate a risk of job 
insecurity among the country’s youth. 

[1250] https://bit.ly/2NQbx4t
[1251] https://bit.ly/3eZpHM

Conservative social 
attitudes towards female 
workforce participation 
prevail across much of 
the region.

© UNICEF India/Boro/2019
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© UNICEF India/Boro/2019

Source: Asian Development Bank Report.

In the absence of reliable social safety 
nets, youth are at significant risk of 
unemployment and financial instability 
resulting from minor economic shocks. 

To make a productive workforce out of the 
youthful population it is crucial that young 
people have access to education, skills 
training and employment opportunities. 
In the absence of gainful employment 
opportunities for the expanding labour 
force, the situation can potentially have 
a destabilizing effect on the economy, 
leading to long-term and chronic 
unemployment, creating an entrenched 
skills gap, and (in some cases) becoming 
a driver of social conflict and instability 
(due to poverty and frustration). A 2017 
survey carried out by the World Economic 
Forum reveals that nearly 47 per cent 
of the surveyed youth in South Asia 
consider lack of economic opportunity and 
employment as their key concerns 1252.

8.2.1.3 Role of public policy

Given the potential benefits of a 
demographic dividend, public policy is 
largely focused on facilitating a demographic 
transition and then ensuring that it becomes 
a dividend rather than a tax. 

Accelerating the demographic transition

Public policies that accelerate the 
demographic transition must focus on family 
planning and public health. Investments in 
public health facilities, such as expanding 
access to safe drinking water, promoting 
safe sanitation practices, spreading 
awareness about family planning methods 
and increasing access to contraceptives 
must increase. These factors play a critical 
role in lowering mortality rates, fertility rates 

and increasing life expectancy. Such policies 
can speed up the movement from Stage 
1 to Stage 2, which is when the country 
experiences an expansion of the labour 
force, which creates the potential for a 
demographic dividend.

Harnessing the demographic dividend

Public policies that enable a country 
to realize its demographic dividend 
are mainly centred around three key 
areas 1254, which if implemented in a 
successful manner can set off a virtuous 
cycle of growth that will yield significant 
economic benefits: 

Education

To ensure that the youth are employable, 
the government should enact appropriate 
policies aimed at spreading education and 
providing skills training.
 
Economic policy

A large workforce will be productive 
only if people can find gainful 
employment. Countries must implement 
macroeconomic policies that facilitate 
the creation of a business and economic 
environment that can provide sufficient 
employment opportunities for an 
expanding workforce.

Good governance

The benefit from a demographic transition 
and appropriate economic policies will 
only be realized if it is complemented by 
strong governance, such as strengthening 
law enforcement, enforcing contracts, 
relaxing business regulations and tackling 
corruption, among others.

Table 3: Youth and adult unemployment rates (per cent) 1253

Countries
Youth (aged 15 - 24) Adults (aged 24 - 64)

2001 - 2007 2008 - 2014 2001 - 2007 2008 - 2014

Bangladesh 9.3 8.7 4.3 4.5

Nepal 3 3.5 1.9 2.2

India 10 10.2 - -

Sri Lanka - 15.7 - 4.4

[1252] https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/10/what-concerns-south-asias-youth-and-what-theyre-doing-about-it/
[1253] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385696/hcd-sa.pdf
[1254] https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_briefs/2005/RB5065.pdf

It is crucial that young 
people have access to 
education, skills training 
and employment 
opportunities.
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South Asian governments have struggled to 
implement sustainable policy initiatives in 
the above-mentioned areas, putting them at 
risk of wasting the demographic dividend. 
In several countries, such as Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, civil conflict is a deterrent to 
establishing health and education structures 
for children across the country, with those 
children in conflict areas particularly at risk 
of missing out. A lack of focus on education 
for girls, often for cultural reasons, has also 
hindered the expansion of female education 
and related entry of women into the labour 
force. 

8.2.1.4 China’s impact on South 
Asia’s demographics and youth 
unemployment

There is no evidence that China has had any 
material impact on South Asia’s demographic 
profile. 

8.3 Implications of the 
demographic dividend (or 
tax) and long-term youth 
unemployment on children and 
youth in South Asia 

South Asia is currently undergoing a 
demographic transition, with falling mortality 
rates and slowing fertility rates contributing 
to a population bulge that could reap 
economic dividends for the region. However, 
there remain significant country level 
variations in the region, as different countries 
are at various stages of demographic 

transition, with Sri Lanka entering Stage 3 
of the transition and the other countries 
transitioning through Stage 2. 

Sri Lanka is at an advanced stage and 
will reach the peak of its working age 
population by 2030. Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India, the Maldives and Nepal will peak by 
2055. Afghanistan and Pakistan are still 
‘young countries’ and are expected to see 
a continued growth in their working age 
population beyond 2050 1255. 

South Asia is therefore at the stage where 
it can exploit its demographic dividend now, 
with millions of young workers entering 
the workforce. If countries are able to 
turn this into a dividend, this will create a 
virtuous cycle of increased employment and 
economic activity. Children benefit greatly 
from a boost in economic growth as their 
parents are able to provide them access to 
better education, health and living standards, 
which play a fundamental role in shaping 
their future, giving them a suitable head start 
in life. They also benefit from having more 
job opportunities as they prepare to enter the 
labour market. 

Conversely, an inability to exploit the 
demographic dividend will be negative for 
children. With their family members less 
likely to be employed, particularly in high-
paid skilled work, children run the risk of 
being deprived of access to sufficient food, 
education and suitable living conditions. 
These factors constrain their future 
development as they face poverty and food 
insecurity, and they may even be pushed into 
child labour. 

[1255] https://bit.ly/38pIEVZ
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It is crucial that young 
people have access to 
education, skills training 
and employment 
opportunities.
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8.3.1 The economic potential of a 
demographic dividend 

Changes in population age structure can 
bring about significant economic growth 
and development for a country. A nation’s 
economic growth path depends on the 
economic behavior of individuals, which 
displays significant variability across age 
groups. Countries with high dependency 
ratios (more dependents and fewer 
workers) tend to have fewer savings and 
hence lower investments. Countries with 
lower dependency ratios (more working 
age people and less dependents) tend 
to have higher savings, which can be 
reinvested in human capital development 
and technological advancement.

South Asia is reaching the stage where its 
young dependent population is beginning 
to pass into the labour force, reducing 
the dependency ratio. This ratio has been 
steadily falling in South Asia, standing at 
52.27 per cent in 2018 1256, down from 
80 per cent in the 1970s. The country 
with the lowest dependency ratio is the 
Maldives, with 38 per cent, while the 
highest is Afghanistan with 83 per cent. 
1257  This reflects their varying stages of 
demographic transition and also affects 
the type of dividend they might receive.

 Countries in the latter stages are able 
to realize their demographic dividends, 
leading to rapid economic growth. 
A well-documented and successful 

example of how the economic potential 
of the demographic transition can be 
turned into a dividend is the ‘East Asian 
Miracle’. Through 1965-1990, some East 
Asian countries (Hong Kong, China; 
Republic of Korea; Singapore; Taiwan 
Province of China) witnessed a steady 
decline in mortality and fertility rates. 
Strong policies around quality education 
and accompanying trade liberalization 
policies allowed these countries to 
absorb the burgeoning workforce 
into productive economic activity. 
Research attributes 40 per cent of the 
economic growth during 1965-1990 in 
these economies to the demographic 
dividend, supported by favorable 
policies 1259.

The demographic dividend as expressed 
through sustained economic growth and 
job creation has positive implications 
for families and children by reducing 
poverty and improving available funding 
for education and health care. For 
example, Sri Lanka, which is already 
experiencing its population bulge, has 
managed to combine this with economic 
diversification and skills training, leading 
to one of the lowest unemployment rates 
in the region (4.2 per cent). A long-term 
initiative to improve education has also 
led to one of the highest literacy rates 
in the region (93 per cent), ensuring that 
children will receive sufficient education 
to equip them for work in the expanding 
economy. 

Countries
Youth dependency ratio Old age dependency ratio

2007 2025 2050 2007 2025 2050

Afghanistan 90.6 81.3 52.6 5.3 5.0 6.4

Bangladesh 55.9 42.1 31.4 6.0 8.6 17.3

Bhutan 64.4 50.3 35.3 8.1 8.7 14.8

India 49.2 36.3 27.4 8.6 12.0 22.2

Nepal 65.2 47.5 33.7 6.4 7.9 14.0

Pakistan 63.1 47.8 33.3 6.6 8.4 15.2

Sri Lanka 33.8 28.7 27.0 11.0 18.9 37.7

Maldives 69.4 49.2 30.6 6.0 6.9 14.5

Table 4: Young and old-age dependency ratio projections 1258

Source: World Population Ageing Report, 2007.

[1256] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1257] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1258] https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/ageing/WorldPopulationAgeingReport2007.pdf
[1259] https://bit.ly/2ZygaFH

Children benefit 
greatly from a boost in 
economic growth as
their parents are able to 
provide them access to 
better education, health 
and living standards.
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8.3.2 The socioeconomic 
implications of a demographic tax

Failure to exploit the advantages of a 
young and growing population can lead to 
a demographic tax rather than a dividend. 
In this outcome, a lack of employment 
opportunities leads to high rates of 
youth unemployment or underemployed 
with many of those employed in low-
skilled jobs. This may be exacerbated 
by a high level of informal labour, with 
the associated risks of employment 
vulnerability, particularly in seasonal 
sectors. 

Such negative developments may lead 
to ongoing high poverty levels among 
the population, with negative impacts for 
children in the form of undernourishment, 
as well as limited access to health care 
and education. This may also raise the risk 
that they are pushed into child labour to 
help support their families, or potentially 
into minor or organized crime. Lack of 
economic opportunities may also provide 
a push factor for outward migration, which 
poses its own risk to children in terms of 
danger during the journey and integration 
challenges in the new country. 

South Asia is embarking on its 
demographic transition and remains 

poised between experiencing a dividend 
or a tax. Currently, the Maldives 
and Sri Lanka appear best placed to 
experience a dividend, owing to economic 
diversification and investment in 
education and health care to improve the 
skills and quality of life of their growing 
workforce. 

However, in other countries, employment 
growth is failing to keep up with the 
expanding labour force. Barring the 
Maldives and Sri Lanka, the majority of 
the labour force in other countries is 
self-employed in low-end activities 1260. 
The region also has high rates of informal 
labour, which puts workers at significant 
risk of job insecurity. 

For example, Afghanistan has the 
highest unemployment rate in the 
region, at 8.8 per cent. This is partly 
linked to the challenges of economic 
development in the context of the 
ongoing civil conflict. When the 
population size of working-age young 
people increases beyond the number of 
available jobs, poverty and frustration 
surface, creating a vicious cycle in 
which youths may engage in forms 
of social unrest (e.g. protests) or join 
criminal gangs or insurgent groups, 
hindering economic development.

[1260] https://bit.ly/2NVx0cd
[1261] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
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Strong policies around 
quality education 
and accompanying 
trade liberalization 
policies allowed these 
countries to absorb the 
burgeoning workforce 
into productive 
economic activity.
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8.4 Country profiles

8.4.1 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Pakistan

8.4.1.1 Overview 

Country snapshot

Total population 197 million

Unemployment rate 5.9 per cent

Rate of population change 1261 2 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1262 55 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1263 64 per cent

Pakistan is South Asia’s second most populous country. The country has witnessed a 
fivefold increase in population, from 38 million in 1950 to nearly 197 million at present.
Improvements in public health and living standards have led to a population explosion, 
as falling mortality rates were accompanied by high birth rates, nearly 40 births per 1000 
in the 1960s 1264. Consequently, Pakistan’s population growth rate is higher than the rest 
of South Asia.

Pakistan is currently in Stage 2 of the demographic transition, where it is witnessing 
a slow decline in fertility rates, as a result of which the working-age population is 
expected to grow beyond 2050 1265, longer than the rest of South Asia 1266. Hence, the 
country’s window of opportunity for the demographic dividend is currently under way. 
However, academics and researchers have pointed out that the country has already lost 
nearly 20 years of its demographic dividend.

Pakistan has the second-highest total fertility rate (TFR) in South Asia – 3.1 births per 
woman, 2017. Although declining, it is still higher than the population replacement rate, 
and varies across income levels. Regionally it also has one of the lowest contraceptive 
prevalence rate (CPR), which directly affects TFR and female participation in fertility 
decisions. These two factors have significant consequences for the country’s future 
population projections. Assuming constant fertility trends (at 2010 levels), the population 
is expected to reach 395 million by 2050 1267. These projections show that Pakistan will 
continue to experience a youth bulge over the coming decades. 

8.4.1.2 Implications for children in Pakistan

Impact on access to education and basic services 

The country’s performance in education has been unimpressive, as witnessed in the 
low literacy rates at the national level. At the national level, literacy rates have risen 
significantly since 1951, but remain low at 55 per cent, with female literacy even lower 
at 42 per cent. Literacy rates show wide variations across provinces. This indicates that 
children, particularly girls, are struggling to enter the education system. This in turn will 
limit their opportunities once they leave school, increasing the likelihood of high youth 
unemployment. 

[1262] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1263] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1264] https://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2013_CapturingDemoDivPak.pdf
[1265] https://bit.ly/38wyu67
[1266] http://pide.org.pk/pdf/Working per cent20Paper/Demographic per cent20Dividend per cent20Final.pdf
[1267] https://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2013_CapturingDemoDivPak.pdf
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Estimates from the Pakistan Bureau of 
Statistics show that the unemployment 
rate for the 20-24 age group has 
witnessed a steady increase over the past 
few years. The unemployment rate for 
the 20-24 age group was 9.2 per cent in 
2013–2014, 11 per cent in 2014-2015 and 
11.56 per cent in 2018 1268. In addition, 
30 per cent of the total youth in the 
country are classified under the category 
“youth not in education, employment or 
training” 1269. 

At present, the labour force is expanding 
at an annual rate of 3.5 per cent. To absorb 
this, the country needs an annual economic 

growth rate of 8 per cent 1271, which is much 
lower than the current figures.

A 2015 labour force survey reported an 
overall labour force participation rate 
of (53.4 per cent (2015). The female 
participation rate stands at 25 per cent, one 
of the lowest in South Asia 1273. Research 
identifies early marriage, housework, 
childbearing responsibilities and cultural 
attitudes towards women working 
after marriage as some reasons for low 
participation of women in the labour force. 
The barriers to women’s participation in the 
labour force can be an inhibiting factor in 
realizing the demographic dividend.
 

Source: Population Council, Pakistan.

Source: The World Bank.

Determinant  1951  1961  1972  1981  1998  2004  2007  2010

Sex

Male 19 27 30 35 55 63 69 67

Female 12 8 12 16 32 36 44 42

Both sexes 16 16 22 26 44 50 56 55

Province

Punjab 21 27 47 51 59 57

Sindh 30 32 45 54 56 58

KPK 16 17 35 40 49 46

Balochistan 10 10 27 33 46 37

Islamabad 48 73 82 80

Figure 4: Trends in labor force participation since 1992 (per cent) 1272

Table 5: Literacy rates ( per cent) for the population 10 years of age and over, 
by sex and province in Islamabad, 1951-2010 1270

[1268] https://www.dawn.com/news/1457007
[1269] http://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/
[1270] https://pakistan.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/2013_CapturingDemoDivPak_0.pdf
[1271] https://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2013_CapturingDemoDivPak.pdf
[1272] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/444061529681884900/pdf/127518-WP-PUBLIC-FLPPakistan.pdf



21908: Demographic dividend and long-term youth unemployment

Impact on security

Persistent high levels of poverty and 
lack of education mean that children are 
at risk of being forced into child labour 
in order to help support their families. 
Approximately 12.5 million children in 
Pakistan are engaged in some form of 
child labour 1274. Children are particularly 
at risk of being engaged in domestic 
or factory work, which can put them at 
greater risk of workplace accidents or 
physical and sexual abuse. 

Children in poor areas and with limited 
family income may also be at risk of 
being recruited into criminal or terrorist 
groups. For example, militant groups 
have recruited and trained children 
to carry out suicide bomb attacks 
1275. Criminality may be viewed as an 
alternative to formal labour for young 
people coming into the labour market, 
given a lack of jobs and the possibility of 
higher income from crime.  

Impact on health and overall well-
being

High rates of unemployment mean that 
families in which the main breadwinner 
is unemployed may be at greater risk of 
losing access to health care. Children 
may, therefore, struggle to get full 
immunization coverage, as well as being 
more prone to infectious diseases. 
Pakistan has one of the lowest rates 
of child vaccination cover in the world, 
with only 30.8 per cent of children being 
fully vaccinated 1276. Reports link poverty 
and lack of education to low vaccination 
rates, as parents may not be aware of 
vaccination programmes. 

New legislation introduced in the Sindh 
province in early 2019 mandates that 
all children attending public or private 
school must be fully vaccinated 1277. 
This should help reduce the health care 
gap between wealthy and poor children 
attending school. However, those children 
unable to attend school risk being further 
marginalized in terms of access to health 
care, exacerbating the impact of the cycle of 
high unemployment, family poverty and poor 
child access to health care.

[1273] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/444061529681884900/pdf/127518-WP-PUBLIC-FLPPakistan.pdf
[1274] https://www.dawn.com/news/1264451
[1275] https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/pakistani-children-recruited-for-suicide-attacks-un-report-1271988-2018-06-28
[1276] https://www.scidev.net/asia-pacific/health/news/worries-over-vaccination-apathy-high-child-mortality-in-pakistan.html
[1277] https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/polio-vaccine-for-all-school-children/
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8.4.2 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Afghanistan

8.4.2.1 Overview 

Afghanistan is at an early stage of phase 2 of its demographic transition, with its mortality 
and fertility rates falling. Afghanistan’s crude death rate fell to 6.5 deaths per 1,000 people 
– down sharply from 32.4 deaths per 1,000 in 1960 1282. Given the ongoing civil conflict in 
Afghanistan, the fact that the death rate continues to fall is a reflection of sustained efforts by 
the government and aid agencies to extend health services across the country. 
The fertility rate is already falling, to 4.5 births per woman 1283, although this remains the 
highest rate in South Asia. A slower-than-regional average decline in fertility rates is related to 
difficulties in expanding family planning services across the conflict-affected country, as well 
as entrenched cultural expectations that deter women from family planning. 

As a result, Afghanistan has one of the youngest and fastest growing populations in the world, 
with 64 per cent of the population under 25 years of age. However, a combination of civil 
conflict, a weak economy and limited job opportunities means there is a high rate of youth 
unemployment – estimated at approximately 40 per cent 1284. As a result, Afghanistan is not 
fully exploiting its demographic changes, raising the risk that the growing youth population will 
prove to be a challenge rather than a benefit. 

8.4.2.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

High levels of youth unemployment reflect a 
lack of access to education, as well as a lack 
of jobs. The net enrolment rate for secondary 
education was 53.8 per cent in 2017 1285, 
with female enrolment lower at 38.7 per 
cent. This indicates that the majority of the 
youth population, particularly females, are 
not well equipped for the labour market. They 

are, therefore, more likely to take low-skilled, 
low-paying jobs if they are able to secure 
employment at all, which leads to a long-
term lower standard of living. Children who 
have not participated fully in the education 
system are also more likely to enter the 
informal sector 1286 as they do not have 
formal qualifications. Approximately 84.3 per 
cent of poor workers work in the informal 
sector. This high level of informal sector work 
means that the government misses out on 
tax revenues from labour, restricting the 
state’s ability to fund improved education for 
the next generation of children. 

[1278] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1279] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1280] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1281] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1282] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=AF
[1283] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=AF
[1284] https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/03/afghanistan-unveils-youth-unemployment-strategy-180306112145231.html
[1285] http://uis.unesco.org/country/AF
[1286] https://bit.ly/2NWu2ny

Country snapshot

Total population 35.53 million

Unemployment rate 1278 8.9 per cent

Rate of population change 1279 2.5 per cent

 Per cent of population under 25 years 1280 2.5 per cent

Age dependency ratio 83 per cent
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Impact on security

High levels of poverty and youth 
unemployment also pose the risk 
that children may be forced into child 
labour, criminal behaviour or even 
terrorism to help support their families. 
Approximately half of children between 
the ages of 5-14 work to support their 
families 1287, some in hazardous work 
such as brick and carpet production, 
which exposes them to the risk of 
injury or death 1288. Children may also 
be recruited to join terrorist groups or 
support drug production and trafficking 
in the country 1289. 

Children who are engaged in child 
labour are less likely to attend school, 
reducing their future employment 
opportunities 1290.

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Low family incomes owing to lack of 
employment puts children at risk of being 
unable to access health care, increasing their 
risk of illness or death.This is connected with 
a slower-than-average regional decline in 
the infant mortality rate. Data on under-five 
mortality rates is difficult to obtain given the 
inaccessibility of some of the country and 
limited data collection programmes. The 
national rate was reported as 67.9 deaths per 
1,000 live births in 2018 1291. 

Young girls may be at particular risk 
of complications related to teenage 
pregnancies, linked to the still-common 
practice of child marriage in Afghanistan. 
Poor health during childhood may impact 
school attendance, and increase the 
likelihood of children eventually being 
engaged in child labour or entering into the 
informal labour market. 

[1287] https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/14/they-bear-all-pain/hazardous-child-labor-afghanistan
[1288] https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/afghanistan
[1289] https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/afghanistan
[1290] https://issuu.com/unicefusa/docs/afghan_report_rm_final-april_25_web
[1291] https://data.unicef.org/country/afg/#

©UNICEF Afghanistan/Dejongh/2019
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8.4.3 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Bhutan

8.4.3.1 Overview 

Country snapshot

Total population 807,610

Unemployment rate 1292 2.4 per cent

Rate of population change 1293 1.2 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1294 45 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1295 45 per cent

Bhutan’s youth population is growing fast, with 45 per cent of the population under 25 years of 
age. It is well into Stage 2 of its demographic transition and should be starting to experience a 
demographic dividend. The death rate has fallen to 6 deaths per 1,000 people, on par with the 
rest of the region 1296. The fertility rate has fallen sharply, to 1.9 births per woman, meaning that 
it is now below the replacement rate 1297. Bhutan’s population bulge is therefore beginning to 
pass through, with many of its young population already entering into the labour force. 

However, Bhutan is struggling to provide jobs for new entrants to the labour market, leading to 
high levels of youth unemployment. Youth unemployment is at 15.7 per cent 1298, well above 
the overall unemployment rate. More than 50 per cent of unemployed youth have completed 
secondary and tertiary education, indicating that there is a lack of skilled jobs for those who 
have completed education and are seeking employment.  

8.4.3.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Impact on access to education and 
basic services 

Bhutan has a comprehensive state-
funded education system as part of the 
government’s long-term drive to upskill the 
growing population. Bhutan’s net primary 
enrolment rate stood at 98 per cent in 2012 
1299. Bhutan has a literacy rate of 66 per 
cent, rising to 93 per cent among young 
adults (aged 15-24 years) 1300, indicating the 
success of the government’s education 

policy. As such, the challenge for the 
government is how to create sufficient jobs 
for an educated, literate and young labour 
force. The risk includes young skilled 
workers migrating away from Bhutan in 
search of jobs, reducing the potential 
demographic dividend.

 Impact on security

The informal sector is relatively small 
in Bhutan, at 16.2 per cent of GDP 1301, 
reducing the risk of young children forced to 
work to support their families. Some children 
do informal work in the agricultural sector, 

[1292] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1293] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1294] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1295] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1296] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1297] http://www.bbs.bt/news/?p=91900
[1298] http://www.nsb.gov.bt/news/news_detail.php?id=302&task=view
[1299] Choden, Tashi, Sonam Tshering, Tshering Wangmo, and Dechen Zangmo. “The education resilience of out-of-school-
children in Bhutan: A methodology and pilot study.”
(2014) https://bit.ly/3dSbTC4
[1300] https://www.dailybhutan.com/article/bhutan-achieved-93-youth-literacy-rate
[1301] http://www.unsiap.or.jp/e-learning/el_material/PSS/1507_Informal/cr/Bhu_cr_Informal per cent20employment.pdf
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with these children more at risk of work-related injuries. There is limited data on child labour in 
Bhutan as there is no national survey or report. Anecdotal reports indicate that children can be 
forced to work in factories 1302. Moreover, the government has limited formal policies on child 
labour 1303, increasing the vulnerability of children to unscrupulous recruiters. 

Impact on health and overall well-being

The government aims to provide state-funded health care to all, but rapid population growth 
is putting pressure on state facilities, meaning that some children may experience difficulties 
accessing health care 1304. However, this is within the context of overall positive efforts 
towards poverty reduction and service provision.  In 2017, the poverty rate was 8.2 per cent, 
down from 12 per cent in 2012 1305. As the young population continues to enter the labour 
force and the birth rate declines, health services should become more expansive as state 
provision catches up with the rate of population growth. 

[1302] “Child labour in the local context”. Kuensel.(2015). http://www.kuenselonline.com/child-labour-in-the-local-context/
1303] Child Labor and Forced Labor Reports. Bureau of International labor affairs.
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/bhutan
[1304] “Bhutan Development Update- Harnessing Urbanization”. World Bank.(2019) https://bit.ly/2D1anRi
[1305] “Bhutan Poverty Analysis report 2017”. World Bank. (2017). http://www.nsb.gov.bt/publication/files/2017_PAR_Report.pdf
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8.4.4 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Bangladesh

8.4.4.1 Overview 

Country snapshot

Total population 164.7 million 

Unemployment rate 4.3 per cent

Rate of population change 1306 1.1 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1307 46 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1308 49 per cent

Bangladesh has a large and growing youth population, with 46 per cent under 25 years of age, 
which places it mid-ranking within South Asia in terms of youth population size. Bangladesh’s 
overall population growth rate is slowing, currently at 1.1 per cent, indicating that it is part 
way through Stage 2 of its demographic transition and should be starting to experience a 
demographic dividend. 

The death rate has fallen to 5 deaths per 1,000 people, mid-ranking with the rest of the region 
1309. The fertility rate has fallen to 2.1 births per woman 1310, just above the replacement rate. 
Population growth is therefore stabilizing, with the majority of the population bulge now 
entering or about to enter the labour market. 

However, as with other countries in the region, Bangladesh is struggling to provide sufficient 
jobs, or jobs of a sufficient skills level, for its young labour force. Youth unemployment is at 
10.6 per cent 1311, above the overall unemployment rate of 4.3 per cent. Moreover, those not 
in education, employment or training (NEETS) stand at 29.8 per cent 1312. Both skilled and 
unskilled persons suffer from various degrees of unemployment, with 13.4 per cent of those 
with tertiary level education unemployed. 

8.4.4.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

Access to education across Bangladesh is 
patchy, with poorer children and those in 
remote/rural areas more at risk of missing 
out on educational opportunities. The literacy 
rate is improving, with the rate for people 
aged 15 years and over standing at 73.9 
per cent 1313, but the government missed 
its goal of 100 per cent literacy by 2014. 
Establishing a comprehensive system of 

education is being impeded by shortfalls 
in government funding, family poverty 
that prevents children attending school, 
and cultural issues that prevent/reduce 
female education. 
Youth literacy is, however, improving 
sharply, rising to 92.2 per cent 1314. 
Bangladesh is producing an increasingly 
educated and skilled workforce but is 
experiencing problems creating enough 
jobs. A high level of informality in the 
economy (approximately 80 per cent 
1315) means that young people may not 
be able to find suitable jobs for their 
education level, forcing them either to 

[1306] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1307] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1308] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1309] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1310] https://www.dandc.eu/en/article/how-bangladesh-reduced-average-number-children-woman-mere-21
[1311] https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/macro-mirror/news/how-much-has-the-youth-gained-growth-1636012
[1312]  https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/macro-mirror/news/how-much-has-the-youth-gained-growth-1636012
[1313] https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/literacy-rate-in-bangladesh-2019-100-pc-still-far-cry-1796734
[1314] https://bit.ly/2C0e3Cz
[1315] https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/macro-mirror/news/how-much-has-the-youth-gained-growth-1636012
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take lower-skilled jobs or migrate to 
find suitable work. In either case, these 
skills are lost to the economy and do not 
provide benefits to workers. 

Impact on security

High levels of informality and lack of 
employment opportunities may force young 
people and children into child labour or crime. 
Reports cite concerns that long-term youth 
unemployment can lead to an increase in 
rates of frustration, stress, drug addiction and 
criminal activity 1316. In addition, child labour 
remains a major concern, particularly in 
hazardous workspaces such as factories. 
A report found that in Dhaka children 
under 14 years of age – the legal age for 
employment – are working (on average) 64 
hours a week 1317. This poses both health 
and security risks for children, and also locks 

them out of educational opportunities that 
can increase their employment options 
in the future. 

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Children of unemployed and low-
income families can struggle to access 
health care, since the state-funded 
health system is underfunded and 
oversubscribed. Lack of employment 
means that families are less able to afford 
private health care for their children if 
required. This can continue into young 
adulthood, with young workers emerging 
into the labour force running the risk of 
falling out of the social services net. 
If they become ‘long-term unemployed’, 
this may reduce their eligibility to receive 
some state-funded health care or benefits.  

[1316] https://bit.ly/3giIxyi
[1317] https://n.pr/2YU8UF4
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8.4.5 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in India

8.4.5.1 Overview 

Country snapshot

Total population 1.35 billion 

Unemployment rate 1318 2.6 per cent

Rate of population change 1319 1.0 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1320 45 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1321 51 per cent

India’s youth population has been growing fast for several years and is already well into Stage 2 
of the demographic transition. The death rate has fallen to 7 deaths per 1,000 
people 1322, albeit still one of the highest in the region, at par with Afghanistan. The fertility rate 
has dropped to 2.2 births per woman 1323, just above the replacement rate. This means that 
the youth population is still expanding – but the rate of growth is not as high as it was earlier in 
the demographic transition. 

However, youth unemployment is higher than total unemployment, particularly among 
educated workers. Among educated workers, the unemployment rate is 10.5 per cent 
in rural areas and 9.2 per cent in urban areas 1324. This is within the context of an overall 
youth unemployment rate of nearly 30 per cent, one of the highest in the region 1325. Youth 
unemployment (20-24 years of age) has increased by 15 per cent in the last two years, 
indicating that India’s economy is not expanding fast enough to provide jobs for the number of 
young workers entering the labour force.

8.4.5.2 Implications for children in India

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

The youth literacy rate in India is 86 per 
cent 1326, with the secondary school 
enrolment rate standing at 75.2 
per cent 1327. This indicates that more 
children in India are accessing education 
and achieving at least minimum skills such 
as literacy and numeracy. However, there is 
more of a gap around skills-based learning, 
with employers complaining that new 

entrants to the labour force do not have 
the requisite skills. A major reason is that 
India attempted to diversify its economy 
around technology, automation and robotics, 
but without appropriate changes to its 
educational system. A report warns that 4.69 
per cent of India’s total workforce is formally 
skilled, compared with 80 per cent in Japan 
and 96 per cent in South Korea 1328. 

Children in India may, therefore, not be 
benefiting from a targeted curriculum, which 
may increase the risk of unemployment once 
they enter the labour force. 

[1318] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1319]  https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1320] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1321] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1322] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1323] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=8S
[1324] https://qz.com/india/1639459/graduates-diploma-holders-most-unemployed-youth-in-modis-india/
[1325] https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/economy/india-s-unemployment-rate-doubled-in-two-years-soe-in-figures-64953
[1326] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.1524.LT.ZS?locations=IN
[1327] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.ENRR?locations=IN
[1328] https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/economy/india-s-unemployment-rate-doubled-in-two-years-soe-in-figures-64953
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Impact on security

High levels of youth unemployment may 
mean that some youth workers work 
in informal or hazardous jobs, with no 
health and safety regulations. In addition, 
child labour remains a concern in India 
despite more workers entering the 
labour market, likely because children 
are cheaper and rates of familial poverty 
remain high. Despite ongoing government 
efforts to reduce child labour through 
more stringent legislation and oversight, 
approximately 33 million children between 
5-18 years of age engage in work, with a 
third of these under 15 years of age 1329.  
Ongoing rates of population growth 
indicate that children will continue to be 
at risk of being forced into child labour 
unless there is a government-led effort (or 
cultural shift) to prevent it.

Impact on health and overall well-
being

Children from poor or unemployed families 
struggle to access health care because 
of limitations on state-funded health care. 
Private health providers are the main 
source of health care for two-thirds of the 
population, with those unable to afford 
private health cover at risk of losing access 
to the health system 1330. This is particularly 
the case for children living in remote rural 
areas, who may be a long distance away 
from the nearest state-run health facility. 

Even families with employed parents may 
struggle to afford health care.  Conversely, 
those in formal employment may benefit 
from the provision of family health 
insurance to cover the gaps in the state-run 
system. 

[1329] https://wapo.st/2YUrpJt
[1330] https://bmjpaedsopen.bmj.com/content/1/1/e000054
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8.4.6 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in the Maldives

8.4.6.1 Overview

Country snapshot

Total population 436,330

Unemployment rate 1331 6.08 per cent

Rate of population change 1332 3.4 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1333 36 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1334 38 per cent

The Maldives’ youth population has been growing fast and it is now well into Stage 2 of 
the demographic transition, with much of the youth population having already entered 
the labour force. The death rate has fallen to 3 deaths per 1,000 people 1335, the lowest 
in the region, owing to the country’s relatively high standard of health care. The fertility 
rate has dropped to 1.9 births per woman 1336, also the lowest in the region. As a result, 
the Maldives has one of the smallest youth populations by proportion in the region, with 
36 per cent of the population under 25 years of age. The population continues to grow 
at an annual rate of 3.4 per cent, in large part due to the country’s status as a major 
regional destination for migrant workers. 

Youth unemployment is relatively high, at nearly 25 per cent 1337, compared with 6.08 
per cent across the total population. This is particularly high among women, reflecting 
family commitments. Moreover, high youth unemployment indicates that jobs are 
not being generated in sufficient quantity to supply the emerging labour force.  The 
imbalance between the number of people seeking work and the number of available 
jobs is particularly significant in the key tourism and construction sectors, where young 
Maldivians are experiencing growing competition for jobs from migrant workers. 

8.4.6.2 Implications for children in the 
Maldives

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

The capital Male is the main location of 
employment in the country and also has the 
best and most accessible schools, indicating 
that children of employed families will have 
better access to education 1338. 
The primary enrolment rate is high, at 90.98 
per cent (2017) 1339, although the enrolment 
rate has been declining slightly since 2010, 

perhaps reflecting the lack of access to 
education on remote atolls. This is also linked 
to higher rates of unemployment on remote 
atolls, especially those without tourist 
facilities. 

Children living on remote atolls may be 
encouraged to migrate to other areas for 
better education access, or risk dropping out 
of the system. High youth unemployment 
also means that young people will need 
to migrate, primarily to Male, to find work, 
potentially cutting them off from familial 
support networks. 

[1331] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1332] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1333] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1334] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1335] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1336] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=8S
[1337] https://maldivesindependent.com/business/quarter-of-maldives-youth-unemployed-world-bank-133111
[1338] May, John F. “Maldives’ Population Dynamics: Policy Prospects for Human Growth and Opportunity.” Population 
Reference Bureau, Washington, DC.[Google Scholar] (2016). https://bit.ly/2NShqOD
[1339] “Maldives | UNESCO UIS”. (2019)..http://uis.unesco.org/country/MV
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Impact on security

Children of poorer families, especially those 
in remote areas, may be at risk of being 
forced into child labour to help support their 
families. Some children from outer islands 
are brought to Male by criminal groups for 
the purposes of domestic labour or sex 
work 1340. Some children working in 
domestic labour are also vulnerable to sex 
abuse. A lack of formal government data 
on child labour makes it difficult to assess 
the extent of child labour and its potential 
correlation with unemployment rates.  

Impact on health and overall well-
being

As with education, the best health care 
facilities are located on Male – meaning 
that children of employed families in Male 
will receive the best access. Many families 
with children move to Male to benefit from 
improved health care. Conversely, children 
of poor families, especially those on remote 
atolls, may have limited access to health 
care, increasing the risk of childhood 
diseases or incomplete immunization 
coverage. 

[1340] “2018 Traficking in persons report- Maldives”. Refworld.(2018). https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b3e0adfa.html
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8.4.7 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Nepal

8.4.7.1 Overview

Country snapshot

Total population 29.3 million

Unemployment rate 1341 11.4 per cent

Rate of population change 1342 1.5 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1343 52 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1344 57 per cent

Nepal has one of the highest youth populations in the region, with 55 per cent of 
the population below 25 years of age.  Only Pakistan and Afghanistan have a higher 
proportion of youths. The country is entering Stage 2 of the demographic transition 
and should benefit from it in the future. Nepal’s death rate has fallen to 6 deaths per 
1,000 people 1345, and the fertility rate has dropped to 2.0 births per woman 1346, at 
replacement rate. The youth population is still large albeit the rate of growth is beginning 
to slow in line with the falling fertility rate. 

As with other countries in the region, youth unemployment is higher than total 
unemployment, particularly among educated workers. Overall youth unemployment 
stands at 19.2 per cent 1347, compared with the total unemployment rate of 11.4 per 
cent. Unemployment is particularly high among university graduates, at 26.1 per cent 
1348, indicating that the work force is not expanding fast enough to provide jobs for young 
people emerging from tertiary education. 

8.4.7.2 Implications for children in Nepal

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

Higher unemployment rates among 
university graduates indicate that the system 
of education is not sufficiently preparing 
students for the domestic labour market. 
Employers cite a skills mismatch within 
the Nepalese labour market, particularly a 
lack of technical and vocational training 1349. 
The traditional agricultural and industrial 
industries are declining, while the services 
sector is growing. This indicates that Nepal 
is missing out on some of its demographic 
dividend as a result of a skills mismatch, 
increasing the likelihood that young people 
will struggle to find work. 

Impact on security

Child labour is a major problem in Nepal, 
both in urban areas (factories, brick kilns) and 
in rural areas (agriculture). An estimated 1.6 
million children between 5-17 years of age 
are engaged in child labour, exposing them 
to the risks of physical and sexual abuse. In 
addition, children involved in child labour are 
less likely to attend school, increasing the 
risk that they will remain in informal and low-
paid employment as they grow up. 
Moreover, high youth unemployment acts 
as a push factor encouraging young people 
to migrate outside Nepal.  Approximately 10 
per cent of outward migrants are children 
below the age of 19 years of age 1350, 
exposing them to risks associated with 
illegal migration. 

[1341] https://kathmandupost.com/money/2019/04/27/nepals-unemployment-rate-estimated-at-114-percent
[1342] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1343] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1344] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1345] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1346] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=8S
[1347] http://www.bikasudhyami.com/index.php/blogs/all-blogs/catalyst/blog-post-2
[1348] http://www.bikasudhyami.com/index.php/blogs/all-blogs/catalyst/blog-post-2
[1349] http://www.bikasudhyami.com/index.php/blogs/all-blogs/catalyst/blog-post-2
[1350] https://esa.un.org/miggmgprofiles/indicators/files/Nepal.pdf
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Impact on health and overall well-being

Children of unemployed families may be less able to access health care, given that 
Nepal’s system of health care is overstretched, particularly in rural areas. The best 
medical facilities are located in urban areas, particularly Kathmandu, with employed 
families in the capital therefore best able to afford private health care for their children. 
High youth unemployment means that young people may not be able to access health 
care, either through their employer or even state-funded facilities, once they have 
moved beyond the statutory childhood health care programmes. 
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8.4.8 Demographic transition, unemployment and policy environment 
in Sri Lanka

8.4.8.1 Overview

Country snapshot

Total population 21.4 million

Unemployment rate 1351 7.8 per cent

Rate of population change 1352 0.5 per cent

 per cent of population under 25 years 1353 39 per cent

Age dependency ratio 1354 52 per cent

Sri Lanka is now beginning to enter stage 3 of the demographic dividend, with its youth 
population (which grew rapidly for years) entering the labour market. The death rate has fallen 
to seven deaths per 1,000 people 1355. This remains one of the highest in the region despite a 
generally comprehensive health system and reflects ongoing security issues in certain areas 
related to the end of the civil conflict in 2009. The fertility rate has dropped to 2.2 births per 
woman 1356, just above replacement rate. 

Sri Lanka has one of the smallest youth populations by proportion in the region, with 39 per 
cent of the population under 25 years of age. As a result of falling death and birth rates, the 
population growth rate has fallen to 0.5 per cent, the lowest in the region. This indicates that 
Sri Lanka has limited time left to benefit from its demographic dividend. 

The rate of youth unemployment is high (21.9 per cent among youth aged 15-24 years), more 
than double the overall unemployment rate (7.8 per cent) 1357. This indicates that jobs are not 
being generated in sufficient quantity to supply the emerging labour force. This is particularly 
the case in global-facing sectors, where employers have raised concerns that Sri Lankan 
workers do not possess the necessary skills to meet new job requirements 1358.

8.4.8.2 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Impact on access to education and 
basic services

Sri Lanka has a comprehensive state-funded 
system of education, meaning that most 
young people receive a good standard of 
education. For example, in 2012, the literacy 
rate for persons 15-24 years of age in rural 
areas was 98.6 per cent, compared with 98.9 
per cent in urban areas 1359. Sri Lanka has 
an overall literacy rate of 93 per cent, behind 

only the Maldives with 99 per cent, making it 
one of the best educational systems in South 
Asia 1360. 

As such, it is the type of education 
that children receive rather than 
access itself that has implications 
for employment opportunities as 
young people enter the labour force. 
Employers cited a lack of soft skills (in 
particular) as being a disadvantage, such 
as knowledge of English, indicating it is 
this element that systems of education 
need to incorporate 1361.

[1351] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS?locations=IN
[1352] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1353] https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_DataBooklet.pdf
[1354] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.DPND?locations=8S
[1355] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CDRT.IN?locations=8S
[1356] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?locations=8S
[1357] http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Q4_Bulletin_WEB_2018_final.pdf
[1358]http://www.sundaytimes.lk/120115/BusinessTimes/bt08.html
[1359] Ellis,Peter, Mark Roberts,“Leveraging Urbanization in Sri Lanka”.World Bank. (2015).https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
bitstream/handle/10986/22549/9781464806629.pdf?sequence=17&isAllowed=y
[1360] https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/228551-Pakistan-observes-World-Literacy-Day-today
[1361] http://www.sundaytimes.lk/120115/BusinessTimes/bt08.html
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Source: Sri Lanka Labor Force statistics quarterly bulletin, 2018 Q4.

Figure 5: Total unemployment rate in Sri Lanka (2016-2018) 1362

Impact on security

Relatively high standards of living across the 
country and increasingly stringent legislation 
result in a relatively low level of child labour 
in Sri Lanka: approximately 1 per cent of 
the child population 1363. Children, even in 
unemployed families, are therefore less likely 
to be forced into child labour. However, of 
this 1 per cent, approximately 90 per cent are 
engaged in hazardous work, such as mining, 
agriculture and textiles factories. Overall, the 
relatively low prevalence of child labour has 
positive implications for child development, 
both in terms of being able to access full 
educational opportunities and a safer living 
environment.  

Impact on health and overall 
well-being

As with education, Sri Lanka has a 
comprehensive health system that focuses 
on child health care programmes as a 
key part of ensuring a healthy population. 
For example, the country has a near 100  
per cent vaccine coverage rate 1364. The 
government provides universal health care 
for citizens, with 50  per cent of medical 
treatment, 95  per cent of hospitalizations, 
and 99 per cent of preventive care needs 
of the country provided by the public health 
system 1365. Children of poor or unemployed 
families retain access to healthcare, despite 
their parents’ long-term unemployment.

[1362] http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Q4_Bulletin_WEB_2018_final.pdf
[1363] https://bit.ly/3gsl1zc
[1364] https://www.vaccineswork.org/sri-lanka-five-steps-to-vaccine-success/
[1365] https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2018/09/14/elevating-sri-lankas-public-health-next-level
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8.5 Implications for UNICEF

Data

While data on demographic trends is readily 
available for all South Asian countries, 
comparable data on youth NEETs (not in 
education, employment or Training) and rate 
of informal employment are not available for 
most countries. 

Clear, comparative data across countries 
in South Asia and between age groups 
in the same country will provide the 
basis for evaluation of the full extent of 
demographic changes and unemployment. 
Such comparative data will facilitate the 
prioritization of focus areas for UNICEF 
programming and support, such as targeting 
specific age groups for vocational training 
schemes. UNICEF could work with national 
governments to organize census and other 
national studies along globally comparative 
lines.

Information

Many South Asian countries provide 
job finding services and training to help 
unemployed people find work. 

Drop-in support centres would help 
unemployed family members find work in 
order to limit the negative implications for 
their children. In addition, advice centres for 
young people about to leave education and 
enter the labour market would help them 
tailor their applications to appropriate sectors.

Education

Shifting economic structures across South 
Asia require the development of new 
skills for workers, including both soft and 
technical skills. UNICEF could work with 
education programmers to ensure that 
such components are built into educational 
programmes in order to prepare children for 
future employment opportunities.

Health care

Children of long-term unemployed families 
risk losing access to health care because of 
cost. Drop-in medical centres in poor areas 
with high unemployment rates would help 
mitigate this negative impact on children.

Security

Assessing the scope of child labour in 
South Asian countries and specific regions 
would provide a solid basis for UNICEF 
programming to help counter child 
labour. This would include lobbying for 
accompanying legislation where there is 
currently a gap.

State programming

Assessing the scope of child labour in 
South Asian countries and specific regions 
would provide a solid basis for UNICEF 
programming to help counter child 
labour. This would include lobbying for 
accompanying legislation where there is 
currently a gap.

Back to the content
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9.1  Overview 

This chapter focuses on the trend of rising inequality in South Asia, with particular 
reference to the current situation in the region, future projections of the trend and 
how it affects children. 

In South Asia, the number of extreme poor living on less than $1.90 a day dropped 
from 536 million in 1990 to 216 million in 2015, significantly decreasing the region’s 
extreme poverty rate (see Figure 1) 1366. During this period, income inequality declined 
within and between countries in the region. However, gaps in wealth concentration 
have continued to increase over time 1367. This suggests that despite rising incomes, 
wealth is still highly concentrated within a small segment of the population in 
South Asia. Furthermore, standard monetary indicators (e.g. extreme poverty 
rates) underestimate the true extent of inequality, especially with regard to human 
development outcomes, such as malnutrition, infant mortality and attainment of 
education. 

Rising income and wealth inequality have implications on nutrition and health, 
education, and access to job opportunities. It disproportionately affects children, 
trapping them in a never-ending cycle of discrimination and chronic poverty. Poverty 
creates obstacles to children’s survival, development, protection and participation 
in decisions that affect their lives. The vast majority of the world’s poor children, 
nearly 300 million, live in South Asia1368. Patriarchal values and social norms further 
amplify the gender divide. While less apparent during the early childhood years, 
stark differences between men and women surface during the peak productive and 
reproductive phase. In South Asia, the poverty rate of women between 25-34 years of 
age is 5.5 per cent higher than that of men1369. 

Although South Asia is expected to meet the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
of reducing extreme poverty to below 3 per cent by 2030, many people – particularly 
women and children – will continue to live in unsatisfactory conditions1370. About 
40 per cent of the total population of children in South Asia are stunted, unable to 
start and complete primary school on time, and are not fully immunized1371. Despite 
progress in reducing poverty, rising wealth inequality and relative deprivation in 
education, health and economic opportunities may increase the risk of discontent in 
the region. Efforts to mitigate inequality and promote inclusive human development 
are essential for sustainable growth in the region. 

[1366] Schafer, Hartwig. “South Asia: A Bright Spot in Darkening Economic Skies?” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
January 9, 2019. Accessed August 24, 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZfqjIA
[1367] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”42-43. South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015. Accessed July 30, 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/20395.
[1368] Bonefeld, Anne Sophie. “Parliamentarians from across South Asia Discuss the Need for Stronger Investment in 
Childrenand Adolescents,” May 3, 2018. Accessed August 24, 2019.https://uni.cf/2W3GHJW
[1369] Grown, Caren, and Carolina Sánchez-Páramo. “Behind Closed Doors: How Traditional Measures of Poverty Mask 
Inequality inside the Household and a New Look at Possible Solutions.” Data Blog (blog), October 18, 2018. Accessed 
August 24, 2019. https://bit.ly/38F2m0g
[1370] Schafer, Hartwig. “South Asia: A Bright Spot in Darkening Economic Skies?” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
January 9, 2019. Accessed August 24, 2019. https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/south-asia-bright-spot-dark-
eningeconomic-skies.
[1371] “Child Stunting, Hidden Hunger and Human Capital in South Asia: Implications for Sustainable 
Development Post 2015.”Kathmandu, Nepal: UNICEF, 2018. https://uni.cf/3glvJaq
[1372] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015.
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1373] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015.
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1374] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015
.https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1375] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015.
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1376] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=IN.

Key terminologies

Inequality: Inequality is 

the state of not being equal 

in status, rights and/or 

opportunities. According 

to UNICEF, inequality is 

“fundamentally about 

relational disparities, denial 

of fair and equivalent 

enjoyment of rights, and 

the persistence of arbitrary 

discrepancies in the worth, 

status, dignity, and freedoms 

of different people.”1372 

Inequality of outcomes: 

Inequality of outcomes 

refers to differences in what 

people achieve in life. This 

includes the level of income 

or wealth, and educational 

attainment 1373. 

Inequality of opportunities: 

Is the difference in 

people’s background 

or circumstances that 

condition what they are able 

to achieve, including access 

to education, employment, 

etc 1374. 

Income inequality: Income 

inequality refers to the 

unequal flow of resources, 

namely income, over a 

period of time. Income 

is defined as household 

disposable income in a 

particular year. Income 

inequality is measured by 

indicators such as the Gini 

coefficient 1375. 

Gini index: The Gini index 

compares the cumulative 

proportion of the population 

against the proportions of 

income they receive and 

produces a coefficient that 

ranges between 0, which 

represents perfect equality 
1376, or 1, perfect inequality.
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Wealth inequality: Wealth 

inequality is unequal 

ownership or possession 

of a stock of resources at a 

point in time. Income and 

wealth are inextricably 

linked. Income can be saved 

and turned into wealth, and 

wealth can be converted 

into income to satisfy 

consumption needs. Two 

individuals can presently 

earn similar incomes, but 

differ drastically in terms of 

wealth 1377. 

Poverty: As defined by the 

World Bank, poverty is 

“pronounced deprivation 

in well-being”, often in 

relation to the lack of 

monetary resources to meet 

basic needs. Over time, 

the definition of poverty 

has grown to take on a 

multidimensional approach. 

Poverty arises when 

people lack key capabilities 

and have inadequate 

income or education, poor 

health, insecurity, low 

self-confidence, a sense of 

powerlessness, or an absence 

of rights 1378.

Child poverty: UNICEF 

defines child poverty as 

the deprivation of the 

material, spiritual, and 

emotional resources 

children need to survive, 

develop, thrive, enjoy their 

rights, and achieve their 

full potential. 1379 

Cycle of poverty: The cycle 

of poverty refers to the 

set of factors or events 

by which poverty, once 

started, is likely to continue 

unless there is outside 

intervention. 1380

Chronic poverty: Chronic 

poverty refers to being in 

a state of poverty for an 

extended period of time 1381. 

Figure 1: Extreme poverty trend (regional and global) 1990-2015

Source: The World Bank (2018).

[1377] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015.
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1378] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf.
[1379] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf.
[1380] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf.
[1381] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf.
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9.2 Rising wealth inequality and growing discontent in South Asia

9.2.1 Drivers of rising income and wealth inequality

Globally, there has been progress towards reducing extreme poverty. In South Asia, the 
number of extreme poor living on less than $1.90 a day dropped to 216 million in 2015, from 
275 million in 2013, and 536 million in 19901390. South Asia also experienced a 2.6 per cent 
growth per year in incomes among the poorest 40 per cent from 2010-2015, faster than the 
global average of 1.9 per cent1391. Additionally, in South Asia, income inequality has decreased. 
Gini coefficients for the region during the most recently available years (from 2009-2017, 
depending on the country) ranged between 0.28-0.40, below many countries, including China, 
Mexico and South Africa1392.  However, while there is much to be celebrated in lifting over 
300 million out of extreme poverty in the last 25 years, if the international poverty line were 
adjusted to the lower middle-income level of $3.20 per day or the upper middle-income level 
of $5.50 per day, there is still a significant portion of the South Asian population that are living 
in poverty (see Figure 2). In fact, there has been very limited progress once the poverty line is 
adjusted to the upper middle-income level. 

Additionally, significant gaps in wealth distribution remain. As wealth provides a sense of 
security, disparities in asset holdings and net worth have implications on financial stability and 
the resilience of households in the event of adverse shocks. For instance, the net worth of a 
typical Indian household from the richest or top 10 per cent strata can support consumption 
for more than 23 years. In contrast, the net worth of a typical Indian household in the bottom 
10 per cent may only be sufficient to support consumption for less than three months1393. 

Figure 2a: South Asia regional poverty trend (daily income < $1.90)1394

Source: The World Bank.

[1382] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1383] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1384] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1385] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1386] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1387] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1388] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1389] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018. https://bit.ly/2APqMru
[1390] Schafer, Hartwig. “Finishing the Job of Ending Poverty in South Asia.” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
October 17, 2018. Accessed August 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/2AIZBOQ
[1391] Schafer, Hartwig. “Finishing the Job of Ending Poverty in South Asia.” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
October 17, 2018.Accessed August 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/2AIZBOQ
[1392] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”42-43, 71. South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015. Accessed July 30, 2019.https://
openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/20395.
[1393] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South Asia.”
South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 72. https://bit.ly/2DiKPPJ
[1394] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (South Asia).” The World Bank. Accessed August 24, 2019.
 http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/region/SAS. 

Absolute poverty: Absolute 

poverty refers to income 

poverty below a set line 

of what is required to 

access minimum needs for 

survival 1382. 

International poverty line: 

The international poverty 

line is set at $1.90 per person 

per day 1383. 

Lower middle-income 

international poverty line: Per 

the World Bank, the lower 

middle-income line is set at 

$3.20 per person per day. 1384 

Upper middle-income 

international poverty line: Per 

the World Bank, the upper 

middle-income line is set at 

$5.50 per person per day. 1385 

Relative poverty: Relative 

poverty is poverty or 

deprivation in relation to 

others. Relative poverty lines 

are often set at 50 per cent 

or 60 per cent of the national 

median income 1386.

Extreme poverty: Extreme 

poverty refers to income 

below the international 

poverty line of $1.90. More 

than 11 per cent of the world 

population live in extreme 

poverty and over 160 million 

children are at risk of 

continuing to live in extreme 

poverty in 2030 1387.

Poverty rate: The poverty rate 

is the ratio of the number of 

people (in a given age group) 

whose income falls below the 

poverty line. Typically, the 

relative poverty line, or half of 

the national median income, is 

used to calculate the poverty 

rate 1388. 

Multidimensional poverty: 

Multidimensional poverty 

focuses on various 

deprivations experienced by 

poor people, including poor 

health, lack of education, 

inadequate living standards, 

disempowerment, threat of 

violence, etc. 1389
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Figure 2b: South Asia regional poverty trend (daily income < $3.20)1395

Figure 2c: South Asia regional poverty trend (daily income < $5.50)1396

Source: The World Bank.

Source: The World Bank.

Wealth distribution gaps increase the 
vulnerability of the least wealthy and the 
disparity has continued to increase over 
time. According to Oxfam, 73 per cent 
of the wealth generated in India in 2017 
went to the richest 1 per cent, while 
the poorest half of the population saw 
only a 1 per cent increase in wealth1397. 
Further, consumption in many South 
Asian countries (where data are available) 
indicates increasing concentration amongst 
the wealthiest quintile1398. Asia is expected 
to witness the highest growth in terms of 
high net worth individuals over the next 
five years1399. India and Nepal are the only 

two countries in the region with known 
billionaires.  

About 106 billionaires are concentrated in 
India, having a net worth of nearly 10 per 
cent of the nation’s GDP as of 20191400, 
suggesting that despite rising incomes 
wealth is overwhelmingly concentrated 
within a small segment of India’s population. 
Even as overall wealth in India increases, 
if the concentration of wealth remains in 
the hands of the few, then the rest of the 
population will be unable to participate in the 
shared prosperity.1401 A number of factors 
contribute to rising inequality (see Figure 3).

[1395] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (South Asia).” The World Bank. Accessed August 24, 2019. https://bit.ly/3iP0TZJ
[1396] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (South Asia).” The World Bank. Accessed August 24, 2019. https://bit.ly/3iP0TZJ[1397] 
“India: Extreme Inequality in Numbers.” Oxfam International. Accessed September 23, 2019.https://www.oxfam.org/en/
even-it/india-extreme-inequality-numbers.
[1398] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (South Asia).” The World Bank. Accessed August 24, 2019. http://povertydata.world-
bank.org/poverty/region/SAS.
[1399] White, Vincent, and Maeen Shaban. “High Net Worth Handbook.” Wealth-X, 2019, 8. https://www.wealthx.com/
report/highnet-worth-handbook-2019/.
[1400] Kroll, Luisa, and Kerry A. Dolan. “Billionaires: The Richest People in the World.” Forbes, March 5, 2019.https://www.
forbes.com/billionaires/#2b52ef8251c7.
[1401] “Piecing Together the Poverty Puzzle.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018.https://openknowledge.worldbank.
org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf

Asia is expected to
witness the highest 
growth in terms of high 
net worth individuals 
over the next five
years
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Furthermore, despite progress towards income equality in South Asia, human 
development continues to lag, particularly for those who are poor. Most South Asian 
countries are in the medium development range on the Human Development Index (see 
Table 1). Gaps in neonatal mortality (death within the first 28 days of life) and under-five 
mortality between the top and the bottom quintiles are significant, especially in India 
and Pakistan. Children belonging to the poorest quintile are more likely to be stunted 
in every country in South Asia, (see Figure 4)1402. Primary school enrolment is equitable 
across the poorest and richest quantiles, however, the gap in years of education is 
relatively high for people 20-29 years of age. Gaps in learning outcomes still remain. For 
instance, in India, average test scores differ significantly when comparing households 
that have both a television and radio with those who have neither, implying that 
educational outcomes are correlated with household income levels1403.

Figure 3: Drivers of Inequality1404

Source: The World Bank.

9.2.1.1 Inequality of opportunity

Circumstances at birth shape the options 
and opportunities available to children, 
especially in regards to access to education 
and other basic services. Access to basic 
services improves the likelihood of a child 
maximizing his or her potential. Children 
with more resources at birth tend to have 
greater access to basic services – which 
allows them to live a healthier life and attend 
more school – compared with children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Over time, 
the disadvantage accumulates and further 
amplifies the divide. 

In South Asia, place of residence, gender, 
religion, caste, ethnicity and parents’ 
educational attainment can explain some 
of the observed disparity in access to basic 
services. Urban areas, particularly non-slum 
districts, tend to have better access to 
services than rural areas. Gender differences 
in terms of education are less obvious during 
the younger years and more pronounced 
at the secondary school level, with the 
exception of Afghanistan and Pakistan where 
there is evidence of significant gaps between 
girls and boys even at the primary school 
level1405. Parents’ education does not 

[1402] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 74-75.https://bit.ly/2BLHvfR
[1403] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 15. https://bit.ly/2BLHvfR
[1404] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 75. https://bit.ly/2BLHvfR
[1405] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 77. https://bit.ly/2BLHvfR

Children belonging to 
the poorest quintile are 
more likely to be stunted 
in every country in 
South Asia.
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Country
Gini coefficient

(0 = absolute equality,
1 = absolute inequality

HDI ranking
inequality adjusted

(lower = better)

Afghanistan 0.310 124

Bangladesh 0.370 105

Bhutan 0.388 108

India 0.351 101

Nepal 0.328 111

Pakistan 0.307 118

Sri Lanka 0.398 58

Maldives 0.384 88

Figure 4: Gaps in health outcomes in South Asia - stunting in children from 
different socioeconomic strata1406

Table 1: Gini coefficient and Human Development Index score1407

Source: The World Bank.

Source: UNDP.

necessarily affect children’s primary school 
enrolment, but has an effect on whether 
a child attends and completes secondary 
school. Illiterate parents are often unable to 
provide support and guidance for schooling, 
so first-generation learners are more prone to 
non-enrolment, low attendance and dropping 
out in the early years of their education1408. 

When multiple dimensions of 
geographical location, gender, religion, 
caste, ethnicity and parents’ education 
are combined, these disadvantages 

reinforce one another. Additionally, 
despite an increase in access to health 
care and education, improvements in 
the quality of services offered differ 
depending on class. For instance, in 
India, the type of schools that high caste 
students versus low caste students 
attend may differ drastically in terms of 
resources and learning1409. This further 
widens the gap between the poor and 
the wealthy. Inequality of opportunity 
contributes to inequality in health, 
education and employment outcomes. 

[1406] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 77. https://bit.ly/2BLHvfR
[1407] United Nations Development Programme. “Table 3: Inequality-Adjusted Human Development Index.” Human De-
velopmentReports, 2018. Accessed August 1, 2019. http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/IHDI. Data is provided for the most 
recent year available within 2010-2017.
[1408] Govinda, R., and Madhumita Bandyopadhyay. “Overcoming Exclusion Through Quality Schooling.” Create Pathways 
toAccess 65 (May 2011). Accessed August 25, 2019. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED522055.pdf.
[1409] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 104.  https://bit.ly/3ffXaCh 

Gender differences in 
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years and more 
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secondary school level
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9.2.1.2 Limited upward mobility

Upward socioeconomic mobility can 
partially offset the disadvantages of limited 
resources at birth, especially for subsequent 
generations. A society where the poor and 
the rich are equally likely to fail or succeed 
can help foster aspiration, and incentivize 
work, innovation and self-fulfilment. Limited 
social mobility during the early and adult 
years impedes the ability to improve living 
conditions, reinforcing inequality and the 
concentration of wealth in the hands of 
already advantaged groups1410. 

Pre-existing gender and caste norms and 
prejudices challenge upward mobility 
and efforts to reduce inequality in South 
Asia. Additionally, segregation of the 
wealthy and the poor can also alter 
people’s perceptions of poverty. Over 
time, persistent inequality becomes 
normalized, influencing people’s 
preferences for redistribution and 
assistance to the poor. Evidence indicates 
that people tend to underestimate the 
level of inequality, while overestimating 
the level of upward mobility.1411  Human 
beings develop understandings of their 
place in society through comparisons 
with others. Those at the top of the 
income distribution often believe that 
they deserve their good fortune and 
attribute poverty to laziness and lack 
of hard work1412. People’s motivation to 
rationalize and justify the status quo can 
pose a major barrier to societal change.

In South Asia, upward mobility has 
somewhat improved, largely as a result of 
increasing urbanization and non-agricultural 
employment. Urban migration has been 
conducive for upward mobility of women, 
many of whom have better access to 
economic opportunities1413. Nonetheless, 
unplanned urbanization, overcrowded cities, 
pollution, lack of proper sanitation, informal 
employment, and inadequate infrastructure 
remain barriers to improving living standards 
and reducing inequality (see Chapter 4 for 
more information on urbanization).

9.2.1.3 Inadequate targeted support and 
political will

Government social assistance, such as 
subsidies, direct transfers and income-
based taxes can help mitigate shocks and 
offset disadvantages. However, corruption 
and weak implementation mechanisms in 
the region reduce the efficiency of these 
targeted initiatives. The rich and powerful 
elite may capture and hold significant 
influence over government policy, 
implementing initiatives that concentrate 
more wealth and power into their hands. 
Additionally, political parties focus on policies 
that favour the voting electorate. According 
to the ‘median voter theorem’, the overall 
system will select an outcome that is 
favoured by the median voter. For example, if 
the median voter has higher than the national 
median income, he or she may be less likely 
to vote for and support redistributive policies, 
resulting in less spending on public support 
systems1414. 

Furthermore, existing government initiatives 
may be regressive, disproportionately 
benefiting the wealthiest in comparison to 
those most in need. For instance, subsidies 
for electricity and liquefied petroleum gas 
(LPG) in India, Pakistan and the Maldives 
tend to be more beneficial to the richest 
quintile. The probability of those in the 
poorest quintile using LPG or electricity tends 

[1410 Corak, Miles. “Income Inequality, Equality of Opportunity, and Intergenerational Mobility.” The Journal of Economic
Perspectives 27, no. 3 (Summer 2013): 79–102. Accessed August 25, 2019. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41955546.
[1411] Day, Martin V., and Susan T. Fiske. “Movin’ on Up? How Perceptions of Social Mobility Affect Our Willingness to Defend the 
System.” Social Psychological and Personality Science 8, no. 3 (2017). Accessed August 25, 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616678454.
[1412] Wesley, E., and F. Peterson. “Is Economic Inequality Really a Problem? A Review of the Arguments.” MDPI Social
Sciences 6, no. 4 (December 4, 2017). https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040147.
[1413] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South Asia.”-
South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 119-147.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/20395.
[1414] Acemoglu, Daron, Suresh Naidu, Pascual Restrepo, and James A. Robinson. “Chapter 21 - Democracy, Redistribution, 
and Inequality.” Handbook of Income Distribution 2 (2015): 1885–1966. Accessed August 25, 2019. https://bit.ly/3frg8pC
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Evidence indicates 
that people tend to 
underestimate the
level of inequality, while 
overestimating the level 
of upward mobility.
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Country
Commitment

Ranking (1 = best)
Social Spending

Ranking
Progressive Taxation

Ranking
Labour Rights

Ranking

Afghanistan 127 152 107 87

Bangladesh 148 146 103 148

Bhutan 152 81 153 147

India 147 151 50 141

Nepal 139 149 117 123

Pakistan 137 154 61 119

Sri Lanka 102 142 51 80

Maldives - - - -

to be low. Government-funded programs in 
the region may fail to achieve their objective 
in reducing inequality1415. When eligible 
households do not receive the support 
they require, they may resort to reducing 
expenditures, switching to lower-quality food, 
or borrowing in imperfect markets, making 
them more insecure1416. 

The Commitment to Reducing Inequality 
Index (2017) – developed by Oxfam and 
Development Finance International – ranks 
most of the South Asian countries towards 
the bottom, indicating a low commitment to 
reducing inequality in the region 
(see Table 2).1417

Finally, political factors aside, policies to 
provide basic services and develop social 
protection programs often face funding 
limitations. In South Asia, public spending 
on education and health is relatively low 
compared with other countries at similar 
levels of development. South Asia collects 
a relatively low level of tax revenue relative 
to GDP. This implies that governments 
have limited capacity to address inequality. 
Further, in countries such as India and 
Pakistan there has been a rapid rise 
in private education in the absence of 
adequate state provision. This exacerbates 

economic and education inequality1419. 
South Asian countries’ inability to generate 
tax revenue is a result of tax avoidance 
and evasion, and exemptions that favour 
businesses, leading to a tax system of 
relatively low progressivity1420.

Another factor that potentially affects efforts 
to reduce inequality is fiscal decentralization. 
While fiscal decentralization (and transferring 
administrative and fiscal power to local 
government) is associated with an 
increased amount of resources to poorer 
regions, some transfers from the central 
government to subnational governments 
may be skewed towards wealthier regions. 
Additionally, this kind of implementation and 
delivery of subsidies or transfers may lead 
to inefficiency, corruption and leakage of 
funds1421. There is also evidence that fiscal 
decentralization can lead to reductions in 
inequality between the middle-income and 
upper-income quintiles, and a less significant 
reduction in inequality between the lower-
income and middle-income quintiles. 
Further research is needed to understand 
the nuances on how fiscal decentralization 
affects countries in South Asia1422.  Finally, 
South Asia is prone to shocks, such as 
natural disasters, food price volatility, 
remittances and income volatility, violence 

Table 2: Commitment to Reducing Inequality Index - South Asia (2017)1418

Source: Inequality Index.

[1415] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.” South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 168-170. https://bit.ly/3ffXaCh
[1416] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.” South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 157-158. https://bit.ly/3ffXaCh
[1417] “Inequality Index,” 2017. Accessed August 1, 2019. http://www.inequalityindex.com/.
[1418] “Inequality Index,” 2017. Accessed August 1, 2019. http://www.inequalityindex.com/.
[1419] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam,July 2017, 32-34. Accessed August 25, 2019. https://bit.ly/3gI7h3d
[1420] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 79. https://bit.ly/3ffXaCh
[1421] Ghani, Ejaz, Lakshmi Iyer, and Saurabh Mishra. “Is Decentralisation Helping the Poor Regions?” VOX CEPR Policy 
Portal (blog), April 10, 2012. Accessed August 25, 2019. https://bit.ly/3iXaez0
[1422] Stossberg, Sibylle, David Bartolini, and Hansjörg Blöchliger. “Fiscal Decentralisation and Income Inequality.” OECD
Economics Department Working Papers, October 11, 2016. Accessed August 25, 2019. https://doi.org/10.1787/18151973.

... more needs to be 
done to ensure that the 
futures of children are 
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circumstances at birth.
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and health issues. Coupled with poverty, 
these factors put many households and 
children at risk of falling below their current 
living standards. The cycle of generational 
poverty and inequality in South Asia is 
difficult to break without opportunities, 
upward mobility, political will and adequate 
support. While the chances of upward social 
mobility in the region have slightly improved, 
more needs to be done to ensure that the 
futures of children are no longer dependent 
solely upon their circumstances at birth.
 
9.2.2 Projections of inequality in 
South Asia

Determining the future trajectory of 
poverty and inequality in South Asia can 
be challenging due to underreported or 
outdated data and different estimators used 
for measuring income and consumption. 
Additionally, several assumptions need to 
be made in regards to country and regional 
economic growth rates. Specifically, is 
growth anticipated to continue at historical 
rates? Who does the growth benefit? Is the 
growth greater for the bottom 40 percent 
than the country as a whole? 

South Asia is anticipated to maintain its spot 
as the world’s fastest growing region, with 
at least a 7 per cent growth rate through 
2021 (see Figure 5). However, despite the 

progress towards meeting the SDG of 
reducing extreme poverty to below 3 per 
cent by 2030, South Asia is projected to 
make limited progress on reducing overall 
poverty and inequality1424. From 1990-2015, 
there has been a significant decline in the 
number of people living below $1.90 – nearly 
35 percentage points. Yet, the number of 
people living below the $3.20 lower middle-
income poverty line declined by barely 8 
per cent. This indicates that beyond the 
$1.90 international poverty line threshold, 
the reduction of poverty slows down 
despite continued growth. Income is still 
overwhelmingly concentrated within the 
hands of the richest quintile (see Figure 6).
Evidence suggests that inequality 
undermines growth, which is instrumental 
in reducing poverty. For every 1 percentage 
point increase in the Gini coefficient, GDP 
per capita declines by $209 on average. 
Estimates show that nearly 145 million 
(based on $1.90 poverty line) to 248 million 
(based on $3.20 poverty line) Asians could 
have been lifted out of poverty if inequality 
was not rising in the region1425.

In South Asia, nearly 300 million children still 
live in poverty1426. Failure to address poverty 
and rising inequality increases the risk of 
discontent and unrest. Discontent rises as 
stark differences in socioeconomic situations 
become evident.1427 Increasing levels of 

[1423] “The World Bank in South Asia,” April 5, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview.
[1424] Nicolai, Susan, Tanvi Bhatkal, Chris Hoy, and Thomas Aedy. “Projecting Progress: The SDGs in Asia and the Pacif-
ic.”Regional Scorecard. London: Overseas Development Institute, 2016, 15. Accessed August 1, 2019.
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/10592.pdf.
[1425] Wan, Guanghua, and Chen Wang. “Poverty and Inequality in Asia.” WIDER Working Paper. Helsinki, Finland: United 
Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research, September 2018, 30-31.
https://www.wider.unu.edu/sites/default/files/Publications/Working-paper/PDF/wp2018-121.pdf.
[1426] Bonefeld, Anne Sophie. “Parliamentarians from across South Asia Discuss the Need for Stronger Investment in 
Children and Adolescents,” May 3, 2018. Accessed August 24, 2019. https://uni.cf/3ecIPWc
[1427] Nagel, Jack. “Inequality and Discontent: A Nonlinear Hypothesis.” World Politics 26, no. 4 (July 1974): 453–72. 
Accessed August 2, 2019. https://doi.org/10.2307/2010097.

Country 2018 2019 (e) 2020 (f) 2021 (f)

Afghanistan (CY) 1 2.5 3.2 3.5

Bangladesh (FY) 7.9 7.3 7.4 7.3

Bhutan (FY) 5.7 5.4 5.4 5.2

India (FY) 7.2 7.5 7.5 7.5

Maldives (CY) 7.9 5.7 5.2 5.3

Nepal (FY) 6.3 6 6.1 6.2

Pakistan (FY, factor prices) 5.8 3.4 2.7 4

Sri Lanka (CY) 3.2 3.5 3.6 3.7

Figure 5: South Asia real GDP growth1423

Source: The World Bank.

Note: CY: Calendar Year, FY: Fiscal Year, e: Estimate, f: Forecast.
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Figure 6: Distribution of income by quintile in South Asia (2016)1428

Source: The World Bank.

discontent coupled with the failure to reduce 
inequality will have significant implications for 
children and generations to come in South 
Asia.

9.2.2.1 China’s impact on inequality in 
South Asia

There is little evidence that China has had 
any impact on rising inequality in South Asia. 
Despite the conventional wisdom, there is 
little evidence that trade has been the main 
driver of global intra-country inequality in the 
last forty years – technological change is the 
primary culprit. 

9.3 Implications of rising wealth 
inequality on children in South 
Asia

Rising household income is associated with 
economic growth and improved health and 
educational outcomes. However, South 
Asia’s problems of social and economic 
exclusion have increased inequality and 
created large pockets of persistent and 
chronic poverty. Poverty and rising inequality 
can have long-lasting and irreversible 

effects on children. Inequality traps burden 
children more than other segments of the 
population1429. 

These next subsections focus on how 
rising income and wealth inequality impact 
children’s:

     nutrition and health outcomes;
     education and access to job opportunities;
     survival and resilience;
     rising discontent and social unrest.

9.3.1 Impact on nutrition and 
health outcomes

Overall, between 2000-2017, the 
number of stunted children in South 
Asia declined from 89.2 million to 59.4 
million1430. However, many children in 
South Asia remain malnourished as a 
result of unequal and inadequate access 
to nutrition1431. The bottom 40 per cent 
of children in South Asia are more likely 
to be stunted and less likely to be fully 
immunized compared with the top 20 
per cent (see Figures 7 and 8). Further, 
children from the poorest households 
are, on average, twice as likely to die 
before the age of 5 as children from the 
richest households1432.

[1428] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (South Asia).” The World Bank, http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/region/SAS
[1429] “Time for Equality: The Role of Social Protection in Reducing Inequalities in Asia and the Pacific.” Bangkok: United Nations, 
2015, 54. Accessed August 2, 2019. https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/SDD per cent20Time per cent20for per cent20E-
quality per cent20report_final.pdf.
[1430 “Stop Stunting.” UNICEF. Accessed August 2, 2019. http://www.unicefrosa-progressreport.org/stopstunting.html#fn2.
[1431] Krishna, Aditi, Iván Mejía-Guevara, Mark McGovern, Victor M. Aguayo, and S.V. Subramanian. “Trends in Inequalities in 
Child Stunting in South Asia.” Maternal & Child Nutrition 14, no. S4 (October 19, 2017). Accessed August 2, 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1111/mcn.12517.
[1432] “The Many Faces of Exclusion.” United States: Save the Children, 2018, 8.
https://www.savethechildren.org/content/dam/global/reports/2018-end-of-childhood-report.pdf.
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Figure 7: Top 20 per cent and bottom 40 per cent – stunted (2008)1433

Source: The World Bank.

Figure 8: Top 20 per cent and bottom 40 per cent – fully immunized (2008)1434

Source: The World Bank.

Short-term declines in food security can have 
serious implications. Children who suffer from 
growth retardation due to poor nutrition or 
frequent infections are more at risk of stunting, 
illness and death1435. The impact of stunting 
can also reduce school attendance and reduce 
future productivity, especially for children who 
are in the poorer income distribution groups 
(see Chapter 2 for a more in-depth analysis of 
the implications of stunting). 

Finally, poor children, in particular girls, 
are more likely to be married early and 
enter their child-bearing phase. This is 
because child marriage is often seen as a 

household strategy to cope with economic 
insecurity. Half of the world’s child brides 
live in South Asia1436. Young mothers 
experience a higher risk of dangerous 
complications during pregnancy and 
childbirth. They are also more vulnerable to 
sexually transmitted infections and multiple 
forms of violence. The poorest girls have 
about three times as many births as the 
wealthiest. Additionally, young mothers 
who are undernourished are more likely 
to have small babies and underweight 
children. Thus, the impact of inequality on 
children’s nutrition and health outcomes is 
intergenerational1437. 

[1433] “South Asia: The Bottom 40 per cent.” The World Bank: Visualize Inequality. Accessed August 2, 2019.
http://www1.worldbank.org/poverty/visualizeinequality/SA/bottom_40.html.
[1434] “South Asia: The Bottom 40 per cent.” The World Bank: Visualize Inequality. Accessed August 2, 2019.
http://www1.worldbank.org/poverty/visualizeinequality/SA/bottom_40.html.
[1435] “Time for Equality: The Role of Social Protection in Reducing Inequalities in Asia and the Pacific, 56.”
[1436] “Child Marriage, Adolescent Pregnancy, and School Dropout in South Asia.” Kathmandu, Nepal: UNICEF Regional 
Office for South Asia, May 3, 2019.https://uni.cf/2DsM5QD
[1437] “The Many Faces of Exclusion.” United States: Save the Children, 2018, 9-12.
https://www.savethechildren.org/content/dam/global/reports/2018-end-of-childhood-report.pdf.

Children belonging to 
the poorest quintile are 
more likely to be stunted 
in every country in 
South Asia.
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Figure 9: Top 20 per cent and bottom 40 per cent – primary school completion (2008) 1441

Source: The World Bank.

9.3.2 Impact on education and 
access to job opportunities

In South Asia, progress has been made to 
improve access to education. The number 
of out-of-school children has fallen by an 
estimated 3 million since 20141438. However, 
an estimated 11.3 million children of primary 
school age and 20.6 million children of 
lower-secondary school age remain out of 
school1439. Furthermore, the top 20  per cent 
of the population are significantly more likely 
to start and complete primary school on time 
than the bottom 40  per cent (see Figure 
9)1440. Many children from impoverished 
families do not attend school because of 
distance or because their parents cannot 
afford school fees or other costs, such as 
uniforms, books and supplies. Additionally, 
due to economic constraints within the 
home, the opportunity cost of sending 
a child to school as opposed to work is 
significantly higher for poorer families. 
Child labour compromises a child’s ability to 
access education.
Beyond attendance and enrolment, 
children in the poorest households 

systematically score lower on 
examinations than children in the richest 
households. Poor children are less likely 
to achieve minimum learning standards 
compared with their wealthier peers 1442.

Education helps reduce poverty and narrow 
the gap between income groups. Failure 
to obtain an education limits skill sets and 
future employment opportunities. The 
inability of children in the bottom 40 per 
cent of the wealth distribution to access 
quality education keeps them in the cycle 
of poverty, limits their social and economic 
mobility, and accentuates inequality 1443. 
This reiterates the importance of investing 
in quality basic education as a step towards 
addressing inequality. 

Research reveals that interventions for 
younger children yield higher returns 
compared with remedial services later in 
life for young adults. In fact, “skill and ability 
beget future skills and ability.” 1444  One 

[1438] “Every Child Learns - South Asia Headline Results 2018-2021.” UNICEF. Accessed August 2, 2019. http://www.unicefrosapro-
gressreport. org/childeducation.html.
[1439] “Every Child Learns - South Asia Headline Results 2018-2021.” UNICEF. Accessed August 2, 2019. http://www.unicefrosapro-
gressreport. org/childeducation.html.
[1440 “South Asia: The Bottom 40 per cent.” The World Bank: Visualize Inequality. Accessed August 2, 2019.
http://www1.worldbank.org/poverty/visualizeinequality/SA/bottom_40.html.
[1441] “South Asia: The Bottom 40 per cent.” The World Bank: Visualize Inequality. Accessed August 2, 2019.
http://www1.worldbank.org/poverty/visualizeinequality/SA/bottom_40.html.
[1442] “The Many Faces of Exclusion.” United States: Save the Children, 2018, 11.
https://www.savethechildren.org/content/dam/global/reports/2018-end-of-childhood-report.pdf.
[1443] “Why Education Cannot Wait.” Education Cannot Wait: A Fund for Education in Emergencies. Accessed August 2, 2019.  
https://s30755.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Why_ECW_one_pager_FINAL.pdf.
[1444] Carneiro, Pedro Manuel, and James J. Heckman. “Human Capital Policy.” IZA Discussion Paper No. 821, July 2003. Accessed 
August 2, 2019. https://ssrn.com/abstract=434544.
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dollar invested in quality early childhood 
development will give a return of between $6 
to $17. If low- and middle-income countries 
ensured pre-school enrolment to half of 
the country’s children, the result could be 
cumulative lifetime earnings gains of $15 
billion to $34 billion. Urgent, timely and 
adequate investments in early childhood 
education and adolescent years will lead to 
well-developed brains and a more productive 
workforce 1445.

Low education is directly linked to limited 
job opportunities. Between 2008-2018, 
most South Asian countries recorded an 
increase in youth unemployment. The 
formal employment sector has failed to 
absorb millions of graduates every year, 
forcing many young people to resort to 
an economic space that is not taxed, 
regulated or monitored. Poor youths are 
more likely to enter the informal economy 
than their wealthier counterparts. The ILO 
reports that 54  per cent of working youth 
in South Asia live in poverty, of whom 20  
per cent live in extreme poverty 1446. The 
economic and social costs of prolonged 
youth unemployment or underemployment 
can imply lower wages over the course of a 
lifetime. It can also result in loss of training 
and less experience accumulation. This can 
increase the risk of unemployment in the 
future 1447. Thus, the impact of poverty and 
rising inequality on access to education and 
job opportunities can stunt the productivity 
of an entire generation and beyond.
Finally, there is evidence that as income 
inequality increases people are more 
likely to migrate temporarily, seasonally 
or permanently to find economic and job 
opportunities 1448. For many households, 
this means an increasing number of children 

being left behind without one or both 
parental figures (see Chapter 6 for more 
information on the implications of migration 
on children).

9.3.3 Impact on relative 
deprivation, resilience and survival

Living in poverty is associated with a 
number of negative consequences, including 
depression, antisocial behaviour and relative 
deprivation. Relative deprivation reflects 
conditions of worsening relative poverty 
despite striking reductions in absolute 
poverty 1449. On one hand, some degree 
of deprivation can encourage people to 
study, work and save more. On the other 
hand, entrenched and rising inequality 
can undermine aspirations and lead to a 
psychological state of helplessness 1450. 
Inequality can produce a ‘discouragement 
effect’, affecting individuals’ motivations 
to work and, ultimately, their economic 
productivity 1451.

Relative deprivation has a significant 
correlation with subjective health, such 
as qualitative estimations of happiness 
and life satisfaction. 1452 Subjective health 
is a strong predictor of an individual’s 
perception about life 1453. The concepts 
of ‘bouncing back’ and ‘coping with 
adversity’ involve an element of resilience 
1454. In South Asia, research on how 
socioeconomic status affects children’s 
resilience is limited. Poverty and rising 
inequality impact both the physical and 
mental health (e.g. thoughts of hopefulness 
or hopelessness) of children.  Further 
research is required to better understand 
the impact of poverty and inequality on 
children’s physical and mental health.

[1445] Bonefeld, Anne Sophie. “Parliamentarians from across South Asia Discuss the Need for Stronger Investment in 
Childrenand Adolescents,” May 3, 2018. https://uni.cf/3eeJSEU
[1446] “World Economic Situation and Prospects: April 2019 Briefing.” UN Economic Analysis & Policy Division, April 2019. 
https://bit.ly/2CgphTr
[1447] Kabir, Mabruk. “Getting to Work: Tackling Youth Unemployment in South Asia.” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
June 12, 2013. https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/getting-work-tackling-youth-unemployment-south-asia.
[1448] Stark, Oded, Maja Micevska, and Jerzy Mycielski. “Relative Poverty as a Determinant of Migration: Evidence from 
Poland.” Economics Letters 103, no. 3 (June 2009): 119–22. Accessed August 2, 2019. https://bit.ly/3gIfuV5
[1449] Chen, Xi. “Relative Deprivation and Individual Well-Being.” IZA World Labor, April 2015, 149. Accessed August 2, 
2019. https://doi.org/10.15185/izawol.140.
[1450 Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.” South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 60. https://bit.ly/3elZWVG
[1451] Ku, Hyejin, and Timothy C. Salmon. “The Incentive Effects of Inequality: An Experimental Investigation.” Southern
Economic Journal 79, no. 1 (July 2012): 46–70.
[1452] He, Zhifei, Zhaohui Cheng, Ghose Bishwajit, and Dongsheng Zou. “Wealth Inequality as a Predictor of Subjective 
Health,Happiness and Life Satisfaction among Nepalese Women.” International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health 15, no. 12 (December 12, 2018): Article 2836. Accessed August 2, 2019. https://bit.ly/3edrUmf
[1453] He, Zhifei, Zhaohui Cheng, Ghose Bishwajit, and Dongsheng Zou. “Wealth Inequality as a Predictor of Subjective 
Health, Happiness and Life Satisfaction among Nepalese Women.” International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health 15, no. 12 (December 12, 2018): Article 2836. Accessed August 2, 2019. https://bit.ly/2Dso0t6
[1454] “No Accident - Resilience and the Inequality of Risk.” Briefing Paper. Oxfam, May 21, 2013. https://wwwcdn.
oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/bp172-no-accident-resilience-inequality-of-risk-210513-en_1_0.pdf.
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9.4 Rising inequality in South Asian countries
 
9.4.1 Rising inequality in Bangladesh

9.4.1.1 Overview 

Extreme poverty has declined from 44.2 per cent in 1991 to 12.9 per cent in 2016 1455. 

The welfare gap between eastern and western Bangladesh has widened 1456.  

Bangladesh’s Gini coefficient is 0.32 (2016) 1457. 

The richest income quintile owns close to 40 per cent of the nation’s wealth 1458.  

Bangladesh ranks 148nd out of 157 countries on the Commitment to Reducing 
Inequality Index (2018), indicating that compared with other countries it has not 
demonstrated significant efforts to reduce inequality 1459.

Country snapshot

Figure 10: Consumption distribution by income quintiles (Bangladesh) 1460

Source: The World Bank.

[1455] Raza, Wameq. “Bangladesh.” Poverty & Equity Brief. South Asia. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2AXb6T6
[1456] Raza, Wameq. “Bangladesh.” Poverty & Equity Brief. South Asia. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2CuuU0e.
[1457] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bangladesh).” Accessed August 28, 2019. https://bit.ly/301ZsPb
[1458] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bangladesh).” Accessed August 28, 2019. https://bit.ly/3epfpUN
[1459] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and Oxfam, 
July 2017. https://bit.ly/2ASAF7D
[1460] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bangladesh).” Accessed August 28, 2019. 
http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/country/BGD.
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[1461] Raza, Wameq. “Bangladesh.” Poverty & Equity Brief. South Asia. The World Bank, April 2019.n https://bit.ly/2OchuZK
[1462] Raza, Wameq. “Bangladesh.” Poverty & Equity Brief. South Asia. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2OchuZK
[1463] Raza, Wameq. “Bangladesh.” Poverty & Equity Brief. South Asia. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2OchuZK
[1464] The World Bank. “Bangladesh Interactive Poverty Maps,” November 10, 2016.https://bit.ly/321tjtH
[1465] European Commission. “Bangladesh: Country Profile on Nutrition and Child Stunting Trends,” June 5, 2019. Accessed August 
29, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/bangladesh-nutrition-country-fiche-and-child-stunting-trends_en.
[1466] The World Bank. “Health and Population Statistics by Wealth Quintiles,” Accessed on August 29, 2019. 
https://bit.ly/3eeCJ7M 
[1467] European Commission. “Bangladesh: Country Profile on Nutrition and Child Stunting Trends,” June 5, 2019. Accessed August 
29, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/bangladesh-nutrition-country-fiche-and-child-stunting-trends_en.
[1468] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South Asia.”
South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 75. https://bit.ly/38Hdutv
[1469] “World Population Dashboard - Bangladesh.” United Nations Population Fund. Accessed August 29, 2019.
https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/BD.

Bangladesh has continued to experience 
rapid economic development with a 
growth rate between 6-7 per cent and is 
projected to maintain its lead as one of 
the fastest growing nations. 1461  Extreme 
poverty has declined, nevertheless, over 
22 million people still live below the 
$1.90 poverty line, and over 44 million 
live below the $5.50 poverty line 1462. 
There is stronger progress towards 
poverty reduction in the eastern regions 
than in the western regions, likely driven 
by more job creation in the east. 1463 

Development organizations are focusing 
on several areas:  access to education, 
nutrition for women and children, job 
training, democracy building, disaster 
preparedness, and refugees. Their 
priorities are threefold: ending extreme 
poverty in the country, increasing the 
country’s resilience to natural disasters, 
and responding to the needs of the 
nearly 1 million Rohingya refugees from 
Burma. In light of the increased risks 
of natural disasters and the pressure of 
hosting over a million refugees, a better 
understanding of how much poverty and 
inequality affects Bangladeshi children 
of different socioeconomic status is 
needed.

9.4.1.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Nutrition and health outcomes

Overall stunting has decreased in 
Bangladesh, but there are still an estimated 
five million children who are affected by 
stunting and malnutrition. Additionally, 
reduction of income poverty may not indicate 
increased equality in outcomes. 
Stunting and underweight rates among 
children under 5 years of age are higher in 
the east of the country, while poverty rates 
in these areas are relatively lower than the 
national average 1464. 

According to a World Bank study released 
in 2015, the percentage of children under 5 
years of age who are stunted among the 
poorest quintile is nearly 50 per cent in 
Bangladesh, compared with under 20  per 
cent for the highest quintile 1465. Over 90  
per cent of children aged 12-23 months in 
the richest quintile were fully immunized, 
compared with 70  per cent in the lowest 
quintile 1466. There is a higher prevalence 
of stunting and lack of full immunization 
among the lowest income quintiles. This gap 
will likely increase against the backdrop of 
deprivation in other dimensions of poverty, 
including education and job opportunities. The 
government hopes to reduce the number of 
stunted children to 3.7 million by 2020 1467.  

Education and access to job 
opportunities

Net enrolment at the primary school 
level has increased from 80 per cent in 
2000 to over 90 per cent in 2015. In the 
same time period, secondary school 
net enrolment increased, from 45 to 62 
per cent. There is relative gender parity, 
with more girls than boys in secondary 
schools. Bangladesh has the highest 
proportion of out-of-school children (46 
per cent) at the lower secondary level 
in all of South Asia.  Student proficiency 
in written math abilities was 100 per 
cent higher within the richest quintile 
in comparison with the poorest 1468. 
An increasing disparity in attendance, 
completion rates and academic 
performance is alarming because 
education is often linked with access to 
jobs and other economic opportunities. 

Bangladesh has a relatively young population, 
with 55 per cent under the age of 24 1469. 
As these children and youth transition into 
working age, poverty and rising inequality will 
jeopardize the likelihood that Bangladesh can 
benefit from its full economic potential and 
‘demographic dividend’. In Bangladesh, of 
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[1470 “Young Lives Matter: UNICEF Interventions to Improve the Lives of Adolescents in Bangladesh.” Advocacy Alert. UNICEF, 
Spring 2019. https://uni.cf/3gHzhUI
[1471] Johnston, Heidi Bart. “Relationships of Exclusion and Cohesion with Health: The Case of Bangladesh.” Journal of 
Health,Population, and Nutrition 27, no. 4 (August 2009): 426–40. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2928099/.
[1472] “Analysis of the Situation of Children and Women in Bangladesh 2015.” Dhaka, Bangladesh: UNICEF, December 2015. 
https://uni.cf/2Zcvc51
[1473] “Whoever Raises Their Head Suffers the Most.” Human Rights Watch (blog), April 22, 2015.
https://www.hrw.org/report/2015/04/22/whoever-raises-their-head-suffers-most/workers-rights-bangladeshs-garment.

the 31 million youths aged between 15-24, 
57 per cent are employed in vulnerable 
jobs. Additionally, over 1 million persons 
are unemployed. With two million young 
people entering the workforce each year, 
more needs to be done to ensure that 
adequate and stable job opportunities for 
these new workers exist 1470. 

Relative deprivation and resilience

Some evidence suggests that relative 
deprivation and social exclusion 
negatively impact health outcomes in 
Bangladesh. As income and wealth 
inequality increases, an overwhelming 
number of children – close to half – 
will experience the effects of relative 
deprivation. Further documentation and 
more rigorous evaluation are needed to 
determine the impact of interventions 
and actions designed to enhance 
capabilities and resources 1471. 

Discontent and social unrest

Rising inequality increases the intensity 
of deprivation and is associated with an 
increase in social unrest. In particular, 
areas in eastern Bangladesh, such as 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts (consisting 
of Bandarban, Khagrachari and 
Rangamati districts) have an absolute 
poverty rate of nearly twice that of the 
national rate. The youths in the region 
experience high unemployment and 
underemployment, which leads to social 
discontent 1472. 

Furthermore, labour strikes and protests 
in the textiles industry have increased 
over the last few years in response to 
poor conditions, low wages and persistent 
poverty. The intensification of these 
strikes could potentially lead to increased 
violence and disrupt the textiles industry, 
whose growth has played a fundamental 
role in employment generation and 
poverty alleviation. This would impact 
nearly 4.5 million workers and their 
households 1473. 
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The poverty rate in Bhutan has declined from 23.2 per cent in 2007 to 8.2 per 
cent in 2017. 1474

The most recently available value (2017) for Bhutan’s Gini coefficient is 0.374 1475. 

Much of the nation’s wealth remains concentrated within the top quintile 1476. 

Despite investing nearly 26 per cent of its annual budget in social sector 
programmes 1477, Bhutan still ranks 152nd out of 157 countries in terms of 
commitment to reducing inequality, likely due to low tax productivity and weak 
labour rights and wages 1478.

Country snapshot

Figure 11: Income distribution (Bhutan) 1479

Source: The World Bank.

9.4.2 Rising inequality in Bhutan

9.4.2.1 Overview 

[1474] Kim, Yeon Soo. “Bhutan.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/3iOOq8E
[1475] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1476] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bhutan).” Accessed August 30, 2019. https://bit.ly/38F3AZs
[1477] “Bhutan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018. https://uni.cf/3fiCQ3l
[1478] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam,July 2017. https://bit.ly/38HfwtD
[1479] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bhutan).” Accessed August 30, 2019.
http://povertydata.worldbank.org/poverty/country/BTN.
[1480 “Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index.” Accessed August 30, 2019. https://bit.ly/3faR865
[1481] Ugyel, Lhawang. “Inequality in Bhutan: Addressing It Through the Traditional Kidu System.” Journal of Bhutan Stud-
ies. Accessed August 30, 2019. http://www.bhutanstudies.org.bt/publicationFiles/JBS/JBS per cent2039/5-24.pdf.
[1482] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam, July 2017.https://bit.ly/3gMLCqP

Bhutan has continued to advocate for the philosophy of ‘Gross National Happiness’, 
which emphasizes the importance of overall development and growth beyond GDP. The 
nation’s Gross National Happiness index includes domains such as psychological well-
being, health, education, cultural diversity and resilience, and living standards, among 
others 1480. Compared with the rest of South Asia, Bhutan ranks number one in terms 
of commitment to spending on health, education and social protection. The government 
currently provides free health care and education to all its citizens, and it implements 
social protection efforts through the traditional kidu (welfare or assistance) system – 
recognized for its relatively pro-poor social policies 1481. However, it ranks towards the 
bottom in terms of tax progressivity and labour rights 1482. 
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Development organizations prioritize 
improving nutrition and health 
outcomes, water and sanitation, and 
other programmes to support women. 
Overall, Bhutan remains politically and 
economically stable, but faces high 
public debt, an underdeveloped private 
sector and a high youth unemployment 
rate. In Bhutan, over 38 per cent of the 
727,000 people in the country are children 
and adolescents 1483. As Bhutan’s pace 
of economic development continues, 
inequality is likely to increase. Additionally, 
Bhutan is vulnerable to natural disasters 
and climate-related risks, which could 
further increase the existing wealth 
inequality in the country. Rural areas are 
particularly impacted by the lack of access 
to adequate and quality basic services 1484.

9.4.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Nutrition and health outcomes  

Stunting of children under 5 years of 
age decreased from 33.5 per cent in 
2010 to 21 per cent in 2015. Despite this 
progress, one in five children continue 
to experience stunting 1485. One third of 
adolescent girls are anaemic, a risk factor 
for intergenerational nutrition deprivation. 
Only 63 per cent of the population have 
access to basic sanitation services. These 
deprivations can lead to serious implications 
for early childhood development, especially 
for disadvantaged children 1486. 

Education and access to job 
opportunities

Bhutan has made significant progress in 
expanding access to primary education. In 
2018, basic education net enrolment figures 
were estimated to be close to 96 per cent. 
Additionally, Bhutan also has a relatively 
high secondary school completion rate of 
over 95 per cent. In terms of education, 
Bhutan’s focus is on “reaching the last mile” 
and improving education quality and student 
learning outcomes. Children with disabilities, 
children in hard-to-reach communities, 
migrant children, and nomadic children have 
limited access to adequate education 1487.

Furthermore, despite solid economic growth 
and progress towards reducing poverty, 
youth unemployment has increased from 
10.7 per cent in 2015 to 13.2 per cent in 
2016 1488. This indicates that high growth has 
not generated enough jobs for young people, 
which can undo the country’s progress in 
economic growth and poverty eradication as 
more youth become a part of the working-
age population and cannot find decent work.

Discontent and social unrest

Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index 
(2015) revealed that overall happiness in 
the country has increased slightly since 
the last survey in 2010. Over 90 per cent of 
Bhutanese were narrowly, extensively or 
deeply happy. Increase in happiness is likely 
driven by improved living standards and 
service delivery. At the same time, indicators 
also demonstrate a decrease in overall 
psychological well-being and community 
vitality. In fact, the percentage of people 
who trust their neighbours and have a sense 
of belonging decreased by 11 per cent 1489. 
It is possible that this lack of trust is driven 
by relative deprivation. Despite limitations in 
methodology, the Gross National Happiness 
index can serve as a gauge of contentment 
in society. Though overall happiness has 
increased, certain indicators, such as those 
related to community vitality, psychological 
well-being, living standards, health, and 
education can potentially hint towards 
underlying unhappiness associated with 
poverty and rising inequality. 

[1483] “Bhutan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 1.https://uni.cf/3fh8BK2
[1484] “The World Bank in Bhutan,” April 12, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bhutan/overview.
[1485] “Bhutan.” World Food Programme. Accessed August 30, 2019. https://www.wfp.org/countries/bhutan.
[1486] “Bhutan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 1.https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Bhutan_2018_COAR.pdf.
[1487] “Bhutan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 1-2.https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Bhutan_2018_COAR.pdf.
[1488] “Bhutan Development Update: Youth Unemployment Rate Increased under High Growth.” Working Paper. Washington, DC:The 
World Bank, June 21, 2018. https://bit.ly/2ZU6aGX
[1489] “Bhutan’s 2015 Gross National Happiness Index.” Centre for Bhutan Studies & GNH Research, November 2015.
https://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/SurveyFindings/Summaryof2015GNHIndex.pdf.
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9.4.3 Rising inequality in India

9.4.3.1 Overview 

Between 2011-2015, extreme poverty declined from 21.6 per cent to 13.4 per cent 1490. 

In 2011, India’s Gini coefficient was 0.357. 1491

Despite rapid economic growth and projected annual growth of at least 7 per cent, 
not all members of society, in particular women and children, have benefited 1492.

India ranks 147th out of 157 countries on its commitment to reducing inequality. 1493

Country snapshot

Between 2011-2015, over 90 million people transitioned to living above the 
international poverty line of $1.90. However, 176 million Indians still live in extreme 
poverty and nearly half the population (659 million) are still poor, using the poverty 
line for lower middle-income countries. In the South Asia region, India has the 
highest number of poor people, in part due to its large population. In fact, 80 per 
cent of the extreme poor in South Asia reside in India 1494. Additionally, income 
inequality has been on the rise. Wealth is increasingly concentrated within the 
wealthy, with over 76 per cent of the wealth in the hands of the top 10 per cent in 
2016 1495. The concentration of billionaire wealth also appears to be unusually large 
in India, with billionaires amounting for up to 12 per cent of GDP in 2012 1496. 

Development organizations are focusing on various issues, including poverty 
reduction, increased access to education, improved maternal and child health 
outcomes, increased access to potable water and development of clean energy. 
India continues to be at risk of natural and human-made hazards, including floods, 
droughts, landslides and air pollution. All of these factors exacerbate existing 
poverty and inequality. Government spending on health, education and social 
protection is relatively low. Poor and overcrowded conditions in urban slums make 
efforts to reduce poverty and inequality difficult. Furthermore, the caste-system 
has long pervaded Indian society, dictating superiority or inferiority according to 
a hierarchy, particularly in the northern and eastern states 1497. Individuals at the 
bottom of the social order have been subjected to deprivation and discrimination 
for centuries, normalizing the idea of poverty and inequality in India 1498. Oxfam 
estimates that if India were to reduce inequality by one third, over 170 million 
people would no longer identify as poor 1499. 

[1490] Roy, Sutirtha. “India.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019.https://bit.ly/2DlL3FO
[1491] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://bit.ly/2O9tOto
[1492] “India.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018.https://uni.cf/2AKyIKx
[1493] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam, July 2017, 10. https://bit.ly/3gK9PxI
[1494] Roy, Sutirtha. “India.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/322uoBF
[1495] The World Bank. “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Bangladesh).” Accessed August 28, 2019. https://bit.ly/31YDiQB
[1496] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 3. https://bit.ly/2ZhssDz
[1497] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 13. https://bit.ly/2ZhssDz
[1498] Jiloha, R.C. “Deprivation, Discrimination, Human Rights Violation, and Mental Health of the Deprived.” Indian Journal 
of Psychiatry 52, no. 3 (September 2010): 207–12. https://bit.ly/3emah3W
[1499] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam,July 2017, 10. https://bit.ly/2DmODzr
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9.4.3.2 Implications for children in India

Nutrition and health outcomes

Though the country has seen a 10 
percentage point decline in stunting in the 
last decade, India accounts for nearly a third 
of the global burden of stunted children, 
some 46 million 1500. In 2016, children in the 
poorest income quintiles were over twice 
as likely to be stunted than those of the 
richest quintiles (51.4 per cent compared 
with 22.2 per cent) 1501. Of 1,000 children 
born in India’s poorest quintiles, 82 die within 
12 months and 117 die within five years 1502. 
Additionally, children belonging to scheduled 
castes or tribes tend to have higher levels 
of malnutrition compared with the national 
average 1503.

Education and access to job 
opportunities

Investment in basic education has led to 
nearly a 100 per cent increase in enrolment 
in primary school. However, over 6 million 
children across India are still out of school, 
and 130 million children who are in school 
are not learning at grade-appropriate 
levels 1503. Further, low achievement among 
children of deprived castes continues to be 
a serious problem. The gap in educational 
achievement in children from lower 
versus more privileged castes increases 
significantly throughout primary and 
secondary school. Inadequate educational 
facilities and poorly trained teachers, lack 
of motivation, parental illiteracy and low 
level of education, and impoverished home 
environment contribute to this gap 1505. 
Education is seen as a pathway out of 
poverty, but with many poor children not 
currently in school or not receiving a quality 
education, their path for upward mobility is 
thwarted. 

India also has the largest youth population 
in the world. Around 66 per cent of the total 
population is below the age of 35. The Indian 
labour force is set to grow by over 8 million 
per year over the coming decade, mainly 
driven by youth entering the labour 
market 1506. Creating decent work for 
increasingly educated generations is 
needed in order to achieve the country’s full 
economic potential and growth.  

Relative deprivation and resilience

Relative deprivation can contribute to overall 
stress, negative perception of one’s own 
identity, and even negative reactions that 
can escalate into violence. In India, relative 
poverty and social stigma place a heavy 
burden on the poor, especially children. In an 
effort to seek approval and acceptance, poor 
or low caste students tend to carry higher 
levels of social anxiety than the general 
population of students. This anxiety can 
potentially influence their perception of their 
own value and ability, and ultimately, their 
academic and work performance 1507.

Discontent and social unrest

Social unrest in India has been influenced by 
clashes between different castes, ethnic and 
religious interests, employment conditions, 
and conflicts about access to land and other 
assets. Discontent and unrest have also 
been associated with the use of and access 
to basic services and institutional power or 
legal institutions. Evidence demonstrates 
that Indian households are more likely to 
report having been victims of riots when they 
own a shop or when they report higher levels 
of income per capita. This suggests that an 
underlying root cause of the discontent is 
existing poverty and inequality. Unrest is 
driven by opportunities to target those that 
are better off 1508.  

[1500] “India.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 2. https://uni.cf/320Epz1
[1501] The World Bank. “Health and Population Statistics by Wealth Quintiles.” Accessed August 30, 2019.https://bit.ly/320qWHs
[1502] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South Asia.”
South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 3.https://bit.ly/2ZhssDz
[1503] Jiloha, R.C. “Deprivation, Discrimination, Human Rights Violation, and Mental Health of the Deprived.” 
Indian Journal of Psychiatry 52, no. 3 (September 2010): 207–12. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.70972.
[1504] “India.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 2. https://uni.cf/320Epz1
[1505] Jiloha, R.C. “Deprivation, Discrimination, Human Rights Violation, and Mental Health of the Deprived.” I
ndian Journal of Psychiatry 52, no. 3 (September 2010): 207–12. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.70972.
[1506] “Decent Work for Youth in India.” International Labour Organization (blog). Accessed August 30, 2019.
https://www.ilo.org/newdelhi/info/WCMS_175936/lang--en/index.htm.
[1507] Jiloha, R.C. “Deprivation, Discrimination, Human Rights Violation, and Mental Health of the Deprived.” 
Indian Journal of Psychiatry 52, no. 3 (September 2010): 207–12. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.70972.
[1508] Justino, Patricia. “Addressing and Mitigating Violence: Civil Unrest and Government Transfers in India.” Evidence Report. Institute of 
Development Studies, February 2015. http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.882.3817&rep=rep1&type=pdf.
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9.4.4 Rising inequality in Nepal

9.4.4.1 Overview

In 1995, the poverty headcount, calculated at the national poverty line, was 42 per 
cent; by 2010, it decreased to 12.5 per cent 1509.

The most recently available data for Nepal (2010) indicates that the Gini coefficient 
is 0.328, which suggests that income inequality is somewhat lower than the other 
countries in the region 1510.

Nepal ranks 139th out of 157 countries in terms of commitment to reducing 
inequality. 1511 

Country snapshot

Evidence indicates that poverty reduction in Nepal is largely driven by significant 
increases in remittance receipts and rising non-agricultural labour wages 1512. On 
average, Nepalis – across the economic spectrum – experienced income growth 
between 1995-2010. However, income growth was significantly faster for the 
wealthier segments, indicating rising income inequality. The income of the richest 
10 per cent of Nepalis is more than three times that of the poorest 40 per cent. 
Additionally, the richest 10 per cent of Nepal’s population has 26 times more wealth 
than the poorest 40 per cent 1513. 

Though Nepal has made significant progress in reducing poverty and improving human 
development, challenges for the landlocked country remain. Nepal is highly disaster-
prone, which could undo the progress that it has made and exacerbate existing 
poverty and inequality. Nepal is ranked 11th in the world in terms of earthquake risk 
and 20th in terms of disaster risk. Between 2011-2015, more than 12,000 people died 
as a result of natural disasters. The estimated economic loss during this period was 
$7.8 billion 1514. 

Furthermore, in 2017, Nepal moved from a unitary to a federal system, resulting in 
three tiers of government – federal, provincial and local. Many functions related to 
the well-being of children have been relegated to the provincial and local levels of 
government, indicating the importance and need for increased capacity at these 
levels. Public services like health and education have seen increased privatization, 
reducing access to quality services for the poor and exacerbating inequality 1515.
  
9.4.1.2 Implications for children in Nepal

Nutrition and health outcomes

In 2016, 49.2 per cent of children in the poorest quintile were stunted in comparison with 
16.5 per cent in the richest quintile 1516. To date, more than one third of Nepal’s children under 
5 years of age are stunted. Additionally, a poor child in Nepal is nearly three times more likely 
to die before reaching 5 years of age than a rich child 1517.

[1509] Uematsu, Hiroki. “Nepal.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019.https://databank.worldbank.org/data/
download/poverty/33EF03BB-9722-4AE2-ABC7- AA2972D68AFE/Global_POVEQ_NPL.pdf.
[1510] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1511] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance 
International and Oxfam, July 2017. https://bit.ly/3ejgaif
[1512] Uematsu, Hiroki. “Nepal.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2C1n7Y7
[1513] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 7-8. https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
[1514] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 10. https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
[1515] “Children in Nepal.” UNICEF, August 31, 2019. https://www.unicef.org/nepal/children-nepal.
[1516] The World Bank. “Health and Population Statistics by Wealth Quintiles.” Accessed August 30, 2019.
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/health-nutrition-and-population-statistics-by-wealth-quintile.
[1517] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 8.https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
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Education and access to job 
opportunities

Nepal has made significant progress in 
education attainment. However, the quality 
of education is still lacking. By the age of 4, 
only 12 per cent of children from the lowest 
economic quintile can read simple words 
and letters, in comparison with 65 per cent 
of the highest quintile 1518. Additionally, 
although Nepal has a policy of free primary 
education, in practice, families pay more 
than a third of the total cost of primary 
education due to informal fees, school 
supplies and uniforms. It is harder for poor 
families and those who live in rural areas to 
send their children to school. This is, in part, 
due to the fact that many of these children 
are engaged in labour. According to ILO, 6.2 
million children are engaged in economic 
activities in Nepal, with 2.1 million working in 
hazardous conditions 1519. 

Further, patriarchal norms remain, which 
reduce the likelihood of girls and young 
women getting access to education and 
decent work. Gender disparity in education 
widens as poverty increases. The gender gap 
in school enrolment is widest in the poorest 

wealth quintiles and nearly non-existent in 
the richest quintiles 1520. As such, wealth 
inequality can drive gender inequality. 
Like other countries in South Asia, Nepal has 
a relatively young population with 40 per cent 
under the age of 18. As these individuals 
approach working age, employment and 
access to decent work becomes crucial to 
Nepal’s economic growth and its efforts to 
reduce poverty. Yet, youth unemployment 
has increased from 7.6 per cent in 1998 to 13 
per cent in 2008 1521. 

Discontent and social unrest

The relationship between unrest, violence 
and inequality is complex. In Nepal, evidence 
indicates that poorer districts are more likely 
than wealthier districts to be drawn into 
conflicts and are associated with higher 
conflict-related deaths.
In addition, recruitment by insurgency 
groups, such as the Maoist insurgency 
during the Nepalese Civil War (1996-2006), 
was more intensive in districts where 
inequality had increased 1522. This indicates 
that if Nepal fails to address rising inequality, 
the risk of social discontentment and unrest 
is likely to increase.

[1518] “Nepal.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 4. https://uni.cf/3fd3RFn
[1519] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 37-41. https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
[1520] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 37.https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
[1521] “Fighting Inequality in Nepal.” Oxfam International and HAMI, January 2019, 41.https://bit.ly/2OgRXyc
[1522] Do, Quy-Toan, and Lakshmi Iyer. “Geography, Poverty, and Conflict in Nepal.” Journal of Peace Research 47, 
no. 6 (2010):735–48. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343310386175.
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9.4.5 Rising inequality in Afghanistan

9.4.5.1 Overview 

In the last few years, Afghanistan saw a spike in poverty, partly driven by a large 
economic contraction that the country experienced between 2012-2016 1523. 

Despite some economic growth in the last two to three years, growth has not been 
pro-poor 1524.

The Gini coefficient in Afghanistan for the most recently available year is 0.31 1524. 

Afghanistan ranks 127th out of 157 countries in terms of commitment to reducing 
inequality 1525.

Country snapshot

Data through the 2016-2017 Afghanistan Living Condition Survey show that 54.5 per cent of 
people in the country live below the national basic needs poverty line 1526. Afghanistan has 
seen a slight decrease in its Gini coefficient as a result of a decrease in inequality in 
rural areas 1527.Development organizations prioritize health, education, and investments in 
infrastructure and human capital to make Afghanistan less vulnerable to insurgents and illicit 
business, and more attractive for private-sector enterprise. Currently, Afghanistan continues 
to face serious challenges in reducing poverty and inequality in light of political instability and 
continued conflict, especially because of the presidential elections in September 2019. 

Poverty has been closely aligned with seasonal changes in Afghanistan, with the winter 
months seeing the most deterioration in welfare as a result of an increase in food prices and a 
decrease in food availability. 1528 Though economic growth is expected to accelerate to around 
3.7 per cent in 2021 (from 2.8 per cent currently), food insecurity and high population growth 
(estimated at 2.7 per cent) mean that a much faster growth rate is required to significantly 
improve incomes and livelihoods. Additionally, Afghanistan is prone to droughts. Drought 
affects two thirds of Afghans working in the agricultural sector and has displaced over 250,000 
people. Already impoverished households, especially in the western province of Badghis, have 
to deal with increasing pressures of reduced incomes. 1529 These adverse shocks and factors 
increase the vulnerability of poor children and pose a threat to future generations.

[1523] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2C0SwK5
[1524] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2Cr4Nrm
[1525] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and Oxfam,
July 2017. https://bit.ly/38KlN7I
[1526] “Afghanistan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 2.https://uni.cf/2OdcCU3
[1527] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2Cr4Nrm
[1528] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2Cr4Nrm
[1529] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2Cr4Nrm
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9.4.5.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Nutrition and health outcomes

Afghanistan has one of the world’s highest 
rates of stunting in children under 5 years 
of age (41 per cent). The life cycle of 
malnutrition occurs when an undernourished 
young girl becomes an undernourished 
mother, who gives birth to a low weight 
infant that is at a higher risk of stunting. The 
current rates of stunting imply that future 
generations are also at risk of malnutrition 
and stunting 1530. Additionally, inequality 
prevails between the richest and the poorest 
households, especially in terms of antenatal 
care and presence of a skilled birth attendant. 

The wealthiest quintile tends to have three 
to five times more coverage for antenatal 
care than the poorest quintile 1531. This 
indicates the need to focus on insecure and 
isolated regions in Afghanistan to ensure that 
accessibility to health care is improved for 
poor and marginalized communities.

Education and access to job 
opportunities

An estimated 3.7 million out-of-school 
children are in Afghanistan, with 60 per 
cent of them being girls. There is high 
gender inequality in terms of enrolment 
and attendance. In some parts of the 
country, a shortage of schools, insufficient 
transportation, inadequate sanitation 
facilities and geographical barriers contribute 
to low enrolment and attendance. 
Additionally, the quality of education suffers 
as a result of the low number of teachers 
that have minimum academic qualifications. 
Conflict-related violence along with natural 
disasters have also disrupted education. In 
2015, 132 conflict-related incidents affected 
education and education-related personnel 
1532. The disruption means that even those 
who are able to attend school have a gap 
in their education. The longer students are 
away from school, the more likely they are 
to remain away or drop out, and the harder it 
is to continue with their education. Conflict 

and natural disasters disproportionately 
affect poor-children’s schooling. Failure to 
provide adequate support for disadvantaged 
children to continue school can exacerbate 
existing education and achievement 
inequality. 

Finally, education attainment is linked 
to employment opportunities. Without 
education and skills, young Afghans will 
have a difficult time finding decent work. 
Approximately 400,000 young Afghans 
enter the labour market every year 1533. 
Ensuring that these youths have access 
to employment opportunities will be 
instrumental to Afghanistan’s growth and 
poverty reduction. 

Relative deprivation and resilience

In Afghanistan, political and military 
conflicts have led to massive disruptions 
of livelihoods, education and networks 
of social support, especially for children. 
The burden of poor mental health arises 
in contexts of pervasive poverty, social 
inequality and persistent violence. 
Interviews with children and adults reveal 
that the restoration of ‘hope and dignity’ is 
critical in order for people to effectively cope 
with everyday stressors. Rising inequality 
and persistent poverty can diminish the 
hope that has kept generations of Afghans 
struggling for a better future and increase 
their sense of being ‘entrapped and going 
nowhere’ (in terms of social 
mobility) 1534.

Discontent and social unrest

Countries with high inequality and low social 
mobility levels are more likely to experience 
riots, general strikes, anti-government 
demonstrations, revolutions and civil wars 
1535. There is evidence linking unrest and 
coups with disgruntled young Afghans who 
live in severe poverty and without significant 
economic prospects. Rising inequality and 
persistent poverty in Afghanistan increase 
the risk of further social unrest in a country 
where a generation of children have known 
nothing but conflict. 1536

[1530] “Afghanistan Trends in Poverty and Inequality 2007-2017.” Washington, DC: The World Bank, July 2018. https://bit.ly/2Cr4Nrm
[1531] Akseer, Nadia, Zaid Bhatti, Arjumand Rizvi, Ahmad S. Salehi, Taufiq Mashal, and Zulfiqar A. Bhutta. “Coverage and
Inequalities in Maternal and Child Health Interventions in Afghanistan.” BMC Public Health 16, no. 2 (2016). https://bit.ly/326LcHA
[1532] “Education and Health at Risk: Key Trends and Incidents Affecting Children’s Access to Healthcare and Education inAf-
ghanistan.” United Nations, April 2016.https://uni.cf/3iTkqZ5
[1533] “Afghanistan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 2.https://uni.cf/2OdcCU3
[1534] Eggerman, Mark, and Catherine Panter-Brick. “Suffering, Hope, and Entrapment: Resilience and Cultural Values inAf-
ghanistan.” Social Science & Medicine71, no. 1 (July 2010): 71–83. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.03.023.
[1535] Houle, Christian. “Social Mobility and Political Instability.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 63, no. 1 (August 8, 2017).
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002717723434.
[1536] Asey, Tamim. “The Price of Inequality: The Dangerous Rural-Urban Divide in Afghanistan.” Global Security 
Review (blog),March 5, 2019. https://globalsecurityreview.com/inequality-dangerous-rural-urban-divide-afghanistan/. 
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9.4.6 Rising inequality in Pakistan

9.4.6.1 Overview

Between 1991-2011, the number of impoverished people fell by 50 million. 1537

According to the Global Multidimensional Poverty Index 2018, Pakistan has the 
highest intensity of child poverty in South Asia, at 53 per cent. 1538

Pakistan’s (2015) Gini coefficient is 0.355. 1539

Pakistan ranks 137th out of 157 countries in terms of commitment to reducing 
inequality. 1540

Country snapshot

Nearly 39 per cent of Pakistanis continue to live in multidimensional poverty, with the highest 
rates of poverty in Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and Balochistan. Poverty in urban 
areas is 9.3 per cent, compared with 54.6 per cent in rural areas 1541. 

Pakistan has made efforts to reduce poverty and inequality. For instance, in 2008, the 
Government of Pakistan recognized the importance of well-functioning social safety net 
programs and launched the Benazir Income Support Program (BISP). The programme 
provided cash transfers to cushion the adverse impact of food, fuel and financial crises that 
affect Pakistan’s poor. However, more recently, poor economic situations, global food price 
increases, floods and militancy in certain areas of Pakistan are thwarting progress on poverty 
reduction and threatening to increase the gap between the poor and the non-poor. Girls and 
women are particularly vulnerable, as are those in the rural areas 1542. Pakistan ranked 148th 
out of 149 countries on the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2018 1543.
 
9.4.6.2 Implications for children in Pakistan  

Nutrition and health outcomes  

Pakistan has one of the highest infant mortality rates among the poor in the region. Of 1,000 
children born in Pakistan’s poorest population quintile, 94 die within 12 months and 120 die 
within five years 1544. Additionally, more than 33 per cent of children born in Pakistan are 
stunted. The 2018 Demographic and Health Survey revealed that Pakistan has a stunting rate 
of 38 per cent, which is one of the highest rates of stunting globally. High levels of stunting 
are, in part, associated with poor water and sanitation systems that are prevalent in Pakistan, 
particularly in poor districts. Yet, even in the richest households, the diarrhoea rate among 
young children is close to 30 per cent 1545. Thus, poverty affects all children, but poor children 
carry an extra heavy burden of the effects of poverty, indicating the importance of reducing 
inequality by addressing poverty for all.

Education and access to job opportunities

Pakistan has the world’s second highest number of out-of-school children (22.8 million 
between 5-16 years of age). This represents close to 44 per cent of the total population in this 
age group. Disparities based on gender, socioeconomic status and geography are significant. 
For instance, 52 per cent of the poorest children in Sindh are out of school. Gender inequality 
remains at every level of education – boys attending school almost always outnumber girls. 

[1537] “Poverty in Pakistan: Numerous Efforts, Many Numbers, Not Enough Results.” AidData. The First Tranche 
(blog). Accessed September 1, 2019. https://www.aiddata.org/blog/poverty-in-pakistan-numerous-efforts-many-num-
bers-not-enough-results.
[1538] “Pakistan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018. 
https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Pakistan_2018_COAR.pdf.
[1539] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1540] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and 
Oxfam, July 2017. https://bit.ly/38KlN7I
[1541] “Pakistan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018.https://uni.cf/3gLsHwl
[1542] “Pakistan Towards an Integrated National Safety Net System.” The World Bank, January 24, 2013.
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/877951468286816490/pdf/664210ESW0P1180C0disclosed020110130.pdf.
[1543] “Pakistan.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018.https://uni.cf/3gLsHwl
[1544] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South 
Asia.”South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 13. https://bit.ly/2ZhssDz
[1545] Mansuri, Ghazala. “Poor Sanitation Is Stunting Children in Pakistan.” World Bank Blogs. End Poverty in South Asia 
(blog),November 12, 2018. https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/poor-sanitation-stunting-children-pakistan.
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Figure 12: Education disparities by income levels (Pakistan) 1547

Source: World Inequality Database (UNESCO).

The lack of access to education for the 
country’s poorest children, especially girls, 
can impede overall progress and social 
mobility 1546. Without quality education, these 
children are further disadvantaged once they 
enter the labour market, intensifying the 
cycle of poverty. 

Discontent and social unrest

In Pakistan, the probability of a violent attack 
by insurgents, sectarians or terrorists is 
related to the socioeconomic characteristics 
of the district. Based on data collected by 
the Pakistan Institute of Policy Studies, the 
probability of unrest is found to increase 
with food insecurity and land inequality 1548. 
This implies that increasing gaps in relative 
incomes across groups can exacerbate social 
unrest and conflict. 

Evidence shows that when relative 
deprivation is salient, social protection 
programs intended to reduce poverty and 

inequality can have positive effects on 
social perception of political leaders and 
government institutions in Pakistan 1549. 
Thus, it is possible that to stem discontent 
and unrest, the Pakistani government needs 
to consider increasing its support for social 
protection programs, especially those that 
deal with the welfare of children and youth.

Finally, contrary to expectations, poor 
Pakistanis (rural and urban) dislike militants 
more than middle-class citizens. A possible 
explanation is that frequent exposure to 
terrorist attacks reduces support for militants 
1550. This suggests that while persistent 
poverty and rising inequality may contribute 
to increased social tensions, Pakistanis, 
especially the poor, recognize the adverse 
effects of conflict and violence. To prevent 
conflict and violence from becoming a 
normalized part of life for children living in 
impoverished conditions, there needs to be 
more efforts to reduce poverty and inequality 
in Pakistan.

[1546] “Education.” UNICEF Pakistan. Accessed September 1, 2019. https://www.unicef.org/pakistan/education.
[1547] “Pakistan - World Inequality Database.” UNESCO. Accessed September 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/2Css8sn
[1548] Rama, Martin, Tara Béteille, Yue Li, Pradeep K. Mitra, and John Lincoln Newman. “Addressing Inequality in South Asia.” 
South Asia Development Forum. Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2015, 8. https://bit.ly/2W71I6E
[1549] Kosec, Katrina, and Cecilia Hyunjung Mo. “Does Relative Deprivation Condition the Effects of Social Protection Programs 
on Political Attitudes? Experimental Evidence from Pakistan.” Discussion Paper. International Food Policy Research Institute, 
May 31, 2019. http://ebrary.ifpri.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15738coll2/id/133270.
[1550] Blair, Graeme, C. Christine Fair, Neil Malhotra, and Jacob N. Shapiro. “Poverty and Support for Militant Politics: Evidence 
from Pakistan.” American Journal of Political Science 57, no. 1 (January 2013): 30–48. https://bit.ly/2BXDPaM
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9.4.7 Rising inequality in Sri Lanka

9.4.7.1 Overview of the risks

The number of people suffering from extreme income poverty has fallen from 26.1 
per cent in 1990 to 4.1 per cent in 2016. 1551

Sri Lanka’s Gini coefficient (2016) is 0.398. 1552

Sri Lanka ranks 102th out of 157 countries in terms of commitment to reducing 
inequality. 1553

Country snapshot

Figure 13: Consumption distribution by income quintiles (Sri Lanka) 1554

Source: The World Bank.

Despite progress in poverty reduction, deep poverty remains in northern and eastern Sri 
Lanka. 1555 Sri Lanka holds one of the higher Gini coefficients in the South Asia region, 
indicating that lots of work needs to be done to combat rising inequality in Sri Lanka. 
Additionally, inequality between urban and rural areas is salient, with 1.9 per cent of the poor 
in urban areas and 4.3-8.8 per cent in rural or estate areas. 1556 In 2016, the richest 10  per cent 
earned the equivalent of the total amount earned by 70 per cent of all households. And the 
share of earnings for the bottom decile was 1.6 per cent of total household income. 1557 In the 
same year, nearly 50 per cent of consumption was by the richest quintile, compared with 7 per 
cent by the poorest quintile. 1558

Currently, development organizations are prioritizing democracy building, economic 
development, youth development and capacity-building for disaster response. The Sri Lanka 
government has, however, limited its spending on social-sector programming. Persistent 
inequality in the country demonstrates the limitations of the existing social welfare measures – 
such as the Samurdhi (prosperity) programme – to improve the conditions of the poor. 1559

Sri Lanka is vulnerable to climate risks, including flooding, extreme winds and droughts. In 
2018, over 970,000 people were affected by drought. Political instability and uncertainty 

[1551] “Sri Lanka: State of the Economy.” Colombo, Sri Lanka: Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, 2018. https://bit.ly/3iJEqgK
[1552] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1553] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and Oxfam, 
July 2017. https://bit.ly/3gEA3Sq
[1554] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Sri Lanka).” Accessed September 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/3fhApyb
[1555] Kim, Yeon Soo. “Sri Lanka.” Poverty & Equity Brief. The World Bank, April 2019. https://bit.ly/2Zg9NHX
[1556] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1557] “Sri Lanka: State of the Economy.” Colombo, Sri Lanka: Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, 2018. https://bit.ly/2ZgdX2y
[1558] “Poverty & Equity Data Portal (Sri Lanka).” Accessed September 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/2W8z7hf
[1559] “Sri Lanka: State of the Economy.” Colombo, Sri Lanka: Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, 2018.https://bit.ly/2OfB2MM
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stemming from the President of Sri Lanka 
ousting the Prime Minister has contributed to 
a deteriorating fiscal situation 1560. High debt 
levels and low fiscal revenue pose risks for 
Sri Lanka and have constrained the country’s 
ability to spend on public services and social 
protection. 1561 This affects the country’s 
ability to confront rising inequality issues. 
Though extreme poverty has decreased in 
the country, more than 400,000 Sri Lankans 
live barely above the $1.90 poverty line. 1562

9.4.7.2 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Nutrition and health outcomes

Sri Lanka bears the double burden of 
malnutrition and obesity. Preliminary analysis 
of a survey among adolescents 10-19 years 
of age conducted in 2017 revealed 13.7 
per cent were stunted, 7.4 per cent were 
overweight and 2.4 per cent were obese. 
Though there has been progress in child 
survival and development, wide disparities in 
under-five and neonatal mortality rates exist, 
with higher rates in the conflict affected 
northern and eastern provinces. 1563 This 
indicates the need to address inequality in 
access to health care and the overall quality 
of health services in previously conflict-
affected areas.

Education and access to job 
opportunities

Though Sri Lanka has achieved close to 
universal access to primary education (94.7 
per cent) with near gender parity, poor 
quality of service provision has led to low 
learning outcomes. Children with learning 
disabilities are particularly vulnerable because 
their access to education is limited. 1564 
Poor quality in public education has resulted 
in a ‘shadow education system’ through 
private tuition. Access to private tuition to 
supplement public education is determined 

by a child’s household income and parental 
education levels, with implications for overall 
academic performance. 1565 Improving the 
quality of education is needed in order to 
address rising inequality.  

The most recently available data from the 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
(2013) revealed that 23.8 per cent of poor 
children between 15-16 years of age and 
64.7 per cent of poor children aged 17-18 
years had failed to complete their formal 
education due to the lack of available funds. 
1566 Enrolment for higher education for 
the wealthiest quintile was 24 per cent (in 
2010) in comparison with 4 per cent for the 
lower quintile. Children from lower income 
households were less likely to continue 
education and more likely to leave the 
system of education at an early age 1567. 
These statistics are of concern because 
disadvantaged children with limited access 
to quality education face lower labour market 
returns and less social mobility. This can 
cement inequality for generations to come.

Finally, the drop-out rate for boys is higher 
than girls at both the secondary and 
higher education levels. One explanation 
is that boys tend to find early employment 
opportunities, especially in the informal 
sector. There is a general preference in the 
labour market for males over females. 1568 
In 2017, youth unemployment for females 
(24.5 per cent) was significantly higher than 
males ( per cent4.9 per cent). 1569This level 
of gender inequality in the labour market 
is alarming and has ramifications for future 
earnings and job opportunities for females.

Relative deprivation and resilience

Sri Lanka has experienced a unique set of 
stresses brought on by decades of civil strife 
and natural disasters. Children in former war-
torn provinces are particularly vulnerable. A 
2008 survey of children in the north-eastern 

[1560] “Sri Lanka.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 1. https://uni.cf/324JrdP
[1561] “Sri Lanka Overview.” The World Bank, March 15, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/srilanka/overview.
[1562] “Sri Lanka.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 13. https://uni.cf/324JrdP
[1563] “Sri Lanka.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 2. https://uni.cf/324JrdP
[1564] “Sri Lanka.” Country Office Annual Report. UNICEF, 2018, 3-4. https://uni.cf/324JrdP
[1565] Sarma, Vengadeshvaran, Stefanie Licht, and Tushani Kalugalagedera. “Educational Inequalities in Sri Lanka: National 
Dataand Local Perspectives on Access, Quality, and Learning Outcomes.” Study Series. Colombo, Sri Lanka: Centre for 
PovertyAnalysis, 2018, 48. http://www.cepa.lk/content_images/publications/documents/english-20190212081040.pdf.
[1566] “Sri Lanka: State of the Economy.” Colombo, Sri Lanka: Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, 2018. https://bit.ly/3267cSM
[1567] Sarma, Vengadeshvaran, Stefanie Licht, and Tushani Kalugalagedera. “Educational Inequalities in Sri Lanka: National 
Dataand Local Perspectives on Access, Quality, and Learning Outcomes.” Study Series. Colombo, Sri Lanka: Centre for 
PovertyAnalysis, 2018, 39-40. http://www.cepa.lk/content_images/publications/documents/english-20190212081040.pdf.
[1568] Sarma, Vengadeshvaran, Stefanie Licht, and Tushani Kalugalagedera. “Educational Inequalities in Sri Lanka: National 
Dataand Local Perspectives on Access, Quality, and Learning Outcomes.” Study Series. Colombo, Sri Lanka: Centre for 
PovertyAnalysis, 2018, 39. http://www.cepa.lk/content_images/publications/documents/english-20190212081040.pdf.
[1569] “Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey.” Annual Report. Department of Census and Statistics, 2017.
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/samplesurvey/LFS_Annual per cent20Report_2017_version2.pdf.



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 264

provinces found that 82.4 per cent of 
children surveyed had experienced at 
least one war-related event and 95.6 
per cent reported at least one negative 
experience of family violence.1570 Though 
there is limited research on how mental 
health issues affect children from 
marginalized communities in Sri Lanka, 
the existing daily stresses are often 
compounded by the realities of living in 
poverty and inequality.

Discontent and social unrest

There have been a number of protests 
and strikes against low wages and 
unemployment. The more recent strikes 
include the demonstrations led by tea 
plantation workers, many of whom 
demanded higher wages. To date, 
discontent continues as plantations have 

refused to increase salaries. The increase 
in living costs coupled with low wages 
has made it difficult for many workers and 
their households to get food and send 
their children to school, which has led to 
increasingly impoverished conditions and 
increasing inequality. 1571

There has also been an increasing number 
of youth protests as a result of high 
unemployment and the lack of decent work 
opportunities. For the rising number of young 
people entering the labour market, the lack of 
good jobs has led to a common perception 
that Sri Lanka is an unjust and unequal 
(across many factors) country.1572 The 
existing high levels of youth unemployment 
can potentially result in increasing discontent 
and unrest in society, stifling potential 
growth and progress towards reducing 
poverty and inequality.

[1570] Sarma, Vengadeshvaran, Stefanie Licht, and Tushani Kalugalagedera. “Educational Inequalities in Sri Lanka: National 
Dataand Local Perspectives on Access, Quality, and Learning Outcomes.” Study Series. Colombo, Sri Lanka: Centre for 
PovertyAnalysis, 2018, 34. http://www.cepa.lk/content_images/publications/documents/english-20190212081040.pdf.
[1571] “Tea Garden Workers in Sri Lanka Are Demanding a Wage Hike.” People’s Dispatch, November 12, 2018.
https://peoplesdispatch.org/2018/11/12/tea-garden-workers-in-sri-lanka-are-demanding-a-wage-hike/.
[1572] Gunatilaka, Ramani, Markus Mayer, and Milan Vodopivec. “The Challenge of Youth Employment in Sri Lanka.” World 
Bank,2010. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2451.
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9.4.8 Rising inequality in the Maldives

9.4.8.1 Overview

The poverty rate for the Maldives is 8.2 per cent (2016), using the national poverty 
line. 1573

The Maldives Gini coefficient (2009) is 0.384. 1574

Spatial inequality persists with over 90 per cent of poor Maldivians living on atolls 
and outer islands, compared with the capital of Malé. 1575

The Maldives ranks 68th out of 157 countries in terms of commitment to reducing 
inequality and is the top-ranking country within the South Asia region. 1576

Country snapshot

In the last 30 years, the Maldives has experienced significant growth and reduction 
in poverty. The country’s GDP per capita reached $11,151 in 2017 compared with 
$200 in 1978. Growth has largely been driven by tourism, construction, fisheries, 
transport and communications. 1577 However, despite the reduction in poverty, many 
Maldivians are clustered just above the poverty line and are vulnerable to falling into 
poverty. 1578 Additionally, the average expenditure of the bottom 40 per cent of the 
population is 2.5 times lower compared with the average of the top 60 per cent of 
the population. 1579

Development organizations are prioritizing climate change related initiatives, public 
health campaigns, democracy building and human capital development.  In 2019, 
the Government of the Maldives initiated the Greater Malé Development Strategy, 
which focuses on improved basic service delivery, protection of households from 
climate change and natural disasters, and the creation of economic opportunities, 
especially focused on the larger islands. 1580

The Maldives is at risk of climate change, natural disasters and increasing levels 
of solid waste. Almost half of all settlements and over two thirds of critical 
infrastructure are located within 100 metres of the shoreline and are under 
immediate threat from rising sea levels. The country’s geography (a series of islands) 
introduces barriers to basic services implementation and limits opportunities for job 
creation and economic diversification. 1581 These challenges threaten the progress 
that the country has made in terms of economic development and could potentially 
exacerbate existing inequality. 

[1573] “Poverty in Maldives.” Asian Development Bank. Accessed September 1, 2019.
https://www.adb.org/countries/maldives/poverty.
[1574] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
[1575] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview.
[1576] “The Commitment to Reducing Inequality (CRI) Index.” Research Report. Development Finance International and Oxfam,July 2017. 
https://d1tn3vj7xz9fdh.cloudfront.net/s3fs-public/file_attachments/rr-commitment-reduce-inequality-index-170717-en.pdf.
[1577] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview.
[1578] “Poverty in Maldives.” Asian Development Bank. Accessed September 1, 2019.
https://www.adb.org/countries/maldives/poverty.
[1579] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview.
[1580] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview.
[1581] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/maldives/overview.
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9.4.8.2 Implications for children in the 
Maldives

Nutrition and health outcomes

Overall, the health status of children in the 
Maldives has improved in the past few 
decades. In the last 10 years, malnutrition 
rates halved. However, 20 per cent of 
children are stunted. Furthermore, in some 
islands and atolls farther from the capital 
city, the number of stunted children rises 
to 25 per cent. At the same time, obesity 
is prevalent, probably due to increased 
consumption of packaged and unhealthy 
foods. This may related to the fact that in 
some island communities accessing fresh 
fruits, vegetables and legumes is problematic 
during some parts of the year. As such, there 
is a high rate of micronutrient deficiencies 
among children under 5 years of age. 

Most pregnancies in the Maldives are 
unplanned. This can sometimes make it 
difficult for women to receive antenatal 
care needed to ensure successful birth 
and prevent stunting. The lack of nutrients 
and risk of stunting can result in irreversible 
effects that have implications for a child’s 
ability to grow, go to school, and later on in 
life, work and start a family. 1582

Education and access to job 
opportunities

With a net primary school enrolment rate 
of 95.9 per cent, the Maldives has made 
significant progress in improving access to 
education. However, geography remains 
a barrier to equitable access. The lack of 
schooling opportunities in some of the 
outlying islands and the cost of transiting 
between atolls make it difficult for some 
children to access education. 

Higher secondary courses only exist in 59 
out of 212 schools in the Maldives, making it 
impossible for some adolescents to continue 
their education unless they migrate to 
another island. Those who live in the capital 
city of Malé have far greater advantages 
in accessing upper-secondary and tertiary 
education than those in the other islands. 
Only 45 per cent of adolescents in the 
Maldives transition to the upper-secondary 

level.1583 Low education attainment has 
implications for job opportunities and upward 
mobility.

Youth unemployment is high at 15.2 per 
cent, with young males being one and a half 
more likely to be unemployed than young 
females, and six times more likely to be 
unemployed than their adult counterparts. 
Evidence suggests that almost 25 per cent 
of Maldivian youth are not in education, 
employment or training.1584 Given that 
an increasingly growing youth population 
will enter the labour market and fail to 
find decent work, this has implications for 
future wages, skills development and work 
opportunities. 

Relative deprivation and resilience

Creating enough new jobs for the young 
generation in the Maldives is a serious 
challenge. Additionally, there is a social 
component. In the Maldives, there is often 
societal and family acceptance for staying 
economically inactive. Family and other 
networks often supplement the unemployed 
with income, shelter, food and other 
consumable goods 1585. This makes it difficult 
to motivate individuals and young people to 
be self-sufficient via employment. 

The relatively high levels of youth 
unemployment (15.2 per cent) could have 
implications for the widening of inequality of 
households, and it could drive disparities in 
quality of living in the future. Further, youth 
unemployment and limited job opportunities 
have made some young people vulnerable 
to negative social influences, such as drug 
abuse and gang-related activities. 1586 

[1582] “Nutrition.” UNICEF Maldives. Accessed September 2, 2019. https://uni.cf/2BY5NDj
[1583] “Education.” UNICEF Maldives. Accessed September 2, 2019. https://uni.cf/38JGpgx
[1584] “Maldives.” The World Bank, April 2, 2019. https://bit.ly/2CpwYqi
[1585] “Maldives Human Development Report.” UNDP, 2014, 61-64.
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/maldives_hdr2014_full_report_0.pdf.
[1586] “Maldives Human Development Report.” UNDP, 2014, 61-62.
http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/maldives_hdr2014_full_report_0.pdf.
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9.5 Implications for UNICEF

South Asia seeks to achieve its Sustainable 
Development Goal 10 targets on reducing 
inequality within and among countries, 
including: 

10.1: By 2030, achieve and sustain income 
growth of the bottom 40 per cent of the 
population at a rate higher than the national 
average;
10.2: By 2030, empower and promote the 
social, economic, and political inclusion of 
all, irrespective of age, sex, ability, race, 
ethnicity, origin, religion, or other status;
10.3: Ensure equal opportunity and 
reduce inequality of outcome, including by 
eliminating discriminatory laws, policies 
and practices and promoting appropriate 
legislation, policies, and action in this regard;
10.4: Adopt policies, especially fiscal, 
wage, and social protection policies, and 
progressively achieve greater equality.1587

In order to do so and in response to the 
challenges outlined in this report, South Asia 
needs to take action in the following areas to 
ensure the future welfare of children in the 
region.

Limited availability and poor quality 
of data 

Data on income and wealth inequality 
are not readily available for South Asian 
countries. For countries like Pakistan 
and India, where limited data exists, 
information is erratic, incomparable 
and of poor quality. In other countries, 
including Afghanistan, Bhutan, the 
Maldives, Nepal, and Sri Lanka there is 
almost no data available on both income 
inequality and poverty measures, such 
as the Gini Index, poverty gaps ($1.90 
per day), and income distribution by top 
quantiles. Without access to accurate 
data, it is difficult to identify vulnerable 
populations and respond to their needs 
in an efficient way. UNICEF could partner 
with governments and civil society actors 
to collect data on wealth and income 
distribution.

Programs targeting poverty through the 
Proxy Means Test (PMT) methodology 
(utilizing easy-to-collect data points as 
proxies to assess household income levels 
in data scarce environments) have yielded 
ambiguous results. 1588 Hence, UNICEF 
should work with international partners, 
such as the World Bank, to advocate for 
and establish an alternative approach 
to social protection that focuses on a 
minimum universal standard, leading to the 
universalization of social protection.
 
Nutrition and health outcomes

The impact of inequality on children’s 
nutrition and health outcomes can be 
intergenerational. Gender, socioeconomic, 
spatial-geographic and cultural dimensions 
impact which persons are more at risk of 
stunting, not being fully immunized, and 
not having a skilled attendant present at 
birth. There needs to be more updated 
and disaggregated data to identify the 
segments of the population that are most 
in need. Increasing the focus on children 
and women who are most vulnerable is 
essential.

It is critical to improve access to health 
care, particularly for disadvantaged groups. 
Thus far, initiatives to increase access 
include private sector contracts to provide 
free health services in underserved areas 
and health insurance schemes that target 
those below the poverty line. Such initiatives 
have, however, varied across countries, 
and challenges continue to hamper efforts 
to improve access to health care for the 
disadvantaged. For instance, insurance 
packages often still do not cover all needs, 
especially if there are transportation costs 
involved with getting care. Additionally, 
existing insurance and other privately 
contracted services have not been fully 
integrated into a country’s overall health 
system, which can cause confusion or 
lead to redundancy in service provision in 
certain areas. Further, the decentralization 
of authority across federal, provincial and 
local governments can make coordination 
and implementation of health services more 
difficult in South Asian countries.1589

[1587] “Goal 10: Reduce Inequality within and among Countries.” UN Sustainable Development Goals. Accessed August 2, 
2019.https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/inequality/.
[1588] https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/targeting-poorest.pdf
[1589] Zaidi, Shehla, Prasanna Saligram, Syed Ahmed, Egbert Sonderp, and Kabir Sheikh. “Expanding Access to Healthcare 
inSouth Asia.” BMJ Health in South Asia (April 2017). https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.j1645.
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Education and access to job 
opportunities

Overall, access to education in South Asia 
has improved. The number of out-of-school 
children has fallen by an estimated 3 million 
since 2014. However, increased access 
has not translated into learning outcomes. 
Rather than focusing and reiterating the 
improvements in access, South Asian 
countries need to make improvements in 
learning outcomes the central goal of their 
education policy. If the quality of education 
fails to improve, private sector entities will 
continue to enter the market and serve 
those who can afford private education, 
exacerbating existing inequality in education. 

Despite the private education sector’s 
role in potentially exacerbating inequality 
in education, there can be public-private 
partnerships to operate learning centres 
for first-generation students or centres to 
provide additional help for students who fall 
behind or cannot attend a ‘normal’ school as 
a result of disability or lack of 
documentation 1590. 

Education inequality can also have an 
intergenerational impact because job and 
economic opportunities are often linked with 
education and, in many regions, to parents’ 
income status and educational attainment. 
Although it is important to make evidence-
based policy, it is crucial to provide more 
resources such as additional materials or 
instruction for disadvantaged children so 
they can improve and thrive alongside their 
peers. Teachers will also be able to teach 
better when there is more variance in overall 
student learning levels. It is important to act 
quickly to provide additional resources to 
ensure another generation of children do not 
fall behind.

Teachers are among the most important 
determinants of the quality of education. 
Evidence demonstrates that what matters 
most for student learning is teachers’ 
knowledge, how motivated they are and 
how they teach. Teacher pre-service and 
in-service training needs to be improved 
and tailored towards effective teaching. 
Teacher recruitment and management 

should be reoriented to motivate qualified 
and passionate individuals to enter the field. 
Additionally, more research is needed to 
understand how perception of teachers 
and performance-related pay affect teacher 
incentives and motivation in the South Asia 
region. 1591

Relative deprivation and resilience

There is some evidence that relative 
deprivation can take a toll on people, 
especially children, in terms of their 
mental well-being, happiness, and 
motivation to survive and thrive. There 
is, however, limited evidence in regard 
to South Asia, especially as it pertains to 
children and youth. There is a pressing 
need for more research on the impact 
of relative deprivation on children’s 
well-being, discouragement and overall 
resilience.

Dwindling international support for 
development
 
As income per capita levels gradually rise, 
most South Asian countries will transition 
towards middle-income country status. It 
is unlikely that the growth in income and 
wealth will be equitably distributed across 
all socioeconomic groups and rural/urban 
areas. Chronic socioeconomic inequality is 
likely to persist in the region. Nonetheless, 
the shift in classification from low income 
group may dissuade international donors 
from supporting development programmes 
in the region. The international development 
community will have to raise awareness 
and make a compelling case to major 
donors and stakeholders to ensure their 
continued commitment to support inclusive 
development in the region. 

Discontent and social unrest

The ILO finds that rising unemployment is 
correlated with discontent expressed by 
citizens in regard to their country’s labour 
market and economic situations. There needs 
to be decent work opportunities for young 
graduates and youths who want to engage in 
productive employment. Extended periods of 
unemployment or underemployment can 

[1590] Dundar, Halil, Tara Béteille, Michelle Riboud, and Anil Deolalikar. “Student Learning in South Asia.” Directions in
Development. Washington, DC: World Bank, 2014. https://bit.ly/2CkSnBh
[1591] Dundar, Halil, Tara Béteille, Michelle Riboud, and Anil Deolalikar. “Student Learning in South Asia.” Directions in
Development. Washington, DC: World Bank, 2014. https://bit.ly/2CkKN9M
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result in lack of accumulation of skills and can 
influence future wages or job opportunities.  
In order to avoid discontent and social unrest, 
it is critical to increase the availability of jobs 
that pay decent wages. 

There is no simple cure-all for youth 
unemployment and underemployment 
because the situation involves many 
factors, including economic performance, 
growth and opportunities for job creation. 
Nevertheless, more can be done to evaluate 
the bottlenecks to work, including legal 
frameworks, workers’ rights and access to 
finance. 1592

There must be an increase in government 
initiatives that focus on youth 
unemployment and underemployment. To 
address this, there needs to be a better 
understanding of overall economic and 
industry development so that trainings 
and education opportunities offered to 
youths can be tailored to ameliorate or 
avoid a skills mismatch. Additionally, 
because informal-sector work is so 
prevalent in South Asia, there needs to 
be a better understanding of the needs 
and issues in the informal sector so they 
can be addressed. 1593

[1592] Kabir, Mabruk. “Getting to Work: Tackling Youth Unemployment in South Asia.” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
June 12, 2013. https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/getting-work-tackling-youth-unemployment-south-asia.
[1593] Kabir, Mabruk. “Getting to Work: Tackling Youth Unemployment in South Asia.” End Poverty in South Asia (blog), 
June 12, 2013. https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/getting-work-tackling-youth-unemployment-south-asia.
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Tax productivity in South Asian countries 
must improve. Many countries in the region 
have low tax productivity despite complex 
tax laws. This is in part due to a narrow 
tax base, low compliance and poor tax 
administration. Tax collection may also be 
hindered due to the large informal sector. 
While revising tax revenue collection policy 
is beyond the scope of UNICEF, increased 
tax productivity and revenue can have 
implications for social spending. 1594

There must be an increase social spending. 
Spending on health, education and other 
safety net programs tends to be relatively 
low in South Asia compared with other 
developing countries. However, evidence 
shows that social spending can improve 
welfare in low- and middle-income countries. 
1595 With improved tax productivity, South 
Asian countries may be able to better allocate 
their spending towards the social sector. 

Appendix: Measuring Inequality

Measuring economic inequality can 
be challenging due to the availability of 
resources and data. For instance, household 
surveys are often used to capture invaluable 
information, such as preferences, habits and 
socioeconomic characteristics. However, 
household surveys rely on self-reported 
information, which can result in inconsistent 
or inaccurate data points, especially in 
regard to income and wealth. Analysts and 
researchers also consult administrative tax 
data. Yet, there is a limitation to tax data due 
to potential tax evasion. Additionally, the 
variability of household versus per capita 
data can make cross-country or regional 
comparisons difficult. Using a combination of 
survey and tax data can help buffer against 
some of the limitations and biases inherent 
in these sources. 1596

A non-exhaustive list of databases that focus 
on income and wealth include the Lakner-
Milanovic World Panel Income Distribution 
(LM-WPID)1597, which contains panel data for 
1988-2008 on common currency and prices; 
the Standardized World Income Inequality 
Database (SWIID), developed by Frederick 
Solt, which draws upon data from the 
OECD Income Distribution Database; 

[1594] Gupta, Poonam. “Generating Larger Tax Revenue in South Asia.” World Bank, January 2015. https://mpra.ub.uni-
muenchen.de/61443/1/.
[1595] Haile, Fiseha, and Miguel Niño-Zarazúa. “Does Social Spending Improve Welfare in Low-Income and Middle-Income-
Countries?” Journal of International Development 30, no. 3 (April 2018): 367–98. https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.3326.
[1596] Alvaredo, Facundo, Lucas Chancel, Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman. “World Inequality Re-
port.” 27-30. World Inequality Lab, 2018. Accessed July 31, 2019. https://bit.ly/3gPZq3R
[1597] “Lakner-Milanovic (2013) World Panel Income Distribution (LM-WPID).” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZewpbU
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the Socioeconomic Database for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (CEDLAS); 
Eurostat; the World Bank’s PovcalNet 1598; the 
UN World Income Inequality Database (WIID) 
1599;  and the World Inequality Database 
(WID.world), which includes income/wealth 
data on over 70 countries to help researchers 
and non-researchers make sense of historical 
global inequality data. 1600

To date, there are a number of indices 
that focus on analysing inequality within 
and between countries. Traditionally, 
there are two main approaches to 
measuring economic inequality. The ex-
post or a ‘finish line’ perspective focuses 
on the inequality of outcomes, including 
income, educational attainment and 
health status. Measuring inequality of 
outcomes can provide an understanding 
of the distribution of well-being within and 
between countries. Alternatively, there is 
also an ex-ante or ‘starting line’ perspective 
that is concerned with the inequality of 
opportunities.1601Drawing from Amartya 
Sen’s capability framework, this perspective 
argues that rather than seeking to equalize 
incomes and other measures of well-being, 

the goal ought to be focused on equalizing 
access and opportunities. This would allow 
people to have the freedom to pursue a life 
of their own choosing.1602

Perhaps the most widely cited and 
commonly used metric is the Gini index, 
which takes an ex-post approach. The Gini 
index compares the cumulative proportion 
of the population against the proportions 
of income they receive, and produces a 
coefficient that ranges between 0, which 
represents perfect equality, or 1, perfect 
inequality.1603 Despite the Gini coefficient’s 
ability to capture information on all individuals 
in a society, it can be difficult for researchers, 
citizens and policymakers to make sense 
of the metric. For instance, India’s Gini 
coefficient increased from 0.354 in 2009 
to 0.357 in 20111604. An increase in the 
coefficient indicates that inequality has 
worsened, but to what extent and in what 
ways? It is possible that there may have 
been a decrease in overall poverty that was 
overshadowed by an increase in the amount 
of income held by the wealthiest proportion 
of the population.1605 Solely relying on this 
metric makes it difficult to disentangle the 
nuances of economic inequality. 

[1598] Solt, Frederick. “The Standardized World Income Inequality Database,” May 2019. Accessed July 31, 2019.
https://fsolt.org/swiid/.
[1599] Gradín, Carlos, Antti Pelanteri, Anustup Kundu, and Annett Victorero. “WIID - World Income Inequality Database,” 
UnitedNations University (UNU-WIDER), December 2018. https://bit.ly/2Zi6U9I
[1600] “World Inequality Database,” World Inequality Lab, January 2017. Accessed July 31, 2019. https://wid.world/.
[1601] “Concepts of Inequality.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015.
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wess/wess_dev_issues/dsp_policy_01.pdf.
[1602] Sen, Amartya K. “From Income Inequality to Economic Inequality.” Southern Economic Journal 64, no. 2 (
October 1997):383–401. Accessed on July 30, 2019.
[1603] OECD. “Income Inequality.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.htm.
[1604] The World Bank. “GINI Index.” Accessed July 31, 2019. https://bit.ly/2CsJzJl
[1605] Alvaredo et al., 27.
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[1606] “Inequality Measurement.” Development Issues. UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, October 21, 2015. 
Accessed August 1, 2019. https://bit.ly/3iOOAwL
[1607] “The Inclusive Development Index 2018 Summary and Data Highlights.” World Economic Forum, 2018. Accessed 
August 1,2019. http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Forum_IncGrwth_2018.pdf.

Other representations of inequality 
include the Lorenz curve, which depicts 
the percentage of income owned by x 
percent of the population. The horizontal 
axis of this graphical representation 
includes information on the cumulative 
number of income recipients ranked from 
poorest to richest, while the vertical axis 
displays the cumulative percentage of 
total income. The Akinson’s index focuses 
on a welfare-based measure of inequality 
and presents the percentage of total 
income that a given society would have to 
forego in order to have more equal shares 
of income between its citizens. Similarly, 
the Hoover index (also known as the 
Robin Hood index, Schutz index, or Pietra 
ratio), shows the proportion of all income 
which would have to be redistributed to 
achieve a state of perfect equality. The 
Theil index and a variation of ratios can 
also be used to examine inequality. 
The UN Development Programme Human 
Development Report uses the 20/20 ratio, 
which compares the average income of 
the richest 20 per cent of the population 
with the average income of the poorest 
20 per cent of the population. 

The Palma ratio observes the share of 
national income held by the top 10 per 
cent of households to the bottom 40 per 
cent. The limitation to relying on ratios is 
that these values are sensitive to extreme 
values and outliers.1606

Finally, the Inclusive Development Index 
developed by the World Economic Forum 
provides an annual assessment of the 
economic performance of 103 countries 
that measure growth and development, 
inclusion and intergenerational equity. 1607
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10.1  Overview 

The Internet and mobile connectivity are 
crucial tools for improving the outlook for 
children in South Asia, enabling access to 
education, job opportunities and health 
services, and creating new spaces for civic 
engagement. 

In South Asia, average Internet penetration 
(ratio of Internet users to total population) 
in 2018 was 36 per cent, an increase from 
33 per cent in 2017. South Asia saw the 
greatest gains in average mobile download 
speeds globally in the last year, while 
mobile connectivity, measured by mobile 
connections as a percentage of population, 
increased from 71 to 91 per cent.  

Yet, access remains a challenge in the 
region: obstacles include reliable access to 
electricity; quality of Internet connection; cost 
of access, through mobile or fixed services; 
and digital divides due to various factors, 
including gender, social marginalization, 
literacy, linguistic diversity and rural access. 
Disadvantaged children risk falling behind 
their counterparts who have the skills and 
connectivity to make the most of digital 
opportunities, exacerbating social divisions. 
Digital literacy and skills are as important 

as infrastructure and device ownership in 
preventing exclusion. 

Children also face risks associated with the 
rapid rise of the Internet in South Asia. In 
many contexts, access is increasing more 
rapidly than the provision of cybersecurity 
mechanisms or education to support safe 
and socially positive online practices. Online 
bullying and harassment are rising, while 
in some countries too much time online 
is causing mental health concerns, from 
anxiety to isolation. More regionally specific 
research is required to assess and address 
the impacts of an increasingly digital society 
on child safety and mental health.
The pace of change calls for urgent 
responses. Priority areas for UNICEF may 
include: 

Acceleration of digital literacy, particularly 
among marginalized groups;
Programmes to build digital skills, linked to 
apprenticeships or job opportunities;
Provision of safe spaces for discussion of 
cybersecurity threats and online abuse;
Research and advocacy to support healthy 
levels of engagement with digital platforms;
Partnerships to accelerate e-health and digital 
education solutions, particularly targeting 
remote areas.

Country Internet users
(per cent of population)

Literacy rate
(per cent of population)

Afghanistan 10.6 38.2

Bangladesh 18.2 72.8

Bhutan 41.8 64.9

India 29.5 69.3

Nepal 19.7 64.7

Pakistan 15.5 56.4

Maldives 59.1 99.3

Sri Lanka 32.1 92.6

Table 1: Summary statistics for digital inclusion in South Asia

Source: The World Bank.
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[1608] https://www.imls.gov/sites/default/files/publications/documents/imls-libraries-broadband-and-digital-inclusion.pdf
[1609] http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco-liaison-office-in-new-york/about-this-office/singleview/
news/unesco_advocates_for_digital_inclusion_at_united_nations_in/
[1610] https://digitalinclusion.umd.edu/content/what-digital-inclusion
[1611 https://cs.stanford.edu/people/eroberts/cs181/projects/digital-divide/start.html
[1612] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
[1613] https://www.digitalinclusion.org/definitions/
[1614] https://digitalinclusion.nz/about/digital-inclusion-definition/
[1615] Oxford University Press https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/digital_footprint
[1616] https://www.techopedia.com/definition/23915/digital-identity
[1617] https://www.teachthought.com/literacy/the-definition-of-digital-literacy/
[1618] https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/GSMA-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Con-
nectivity-Report-2019.pdf

10.2 Digital inclusion in South 
Asia: Definition, scope and 
implications

10.2.1 What is digital inclusion?

Digital inclusion refers to the concept 
that individuals and communities should 
be supported to transcend barriers to 
technology and information, such as 
cost, infrastructure and skills. This agenda 
comprises: access to and use of computers, 
mobile devices, and the Internet; the 
development of technological infrastructure, 
such as electrification, Internet connections 
and mobile networks; and sufficient 
understanding of technologies (‘digital 
literacy’) in order to utilize them1608. The 
objective of digital inclusion is to enable all 
individuals to leverage technology equitably 
to participate in society and achieve their 
goals1609. This involves the use of digital 
technologies in economic and workforce 
development, education, health care, 
public safety and emergency services, civic 
engagement and social connections1610. 

Currently, a digital divide between those 
with access, skills and understanding, and 
those without1611  is affecting the poor 
in low-income countries, and particularly 
women and the illiterate. Moreover, the gap 
is widening in some contexts due to a lack 
of progress in Internet access and network 
coverage improvements. Affordability is 
also declining relative to monthly income, 
disproportionately affecting people in low-
income countries and women1612. 
 
The United States National Digital Inclusion 
Alliance (NDIA) views digital inclusion as a 
“concept in development” that must evolve 
as technology advances. Historical, systemic 
and structural barriers to technology must 
be eliminated in order to achieve digital 
equity1613. The United Kingdom’s Digital 
Inclusion Strategy identifies other barriers, 
such as lack of motivation and mistrust of the 
Internet1614. 

Definitions of digital literacy are contested. 
Cornell University describes it as “the ability 
to find, evaluate, utilize, share, and create 
content using information technologies and 
the Internet.” Some argue it should also 
include the ability to connect and contribute 
to digital communities, and the capacity to 
understand related concepts, such as digital 
footprints (“the information about a particular 
person that exists on the Internet as a result 
of their online activity”1615) and digital identity 
(the association of digital identifiers, such 
as a username, email address, date of birth 
and online behaviours with a person)1616 1617. 
These factors are particularly important to 
social participation, citizenship and personal 
safety. 

Mobile communication networks are now 
a critical factor determining digital inclusion, 
with 300 million people using mobile phones 
to access the Internet for the first time in 
20181618. These have changed dramatically 
in speed, technology, frequency (bandwidth) 

© UNICEF India/Kolari/2018

The objective of digital 
inclusion is to enable all 
individuals to leverage 
technology equitably 
to participate in society 
and achieve their goals.
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and data capacity. Progress in these aspects 
is referred to in terms of generations, 
ranging from the first generation, or 1G, 
enabling phones to be used only for voice 
calls, to the emerging fifth generation, or 
5G, hailed as a revolution in bandwidth 
due to much greater speeds and volumes 
of data1619. Almost two decades of 
development separate the launch of 2G, 
which supports digital text messaging, in 
1991, and 4G, which has enabled the rise 
of smartphones, in 20081620. LTE achieves 
similar speeds as 4G.1621

Alongside mobile generations, network 
coverage is another critical determinant of 
digital inclusion in low-income countries and 
remote areas, defined as “the geographical 
area covered by the network of a service 
provider”.1622 At the end of 2018, 10 per cent 
of the world population lived in areas not 
covered by mobile broadband.1623 

10.2.2 Current extent of digital 
inclusion in South Asia

10.2.2.1 Measuring digital inclusion in 
South Asia 

Measuring digital inclusion can prove 
difficult due to a variety of influencing 
factors, including: digital infrastructure, 
basic electrification, access to phones 
or computers, quality and range of the 
Internet and mobile network coverage, 
digital literacy, equal access, and behavioural 
norms. Poor availability of data, especially 
in lower-income countries, makes it difficult 
to make comparisons across the region 
and with the rest of the world. Despite 
these limitations, it is possible to draw upon 
different indices to assess the extent of 
digital inclusion in South Asia.

The Inclusive Internet Index, commissioned 
by Facebook and produced by The EIU, 
“seeks to measure the extent to which 
the Internet is accessible, affordable, and 
relevant to all individuals” across 100 
countries. It also assesses whether Internet 
usage enables positive social and economic 
outcomes at both the individual and group 
levels.1624 It does not include data for 
Afghanistan, Bhutan and the Maldives. 

Global System Mobile Association (GSMA) 
Mobile Connectivity Index scores 163 
countries on four key enablers of mobile 
Internet adoption: infrastructure, affordability, 
consumer readiness, and content and 
services.1625 In South Asia, all countries are 
included except the Maldives. 

Three UN indices include all eight 
countries in South Asia, among all 
Member States of the UN: 

The UN E-Government Development  
Index (EGDI) focuses on connectivity, 
digital education, and three dimensions of 
e-government: 1) provision of online services, 
2) telecommunications connectivity, and 3) 
human capacity.1626 Human capacity is based 
on literacy and years of schooling, but not 
specifically on digital literacy. 
The UN E-Participation Index (EPI) is a 
supplementary index to the UN E-Government 
Survey and focuses on digital information 
sharing, consultation, and decision-making 
between governments and citizens. 1627

The UN Broadband Commission for 
Sustainable Development has set a target 
for 2025 to connect the world’s estimated 
3.8 billion unconnected.1628 The Commission 
monitors progress towards seven goals, 
including affordability, access, digital 
literacy, and gender equality in access to 
broadband.1629

[1619] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/4dfd/40cc3a386573ee861c5329ab4c6711210819.pdf
[1620] https://www.lifewire.com/1g-vs-2g-vs-2-5g-vs-3g-vs-4g-578681
[1621] https://www.digitaltrends.com/mobile/4g-vs-lte/
[1622] https://www.gsmarena.com/glossary.php3?term=network-coverage
[1623] https://bit.ly/3gOiiAc
[1624] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/about
[1625] https://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/
[1626] https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/About/Overview/-E-Government-Development-Index
[1627] https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/About/Overview/E-Participation-Index
[1628] https://broadbandcommission.org/Documents/publications/wef2018.pdf
[1629] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf

© UNICEF India/Singh/2018

...digital divide between 
those with access, 
skills and understanding, 
and those without is 
affecting the poor in 
low-income countries, 
and particularly women 
and the illiterate.
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Country Ranking 
(1 = best) Overall Score

Afghanistan - -

Bangladesh 71 60.9

Bhutan - -

India 47 73.2

Nepal 72 60.9

Pakistan 77 57.8

Sri Lanka 58 69.4

Maldives - -

Table 2: Inclusive Internet Index - South Asia (2019) 1631

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

To generate quantifiable estimates of 
digital inclusion for the South Asia region, 
we draw upon common aspects in the 
aforementioned indices, with a focus on the 
four domains identified in The EIU’s Inclusive 
Internet Index: availability, affordability, 
relevance and readiness.1630

Availability in South Asia

Availability refers to the quality and breadth of 
available infrastructure required for access and 
levels of Internet and mobile network usage. 

The Inclusive Internet Index uses these 
quantitative indicators:
Internet users (per cent of households);
Mobile subscribers (per 100 inhabitants);
Average fixed broadband upload/download 
speed (Kbps);
Network coverage (2G, 3G, 4G) (per cent of 
population).

It’s important to note that Internet users 
measured by household does not indicate 
access for women, children and the elderly 
within that household. 

A qualitative indicator to study availability is 
the presence of government or private sector 
initiatives to make Wi-Fi available. Availability 
is also affected by access to electricity, and 
particularly access for marginalized groups, 
including remote populations, women, 
people with disabilities and the poor. In South 
Asia, access to electricity varies from 33 per 
cent in Afghanistan to 100 per cent in the 
Maldives, with power outages common.1632

Remote populations are often underserved 
1633. However, a 2018 study found that 
Bangladesh and Pakistan had very small 
urban-rural gaps, indicating that rural dwellers 
are almost as likely to own a mobile phone 
as urban dwellers. In other Asian countries, 

[1630] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-index-data.xlsm
[1631] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/
[1632] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/375496/harmonizing-electricity-laws-sasia.pdf
[1633] https://blogs.worldbank.org/digital-development/electricity-and-Internet-two-markets-one-big-opportunity
[1634] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf
[1635] https://lirneasia.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/LIRNEasia-AfterAccess-Asia-Report.pdf

Table 3: Percentage of individuals using the Internet by country in 2017 1634

Source: UN Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development.

Country Percentage of individuals
using the Internet (per cent)

Afghanistan 10.6

Bangladesh 18.2

Bhutan 41.8

India 29.5

Nepal 19.7

Pakistan 15.5

Sri Lanka 32.1

Maldives 59.1

Poor availability of 
data, especially in 
lower-income countries, 
makes it difficult to 
make comparisons 
across the region and 
with the rest of the 
world.
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rural dwellers were 15-22 per cent less likely 
to own a mobile phone than urban dwellers. 1635 
Of the individuals who have access to a 
mobile connection, 58 per cent are not 
subscribed to any mobile Internet service 1636.

Therefore, despite increased subscribers 
and a smaller coverage gap, there remains a 
significant usage gap in South Asia.

Affordability

Affordability indicates the cost of access 
relative to income, affected by factors 
such as levels of competition in the 
Internet and mobile marketplace, as well 
as economic growth and employment 
standards. It is measured using 
quantitative indicators such as:

Mobile phone cost (per cent of monthly GNI 
per capita);
Mobile data or Internet connection costs; 
Wireless and broadband operators’ market 
share.

The increasing costs of both data and 
devices can affect people’s ability to 
connect to the Internet and other networks. 
Lack of competition in some mobile 
and Internet service markets can lead to 
limited development of quality broadband 
infrastructure. 1637

Cost of data is cited as a primary limitation 
to Internet use, by 30 per cent of Internet 
users in Bangladesh, 29 per cent in Nepal, 
and 18 per cent in both India and Pakistan. 
1638 However, most countries in South Asia, 
except for Bhutan, Nepal and the Maldives, 
have seen the cost of mobile ownership fall 
due to high levels of competition among 
mobile network operators. 

Affordability also impacts the gender gap in 
digital inclusion, particularly with regards to 

[1636] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1637] https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/abstract/document/7070074
[1638] Ibid.
[1639] https://lirneasia.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/LIRNEasia-AfterAccess-Asia-Report.pdf
[1640] https://iccia.com/sites/default/files/library/files/Study_of_Afghan_Telecom.pdf
[1641] https://databd.co/profiles/industries/profile-telecommunication
[1642] http://www.bicma.gov.bt/bicmanew/data/reports/annual-reports/Annual_Report_2017.pdf
[1643] https://main.trai.gov.in/sites/default/files/PIRJune03102018.pdf
[1644] https://www.statista.com/statistics/734757/nepal-telephone-operator-market-share/
[1645] https://www.statista.com/statistics/500851/mobile-market-share-pakistan-by-provider/, https://infomekanic.com/market-
share-analysis-of-pakistan-telecom-sector/
[1646] https://www.budde.com.au/Research/Maldives-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses
[1647] https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Ooredoo-Maldives-Water-Crisis.pdf
[1648] https://operatorwatch.3g4g.co.uk/2018/04/afghanistan-4g-picking-up-pace.html
[1649] https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/inov_a_00223
[1650] https://web.archive.org/web/20160103054146/http://www.isoc.org/inet96/proceedings/h1/h1_1.htm
[1651] https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/karnataka/south-asia-most-diverse-with-650-languages/article22399276.ece
[1652] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/04/Indian-languages-Defining-Indias-Internet.pdf
[1653] https://w3techs.com/technologies/history_overview/content_language

mobile phone ownership. In India, women 
are 46 per cent less likely to own a mobile 
phone than men, compared with 37 per 
cent in Pakistan, 34 per cent in Bangladesh 
and 19 per cent in Nepal. 1639

Relevance

The ‘relevance’ of digital services focuses on 
the existence, extent and relevance of local 
language content aimed at citizens. This is 
measured using qualitative indicators rated 
on scales, such as:

Availability of basic information in the local 
language;
Availability of e-Government services in 
the local language;
Quality of e-commerce, e-health, 
e-finance, and e-entertainment content.

Key factors affecting relevance include 
the existence of government and private 
sector initiatives to increase access to local 
information, ease of information gathering/
storage, local literacy levels and the availability 
of content in relevant languages 1649. 

The number of languages spoken in a region 
can be a major obstacle to both access and 
relevance: English, the dominant language 
on the Internet, is the second language in 
most Asian countries.1650 In South Asia, over 
650 languages from four linguistic families 
are spoken.1651 A 2017 study by KPMG 
India and Google found that nearly 70 per 
cent of Indians consider local language 
digital content more reliable than English 
content.1652 However, only 0.1 per cent of 
the top 10 million websites globally have 
content in Hindi, the most spoken language 
in the region, with less than this for all other 
languages1653, including Bengali, Tamil, 
Telugu, Marathi, Gujarati and Punjabi.1654

The UN EDGI ranks countries on provision 

Of the individuals who 
have access to a mobile 
connection, 58 per cent 
are not subscribed to 
any mobile Internet 
service.
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Table 4: Market share for mobile network operators in South Asia

Source: Various.

Country
No. of major 

mobile network
operators

Market share Levels of
competition

Afghanistan 1640 4

Roshan - 33 per cent 
MTN - 25 per cent 
Afghan Wireless Communications
Company (AWCC) - 20 per cent 
Etisalat - 20 per cent

High

Bangladesh 1641 3
Grameenphone 46 per cent
Robi - 28 per cent 
Banglalink - 23 per cent 

High

Bhutan 1642 2 Bhutan Telecom - 71 per cent 
Tashi Infocomm Ltd - 29 per cent Low

India 1643 4

Airtel - 27.44 per cent 
Vodafone - 19.74 per cent
Idea Cellular - 19.27 per cent
Reliance Jio - 17.44 per cent

High 

Nepal 1644 2 NDCL - 54 per cent 
NCell - 41 per cent Low

Pakistan  1645 4

Mobilink - 37 per cent
Telenor - 29 per cent
Zong - 21 per cent
Ufone - 13 per cent

High

Maldives  1646 2
Dhivehi Raajjeyge Gulhun - 54 per cent
Ooredoo Maldives - 46 per cent 1647

Low 

Sri Lanka 1648 3
Dialog Axiata - 43 per cent
Mobitel - 22.6 per cent
Etisalat - 20.3 per cent   

High

of accessible online services, examining factors such as connectivity and human capacity 
to make use of available services (see Figure 1). Digital finance is another important service 
for socioeconomic development: 30 per cent of adults lack access to digital finance in South 
Asia. Average government spending on health services is the lowest in the world in South 
Asia at only 4.4 per cent GDP, and 5.1 per cent of total government expenditure.1655 There 
is a significant opportunity to increase access to health care and information through digital 
services, particularly mobile networks. 1656

[1654] Braj B. Kachru; Yamuna Kachru; S. N. Sridhar (2008). Language in South Asia. Cambridge University Press. pp. 122–127,
419–423. ISBN 978-1-139-46550-2. Archived from the original on 18 January 2017. Retrieved 27 December 2016.
[1655] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=c581aa43bdb7b7d236bb937698c2d6fd&download
[1656] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S187620181100164X?via per cent3Dihub
[1657] https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Data-Center

Figure 1: 2018 UN E-Government Development Index ranking for South Asia 1657

Source: UN E-government knowledgebase.

Country Group Rank 2018 EGDI 2018

Sri Lanka HEGDI 94 0.5751

India HEGDI 96 0.5669

Maldives HEGDI 97 0.5615

Bangladesh MEGDI 115 0.4862

Nepal MEGDI 117 0.4748

Bhutan MEGDI 126 0.4274

Pakistan MEGDI 148 0.3566

Afghanistan MEGDI 177 0.2585

Affordability also 
impacts the gender gap 
in digital inclusion, 
particularly with 
regards to mobile phone 
ownership.

 



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 280

Readiness
  
Readiness refers to the public’s capacity to 
access the Internet and mobile networks. To 
measure readiness, we use indicators such as:

Percentage of schools with Internet 
access; 1658

The presence of a national broadband 
strategy;
The presence of data security and privacy 
regulations;
Trust in government websites and apps;
Qualitative rating of support for digital 
literacy; 
Qualitative rating of the level of web 
accessibility.

The absence of secure networks can be a 
major inhibitor to digital transformation. In the 
2019 Value of the Internet global survey, the 
majority of people were not confident about 
their privacy on the Internet (52.2 per cent 
– a slight rise from 2018). In response, they 
restricted their online activities.1659

The Global Cybersecurity Index (GCI) 
monitors the cybersecurity commitment 
of 193 ITU Member States and the State 
of Palestine as it relates to the five pillars 
endorsed by the Global Cybersecurity 
Agenda (GCA): legal, technical, 
organizational, capacity-building, and 
cooperation.

In South Asia, literacy is an obstacle. The 
region is home to almost half the world’s 
illiterate population (49 per cent). While 
adult literacy rates rose from 46 per 
cent in 1990 to 72 per cent in 2016, and, 
among youth, from 59 to 89 per cent 
during the same period, the region still 
lags behind East Asia, South-East Asia 
and West Asia.1661 Gender is a factor in 
literacy rates, with variance across the 
region: in Afghanistan, the female literacy 
rate (24.2 per cent) is half the male rate 
(52.0 per cent), while the Maldives has 
only a slight gender gap with a high rate 
of literacy for both women (98.8 per 
cent) and men (99.8 per cent).1662 

Access to the Internet is another factor 
affected by gender. Globally, men are 
24.8 per cent more likely to have access 
to the Internet than women. Many 
countries still lack comprehensive female 
e-inclusion policies and digital skills 
programs, supporting women and girls to 
study science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics (STEM).1663 Research 
(although limited) suggests a large gender 
gap in STEM in South Asia: women 
comprise just 20 per cent of STEM 
researchers in the region.1664 In India, 
less than one-third of Internet users are 
female. 

[1658] The EIU Worldwide Educating for the Future Index touches on the importance of digital skills and may have addition-
alinformation/indicators on measuring classroom access to technology. https://educatingforthefuture.economist.com/
[1659] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf p. 9
[1660] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Documents/draft-18-00706_Global-Cybersecurity-Index-EV5_print_2.pdf
[1661] https://bangkok.unesco.org/content/literacy-rates-rise-one-generation-next-challenges-remain-region
[1662] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6054002/
[1663] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf p. 8
[1664] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000235155

Table 5: Cybersecurity scores 1660 

Source: Global Cyber Security Index 2018.

Country GCI Score GCI Global rank South Asia rank

Afghanistan 0.177 126 7

Bangladesh 0.525 68 2

Bhutan 0.181 125 6

India 0.719 47 1

Nepal 0.26 109 5

Pakistan 0.407 94 4

Maldives 0.004 175 8

Sri Lanka 0.466 84 3

There is a significant 
opportunity to increase 
access to health care 
and information 
through digital services, 
particularly mobile 
networks
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Table 6: Literacy rates in South Asia 1665

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

10.2.2.2 Future projections of digital 
inclusion in South Asia

Smartphone usage is expected to boost 
digital connecting in South Asia over the 
coming years, with the percentage of 
connections from mobiles rising from 49 
per cent today to 77 per cent in 2025. In 
the Asia-Pacific region, it is anticipated 
that there will be over 3.1 billion mobile 
subscribers by 2025, up from 2.8 billion 
in the region today, representing 72 per 
cent of the region’s population. Of these, 
370 million new subscribers (around 
90 per cent) are projected to come 
from just six countries: Bangladesh, 
China, India, Indonesia, Pakistan and the 
Philippines.1666 

India will be the second largest 
smartphone market worldwide in 2025 
1667. Between 2016-2017, device cost in 
India fell from 3.6- per cent0.5 per cent 
of income, while data fell below the 
regional average, making India among the 
most affordable countries worldwide. At 
the same time, 4G coverage increased 
from 75- per cent86 per cent, and 
download speeds increased by 80 per 
cent. Bangladesh also saw significant 

Country Literacy rate Male literacy Female literacy 

Afghanistan 38.2 per cent 52.0 per cent 24.2 per cent

Bangladesh 72.8 per cent 75.6 per cent 69.9 per cent

Bhutan 64.9 per cent 73.1 per cent 55.0 per cent

India 69.3 per cent 78.9 per cent 59.3 per cent

Nepal 64.7 per cent 75.6 per cent 55.1 per cent

Pakistan 56.4 per cent 69.6 per cent 42.7 per cent

Maldives 99.3 per cent 99.8 per cent 98.8 per cent

Sri Lanka 92.6 per cent 93.6 per cent 91.7 per cent

[1665] http://uis.unesco.org/en/topic/literacy
[1666] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1667] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download (p. 9-10, 14)
[1668] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download (p.24)
[1669] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
[1670] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf
[1671] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download p.13
[1672] https://www.broadbandcommission.org/state-of-broadband-2018/rapidly-evolving-technologies-2/
[1673] https://pib.gov.in/newsite/printrelease.aspx?relid=161611
[1674] https://www.aerospace-technology.com/projects/bangabandhu-1-bd-1-communication-satellite/

improvements: upload speeds almost 
doubled, alongside strong development in 
relevant mobile apps.1668

However, according to The EIU Inclusive 
Internet Index, overall affordability is 
declining relative to monthly income in 
low-income countries.1669 McKinsey also 
forecasts that the Total Cost of Ownership 
(TCO) for mobile access networks will 
increase globally, although the increase 
will depend on data growth and industry 
circumstances.1670 

In the long-term, South Asia is projected 
to fall behind other markets in 5G 
development, creating a digital inclusion 
gap. 5G is expected to make up 7 per cent 
of connections in South Asia by 2025, 
compared with 49 per cent in North-East 
Asia (China, Japan and the Republic of 
Korea)1671. Satellite connectivity could 
also be transformative for low-income 
countries, and is starting to compare 
favourably with terrestrial solutions in 
terms of cost versus capacity.1672 India 
launched a South Asia Satellite in 2017 to 
expand regional connectivity1673, and the 
first Bangladeshi communications satellite 
was launched in 2018.1674

Many countries still
lack comprehensive 
female e-inclusion 
policies and digital skills 
programs.
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10.2.2.3 China’s impact on digital 
inclusion in South Asia

Internet censorship represents a troubling 
trend in South Asia – one with an established 
history in China. In February 2019, the 
Indian government proposed giving itself 
the authority to censor the Internet for 
any content deemed libelous, invasive of 
privacy, hateful or deceptive.1675 A recent 
Internet shutdown in Assam and Meghalaya 
in response to protests over the Citizenship 
Amendment Bill drew praise from People’s 
Daily, a mouthpiece of the Communist Party 
of China.1676  The article warmly compared 
India’s actions with Chinese censorship, 
claiming that “shutting down the Internet 
in a state of emergency should be standard 
practice for sovereign countries.” 

To the extent that Chinese Internet 
practices represent a viable model for South 
Asian countries, the trend is concerning. 
China’s view on national sovereignty 
extends to cyberspace. The government 
operates a comprehensive surveillance 
apparatus with zero constraint. Persons, 
businesses, and organizations of any kind 
have no legal recourse against the Chinese 
government if the latter wants to access 
their digital footprint.1677 The dystopian digital 
infrastructure in China is a dark example for 
South Asia to follow. Unfortunately, there are 
signs that the model has appeal for some 
South Asian policymakers. 

10.2.3 Implications of digital 
inclusion for children in South 
Asia

The UN Broadband Commission has 
outlined ambitious goals to “connect the 
other half” by 2025. Youth (aged 15-24 
years) remain the most connected age 
group, in both advanced and emerging 
economies. For instance, in India, 37 per 
cent of mobile users are between ages 
18-34, compared with 8 per cent aged 50 

years and above. Rates of adoption are also 
higher among younger age groups.1678

Children are accessing the Internet at 
progressively younger ages. Currently, 
persons under 18 years of age account 
for one in three Internet users around the 
world. However, a gender gap affects digital 
inclusion from a young age: in India and 
Bangladesh, mobile ownership is over 30 
per cent lower for girls than for boys.1679 And 
among girls in India that use mobile phones, 
60 per cent borrow their father’s or older 
brother’s phone.  In Bangladesh, 95 per cent 
of girl users borrow a phone.1680

An increasingly digital world presents 
opportunities to enhance education, health, 
finance and livelihoods, and also risks, in 
particular, exacerbating existing divides and 
creating new dangers, such as crime, abuse 
and social isolation.1681 This section examines 
the impacts on children, with regards to 
their access to education and economic 
opportunities; their access to information, 
privacy and security; and their overall well-
being and health, including mental health and 
social cohesion.

10.2.3.1 Impact on access to education 
and job opportunities

Governments in South Asia are looking to ICT 
to support access to education and increase 
its quality and cost-effectiveness 1682, with 
Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka the first 
to create national stand-alone, sector-wide 
plans for ICT in education. 1683 The UN 
Education 2030 Agenda and the Framework 
for Action emphasize the potential of ICT to 
“strengthen education systems, knowledge 
dissemination, information access, quality 
and effective learning, and more effective 
service provision”. Digital systems to monitor 
the quality of education can also improve 
school management and help overcome 
problems, such as teacher absenteeism, 
through logging staff attendance on 
mobiles.1684

[1675] https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/14/technology/india-Internet-censorship.html
[1676] http://en.people.cn/n3/2019/1217/c90000-9641267.html#.XfkL9yZjdMA.twitter
[1677] https://www.chinalawblog.com/2019/09/chinas-new-cybersecurity-program-no-place-to-hide.html
[1678] https://pewrsr.ch/30qneGd
[1679] https://bit.ly/33jWt7S
[1680] https://bit.ly/39SNjRk
[1681] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[1682] http://www.infodev.org/infodev-files/resource/InfodevDocuments_877.pdf
[1683] https://bit.ly/3i39F5w
[1684] https://bit.ly/2Pi2j1w
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Digital technologies can bring opportunities 
for learning and education to children.  
However, access in schools is a significant 
challenge for low-income countries, rural 
areas and during times of crisis. For example, 
in Bangladesh and Nepal, 3 per cent and 1 
per cent of primary schools, respectively, 
and 22 per cent and 6 per cent of secondary 
schools, respectively, are connected to the 
Internet. Quality of connection also makes 
a difference: the Maldives has universal 
electricity and Internet connectivity in 
schools.1685 ADB ranks some countries in 
South Asia (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka) behind South-East Asia in data and 
information provision in basic and secondary 
schools.1686 Further discussion of access to 
inclusive online education is included in the 
adjoining trend analysis paper.1687

Precisely because of the opportunities that 
an increasingly digital world can provide, 
failure to address digital divides will result 
in a growing chasm.1688 This will exacerbate 
economic gaps, amplifying the advantages 
of privileged children, failing to increase 
opportunities for the most disadvantaged 
children, and reinforcing poverty and 
exclusion. 1689 Public perceptions of the 
benefits of ICT can both drive and inhibit 
access: 64 per cent of people surveyed 
across 32 emerging and least developed 
countries say the Internet has a good 
influence on education, but  42 per cent see 
it as having a bad influence on morality.1690 

The Internet can also connect youths to 
professional networks, training opportunities, 
job-matching services and entrepreneurial 
endeavors. For example, 62 per cent of 
Internet users in Bangladesh and 55 per cent 
in India say they have used the Internet to 
look for or apply for a job.1691 Competitions 
and collaborations can unlock opportunities, 
such as Bangalink’s digital ideation 
competition Ennovators 2.0 in Bangladesh, 
and Telenor Velocity’s collaboration with local 
tech hubs to accelerate start-ups in Pakistan. 
1692 It is important that education aligns with 
future job opportunities, supporting digital 
skills in a context of rising automation. The 
EIU’s Worldwide Educating for the Future 

Index (2018) assesses 50 countries in terms 
of how policy, teaching and socioeconomic 
environments support skills for the future. 
India is given a ‘medium’ score of 41.2/100, 
while Bangladesh and Pakistan are given 
‘low’ scores of 28.2 and 19.9 (the lowest), 
respectively.1693 Failure to align skills with 
emerging employment opportunities will 
have a lasting effect on livelihoods.

Cybersecurity is also a concern for education.  
In a pan-Asian survey, 64 per cent of the 
students who experienced cyberbullying 
specified that it affected their ability to learn 
and feel safe at school.1694

10.2.3.2 Impact on access to 
information, privacy and security

In theory, digital technologies allow children/
youth to access e-Government services 
and information relating to issues that 
affect their communities, supporting them 
to take action and be an active part of the 
solution to problems.1695 However, take-
up of e-Government services is low, and 
in South Asia – and low-income countries 
globally – governments have invested more 
in improving their core systems than in 

[1685] https://bit.ly/31fbPrX
[1686] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/175162/ki2015-special-chapter.pdf
[1687] Chapter 7 - Increasing access to online education https://docs.google.com/document/d/18Y9uL___rnpmPabMB-
g38L2lUBUpWUDioxHsi8RwFzUY/edit#
[1688] https://www.jstor.org/stable/24357671?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
[1689] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf p. 1
[1690] https://pewrsr.ch/2PhtA4b
[1691] https://pewrsr.ch/33iaRh2
[1692] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1693] https://educatingforthefuture.economist.com/EIUYidanPrizeEducatingFortheFuture2018WP.pdf
[1694] https://bit.ly/38J5KHo
[1695] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf p.1
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information delivery.1696 These improvements 
have shown significant indirect benefits 
for children and youth, for instance through 
reducing leakages in government welfare 
programs, saving time in delivery, and 
empowering women through financial 
inclusion and access to government 
cash transfers. In Pakistan, direct welfare 
disbursements from the government to debit 
cards associated with biometric identification 
enabled 4.5 million households to receive 
payments without queues or safety 
concerns, supporting women to spend more 
time in employment or with their family.1697 
This scheme benefits children through 
boosting household income and empowering 
mothers as financial decision-makers. 

While e-services, including biometric 
identification, can improve service delivery, 
they also raise concerns about government 
surveillance, data integrity and privacy 
violations.1698 An increasingly interconnected 
and digital world also exposes children 
and youth to additional risks, including 
cyberbullying,1699 sexual abuse or predation, 
and identity theft1700. A pan-Asian survey 
that included Bangladesh, India and Pakistan 

found that 29 per cent of children reported 
negative mental health impacts following 
cyberbullying, 41 per cent were the target of 
offensive comments (including name calling, 
racist or sexist remarks) and 55 per cent 
had given personal information to strangers 
online.1701 Failure to protect children and 
youth online presents a significant risk for 
their mental/physical health and well-being. 

Access to information through the Internet 
can also support children and youth to 
prepare for the future by developing 
skills, learning about the world, building 
connections and influencing their decisions. 
However, with the Internet – and particularly 
social media – increasingly a target of 
divisive campaigns,1702 precisely how South 
Asian countries can support young people 
to harness the benefits of Internet usage 
while avoiding the risks remains a challenge? 
ADB highlights ‘critical thinking’ as one of 
the important skills for the future.1703 India’s 
2019 draft National Education Policy has 
been criticized for lacking this goal,1704 and 
Pakistan’s poor performance on education 
has been blamed for its lack of critical 
thinking.1705

[1696] https://bit.ly/2ZYtxiz
[1697] https://bit.ly/2ZYtxiz
[1698] Ibid.
[1699] https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/27/suppl_3/ckx187.581/4556547
[1700] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf p. 2
[1701] https://www.telenor.com/asias-parents-speak-up-oncyberbullying/
[1702] https://bit.ly/2W44aKX
[1703] https://educatingforthefuture.economist.com
[1704] https://bit.ly/38M0KSq
[1705] https://eacpe.org/roots-of-monolithic-thinking-amongst-students-in-pakistan-a-critical-analysis/

At the same time,
increased social media 
use can lead to Internet 
dependency and it is 
also associated with an 
increased likelihood of 
depression and lower 
self-esteem
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10.2.3.3 Impact on overall well-being 
and health

Digital technologies allow for increased 
social connections, allowing children 
and youth (with access) to form online 
groups and communities1706. At the same 
time, increased social media use can 
lead to Internet dependency and is 
associated with an increased likelihood of 
depression1707 and lower self-esteem (as 
a result of increased social comparisons 
and social anxiety) 1708 1709.  Information 
overload also correlates with higher levels 
of stress1710. 

As children and youth become more 
connected, it is important to prioritize and 
address the risks that impact their overall 
well-being and health.1711 Research suggests 
higher levels of education correspond to 
a more positive outlook on the impacts of 
Internet use on personal relationships.1712

However, digital inclusion can also have 
direct positive impacts on child health and 
well-being. Inclusion can help monitor and 
improve the quality of the health system, 
and it can address absenteeism among 
doctors. 

Estimates suggest that, in India, over 
one-third of government doctors in 
primary health centres are absent each 
day without a legitimate reason1713. Digital 
attendance monitoring can address this. 

Other parties – public and private – are 
harnessing connectivity to improve health 
outcomes.  Pilot programs in Bangladesh 
and India found that regular SMS 
communication to expectant mothers on 
neonatal health had positive impacts on 
maternal behaviour, supporting newborn 
health outcomes.1714

 Informal social networks have also 
provided benefits for health and rescue 
efforts in times of crisis.  In Pakistan, 
during the 2010 floods, young people 
provided regular updates through social 
media about relief activities, rehabilitation 
and the needs of victims.1715

[1706]  https://bit.ly/3eeX2BP
[1707] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/da.22466
[1708] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042811008718
[1709] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/275507421_Social_comparison_social_media_and_self-esteem
[1710] https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0013916511404408
[1711] http://www.oecd.org/els/health-systems/Children-and-Young-People-Mental-Health-in-the-Digital-Age.pdf
[1712]  https://pewrsr.ch/3fvkAnH
[1713] https://bit.ly/2ZYtxiz
[1714] https://bit.ly/2ZYtxiz
[1715] http://www.groupin.pk/blog/social-media-and-its-role-in-mobilizing-the-pakistani-youth/
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10.3 Country Profiles 

10.3.1 Digital inclusion in Afghanistan

10.3.1.1 Overview of the current situation

Afghanistan has 20 million mobile phone subscriptions for a population of roughly 30 
million.1716

Only 5.7 per cent of households have Internet access, while 11.4 per cent of individuals 
are Internet users, largely through mobile-broadband subscriptions 1717. 
Rising competition between six mobile operators has lowered costs and increased 
access: 90 per cent of households have a mobile phone 1718. 
Connection quality remains low: 3G coverage is 24-30 per cent of the population 
(compared with a world average of 88 per cent), while bandwidth is less than one-sixth 
of the world average 1719 1720.  
The GSMA mobile connectivity Index ranks Afghanistan well below the South Asian 
average in both affordability (28:46) and gender equality (14:46). Afghanistan is not 
covered in The EIU Inclusive Internet Index. 1721

Mobile ownership is considered unaffordable, at 9.91 per cent of GNI per consumer 1722. 
Access to electricity drives a rural-urban gulf in digital inclusion: roughly 70 per cent 
of the population has no access to electricity, and 90 per cent of these live
in rural areas 1723.

Country snapshot

Extensive damage due to conflict has held back the development of telecommunications 
in Afghanistan, particularly affecting rural areas. Significant investment has come from the 
country’s largest operator, Roshan 1724. 4G coverage is available through Roshan’s competitor, 
Afghan Wireless, in four cities, including Kabul. 1725

A Draft National ICT Policy for 2018-2022 by the Ministry of Communications and Information 
Technology outlines ambitions to maximize access across the country (no figures have 
been given), and for ICT systems to cover 90 per cent of all government procurement. The 
policy includes the aim to expand ICT literacy among government staff to 80 per cent, and 
ICT literacy and awareness among the general population to 70 per cent, including through 
mandatory ICT education in schools across the country. It also includes a target for private 
sector investment in the ICT sector:  from $2 billion in 2018 to $8 billion by 20221726.

10.3.1.2 Implications for children in Afghanistan 

Access to education and job opportunities

Afghanistan currently has one of the lowest literacy rates in the world, at around 31 per 
cent of adults. Women are particularly affected, with rural literacy as low as 1 per cent, 
rising to 35 per cent in Kabul. 1727  Education for girls was prohibited under the Taliban. 
Without basic literacy, the quest for digital literacy is meaningless.  Digital tools can, 
however, be used to build literacy. 1728  

[1716] https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1871/survey_afghan_women_mobile.pdf
[1717] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1718] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1719] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1720] http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/#year=2018&zoneIsocode=AFG
[1721] https://bit.ly/2ZXwAYf
[1722] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2015/MISR2015-w5.pdf
[1723] https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421518305172
[1724] https://operatorwatch.3g4g.co.uk/2018/04/afghanistan-4g-picking-up-pace.html
[1725] https://afghan-wireless.com/Internet-3g2g/4glte/coverage-map/
[1726] https://bit.ly/38L8X9n
[1727] http://www.unesco.org/new/en/kabul/education/youth-and-adult-education/enhancement-of-literacy-in-afghanistan-iii/
[1728] https://bit.ly/3elYBOq
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The ambitious 2018-2022 Draft National 
ICT Policy sets targets for at least 70 per 
cent of all teachers – in all schools, colleges 
and universities – to be trained in ICT tools/
systems to support curriculums.  And, 
according the Policy, all primary schools, 
secondary schools, colleges, institutes 
of higher learning and universities will be 
equipped with ICT labs and equipment, with 
one computer for every five students, and 
at least 30 per cent of all schools will offer 
ICT-intensive learning. Such targets must be 
accompanied by significant efforts to raise 
school attendance, particularly among girls 
and in rural communities. 
 
One non-profit stands out as a potential 
‘game changer’ for girls in Afghanistan: Code 
To Inspire, founded in 2015 in Herat.  This 
NGO has taught 150 young women to code 
for web development, generate graphic 
design, and build mobile apps and games, 
enabling 70 per cent of graduates to find 
well-paid work 1729. Of women who own a 
mobile phone in Afghanistan, one-quarter 
use it to access commercial/social services, 
including education, health care and income-
generating opportunities.1730

The ICT Sector Development Project, 
supported by the World Bank, offers an 
Advanced Level IT Training Program that 
targets youth, along with an incubator 
program to help entrepreneurs develop a 
business, and the Project disseminates 
‘innovation awards’ with the aim of helping 
good ideas come to fruition.1731

Access to information, privacy and 
security 

The MCIT 2018-2022 policy includes the 
goal for all citizens of the country to have 
convenient access to government e-services 
through individual devices, or through 
e-service centres located not more than 
one hour from any user.1732 For such an 
ambition to fully support child development 
and well-being, it must take into account 
access to mobile devices for women and 

girls, which is often subject to the decision 
of a male relative.1733 About 53 per cent of 
women surveyed by USAID who do not own 
a mobile phone cite lack of permission from 
family members as a major obstacle.1734 
Perceptions of the Internet and its societal 
impacts may be a barrier to access, though 
more research is needed to find out to what 
extent.1735

Cybersecurity is surfacing as a risk in 
Afghanistan, both through harassment 
and privacy concerns, affecting young 
girls in particular. As an example, a high-
profile female popstar in Afghanistan 
who received death threats on Facebook 
reached out to the National Directorate of 
Security (NDS) for protection, but there 
were no safety mechanisms in place for 
users.1736 The Afghan Cyber Security Bill, 
prepared by MCIT, proposed a separate 
court for cybercrimes with specially trained 
personnel, but was criticized for being overly 
ambitious. 1737 

Privacy is another concern: 41 per cent of 
Afghan women say they are concerned 
about potential infringement on their 
personal privacy 1738. This could inhibit their 
take-up of digital services, including those 
designed to support families and children.
  
Impact on overall well-being and 
health

The Internet – especially mobile technology 
– can be used to improve health outcomes 
for children and youth, particularly where 
access to services is low. This potential is 
underdeveloped in Afghanistan, with few 
formal services to support health and well-
being, but the population is ready.  

A survey of 240 women in rural and urban 
Afghanistan found that 87 per cent were 
willing to receive health messages via a 
mobile phone, and more than 90 per cent 
would like to receive reminders of their 
children’s vaccinations and antenatal care 
visits. 1739

[1729] https://www.codetoinspire.org
[1730] https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1871/survey_afghan_women_mobile.pdf
[1731] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/afghan-youth-sees-future-emerging-ict-sector
[1732] https://mcit.gov.af/sites/default/files/2018-12/information per cent20and per cent20communications per cent20technolo-
gyper cent20Policy per cent20of per cent20MCIT per cent20.pdf
[1733] https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/creating-new-images-of-afghan-women-does-ict-help-or-hinder/
[1734] https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1871/survey_afghan_women_mobile.pdf
[1735] https://www.rand.org/pubs/issue_papers/IP231/index2.html
[1736] https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vv78b3/afghanistan-first-cyber-security-law
[1737] https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/vv78b3/afghanistan-first-cyber-security-law
[1738] https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1871/survey_afghan_women_mobile.pdf
[1739] https://mhealth.jmir.org/2018/4/e76/
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A World Vision pilot study found that equipping community health workers with a locally 
customized mobile application for counseling and referrals is feasible, affordable, and highly 
acceptable among rural Afghan women, and that it improves their health knowledge and 
behaviour. The expense to operate each phone was very low, at about $2 per month. 1740

Mobile technology is also perceived to have potential benefits for mental health for women 
and girls: the majority of respondents in the AUW survey recognized ICT as a means to 
showcase some positive aspects of life for Afghan women, inspiring the next generation to 
embrace new perceptions of women in society. 1741 This could expand opportunities for girls in 
education and employment.

[1740] https://www.mcsprogram.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/WV-Afghanistan-OR-Brief.pdf
[1741] https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/creating-new-images-of-afghan-women-does-ict-help-or-hinder/

©UNICEF India/Vishwanathan/2012
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10.3.2 Digital inclusion in Bangladesh

10.3.2.1 Overview of the current situation 

About 19.4 per cent of households in Bangladesh have access to the Internet 1742.
There are 30 mobile broadband subscribers per 100 inhabitants 1743.
Roughly 87 per cent of the population has a mobile device. 1744 Three operators 
dominate the mobile market. At the end of 2017, Grameenphone held 46 per cent of 
total connections, Robi 28 per cent and Banglalink 23 per cent. 1745

About 93 per cent of the population live within 3G coverage, but international 
bandwidth per user is just 15 kilobytes per second, compared with a world average 
of 76.6. 1746

From 2016-2017, upload speeds almost doubled, and mobile app development 
increased significantly. 1747

Bangladesh is expected to add 19 million mobile Internet subscribers by 2025. 1748

Mobile ownership is affordable, at 1.68 per cent of GNI per consumer. 1749

The World Bank Knowledge Economy Index (2012) ranked Bangladesh 137th out of 
146 countries. 

Country snapshot

Bangladesh’s 2016-2020 Five-Year Plan sets out the ambition to develop a knowledge 
economy with a “deliberate focus on serving the underserved and empowering citizens”, 
and specifying low-cost mechanisms, such as banking, money transfer, microcredit and 
insurance to cover crops, health and disaster.1750 To support this, the Government of 
Bangladesh and the National Bank released $20 million to expand fibre optics across the 
country, and invested in ‘technology parks’ to increase ICT exports to $5 billion by 2020. 

In May 2018, Bangladesh’s first geostationary communications satellite, developed by 
the Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory Commission (BTRC), was launched, 
expanding broadcast and telecommunication services to rural areas.1751

[1742] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1743] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1744] https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/resources/mobile-Internet-skills-training-toolkit-banglalink-pilot-evaluation/
[1745] https://databd.co/profiles/industries/profile-telecommunication
[1746] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1747] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1748] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1749] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2015/MISR2015-w5.pdf
[1750] https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/sites/unicef.org.bangladesh/files/2018-10/7th_FYP_18_02_2016.pdf
[1751] https://www.aerospace-technology.com/projects/bangabandhu-1-bd-1-communication-satellite/
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10.3.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Access to education and job 
opportunities

Access to digital opportunities depends 
on basic skills. Literacy is rising among 
children, particularly girls.  Adult literacy 
is at 70 per cent for women and 76 per 
cent for men, yet 94 per cent and 92 per 
cent, respectively, for youth between 
ages 15-24, which is ahead of both India 
and Pakistan.1752 Digital literacy also 
appears to be rising, with the number of 
Internet subscribers doubling over the 
past three years1753. 

In 2019, the GSMA partnered with 
Bangalink to pilot its Mobile Internet 
Skills Training Toolkit (MISTT) – a guide 
for any new mobile Internet user to learn 
major applications, such as WhatsApp, 
Google and Facebook. In a three-month 
pilot, mobile Internet use increased by 
228 per cent among trained users, with 
a 158 per cent return on investment for 
Bangalink customers.1754

In 2016, UNDP partnered with Facebook 
and Bangladesh ICT Division to initiate 
the Digital Khichuri Challenge, inviting 
youth to use ICT to build a more peaceful 
and tolerant society. One winner was 
a platform to provide mental health 
support to distressed individuals 1755. 
Competitions can also give rise to new 
start-ups.  Bangalink’s digital ideation 
competition Ennovators 2.0 is one 
example. 1756 

There is still a gap to bridge between 
ICT industries, skills development and 
job creation. The Five-Year Plan includes 
aims to double the supply of IT graduates, 
particularly from cities with a low 
overseas migration rate, and to establish 
ICT vocational training institutions 1757. The 

World Bank is supporting this through its 
Skills and Training Enhancement Program 
(STEP), with a particular focus on training 
women; the latest figures (2017) claim 
144,000 graduates from 100 institutions.1758 

Access to information, privacy and 
security

The last Five-Year Plan acknowledged the 
need for online privacy laws. 1759 In 2018, 
a Digital Security Act was approved to 
address cybercrime as well as to guard 
against intimidation, defamation and 
“hurting religious sentiment”. However, 
the Act has been widely criticized for 
failing to protect freedom of speech.1760 

Children are particularly vulnerable 
to online abuse, including child 
pornography, commercial sexual 
exploitation, online enticement, 
solicitation and grooming, online bullying, 
harassment and stalking. Some laws 
to curb child sexual abuse are in place, 
including the Pornography Control Act 
2012, Human Trafficking Deterrence and 
Suppression Act 2012, and The Children 
Act 2013.  However, these Acts need 
updating to deal with digital media and 
electronic evidence.1761

According to Ain o Salish Kendra 
(ASK), a legal aid and human rights 
organization in Bangladesh, government 
officials lack technical knowledge to 
combat such incidents. A study by ASK 
found that police receive 10-12 online 
harassment complaints per day, with 
90 per cent of the victims pre-teenage 
and teenage girls. Most cases are 
unreported, and most Bangladeshis 
are ignorant about online sexual abuse 
– even law enforcement agencies and 
lawyers have very little knowledge 
about it.1762 Alongside laws and legal 
training, innovations in software and 
civil society engagements are required 
to protect children.1763

[1752] https://countryeconomy.com/demography/literacy-rate/bangladesh
[1753] https://www.thedailystar.net/star-weekend/Internet-literacy-where-does-bangladesh-stand-1492303
[1754] https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Banglalink-MISTT-Case-Study-2019.pdf
[1755] https://bit.ly/3iPYxKm
[1756] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download
[1757] https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/sites/unicef.org.bangladesh/files/2018-10/7th_FYP_18_02_2016.pdf
[1758] https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/03/12/skilling-up-5-beneficiaries-on-bangladeshs-step-program
[1759] https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/sites/unicef.org.bangladesh/files/2018-10/7th_FYP_18_02_2016.pdf
[1760] https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/law-rights/2018/01/29/digital-draft-cabinet-approval/
[1761] https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/978-1-137-50750-1_6
[1762] http://www.askbd.org/ask/2019/09/02/children-in-bangladesh-a-progress-towards-development-in-2018/
[1763] http://www.askbd.org/ask/2019/09/02/children-in-bangladesh-a-progress-towards-development-in-2018/
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Impact on overall well-being and health

Child mortality rates have improved in both urban and rural areas due to government 
programmes to ensure high vaccination rates and newborn health interventions. 
1764  The Government of Bangladesh received the 2011 UN Digital Health for Digital 
Development award for outstanding contributions to the use of ICT for health and 
nutrition. 1765 Focus areas included making maternal, child and reproductive care 
available, including in hard-to-reach areas. 

The Rural Electrification Programme has been significant in improving health services, 
particularly through the use of mobile phones and laptops. All health complexes were 
provided with mobile phones, and all communityclinics with a webcam laptop 1766. 

A pilot study assessing 99 women from three rural villages in Bangladesh showed that 
mobile phones provide easy access to health-related services, reduce time wastage 
during emergencies, lower the costs of health care, and make health services more 
useful and available. Girls also reported a higher degree of personal safety.1767

National projects include the development of a fully digitalized health information 
system. At the moment there are three Management Information Systems in place, 
for health, family planning and nutrition. Maternal and child nutrition is particularly 
important in Bangladesh, where levels of malnutrition and stunting remain higher 
than the national target for 2021. 1768 WHO criticized the lack of information-sharing 
between digital health systems, pointing out that it could create data gaps and levels of 
mismanagement that could impede child health outcomes. 1769

[1764] https://www.who.int/pmnch/knowledge/publications/bangladesh_country_report.pdf
[1765] Ibid
[1766] https://www.unicef.org/bangladesh/sites/unicef.org.bangladesh/files/2018-10/7th_FYP_18_02_2016.pdf
[1767] http://shura.shu.ac.uk/11802/
[1768] https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0211875#sec013
[1769] http://www.searo.who.int/bangladesh/areas/healthinformation/en/
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10.3.3 Digital inclusion in Bhutan

10.3.3.1 Overview of the current situation 

About 48 per cent of individuals use the Internet, above the average (44.3 per cent) for 
the Asia-Pacific region.
Mobile subscriptions are at 90.5 per 100 inhabitants, and mobile broadband 
subscriptions at 87.4 per cent. Mobile devices account for 73 per cent of web traffic1770. 
Social media use on mobile phones is at 43 per cent1771. 
3G coverage of the population is 90 per cent, with LTE coverage at 55 per cent, and 
with availability in all 20 districts. Coverage is provided by two operators: the state-
owned Bhutan Telecom, and the private company TashiCell1772. 
Mobile ownership is affordable, at 1.52 per cent of GNI, ahead of Bangladesh, India and 
Pakistan, but far behind Sri Lanka (0.37 per cent)1773. 
Bhutan has achieved 100 per cent electricity access due to off-grid solar home systems, 
as well as hydropower1774. 

Country snapshot

Bhutan achieved the highest ranking among low-income countries in the Internet 
Development Index 2015, which examines mobile-broadband penetration, household 
ICT access and Internet bandwidth, rising nine places since 20101775. New infrastructure 
developments enabled 4G network coverage to expand rapidly, from 10 per cent in 2014 
to 70 per cent in 2017. Growth in the mobile market is expected to slow by 2023 as the 
market matures1776. Even though digital access is high overall, gender equality is lacking and 
protection in policy and security services is low, subjecting women and children to digital 
exclusion and risks. 

10.3.3.2 Implications for children in Bhutan

Access to education and job opportunities

Literacy among youth has risen to 93 per cent, but low levels among adults hold Bhutan back 
from digital inclusion. Women and rural areas are most affected, with impacts on children 
due to lack of maternal empowerment and rural opportunities through digital connectivity and 
e-services.  The urban-rural gap is  78- 51 per cent, while the male-female gap is 73- per cent 
59 per cent1777. This imbalance is reflected in labour force participation, with employment 
rates for men higher in urban (74 per cent) than rural (68 per cent) areas, and rates for women 
higher in rural sectors (60 per cent, due to agriculture) than urban (45 per cent) – although in 
both cases considerably lower than for men1778. This affects women’s decision-making powers 
and economic mobility, reducing their capacity to support their families. 

Limiting concepts of appropriate women’s employment are reflected in the education system, 
where female enrolment is higher in the arts than in STEM subjects, even though more places 
are available in STEM. Inclusion for women in the future workforce requires more emphasis on 
ICT for girls in education. A government paper recommends coaching and quotas to empower 
more young girls through technology1779. 

A further concern for youth in Bhutan is ‘mobile phone addiction’, with high use of devices 
inhibiting rather than supporting education. 1780

[1770] https://www.slideshare.net/DataReportal/digital-2018-bhutan-january-2018
[1771] https://www.slideshare.net/DataReportal/digital-2018-bhutan-january-2018
[1772] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1773] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2015/MISR2015-w5.pdf
[1774]  https://bit.ly/2CpEDF4
[1775] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2015/MISR2015-w5.pdf
[1776] https://www.budde.com.au/Research/Bhutan-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses
[1777] https://dailybhutan.com/article/bhutan-achieved-93-youth-literacy-rate
[1778] http://www.nsb.gov.bt/publication/files/pub3td3256de.pdf
[1779] https://www.ncwc.gov.bt/notifications/324
[1780] https://widerimage.reuters.com/story/dance-bars-and-mobile-phones-changing-face-of-bhutan
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Access to information, privacy and 
security

Security policy lags behind infrastructure 
in Bhutan’s rapidly digitizing society. In 
2018, the Ministry of Information and 
Communications declared plans to 
draft a national cybersecurity strategy, 
discuss child online protection, promote 
improved institutional cyberculture and 
raise awareness of online practices. Out 
of 250 incidents of cybercrime recorded 
in one year, 83 per cent were due to 
vulnerabilities in systems, 10 per cent 
to malicious codes, and 6 per cent to 
phishing emails/sites, compromised 
systems and intrusion attempts1782.

Poor policing of online platforms is 
obstructing access to information: reports of 
fake news on social media as well as highly 
divisive rhetoric circulating online suggest 
more action is needed to safeguard against 
abuse. 

Digital inclusion could be used to increase 
access to information for women, 
supporting both education and political 
involvement. Women are disadvantaged 
in schooling, literacy and political 
participation1783, affecting their well-
being: only one third of women describe 
themselves as happy, compared with 49 
per cent of men1784.
 
Impact on overall well-being and 
health

The divisive and damaging impacts of social 
media on youth in Bhutan include reports of 
death threats, threats of physical violence 
and sexual violence1785. Girls are at particular 
risk of sexual violence, but research is 
needed on levels of abuse and means of 
protection.  
 
High rates of teenage pregnancy in Bhutan 
are associated with lack of access to 
family planning information, low decision-
making power for girls in the use of 
contraceptives1786, and high rates of child 
marriage in rural areas 1787. Mobile phones 

could be used to support women to access 
information about contraception and make 
empowered choices, but evidence of this is 
lacking. A toll-free helpline targeting women 
and children “in difficult circumstances” was 
piloted in 20181788. 

Mobile phone addiction has been identified 
as a problem in an online survey conducted 
by students at the College of Language and 
Culture Studies (CLCS) in Thimpu, the capital. 
Out of 212 respondents, 94 per cent said 
they use their phones in bed, while over 47 
per cent said they feel the urge to use their 
phones even when forbidden1789. 

A further health issue affecting children 
in Bhutan is nutrition, with high levels 
of stunting and anaemia, affecting 80.6 
per cent of children and 54.8 per cent of 
women, with negative consequences 
for future generations1790. There is an 
opportunity for digital health services to 
increase access to nutrition and improve 
dietary understanding. The World Food 
Programme is supporting the National 
School Nutrition Strategy 2018-2030 through 
a nationwide gender-sensitive health and 
education monitoring/reporting system, as 
well as a game-based learning platform for 
nutritional education and behaviour change 
aimed at children1791.

[1781] http://www.kuenselonline.com/moic-to-draft-a-national-cyber-security-strategy/
[1782] https://dailybhutan.com/article/impact-of-social-media-in-bhutan
[1783]  https://bit.ly/2W6YGzr
[1784] https://borgenproject.org/tag/literacy-rates-in-bhutan/
[1785] https://dailybhutan.com/article/impact-of-social-media-in-bhutan
[1786] https://www.pressreader.com/bhutan/bhutan-times/20180715/281586651374806
[1787] https://thebhutanese.bt/55-teen-pregnancy-cases-this-year-so-far-and-counting/
[1788] https://www.ncwc.gov.bt/notifications/256
[[1789] http://www.bbs.bt/news/?p=99632
[1790] https://www.ncwc.gov.bt/notifications/324
[1791] https://bit.ly/3ejHhti
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10.3.4 Digital inclusion in India

10.3.4.1 Overview of the current situation 

India is the world’s second largest mobile market (after China).1792

Mobile subscriptions cover 63 per cent of the population, with an annual growth rate 
of 6 per cent since 2017. 
Deloitte estimates more than 350 million mobile Internet users by 2020.1793

There are 250 million social media users: almost one-fifth of the population.
4G availability ranges from 82-99 per cent across the four main providers.  India has 
a 5G taskforce.1794  
The EIU Inclusive Internet Index 2019 ranks India third out of lower-middle income 
countries, with 73.2 points out of 100.1795 
Access to electricity covers 92.6 per cent of India’s total population of 1.35 billion1796.
There are 462 million Internet users, representing 34 per cent of the population1797. 
State-owned BSNL holds a majority share of the wired Internet market (58 per cent), 
with 12.34 million subscribers, followed by Bharti, with 2.21 million subscribers.
In 2019, the government allocated nearly $3 billion to connect 250,000 regional 
councils with high-speed broadband, under the BharatNet Project1798.
Four telecom service providers, all private companies, account for 90 per cent of the 
market: Reliance Jio (42 per cent), Bharti Airtel (25 per cent), Vodafone (15 per cent) 
and Idea Cellular (10 per cent).1799

Country snapshot

Between 2016-2017, India’s 4G coverage increased from 75- per cent86 per cent, and 
average mobile download speeds increased by around 80 per cent, driving up its score 
in the 2018 GSMA Mobile Connectivity Index (48.5/100)1800. Furthermore, the average 
mobile phone cost fell from 3.6 per cent of monthly income to 0.5 per cent, making 
India the leader among Asian nations in affordability in The EIU Inclusive Internet Index 
2019. 1801

India ranks high in ‘readiness’ to benefit from digital possibilities – local language 
availability is a contributing factor. The Indian language Internet user base (comprising 
eight languages, with Hindi and Bengali the largest groups) is growing at an annual rate 
of 18 per cent, and is expected to reach 536 million by 2021, accounting for nearly 75 
per cent of the country’s total user base.1802 
 
Yet India falls behind other Asian countries in terms of availability, due to a rural-urban 
divide and a gender divide.1803 According to the Internet and Mobile Association of 
India, just 20.25 per cent of the population in rural India have access to the Internet, 
compared with 65 per cent in urban areas 1804. Use of the Internet is male-dominated: 
women comprise 36 per cent of total Internet users in rural areas, and 41 per cent in 
urban areas 1805. The EIU Inclusive Internet Index recognizes India’s plans to address this 
1806. Failure to do so will impact opportunities for health, education and employment for 
youth across India, particularly in marginalized communities. 

[1792] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf
[1793] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf
[1794] https://www.speedtest.net/insights/blog/india-4g-availability-2019/
[1795] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
[1796] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[1797] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282 p. 69-70
[1798] https://bit.ly/327aoOa
[1799] https://main.trai.gov.in/sites/default/files/PIRJune03102018.pdf
[1800] https://bit.ly/3gNhLOV
[1801] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=fe8735424e3058f98c3a83bc57bc2af5&download p. 24
[1802] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/04/Indian-languages-Defining-Indias-Internet.pdf
[1803] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/performance
[1804] https://cms.iamai.in/Content/ResearchPapers/2b08cce4-e571-4cfe-9f8b-86435a12ed17.pdf
[1805]  https://bit.ly/2C20imW
[1806] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
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10.3.4.2 Implications for children in 
India  

Impact on access to education and job 
opportunities

An estimated 280 million students are 
expected to enrol in India’s schools by 
2021, giving online education platforms a 
pivotal role. Open courses and distance 
learning enrolments are anticipated to 
rise to around 10 million by 2021. Where 
standard schooling is low in quality or 
hard to access, the take-up of online 
education opportunities could be high, 
tackling the urban-rural literacy gap (86-
71 per cent) 1807. 

Even within schools, use of technology 
is associated with increased academic 
performance1808. India’s e-governance 
initiative, E-Kranti, includes plans to 
ensure broadband connectivity to all 
schools. 1809 This will help to increase 
digital skills among youth for future 
employment, particularly in rural areas 
where employment rates are affected by 
the fall in profitability of agriculture.1810  

Addressing barriers to access is 
crucial for education and employment 
opportunities, particularly for girls. 
According to the Annual Status of 
Education Report 2017, only 12 per cent 
of boys had never used a mobile phone, 
compared with 22 per cent of girls; 
similarly, 49 per cent of boys had never 
used the Internet, compared with almost 
76 per cent of girls.1811

There is potential for digital employment 
programs to help secure workers’ rights 
in the future.  For instance, biometric 
registration, authentication and payments 
in India’s National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme have been shown to 
reduce the time for paying beneficiaries 
by 29 per cent and leakages by 35 per 
cent. However, there are concerns about 
government surveillance, violation of 
privacy and data integrity.1812

Impact on access to information, 
privacy, and security

Digital India, launched in 2015, is a 
government-led initiative that aims 
to transform India into a knowledge 
economy. It includes the development 
of a unified National Information 
Infrastructure (NII), making high-speed 
broadband and mobile connectivity 
a priority, and aims to provide all 
government and citizen-facing services 
through an online platform. Inclusivity is 
a focus, with service delivery (in Indian 
languages to encourage widespread 
participation) in rural areas – including 
in over 42,000 villages 1813. One related 
initiative is Aadhaa, which is a digital 
citizen identification system that aims 
to facilitate direct benefit transfers, 
such as pensions and scholarships 1814. 
This has direct benefits for children via 
direct payments of rations to mothers 
– who have been able to open bank 
accounts thanks to their digital identity 
– and access to quality nutrition.  And 
scholarships can also be paid directly. 1815

The Internet presents several security 
risks to children, from data theft to 
bullying and sexual abuse 1816. There is 
limited data on the extent and patterns 
of online child abuse and exploitation in 
India, with no comprehensive surveys 
and crimes being underreported. Several 
ICT companies have run polls, including 
the Global Youth Online Behaviour Survey 
by Microsoft, which ranked India third-
highest for cyberbullying, with 53 per 
cent of the respondents, mainly children, 
admitting to have experienced online 
bullying. 1817 

Education to ‘prevent and protect’ is required 
among children and parents, as well as 
training of authorities, including schools, 
health professionals and the police, to 
recognize signs of abuse and respond. For 
instance, Microsoft released the Stand 
Up To Online Bullying Quiz and the Digital 
Citizenship in Action toolkit, alongside parent-

[1807] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[1808] https://economics.mit.edu/files/804
[1809] https://www.indiafilings.com/learn/e-kranti/
[1810] https://www.mapsofindia.com/my-india/government/rural-employment-in-india
[1811] https://digitalequality.in/fifty-four-percent-of-young-indians-have-never-used-a-computer/
[1812] https://bit.ly/2ZYtxiz
[1813] https://bit.ly/324pJip
[1814] https://digitalindia.gov.in/content/aadhaar
[1815] https://bit.ly/3emmyVH
[1816] https://unicef.in/Uploads/Publications/Resources/pub_doc115.pdf
[1817] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5914259/
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focused education initiatives1818. And 
Telenor India launched WebWise, a guide 
to help parents talk to children about the 
Internet. 1819  

Impact on overall well-being and 
health

Internet addiction is a growing concern 
among teenagers and youth in India, 
particularly affecting boys (potentially due to 
a higher rate of mobile phone ownership). 
A 2015 study of 860 students aged 17-24 
years in Maharashtra found an addiction 
rate of 30.5 per cent for men and 17 per 
cent for women.1820  The findings correlate 
with other surveys in both the gender 
differential and rates of addiction. 1821 
The study found Internet-addicted 
individuals showed anxiety, depression, 
loss of emotional/behavioral patterns and 
psychological distress, and relied upon 
the Internet to manage stress, avoiding 
cognitive tasks. Health professionals 

have also reported weight loss, poor 
personal hygiene, and problems with 
eyesight and backaches due to Internet 
addiction 1822. Researchers have found 
positive correlations between, on the one 
hand, loneliness, shyness and ‘present 
absence’, and, on the other hand, excessive 
smartphone use.1823 A correlation has also 
been found between Internet addiction 
and substance use. As the second-largest 
smartphone market, this presents a 
severe concern for children. 

While the majority of smartphone users 
are between 15-24 years of age, phones 
are available in India to children as young 
as 12 years of age, and many infants 
access their parents’ or siblings’ devices 
well before then. A survey by Telenor 
Group, sampling 3,200 children aged 9-17 
years, across 10 cities in eight states, 
found that children in urban India spend 
an average of four hours a day on the 
Internet. 1824 

[1818] https://unicef.in/Uploads/Publications/Resources/pub_doc115.pdf
[1819] https://bit.ly/2BYiTAr
[1820] https://bit.ly/2OajPUW
[1821] Chathoth VM, Kodavanji B, Arunkumar N, Pai SR. Internet behaviour pattern in undergraduate 
medical students inMangalore. Int J Innovative Res Sci Engg Tech 2013;2.
[1822] https://unicef.in/Uploads/Publications/Resources/pub_doc115.pdf
[1823] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/299540610_Mobile_Phone_Usage_among_Youth
[1824] https://bit.ly/3eileTZ
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10.3.5 Digital inclusion in Nepal

10.3.5.1 Overview of the situation

Nepal is the highest ranked low-income country in The EIU Inclusive Internet Index 
2019, at 60.9/100, performing well in availability and readiness 1825. 
While 91 per cent of households have a mobile phone, and there are 1.2 mobile 
phone subscriptions per inhabitant, only 21 per cent of the population uses the 
Internet. 1826

Household Internet access and computer ownership is low (17.9 per cent and 14 per 
cent respectively). 
Mobile broadband is used by 52.4 per cent of the population 1827,with a recent 
growth rate of approximately 10 per cent per year. 1828

Nepal falls behind other South Asian countries in mobile affordability,1829 at 3.8 per 
cent of GNI, compared with roughly 1.8 per cent in Bangladesh and India (less than 
2 per cent is the Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development’s 2025 target 
for affordability in developing countries). 1830

4G (LTE) now reaches all seven provinces, since launching in the Kathmandu valley 
in 2017. 1831 3G covers 73 per cent of the population. 1832

Access to electricity was at 95.5 per cent in 2017. 1833

Social media penetration is second only to Bhutan in South Asia, with 9.3 million 
Facebook users in 2018.  1834

Country snapshot

Four-fifths of Nepal’s population live in rural areas; this, in combination with a 
mountainous terrain, have made access to electricity and connectivity a challenge. 
Furthermore, the landlocked country depends on India for access to submarine cables, 
and on other Asian countries for satellite coverage in rural areas.1835 Nepal is working 
with Thales Group in France to launch its own telecommunications satellite in 2022. 1836 

A competitive market is helping to increase 3G and 4G coverage, with three main 
mobile operators: the state-owned NDCL, a local company STPL, and NCELL, a 
Malaysian subsidiary 1837. However, the cost of broadband connectivity rose in 2018 
after the government imposed a 13 per cent telecommunication service charge (TSC) 
for ISPs 1838. This presents a further challenge to access for the rural poor, particularly for 
women. There is a gender-based mobile ownership gap of 19 per cent, significant but 
much less than for Bangladesh, India or Pakistan, and a 33 per cent gap in Internet use, 
ahead of India and Pakistan.  1839 

Rising social media use is a key factor driving up rates of phone ownership and Internet 
penetration. In 2017, the Internet attracted around 250 new users every hour, with 
teenagers and youth key segments. 1840 

[1825] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/NP/
[1826] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1827] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1828] https://www.nepalitelecom.com/2018/03/smartphone-penetration-nepal-and-the-impact.html
[1829] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/NP/
[1830] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-ICT_PRICES.01-2017-PDF-E.pdf
[1831] https://bit.ly/3fkinLo
[1832] http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/#year=2018&zoneIsocode=NPL
[1833] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[1834] http://mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/EConsultation/Final per cent20Book.pdf
[1835] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1836] https://www.thalesgroup.com/en/worldwide/space/press-release/telecommunication-satellite-project-ne-
pal-has-beenlaunched
[1837] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1838] https://thehimalayantimes.com/business/surging-Internet-cost-to-affect-national-broadband-policy-target/
[1839] https://lirneasia.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/LIRNEasia-ICT-access-and-use-by-women-in-the-Global-South.pdf
[1840] http://mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/EConsultation/Final per cent20Book.pdf
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10.3.5.2 Implications of the risks for 
children in Nepal

Access to education and job 
opportunities

A low literacy rate hampers digital 
inclusion in Nepal. Literacy was at 60 per 
cent for those aged over 15, and 85 per 
cent for under 15, in the latest census of 
2011. School enrolment was above other 
South Asian countries (Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan) for primary school, but only 11.8 
per cent go on to tertiary education due 
to high drop-out rates among teenagers, 
particularly in rural areas where widespread 
poverty draws many into child labour 
and marriage, limiting job opportunities 
for youth 1841. Social inequalities prevent 
students belonging to lower castes from 
attending schools.  For instance, in the 
Terai region, only 23.1 per cent of Dalits 
were literate compared with 80 per cent of 
Brahmans and Chhetris (higher castes). 1842

High mobile penetration creates a context 
conducive to greater use of ICT in education. 
The Ministry of Communication and 
Information Technology aims to make ICT 
use compulsory in schools, with several 
ICT programs for education outlined in the 
2016-2023 School Sector Development Plan 

(SSDP). These include interactive learning 
materials (focused on Nepali, Science, 
Mathematics and English), ICT learning 
centres, school-based metrics (including 
one for equity), and unique student IDs 
for better governance and management. 
Already, computer labs have been 
established in District Education Offices 
(DEO) and selected schools, and digital 
learning materials developed for Grades 2-6. 
Over 5000 laptops have been installed in 
100 schools (as of 2018) as part of a digital 
infrastructure development drive. 1843

Other providers are also targeting schools, 
including Picosoft, which offers high-speed 
wi-fi to schools in rural areas, and REED 
Nepal, which provides digital education 
platforms and teacher training in earthquake-
prone areas 1844. The Government of 
Nepal is also looking to ICT solutions to 
help overcome teacher shortages and 
infrastructure deficits in rural areas, as well 
as barriers to access, such as poverty, caste 
and gender. 

As the fastest-growing industry in Nepal, ICT 
has the potential to create a large number 
of jobs. The government has increased the 
allowance for foreign direct investment 
to liberalize the sector in support of this 
potential. 1845

[1841] http://mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/EConsultation/Final per cent20Book.pdf
[1842] http://mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/EConsultation/Final per cent20Book.pdf
[1843] http://mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/EConsultation/Final per cent20Book.pdf
[1844] Ibid
[1845] Ibid
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Access to information, privacy and 
security

Digitization of public services and electronic 
governance have been prioritized by the 
government, resulting in an improvement in 
Nepal’s E-Government Development Index, 
ranked 65th in 2014 and 117th in 2018 (out 
of 193 countries). Currently, provision of 
online services is ahead of infrastructure, 
making access a critical issue 1846. UNDP 
has assessed the level of e-governance 
as the ‘second interaction stage’, which 
involves online form submission, queries and 
correspondence, and is less open to security 
liabilities than the ‘third transaction stage’, 
where payments are possible and large 
amounts of personal data are required to be 
held online. 1847

Nepal has made Child Friendly Local 
Governance (CFLG) a focus, aiming to 
provide overall guidance to the government in 
mainstreaming the rights of children (Survival, 
Development, Protection and Participation) 
within local government systems, structures, 
policies and processes. Digital governance 
has the potential to accelerate progress 
towards strategic goals, such as reducing 
infant and maternal mortality, improving child 
nutrition, enabling children’s participation (e.g. 
in peace-building 1848), reducing child labour 
and improving protection for children. 1849

A 2015 study of the role of children 
in peacebuilding in Nepal found that 
involvement in activities to prevent or heal 
violence makes them more effective and 
positive leaders in their communities. 
However, in one project, poor Internet access 
for two youth organizations led to difficulties 
in managing and evaluating data, and sharing 
key findings 1850. This demonstrates how 
digital inclusion can empower children as 
active and even leading citizens.

Impact on overall well-being and 
health

A 2018 study by the Digital Intelligence 
Institute found 58 per cent of children aged 

between 8-12 years are exposed to cyber 
risks in Nepal. The most prevalent cyber 
risk for children in Nepal was found to be 
cyberbullying (49 per cent), followed by 
online sexual behaviours (26 per cent) and 
meeting online strangers (15 per cent). 
Beyond the immediate risks, impacts include 
poor sleep, unhealthy eating habits, less time 
socializing, less time reading or studying, 
and attention problems 1851. An online safety 
toolkit for adolescents in rural Nepal was 
released in 2018 by Hamro Palo (Her Turn), a 
local NGO, to encourage positive behaviours, 
and to help teenagers/parents avoid and 
address risks. 1852

Nepal released a National e-Health Strategy 
in 2017, which includes working with 
partners to identify key challenges in the 
health system that can be addressed 
through open-source digital technology.1853 
One such challenge is access to health 
care and advice in rural areas, which is 
being addressed through telemedicine 
programmes, offering consultations with 
health professionals by phone and video 
conference. By 2014, this was already 
available in 30 of 75 districts, although slow 
Internet service and electricity disruptions 
hampered the success of video calls.1854 
Increasing access to smartphones and 
greater bandwidths will increase the impact. 

There is strong potential for children in rural 
areas to benefit through e-health programs 
that offer antenatal advice to decrease 
infant mortality, nutritional advice to reduce 
stunting, and advice to reduce the risk of 
communicable and non-communicable 
diseases. In rural Nepal, only 55 per cent 
of pregnant mothers receive antenatal care 
during pregnancy, compared with 88 per 
cent in urban areas 1855. The leading cause 
of death in Nepal, surpassing maternal, 
neonatal and nutritional causes, is non-
communicable disease that affects the heart 
and lungs – related to alcohol consumption, 
unhealthy diets, tobacco use and the use 
of wood-burning stoves. E-health programs 
can support education to reduce the risks to 
children and change behaviours. 1856 

[1846] https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/Data/Country-Information/id/120-Nepal
[1847] https://www.undp.org/content/dam/nepal/docs/2018_undpnepal/UNDP_NP-Tech4SDGs-NageshBadu.pdf
[1848] https://reliefweb.int/report/world/evaluation-child-and-youth-participation-peacebuilding-nepal-eastern-democratic
[1849] https://www.wvi.org/sites/default/files/CFLG per cent20Assessment per cent20Report.pdf
[1850] https://uni.cf/3gQjwuF
[1851] https://www.dqinstitute.org/2018dq_impact_report/
[1852] http://www.her-turn.org/new/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Online_Safety_Toolkit_English.pdf
[1853] http://health.bmz.de/ghpc/case-studies/digitalising_nepals_health_sector/index.html
[1854] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/90ed/9ec9ef0e43b560cc8925b20c1ad3e3a0bc9b.pdf
[1855] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/90ed/9ec9ef0e43b560cc8925b20c1ad3e3a0bc9b.pdf
[1856] http://www.searo.who.int/nepal/documents/NEP_NCD/en/
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10.3.6 Digital inclusion in Pakistan

10.3.6.1 Overview of the situation 

Pakistan has approximately 161 million unique mobile subscribers, or 76.5 per cent of 
the population. 1857

Over 51 million subscribers access 3G or 4G, according to the Pakistan 
Telecommunication Authority. 1858

Growth is high: the number of unique mobile subscribers increased by 37.4 million (85.1 
per cent) between 2008-2018. 1859

Pakistan will account for 4 per cent of new mobile subscribers by 2025, according to 
GSMA, behind India (expected to add 24 per cent) and China (8 per cent). 1860 
GSMA ranks Pakistan as an emerging market, behind other South Asian markets on 
connectivity, consumer readiness and availability, but ahead in terms of content, with a 
score of 41, compared with the regional average of 31. 
Fixed broadband use is very low, at 0.9 per cent of the population. Just 16.2 per cent of 
households own a computer.  
The EIU Inclusive Internet Index ranks Pakistan last among 21 Asian nations (77th 
globally), with the lowest score for availability, and low marks for quality and 
infrastructure. 
Mobile device cost is 2.04 per cent of GNI, behind Bangladesh and India 1863, but 
prepaid tariffs are more affordable in Pakistan than in India. 1864 
Access to electricity was 70.8 per cent in 2017, 1865 with shortfalls of up to 7,000 MW 1866 
and frequent outages due to shortages in transmission and distribution capacity. 1867 

Country snapshot

GSMA predicts that there will be 146 million smartphone connections in Pakistan by 2025 1868. 
This rapid growth is due to currently low market penetration, and a competitive market with 
four active privately owned operators: Jazz - formerly Mobilink (37 per cent); Telenor Pakistan 
(29 per cent); Zong, owned by CPAK (21 per cent); and Ufone, by Pak Telecom Mobile Limited 
(13 per cent) 1869. These operators have contributed significantly to infrastructure development 
through annual capital investments equivalent to around 25 per cent of their revenue during 
the last decade, and all offer LTE (4G) coverage 1870. An anticipated challenge to growth as well 
as to current levels of connectivity is high fees for these operators to renew their operating 
licenses: more than double their original cost. According to GSMA, if they fail to renew, 
millions of customers could be disconnected. 1871

A further challenge to the potential benefits of rapid digitization for Pakistan’s children is poor 
access, particularly for women. Pakistan is ranked the lowest worldwide in gender access 
parity with a 266 per cent gap in Internet access rates and a 121.2 per cent gap in mobile 
ownership, both in favour of men. 1872 Literacy rates are low: for ages 15-24, 81 per cent of 
men and 67.5 per cent of women are literate; for ages 25-65, 71 per cent of men and 46.5 per 
cent of women are literate. 1873 Moreover, the literacy rate fell two percentage points from 
2016-2018, due to rapid population growth and inadequate access to schooling, particularly in 
rural areas. 1874 Without literacy, digital inclusion is impossible.

[1857] https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/telecom-indicators
[1858] https://defence.pk/pdf/threads/telecom-sector-continues-growth-as-mobile-broadband-users-reach-51-mn.552411/
[1859] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=f33c20f8cb4ed3f9834c2fe038c8c204&download
[1860] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=b9a6e6202ee1d5f787cfebb95d3639c5&download
[1861] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=f33c20f8cb4ed3f9834c2fe038c8c204&download
[1862] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1863] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-ICT_PRICES.01-2017-PDF-E.pdf
[1864] https://bit.ly/3iOf6pX
[1865] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[1866] https://www.pc.gov.pk/uploads/vision2025/Pakistan-Vision-2025.pdf
[1867] https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/lights-circular-debt-cripples-pakistans-power-sector-190524055240222.html
[1868] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=b9a6e6202ee1d5f787cfebb95d3639c5&download
[1869] https://bit.ly/3gQXCHx
[1870] https://propakistani.pk/2019/03/20/there-is-huge-potential-in-pakistans-mobile-market-gsma/
[1871] https://www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/mobile-connectivity-of-millions-in-pakistan-at-risk-warns-gsma/
[1872] https://bit.ly/3iOf6pX
[1873] http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/pk
[1874] https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/literacy-rate-in-pakistan-falls-2-pct-minister/1345164
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10.3.6.2 Implications for children in 
Pakistan  

Access to education and job 
opportunities

Falling literacy levels and low rankings 
for digital inclusion are challenges to 
skills development and future jobs for 
children, particularly those in rural areas 
where access to schools and digital 
infrastructure is low. Pakistan risks a 
significant internal digital divide, as well 
as an external one as it falls behind other 
South Asian countries.  

The Ministry of Digital Technology’s Digital 
Policy 2017 includes a provision to promote 
the use of ICT in schools and address 
the gender gap (targeting girls), mainly 
through ICT programs that teach students 
how to build computers and develop 
coding skills. It also aims to generate 
sustainable innovation, entrepreneurship, 
and employment opportunities through 
collaborations, and build digital skills for 
future jobs. However, no specific actions, 
target figures or milestones have been 
given. 1875

Some local governments are making 
progress.  In 2016, the Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa Information Technology 
Board partnered with the World Bank to 
offer a free digital skills program to help 
youth access employment opportunities 
online. 1876 With few jobs available locally 
due to decades of conflict, digital access 
can be crucial to employment. The 
Punjab Information Technology Board is 
digitizing school textbooks and adding 
video lectures, simulations and animations 
through the platform eLearn. 1877

There is also private investment in 
digital learning and opportunities. The 
Jazz Smart Schools programme was 
recognized by the Federal Minister for 
Education for its success in training 
28,000 middle-school girls in 75 public 
schools of Islamabad, since its launch 
in 2017. 1878 Mobile operator Telenor has 

also launched the Velocity Partnership 
Program, collaborating with incubators, 
accelerators and investors to give start-
ups access to digital services and tools 
to accelerate their growth. 1879

Access to information, privacy and 
security

E-government is still a relatively new 
concept in Pakistan 1880. The promotion of 
‘Smart Governance’ across the country is 
part of the National IT Policy, which aims 
to make software applications available to 
the public. 1881 Punjab has taken the lead, 
with online information about 84 provincial 
public entities, including government 
bodies, hospitals and universities. There 
is also a 24/7 contact centre in Lahore, 
which received 2.9 million calls in 2018. 
1882 Tackling low literacy rates will be 
crucial to the expansion and take-up of 
e-government services. 

Mobile operators are also actively trying 
to empower citizens through access to 
information. A collaboration involving Jazz 
and Unilever Pakistan aims to improve 
women’s access to financial services in 
rural areas, training a network of guddi 
baajis (female retail entrepreneurs) to 
act as mobile money agents, opening 
up digital access to credit – a 2017-2018 
pilot trained 500 women 1883. This scheme 
creates opportunities for young women 
with digital skills and benefits children 
through the economic empowerment of 
mothers. 

The Government of Pakistan is 
beginning to respond to cybersecurity 
risks. A National Response Centre for 
Cyber Crime (NR3C) for digital forensics 
encourages citizens to report crimes 
relating to unauthorized access and 
identity theft and conducts training 
in digital law enforcement. In 2018, 
the Government also selected 11 
universities to develop research and 
development labs under the National 
Centre for Cyber Security (NCCS) 
Centre.  

[1875] http://digitalrightsmonitor.pk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Digital-Pakistan-Policy-2017.pdf
[1876] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/youth-pakistan-plug-digital-jobs-future
[1877] https://elearn.gov.pk
[1878] https://epaper.dawn.com/DetailImage.php?StoryImage=16_04_2019_152_005
[1879] https://bit.ly/2Co6fum
[1880] https://bit.ly/2DpbdHK
[1881] http://www.nitb.gov.pk/newnitb/index.php?section=functions&page=eofficesuite
[1882] https://blogs.worldbank.org/endpovertyinsouthasia/technology-transforming-governance-pakistan
[1883] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf



MEGATRENDS IN SOUTH ASIA 302

Impact on overall well-being and health

A pilot mobile vaccination program in Punjab highlights the potential of digital health 
services to improve health outcomes in rural areas. In rural Pakistan, eVaccs gave 
health workers mobile phones to track their progress on vaccinations, using a simple 
app and satellite location data.

The pilot saw immunization rates rise from 47 to 82 per cent over two years, helping 
to overcome behavioural problems, such as low motivation among health workers to 
visit remote villages. 1884

Rising social media use and gaming is a concern for child and youth health. 
Snapchat, an app with 58 per cent of global users between ages 13-24, 1885 reportedly 
has 1.6 million users in Pakistan. 1886 A study of 100 students aged 16-26 years by 
Abdul Wali Khan University, Mardan, associated playing online games and social media 
platforms with a variety of negative physical and mental health symptoms, including 
dizziness, drowsiness, insomnia, back pain, as well as low sociability, stress and 
anxiety. 1887 

[1884] https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/smartphones-plugged-vaccine-gaps-rural-pakistan/
[1885] https://www.statista.com/statistics/933948/snapchat-global-user-age-distribution/
[1886] http://www.madvertising.pk/snapchat-pakistan-inmobi/
[1887] https://www.longdom.org/open-access/the-effects-of-social-networks-on-pakistani-students-2165-7866-1000203.pdf
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10.3.7 Digital inclusion in Sri Lanka

10.3.7.1 Overview of the situation

Mobile device cost is just 0.31 per cent of GNI, putting Sri Lanka among the world’s 20 
most affordable countries, and leading South Asia. 1888

3G covers 90 per cent of the population, and 4G covers 91 per cent 1889. Dialog and 
Mobitel offer 4G coverage throughout the country. 1890

The EIU Inclusive Internet Index ranks Sri Lanka 58th out of 100, comparing favourably 
with other lower-middle-income countries, particularly on both Affordability and 
Relevance. It is held back in Readiness by a low-scoring suite of policies. 1891

About 34 per cent of individuals use the Internet, mostly through mobile subscriptions, 
with 135 subscribers per 100 inhabitants. 1892 
Access to electricity is 95.6 per cent, with 100 per cent of the urban population and 94.5 
per cent of the rural population connected. 1893

Literacy is 91.2 per cent overall – 99 per cent for men and women aged 15-24 years. 1894 
There is a 61.5 per cent gap in mobile ownership, and 27.6 per cent gender gap in social 
media use. 1895

About 26.5 per cent of the population are active social media users. 1896

Country snapshot

Sri Lanka’s three largest mobile operators hold a collective market share of 86 per 
cent: Dialog Axiata (43 per cent), Mobitel (22.6 per cent) and Etisalat (20.3 per cent) 
1897. Competition among the five operators (three in country and the two others the 
two we don’t list are Hutchison Telecommunications Lanka (Hutch) and Airtel Lanka, 
a subsidiary of India’s Bharti Airtel) has helped to make retail tariffs among the most 
affordable in the world. Growth in the telecoms market to 2022 is projected to be 
driven by broadband data services due to 4G adoption and increased smartphone 
penetration. 1898

Policies are under development to improve its ‘readiness’ for digital inclusion. The 
National Draft Digital Policy 2020-2025 is available online for feedback via email, in 
support of its stated ambition for Sri Lanka to be “a free and open digital society”.

10.3.7.2 Implications for children in Sri Lanka  

Sri Lanka was an early adopter of digitally enabled distance learning. By 2008, 
Sarvodaya, a local NGO, had established 15,000 rural telecentres equipped with 
computers and Internet access for local training and knowledge networks 1899. 
Nonetheless, computer literacy remains a challenge.  Computer literacy is 27.5 per 
cent among the general population, and 56 per cent among those aged 15-24 years 
(as of 2018). There is an urban-rural divide of 12.5 per cent (38.4 per cent to 25.9 per 
cent). 1900 

[1888] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-ICT_PRICES.01-2017-PDF-E.pdf
[1889] http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/#year=2018&zoneIsocode=LKA&analysisView=LKA
[1890] https://bit.ly/2ZY2hkj
[1891] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/LK/?category=affordability
[1892] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1893] https://tradingeconomics.com/sri-lanka/access-to-electricity-percent-of-population-wb-data.html
[1894] http://uis.unesco.org/country/LK
[1895] http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/#year=2018&zoneIsocode=LKA&analysisView=LKA
[1896] http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/#year=2018&zoneIsocode=LKA&analysisView=LKA
[1897] https://operatorwatch.3g4g.co.uk/2018/04/afghanistan-4g-picking-up-pace.html
[1898]  https://prn.to/38HFDke
[1899] http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/581/1104
[1900] http://www.statistics.gov.lk/education/ComputerLiteracy/ComputerLiteracy-2018Q1-Q2-final.pdf

For the comment in the middle of the page, there are only five mobile operators in Sri 
Lanka - the two we don’t list are Hutchison Telecommunications Lanka (Hutch) and Airtel 
Lanka, a subsidiary of India’s Bharti Airtel.
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The National Digital Policy, drafted in 2019 
for the period 2020-2025, states that further 
marginalization and inequality due to lack 
of digital access must be addressed, and 
highlights five focus areas for action: 

Mainstream digital learning by emphasizing 
STEAM at schools and universities;
Foster digital literacy and lifelong learning 
skills development for the elderly, women 
and marginalized groups;
Build trust and inculcate a culture of ethical 
digital use;
Educate citizens about their digital rights;
Encourage public/private/people partnerships 
to drive Smart Society aspirations.

A STEM Education Strategy 2018 has been 
drafted.  The Strategy calls for a Digital 
Readiness Strategy to cover lifelong learning 
and digital skills for youth employment. 1901   

Access to information, privacy and 
security

The National Digital Policy sets out plans 
for e-governance initiatives – ranging from 
digital identification, financial technology and 
health care technology solutions – targeting 
a wide range of government services.  As 
a point of departure,  the National Data and 
Identity Interoperability Platform (NDIIP) 
and the National Payment Platform were 
created. The goal is for Sri Lanka to be a free 
and open digital society, where all citizens 
are empowered to participate in proposing, 
developing and creating laws/regulations/ 
policies and other aspects of governance. 
Child-friendly e-governance is not specifically 
mentioned, but women and marginal groups 
are, indicating an ambition to be digitally 
inclusive 1902. Stated objectives that would 
benefit children include enhanced living 
standards, speedy access to services and 
information, and less room for corruption, 
resulting in families having more time and 
funds to focus on child welfare. 
Where personal information is recorded, 
cybersecurity is a risk. Sri Lanka ranks third 
(84th out of 194 countries) among South 
Asian countries in the Global Cybersecurity 
Index 2018, after Bangladesh and India.  
Its Cyber Crime Unit (CCU) conducts 
investigations into pure cybercrime, such 
as hacking and malware and cyber-enabled 

crime, working with the Sri Lanka Police 
Cyber Security Division. 1903

Impact on overall well-being and 
health

Rural health care is a particular challenge 
for children in Sri Lanka, as doctors prefer 
to live in urban areas. With the burden of 
non-communicable diseases on the rise, 
information and education to support lifestyle 
choices is an important opportunity for 
preventative e-health. Nutrition is also an 
ongoing concern for child health, which could 
be addressed through digital education and 
monitoring. 1904

Sri Lanka’s Hospital Health Information 
Management System (HHIMS), an open-
source medical record database created in 
2010, will be expanded across all remaining 
hospitals in Sri Lanka under the 2020-2025 
Digital Policy. This can support access to 
medical advice in rural areas, and enable 
targeted care and preventative action 
by alerting Medical Officers to regional 
epidemics through quarterly health statistics 
1905. One example of digital services 
increasing access in rural areas is a joint 
venture by network provider Dialog and three 
leading hospitals: Doc 990. By dialing 990 via 
its mobile app or website, users can have a 
medical consultation call. 1906

There are growing concerns about the 
impact of social media on Sri Lankan youth, 
particularly in regards to mental health, with 
reports of related suicides. 1907 However, 
evidence is lacking to enable targeted 
interventions. 

With a shrinking child population, digital tools 
and services designed for the elderly will be 
important and can help to reduce the burden 
of care on the next generation. 1908

[1901] http://www.mdiit.gov.lk/index.php/en/what-we-diliver/downloads/acts/send/23-acts/75-1-8
[1902] http://www.mdiit.gov.lk/index.php/en/what-we-diliver/downloads/acts/send/23-acts/75-1-8
[1903] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Cybersecurity/Documents/draft-18-00706_Global-Cybersecurity-Index-EV5_print_2.pdf
[1904] https://www.who.int/hac/donorinfo/lka/en/index1.html
[1905] http://www.mdiit.gov.lk/index.php/en/what-we-diliver/downloads/acts/send/23-acts/75-1-8
[1906] https://www.doc.lk
[1907] https://sljpsyc.sljol.info/articles/abstract/10.4038/sljpsyc.v5i1.7049/
[1908] http://www.mdiit.gov.lk/index.php/en/what-we-diliver/downloads/acts/send/23-acts/75-1-8



30510: Digital inclusion

10.3.8 Digital inclusion in the Maldives

10.3.8.1 Overview of the situation

About 63.2 per cent of the population are using the Internet, and 60.3 per cent of 
households have Internet access. 1909

Access to electricity is 99.8 per cent, though supply is at risk due to high dependence 
on imported oil. 1910

There are two active mobile subscriptions per inhabitant. 1911

Mobile use is highly affordable, at 1.05 per cent of GNI, with rates second only to Sri 
Lanka in South Asia. 1912 Fixed Internet access is less affordable. 1913

3G and 4G (LTE) coverage is at 100 per cent, following investments by two operators: 
Dhivehi Raajjeyge Gulhun (Dhiraagu) and Ooredoo Maldives. 1914

The country’s ICT infrastructure is one of the strongest in South Asia, with over 1,000 
km of fibre-optic broadband cables linking all the main islands. 1915

Bandwidth is strengthened by two submarine cables to India and Sri Lanka. 1916

The literacy rate is over 98.75 per cent for youth aged 15-24 years, and 97.7 per cent 
for adults overall, while slightly higher among women. 1917

Country snapshot

Maldives is not included in The EIU Inclusive Internet Index or the GSMA Mobile Connectivity 
Index. Available data would suggest relatively high scores on infrastructure, access and 
affordability, but lower scores on readiness and availability of relevant information and services. 
An assessment carried out by International Media Support (IMS) credited the Maldives with 
the highest e-government readiness in South Asia. However, progress has been slow, and 
security infrastructure remains poor. 1918

10.3.8.2 Implications of the risks for children in Maldives

Access to education and job opportunities

The government recognizes that a lack of STEM skills is holding back its digital ambitions. 1919 
The second goal of the Education Sector Plan 2019-2023 is 21st-century skills to support labour 
market integration and entrepreneurship “for a decent life in an interconnected world” 1920.

With traditional livelihoods (fishing, farming and coastal tourism) at risk to sea level rise and soil 
salinification, creating a digital economy is key to future employment for youth. In 2019, the 
World Bank announced $20 million in funding to support digital skills development (including 
female labour-force participation) through initiatives, such as programming bootcamps to 
empower young women to pursue home-based work in ICT-related services. 1921

The Maldives’ ambitions for digital transformation of the workforce include the creation of a 
sustainable Open Access Smart ‘Youth City’ on the artificial island of Hulhumalé to encourage 
the creative entrepreneurship of the island nation’s youthful tech community, embracing the 
‘Internet of Things’. 1922 The plan includes a fibre-optic network, powered by Calix AXOS, 
transmitting information to every home, business, school, hospital and institution at a rate of 1 
Gigabit per second.  1923

[1909] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1910] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=BD
[1911] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1912] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-ICT_PRICES.01-2017-PDF-E.pdf
[1913] https://mpf.gov.mv/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Blue-Economy_Policy-Note-6.pdf
[1914] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1915] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/publications/misr2018/MISR-2018-Vol-2-E.pdf
[1916] https://www.budde.com.au/Research/Maldives-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses
[1917] http://uis.unesco.org/country/MV
[1918] https://mpf.gov.mv/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Blue-Economy_Policy-Note-6.pdf
[1919] https://mpf.gov.mv/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Blue-Economy_Policy-Note-6.pdf
[1920] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-plan-2019-2023.pdf
[1921] https://bit.ly/3em0daW
[1922] https://hdc.com.mv/hulhumale/youth-city/
[1923] https://www.calix.com/blog/2018/09--september-/maldives-_-the-digital-transformation-into-a-smart-city-.html
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Access to information, privacy and 
security

A government network, established in 
2001, has been expanded to connect 
188 islands and 207 councils, offering 
e-government services, such as civil 
service employment management.  
However, reforms are needed to enable 
open data expansion, including adequate 
cybersecurity provision, secure digital IDs, 
cyber laws for consumer protection, and 
affordable and reliable Internet services 
(beyond mobile networks). 1924

Social media platforms (such as Facebook 
and Twitter) have enabled youth to participate 
more actively in civil society – connecting, 
participating and sharing across island 
communities, and calling for democratic 
elections, among others. 1925 Reports of 
violent online harassment related to political 
thought, however, make active sharing a risk 
for youth, with urgent action needed to create 
a safe, enabling and unrestricted environment 
on the Internet, free of censorship, 
intimidation and threats 1926.

Mobile network providers are supplying 
digital financial services, such as the 
M-Faisaa mobile wallet by Ooredoo, to 
accelerate financial inclusion, with a focus 
on convenience and affordability. 1927 For 
women and youth, this could increase social 
mobility and access to opportunities.

Impact on overall well-being and 
health

Greater connection with the global 
community has influenced the aspirations 
of Maldivian youth, creating a mismatch 
between ambitions and opportunities, 
according to a World Bank report. This 
can leave youth feeling disengaged and 
disappointed, affecting overall well-being 
and mental health. Quality education and 
transformation of the labour force is required 
to expand the range of opportunities within 
the island economy. 1928

Children and youth in the Maldives face a 
dearth of information regarding sexual and 
reproductive health. The Health Master 
Plan 2016-2025 outlines promotion of safe 
sexual and reproductive health behaviours 
and practices among adolescents and young 
adults as one of its strategic inputs. The 
Internet and social media can be used to 
bridge knowledge gaps, offer preventative 
advice, provide support and tackle stigma 1929. 

Sea-level rise is likely to cause significant – 
and in some cases catastrophic – damage 
to infrastructure by mid-21st century, 
making most atolls uninhabitable. 1930 
Digital development plans should, therefore, 
anticipate high levels of internal migration 
among the population and support continued 
access to health services, particularly for 
disaster relief.

[1924] https://mpf.gov.mv/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Blue-Economy_Policy-Note-6.pdf
[1925] https://bit.ly/3gS2Keu
[1926] https://www.forum-asia.org/?p=28079
[1927] https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/opb/pol/S-POL-BROADBAND.19-2018-PDF-E.pdf
[1928] https://bit.ly/327MQbY
[1929] https://bit.ly/327MQbY
[1930] https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5916506/
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10.4 Implications for UNICEF

Data gaps and limited research

Data on core digital inclusion parameters, 
such as the number of households with 
access to the Internet in most South Asian 
countries are unreliable, speckled and 
outdated. No available data exists on the 
Internet and mobile coverage in the Maldives 
and Afghanistan. Furthermore, most of the 
quantitative information that is available 
is not segregated by gender, age or rural/
urban location. These data gaps may be 
filled through partnerships with local Internet 
service providers. Bridging these data gaps 
will allow UNICEF to strengthen its response 
in a variety of priority areas that use digital 
technology as a medium for service delivery, 
such as education and health care.

Gender-specific digital inclusion

Using mobile phones as a gateway to vital 
services and information increases the value 
of women’s mobile phone access, both for 
women themselves and as decision-makers 
in their families.1931 Initiatives to support 
digital literacy for girls can significantly 
improve educational outcomes and increase 
livelihood opportunities for women and girls. 
Further research on factors that restrict 
access to women and what can be done to 
address them is needed. UNICEF may work 
towards making the case for gender-sensitive 
measures for digital development, through 
research and policy recommendations. 
UNICEF can work with partners to support 
these efforts and look for opportunities to 
expand them to rural areas – initially involving 
the production of sustainable electrification 
and network coverage.  

Mental health and digital connectivity

More research and preventative action are 
needed to understand and mitigate the 
mental health impacts of social media and 
Internet use for children and youth. UNICEF 
can accelerate action in line with government 
health and education plans by providing safe 
spaces for discussion of online harassment 
and bullying, combined with preventative 
education 

[1931] https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1871/survey_afghan_women_mobile.pdf

© UNICEF Pakistan/Zaidi/2018
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Digital skills and literacy

Multilateral organizations have a role to 
play in bridging the gap between digital 
skills and job opportunities, in large part 
through mentoring, partnerships and 
apprenticeships. UNICEF can enhance 
digital skills and literacy in rural areas, 
through gender-sensitive and local 
language programs. Other opportunities 
for UNICEF include the development or 
expansion of e-learning and technology-
assisted learning portals to support 
continuous education for children 
who are in and out of school in rural 
areas, where poverty impedes school 
attendance. 

Protection against cybercrimes 

Preventative education is crucial to tackle 
cybercrime in all its guises: from data 
theft to bullying to sexual exploitation 
and abuse. Language could be a barrier 
to access. To address this challenge, 
UNICEF could work with local partners 
to ensure information is accessible to 
all. Programmes that raise awareness of 
risks and increase levels of protection are 
required to protect youth – particularly 
girls – against online grooming and 
sexual abuse. Authorities need to be 
further trained in online abuse and 
cybercrimes to deal with reports.
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11.1  Overview 

In 2018, the South Asia region 
continued to be the fastest growing 
region globally. Domestic demand is 
sustaining this momentum, particularly 
household spending, as job markets are 
remaining vibrant. However, increases 
in consumption and investment brought 
about an import growth of 14.9 per cent 
in 2017 and 15.6 per cent in 2018, almost 
doubling the region’s export growth. 
Account deficits, therefore, widened 
throughout the whole region, causing 
some issues such as capital outflows and 
falling stock prices in 2018.  

With a sustained GDP growth and a 
large domestic demand that is not 
fulfilled by internal production, the 
private sector is thriving and expanding 
despite significant obstacles, such as 
the lack of infrastructure and the scarce 
openness of the business environment. 
In order to achieve further private sector 
development, some key issues must be 
tackled. The abundance of capital-intensive 
firms and a large non-tradable sector 
create obstacles to long-term growth, 
expose the country to stronger shocks 
and are ultimately a threat to human 
development, innovation and business 
dynamism. Labour markets struggle 
with an abundance of low quality jobs, 

a diffused rate of informal employment, 
and a large degree of inequality among 
ethnicities, genders and classes. 

Further integration of the private sector 
is essential to address these issues but 
will pose significant challenges in South 
Asia. A further involvement of the private 
sector in the delivery of key services like 
education and health care will be essential to 
ensure better quality of living and improved 
human capital development, in particular 
to vulnerable segments of the population. 
Increased access to remote and rural areas 
where geographic obstacles hinder access 
to schools and hospitals – particularly in 
Afghanistan, the Maldives and Pakistan – is 
a first vital goal to achieve. Furthermore, it 
is essential to ensure the quality of privately 
delivered services. Private education is 
more costly but does not always yield better 
learning outcomes than public or community-
led education. Likewise, unregulated private 
health care may result in high fees and low 
performance, which ultimately harm the 
poorest and most vulnerable. 

To tackle these issues, a comprehensive 
effort is needed from public, private and 
multilateral sectors to ensure a smooth 
and harmonic growth of the private sector 
environment, which will eventually benefit 
the South Asian population, particularly 
children. 

[1932] “Measuring Performance in Private Sector Development”. Asian Development Bank. 2007. Accessed September 
2019. https://bit.ly/2W950X2
[1933] “Measuring Performance in Private Sector Development”. Asian Development Bank. 2007. Accessed September 
2019. https://bit.ly/2W950X2
[1934] European Union. “Regional integration”. Accessed September 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/eco-
nomicgrowth/regional-integration_en
[1935] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf

Key terminologies

Private sector: Broadly, 

the private sector can be 

defined as formal or informal 

economic units or enterprises 

that are owned, directly 

or indirectly, by private 

citizens. Business (and 

investment) environment: A 

set of internal and external 

variables that regulate and 

promote or otherwise affect 

economic activity of business 

companies. 1932

Private sector development 

(or growth): The 

improvement of business 

conditions within which 

private enterprises are 

created and operate.1933 The 

circumstances that apply 

globally or regionally to 

the business sector, such as 

trade regulations that affect 

the ability of an enterprise 

to export, is considered to 

be private sector growth 

(or development). Such 

a business-enabling 

environment encompasses 

national, provincial and local 

circumstances, including 

labour laws, infrastructure 

and banking regulations.

Regional integration: The 

process of jointly overcoming 

economic barriers that exist 

among neighboring countries. 

It also includes the shared 

management of resources and 

assets. In this view, regional 

integration ultimately moves 

towards the liberalization of 

trade, which also includes a 

common market for goods, 

people, capital and 

services. 1934

Economic competitiveness: A 

set of institutions, policies and 

factors that determine the level 

of productivity of a country. 1935

Macroeconomic outcomes and 

variables: Main indicators of 

trends affecting an economy 

as a whole, such as Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP), 

inflation and unemployment.
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Public-private partnerships 

(PPP): A long-term contract 

between a private party and 

a government entity that 

deals with the provision 

of a service or an asset. In 

this context, the private 

party assumes the risk 

and responsibility for the 

management of the service 

or asset provided. 1941

Gross fixed capital formation 

(private sector): Gross fixed 

capital formation (GFCF) is 

used as a proxy measure of 

private investment. GFCF is 

measured by the total value 

of a producer’s acquisitions, 

less disposals of fixed assets 

during the accounting period, 

plus certain additions to the 

value of non-produced assets 

(such as subsoil assets or major 

improvements in quantity, 

quality or productivity of 

land). 1942

 

Private sector participation 

in infrastructure (PPI): A 

term frequently used by 

a number of institutions 

to mean any modality of 

private investment and/

or private management of 

infrastructure. 1943

Foreign direct investment 

(FDIs) net inflows/outflows: 

FDI net inflows are the value 

of inward direct investment 

made by non-resident 

investors in the reporting 

economy. FDI net outflows 

are the value of outward 

direct investment made by  

residents of the reporting 

economy to external 

economies. 1944 

Domestic credit to the private 

sector: Financial resources 

provided to the private sector 

by financial corporations, 

such as through loans, 

purchases of non-equity 

securities, trade credits and 

other accounts receivable, 

that establish a claim for 

repayment. 1945

11.2 Private sector growth in South Asia: Definition, scope and 
implications

11.2.1 Current situation of the private sector in South Asia

Increasing the private sector contribution to the economy is a broad national development 
goal for all countries in the region. 1936 There is a general consensus among least developed 
countries and developed countries that economic growth depends upon a vibrant and 
competitive private sector that creates wealth and employment. 1937 Business conditions in a 
country have a significant impact on whether the private sector grows, shrinks or stagnates. 
1938 Hence, countries typically attempt to create a business environment that makes it easy to 
set-up and do business.

While it is possible to measure private sector development at the macroeconomic and 
microeconomic levels, it has proved to be difficult to verify the enabling conditions 
that allow the private sector to prosper. Evidence shows that only a tailored approach 
can effectively provide public and private actors with a correct view on which 
indicators are able to assess the state of PSD in a country or region, given their 
own perspectives and objectives. 1939 To this end, ADB developed a three-pillared 
framework that targets the measurements of PSD (see Table 1).

Results Chain Results Expected Measurement

Impact
Desired national goals Selected macroeconomic 

indicators

Greater performance of all private firms Growth, profitability, viability, 
etc.

Outcome Improved private sector business 
environment

Selected set of business 
environment indicators

Outputs
Policies, practices, laws, regulations,
infrastructure, etc. put in place as necessary
factors that help business

Selected indicators relevant to the
factors targeted

Table 1: PSD results chain 1940

Source: Asian Development Bank.

[1936] Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals in South Asia: Key Policy Priorities and Implementation Challenges”.
UNESCAP. September 2018. Accessed September 2019. “https://bit.ly/3eleW5O
[1937] Zulkhibri, M. “Rethinking the Catalytic Role of Private Sector for Inclusive Growth”. 2017. 
Accessed September 2019.https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2455133317737937
[1938] Zulkhibri, M. “Rethinking the Catalytic Role of Private Sector for Inclusive Growth”. 2017. 
Accessed September 2019.https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2455133317737937
[1939] “Measuring Performance in Private Sector Development”. Asian Development Bank. 2007. 
Accessed September 2019.https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/27982/private-sector-dev.pdf
[1940] “Measuring Performance in Private Sector Development”. Asian Development Bank. 2007. 
Accessed September 2019.https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/27982/private-sector-dev.pdf
[1941] “What are Public Private Partnerships?”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3efGM3r
[1942] “Gross Fixed Capital formation”. International Monetary Fund. Accessed September 2019. http://datahelp.imf.org/
knowledgebase/articles/536206-where-do-i-find-data-on-private-investment
[1943] “Private participation in public infrastructure and services: what is and is not a PPP”. PPP Certification. Accessed 
September 2019. https://bit.ly/326rrzK
[1944] “What is the difference between Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) net inflows and net outflows?”. The World Bank. 
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3j0Mmum
[1945] “Domestic Credit to the private sector”. Index Mundi. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/38J0cwJ

In the course of this analysis, we will select appropriate indicators within the 
categories and variables outlined by ADB.
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Figure 1: Real GDP growth of South Asian countries 1946

Source: The World Bank.

1. Macroeconomic indicators

According to the latest edition of the World 
Bank’s South Asia Economic Focus, South 
Asia is still the fastest growing region as of 
2018, with a GDP increase of 6.9 per cent, 
slightly less than 7.2 per cent registered in 
2017. 1947 The report estimates a regional 7 
per cent GDP increase in 2019, mostly driven 
by India (7.5 per cent) and Bangladesh (7.3 per 
cent). 1948 This growth is chiefly propelled by 
domestic demand, directed both internally 
and externally through large imports. 
Increases in consumption and investment 
brought about an import growth of 14.9 
per cent in 2017 and 15.6 per cent in 2018, 
almost doubling the region’s export growth. 
1949 Exports grew by only 4.6 per cent in 2017 
and 9.7 per cent in 2018. 1950

Account deficits, therefore, widened 
throughout the whole region, and they have 
generally been more difficult to fill due to the 
Federal Reserve’s tighter monetary policy. 
Capital outflows and falling stock prices 
followed – some countries also experienced 
a surge in core inflation. 1951 2019 showed 
a more positive trend, with exports slightly 
improving compared with the past year. 

Although the most difficult period for South 
Asia seems to have passed, the region 
still faces serious issues with domestic 
demand that are not being fulfilled by internal 
production. 1952

According to the World Bank, long-run 
growth can only be achieved by further 
integration of international markets, which 
in turn will sustain a more solid GDP growth 
and create more jobs.1953 Low exports 
expose the region to stronger shocks and 
make it harder to recuperate the equilibrium. 
Conversely, countries integrated into 
global markets have a better exposure to 
knowledge and greater level of ‘healthy 
competitiveness’, which leads to higher 
efficiency adjustments that over time reach 
the non-tradable sector. 1954 Efforts in this 
direction should encompass the promotion 
of a business environment by incentivizing 
entrepreneurship and focusing on human 
capital development. 

South Asia has been partially successful at 
transforming GDP growth into labour market 
growth by moderately increasing the wage 
share and number of salaried workers as a 
total percentage of population (26 per cent 

[1946] “South Asia Need More Import to Maintain Growth”. April 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.
https://bit.ly/3gQoNm8
[1947] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1948] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2DqXuAc
[1949] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1950] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1950] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1952] “Asian Development Outlook 2019”. Asian Development Bank. Accessed September 2019.
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/492711/ado2019.pdf
[1953] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1954] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
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Figure 2: Unemployment rate in 2018 1959

Source: The World Bank.

in 2016 versus 21.6 per cent in 2006), and 
decreasing unemployment (3.9 per cent in 
2017 against 4.1 per cent in 2008) 1955. Still, 
one-third of the global poor living below 
$1.90 per day – about 216 million people 
and 12.4 per cent of the regional population 
– live in South Asia. 1956 Labour markets 
struggle with several issues, including the 
low quality of available jobs, a diffused rate 
of informal employment, a large wage gap 
between different ethnicities and social 
classes, and strong pressure stemming from 
population growth. For these reasons, data 
on unemployment alone cannot effectively 
capture the state of the labour market. 
Between 1990–2016, the regional population 
increased by 50 per cent, but the formal 
labour market did not catch up with such 
rates. 1957 A low share of GDP coming from 
trade worsened the situation. Research 
shows that growth that is driven by exports 
leads to better quality jobs. It is impossible 
to achieve a high GDP rate in the long-term 
through the non-tradable sector. 1958

Poor quality and scarce availability of jobs, as 
well as rising inequality, are considered to be 
relevant indicators of job market outcomes, 

in addition to significant factors impacting the 
quality of life. In this sense, many challenges 
keep hindering labour market development 
in the region. The World Bank has predicted 
jobless growth – meaning high GDP growth 
coupled with low trade rates and scarce or 
moderate job market performance. This is 
the ‘South Asian Paradox’. 1960

Growth in South Asia is mostly driven by 
a favourable macroeconomic contingency. 
However, with the region being home 
to millions of people in extreme poverty, 
labour markets are not able to follow 
the pace of GDP growth and offer better 
living opportunities.  Additionally, high 
population growth is exerting pressure on 
job markets and undermining the quality of 
outcomes. With the labour force growing 
faster than the number of available jobs, 
fewer people enter the job market and 
job quality falls, and wage inequality and 
informal employment become widespread. 
Inefficient job markets pose a serious 
threat to the stable long-term development 
of South Asia, as well as to the quality of 
life of workers and their families, both now 
and in the future. 

[1955] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South 
Asia”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[1956] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South 
Asia”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[1957] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South 
Asia”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[1958] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[1959] “Unemployment rate”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2WaPs53
[1960]  Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in 
South Asia”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH

Research shows that 
growth that is driven 
by exports leads to 
better quality jobs
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Table 2: Ease of Doing Business ranking and overall score in South Asia  1961

Source: The World Bank.

Country
Doing Business overall ranking

(higher rank indicates poor

overall performance) 1963

Doing Business overall score
(low score indicates poor

performance) 1964

Afghanistan 167 43.77

Bangladesh 176 41.97

Bhutan 81 66.08

India 77 67.23

Maldives 139 54.43

Nepal 110 59.63

Pakistan 136 55.31

Sri Lanka 100 61.22

2. Business and investment climate  

Despite significant liberalization and 
privatization reforms undertaken in South 
Asia since 1991, the business environment 
remains restrictive. As an example, the World 
Bank reports that, as of 2016, average tariffs 
in South Asia amounted to more than double 
the global average, despite a free trade 
agreement signed in 2006. 1962

According to the World Bank, South Asian 
countries perform poorly in terms of ease 
of doing business. 1965 Most of the South 
Asian countries – particularly Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, Nepal and Pakistan – struggle with 
inadequate infrastructure and rampant 
corruption. 1966 Inefficient governmental 
bureaucratic structures and limited access 
to finances are major downside risk factors 
for business in Sri Lanka. 1967 India’s weak 
performance can be attributed to basic 
factors, such as inadequate electricity supply 
and convoluted institutional processes 
for obtaining construction permits and 
enforcing contracts. Nevertheless, the 
overall situation in South Asia is on a positive 
trend.1968 Afghanistan and India were 
featured as ‘top improvers’ in the World 

Bank’s Doing Business Report 2019. South 
Asian economies carried out a total of 19 
business reforms during the past year. 1969 
India implemented six reforms, including 
streamlining the process of obtaining 
construction permits. Afghanistan enacted 
a new insolvency law, which strengthened 
access to credit and made resolving 
insolvency easier. 1970

The Global Competitiveness Report, 
published by the World Economic Forum, 
also sheds light on the business environment 
in South Asia. According to the report, the 
South Asian business environment chiefly 
lacks innovation as well as technological 
capabilities. As a result, most South Asian 
industries deal with segments of global 
industries, especially in the services and 
manufacturing sectors. Typically, global 
firms take advantage of cheap labour and 
outsource fragments of the production or 
service chain. This is shown by the extremely 
low overall performance of countries in 
innovation indicators. R&D expenditure in 
India, the best farming country in the region, 
is only 0.66 per cent of GDP, whereas in Sri 
Lanka it is only 0.11 per cent. 1971 South Asia 
also scores low in other innovation 

[1961] “South Asia Should Remove Trade Barriers for Mutual Economic Gains: New World Bank Report”. April 2018. The 
WorldBank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZXyWq3
[1962]  “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1963] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3eiWdbo 
[1964] “Registering Property”. Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. Accessed August 2019. https://bit.ly/3flKUAy
[1965] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1966] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1967] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1968] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1969] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1970] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1971] “Global Competitiveness Report 2018”. 2018. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
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indicators, such as patent and trademark 
applications, international conventions 
and collaborations among multi-
stakeholders. 

Business dynamism is another aspect in 
which South Asian countries lag behind the 
world average. India, the best performing 
country in the region, shows promising data 
on willingness to embrace entrepreneurial 
risks and disruptive ideas, but such results 
are hindered by the scarce efficiency of 
the business regulatory environment. For 
example, starting a business in India costs 
about 14.4 per cent of income per capita 
and takes 16.5 days. 1972 In comparison, the 
average cost of starting a business for the 
entire region is 11 per cent per capita, with 
the average time to set up a business at 
13.7 days  per cent(in OECD high-income 
countries, costs are reduced to 3.1 per cent). 
1973 Time and costs also differ by gender, 
with women being more disadvantaged. 
1974 In South Asia, industries must become 
more dynamic and innovative if they want to 
compete globally in terms of value creation 
instead of merely being segments in a global 
production chain. 1975 To this end, adopting 
ICT solutions, rationalizing the business 
environment regulations and fostering 
innovation are key areas where industries 
must advance. According to the Global 
Competitiveness Index, the region’s median 
performance in fostering innovation  is about 
one-third of the global frontier. 1976 India is 
the only outlier in the region, ranked 31st in 
innovation capability, whereas Pakistan – the 
second-ranked country in South Asia – is 
ranked 75th. 1977

Infrastructure gap is a serious issue hindering 
private sector development in South Asia. 
Physical infrastructure and related services 
have improved (at least partly) in the region 
during the last 25 years, but access to 
infrastructure services (mainly to sanitation 
facilities) is extremely low. 1978 Road density 
in South Asia, with the exception of India, 

is starkly below the world average and 
railways are inadequate to support the needs 
of people and businesses. Power outages 
affect the performance of businesses, with 
an average of 25.4 outages per month in 
2017. 1979 Research shows that outages can 
reduce revenues of manufacturing firms in 
India between 5-10 per cent. In Nepal, 70 
per cent of firms are affected by outages, 
and so are more than half of the firms in 
Bangladesh. 1980 Reduced productivity in the 
short term is linked to lower efficacy of long-
term investment planning. Transportation 
issues are also a problem for 15 per cent of 
industries in Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and 
Sri Lanka, and up to 35 per cent in Nepal. 
1981 In addition, the quality of vital services is 
extremely low.  For example, safe drinking 
water reached an average of 56 per cent of 
South Asians in 2015, compared with 71 per 
cent of the global population. Only 48 per 
cent of South Asians have access to basic 
sanitation services. 1982 Infrastructure is often 
coupled with weak institutional controls, 
which in turn generate larger and more 
inefficient expenditures, and invites more 
corruption. 

[1972] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1973] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1974] “Doing Business Report 2019”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[1975]  “Global Competitiveness Report 2018”. 2018. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iO11c1
[1976]  “Global Competitiveness Report 2018”. 2018. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iO11c1
[1977]  “Global Competitiveness Report 2018”. 2018. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iO11c1
[1978] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3em8ifG
[1979] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3em8ifG
[1980] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3em8ifG
[1981] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3em8ifG
[1982] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3em8ifG
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Table 3: Performance of private sector indicators 1983 1984 1985 1986

Source: The World Bank.

Country
Gross fixed capital
formation, private

sector (per cent of GDP)

Private sector participation
in infrastructure 1990-2018

(millions of US dollars)

Foreign direct investment,
net inflows (per cent

of GDP)

Domestic credit to private
sector (per cent of GDP)

Afghanistan 167 69 0.7 3.3

Bangladesh 176 5748 1.1 46.9

Bhutan 81 219 0.1 56.1

India 77 265829 1.5 49.9

Maldives 139 518 10.5 31.8

Nepal 110 2426 0.6 87.7

Pakistan 136 27807 0.8 19

Sri Lanka 100 3175 1.8 45.4

3. Performance of private sector 
enterprises

Competition law is a key aspect affecting 
private sector performance. With the 
exception of Bhutan, all jurisdictions in South 
Asia have implemented competition laws to 
various extents, but ‘mentioned regimes’ are 
applied almost solely in India and Pakistan. 
Competition law remains ineffective in most 
jurisdictions in South Asia. Infringement 
findings and penalties are often overruled 
due to political influences, and different 
political and economic environments bring 
about different legal priorities, which in turn 
generate significant divergences across 
countries. 1987

Merger control enforcement is the main 
aspect of competition law that is being 
implemented in the region. The Competition 
Commission of India (CCI) has reviewed 
around 300-500 cases over the past five 
years. 1988 Merger control is thus becoming 
more duly enforced, sophisticated and 
intensively supervised.  For transacting 
companies that operate in the region, the 
new controls have become significant factors 
to consider. Experts believe this trend is likely 
to continue. 1989

The major ‘competition authorities’ in South 
Asia are the Competition Commission of 

India (which has been very active in its short 
life) and the Competition Commission of 
Pakistan (CCP). The CCP focuses mostly on 
domestic matters; it reviewed 69 merger 
filings in 2016. 1990 CCI and CCP adopted a 
hardline approach in the past, which led to 
very heavy fines on infringers. Nevertheless, 
this approach eventually changed, leading to 
lower fines.  CCP fines in 2016, for example, 
amounted to just $3 million, which included 
consumer protection cases. 1991Despite 
having competition laws, the remaining 
South Asian countries do not enforce 
them effectively.  Nepal and Sri Lanka do 
not encompass a merger control law, and 
competition remains essentially unapplied. 
Bangladesh adopted a competition law in 
2012 but continues to face the same issues 
and is still without an independent enforcing 
authority. Bhutan did not adopt a competition 
law due to limited capacity, and Afghanistan 
has been considering a draft law since 2011, 
with no recent signs of progress. 1992

PPPs are relatively diffused in South Asia, 
particularly in energy infrastructure, ITC 
and transport. However, as a percentage of 
GDP, PPP expenditures are low and have 
declined since the 2007 financial crisis. 1993 
According to ADB, research in South Asia 
shows that energy generation is among the 
most well-to-do sectors for PPPs, especially 
for renewables. Social sector PPPs are still 

[1983] “Gross fixed capital formation, private sector”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3gQnFyJ
[1984] “Foreign direct investment”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2OikzHr
[1985] “PPI Data”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://ppi.worldbank.org/en/ppidata
[1986] “Domestic credit to private sector ( per cent of GDP)’ The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3foaBR0
[1987] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1988] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1989] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1990] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1991] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1992] “Antitrust in Asia”. Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3eio4IC
[1993] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. Accessed September 2019. 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/454316/swp-059-infrastructure-financing-south-asia.pdf
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Table 4: Real GDP growth in South Asia 1997

Source: The World Bank.

scarcely diffused, with the exception of India, 
which implemented PPPs in health care. In 
contrast to other countries in South Asia, India’s 
developed financial markets can support long-
lasting loans to support investments, as well as 
diversified financing options.  Nevertheless, at 
the subregional level, South Asia is sufficiently 
conducive for private sector growth. States in 
India account for a very large variation in terms 
of PPP-enabling procedural costs and times. In 
2017, research revealed that the time it took to 
register a business was 24 days in Jaipur and 
18 weeks in Bhubaneshwar. 1994Much more 
is needed to make South Asia a prosperous 
environment for PPPs, such as developing 
financial instruments and facilities, diversifying 
the array of investors, implementing reliable 
PPP pipelines, and reaching out to sectors 
beyond renewable energy generation. 1995

11.2.2 Future projections of private 
sector growth in South Asia

The current outlook for South Asia foresees 
stable growth, with an acceleration in 
Afghanistan, India and Sri Lanka, and a 
stronger one in Bangladesh, Bhutan, the 
Maldives, Nepal and Pakistan. 1996

Growth will still be driven by domestic 
demand, which is expected to receive 
support from monetary and fiscal policies. 
The starkest change for South Asia is 
expected to happen in exports. 1998 

According to the World Bank, net trade 
will shift from a negative 2.1 last year to 
a negative 1 in 2019-2020. 1999 Exports 
– that stagnated in the distant past and 
then accelerated in the recent past – are 
expected to increase, and imports are 
predicated to decrease. The final result 
will be that both imports and exports are 
expected to grow at a similar pace – a major 
difference from past years.2000 Growth of 
exports, however, will be a challenge in the 
long term. This is due to several factors, 
such as trade weakening across the globe 
and structural bottlenecks affecting the 
South Asia region. Poor balances of private 
companies and financial institutions, 
unfavourable business climates and 
infrastructure gaps are serious obstacles to 
domestic and foreign investment in South 
Asia. Moreover, natural disasters may play 
an additional negative role in affecting 
economic outlook. 2001 Long-term growth 
of the private sector can be achieved only 
with structural reforms and investments, 
including narrowing the infrastructure 
gap and developing more favourable 
business and investment environments, 
as well as further improving key business 
regulations (e.g. competition laws). The 
development of human capital is also 
a major issue, together with improving 
urban management, increasing rural 
productivity and addressing informal 
unemployment. 2002

Country 2019 (expected) 2020 (forecast) 2021 (forecast)

Afghanistan 2.5 3.2 3.5

Bangladesh 7.3 7.4 7.3

Bhutan 5.4 5.4 5.2

India 7.5 7.5 7.5

Maldives 5.7 5.2 5.3

Nepal 6.0 6.1 6.2

Pakistan 3.4 2.7 4.0

Sri Lanka 3.5 3.6 3.7

[1994] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3flv1di
[1995] Jha, S. Arao, R. “Infrastructure Financing in South Asia”. 2018. Asian Development Bank. 
Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3flv1di
[1996] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38K3f7Q
[1997] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3em8pYT
[1998] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkWjR1
[1999] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkWjR1
[2000] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[2001] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[2002] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview

Poor balances of private 
companies and financial
institutions, unfavourable 
business climates and 
infrastructure gaps are 
serious obstacles 
to domestic and foreign 
investment in 
South Asia
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11.2.3 China’s impact on private 
sector growth in South Asia

China’s outbound investment has grown 
significantly in South Asia, particularly in 
Bangladesh. Pakistan and Sri Lanka are 
beneficiaries of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative and will look to benefit from 
greater Chinese investment in the period 
to 2030. However, China’s influence is 
easily overstated. Official accounts show 
Chinese divestment in Pakistan in 2018, 
and China’s investment in India is a small 
share of India’s economy.Chinese firms 
doing business abroad do not function 
the same way private sector firms do 
in much of the world. They are often 
state-owned enterprises. Even nominally 
privately held firms, such as Huawei or 

Tencent, are required to follow Chinese 
laws that give the state considerable 
influence over their operations, including 
China’s Cybersecurity Law.

The upside is in China’s growing expertise 
in particular sectors, such as in middle-value 
technology manufacturing. China could 
increasingly look to invest in South Asia 
as it moves up the value chain. However, 
the move is not without risk. Recently, 
ByteDance, a Chinese social media 
company, found its platform banned in 
India for violating local content regulations. 
Chinese firms will continue to learn how 
to operate in South Asian markets, though 
the Chinese economy – as well as its 
government and society – is increasingly 
turning inward.  

Table 5: Chinese investment into South Asia, 2018

Source: Official statistics.

Millions of US dollars Chinese investment (2018)

Afghanistan -.16

Bangladesh 543.7

Bhutan -no data-

India 206.2

Maldives -1.5

Nepal 51.2

Pakistan -198.7

Sri Lanka 7.8
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11.2.4 Implications of private 
sector growth in South Asia

Insufficient export growth and diminished 
labour-intensive job opportunities in South 
Asia may pose significant challenges for 
youth and children in the near future. Low 
exports are linked to lower wages and 
lower quality jobs. More exports per worker, 
conversely, lead to higher wages for formal-
sector workers. 2003 Higher exports are likely 
to decrease the impact of informal jobs in 
marginalized groups. Research  shows that 
trade protection is negatively correlated with 
state-level unemployment, especially when 
a large share of employment belongs to 
exporting industries. 2004 Overpopulation will 
add an additional and significant challenge, 
with an ever-increasing number of people 
searching for employment and a job market 
not able to keep pace. In India alone, 
forecasts – for 2012-2022 – indicate that 
between 8-9 million additional young people 
will join the labor force every year on average, 
increasing the workforce by about 1.6 per 
cent annually. 2005

Limited and quality-poor jobs impact children 
in South Asia in two ways. First, children are 
more likely to grow up in a house with an 
unemployed parent. Parental unemployment 
and low wages are among the main causes 
of child labour and forced begging in India. 
2006 Children who work instead of attending 
primary or secondary education do not have 
the opportunity to develop psychologically 
and physically.  In India alone, more than 
42.7 million children are out of school. 2007 

Furthermore, poor cognitive development 
in early childhood is strongly correlated 
with low socioeconomic status and 
malnutrition, and it reduces the payoff from 
subsequent investments in education. 2008 
South Asia already has low scores on early 
childhood nutrition indicators; more diffused 
unemployment will negatively affect this. 2009 

Second, job opportunities for children and 
youth may be severely diminished or virtually 
restricted to low-quality jobs by the time 
they join the workforce as young adults. 
The combination of ‘low dynamism’ in 
the business sector and lack of innovation 
hamper opportunities for skills development 
and (as a consequence) high-paying jobs.  
This creates a vicious cycle where the 
abundance of low-skilled workers generates 
capital-intensive investments that require 
additional low-skill workers, thus inhibiting 
development and business innovation. 
Additionally, low-skilled workers are more 
likely to be enticed by the informal sector, 
especially agriculture, with no social 
protection and greater exposure to livelihood 
and food insecurity for the workers’ families 
and children. 2010 Increasing the role of labour-
intensive industries may address informal 
employment in rural areas, especially for less-
educated people. 2011 Labour-intensive jobs 
promote skills development and participation 
of marginalized persons (e.g. women and 
youth) in the labour force. 2012

Furthermore, private actors are expected to 
have a larger role in providing services, such 
as education, health care, transportation and 
digitization of services (e.g. online payments, 
e-commerce and access to online education), 
with significant effects on children.

Investment in these sectors has increased 
significantly in South Asia since 2007. The 
private sector and multilateral institutions 
are becoming a prominent provider of 
early childhood care and education in 
the region. 2013 2014 In Sri Lanka, 17,000 
early childhood development centres 
serve roughly half a million children from 
3-5 years of age, and the World Bank 
is working on improving the quality of 
the service provided, including teacher 
training, programs for parents and tuition 
support for poor families. 2015

[2003] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”.
2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[2004] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”
.2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[2005] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”.
2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3gQp7RH
[2006] “Realizing Children’s Rights in India”. Humanium. Accessed September 2019. https://www.humanium.org/en/india/
[2007] “Realizing Children’s Rights in India”. Humanium. Accessed September 2019. https://www.humanium.org/en/india/
[2008] “More and Better Jobs in South Asia”. The World Bank. 2011. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/321VLvD
[2009] “More and Better Jobs in South Asia”. The World Bank. 2011. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/321VLvD
[2010] Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”.
2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[2011]  Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”.
2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[2012]  Artuc, E., Lopez-Acevedom G.m Robertson, R., Samaan, D. “Exports to Jobs: boosting the gains from trade in South Asia”.
2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/301KetH
[2013] “Early Childhood Development”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/30fa8u7
[2014] Basu, S. “Private Sector in Education: An overview”. 2012. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/2BT9FFP
[2015] “Early Childhood Development”. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2OjGKwQ
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In India, in 2014-2015, 49 per cent of urban 
and 21 per cent of rural children between 
6-10 years of age enrolled in private schools 
2016 . Nevertheless, the expansion of the 
private sector creates difficulties to both 
access and quality of services. 

Private schools and private health facilities 
are generally associated with higher fees, 
which restrict access to education or 
health care for poor children and further 
deepen inequality among classes, regions 
and gender. 2017 2018  The quality of service, 
however, does not always match the higher 
fees. In the case of Bangladesh, for example, 
children from both public and private schools 
are generally unable to pass an elementary 
level examination. This led to a surge in 
private tutoring, which has been dubbed a 
“shadow education system” and is currently 
the highest expenditure item on education 
for Bangladeshis, accounting for 29 per 
cent of all education-related costs in private 
households. 2019 In spite of this, the quality 
provided by public education and health 
care in South Asia is generally poorer than 
the private sector. Children, in general, 
do not go much beyond basic literacy.  
Research from India, Nepal and Pakistan 
indicates that children in private schools 
almost always fare better than their 
public counterparts in raw score tests. 
2020 Similarly, public sector coverage of 
basic health procedures, such as skilled 
birth attendance and routine childhood 
immunizations, differs widely among 
socioeconomic contexts. In many cases, 
the public sector provides inadequate 
services, which forces people to rely 
on the private sector. 2021 This, in turn, 
generates a very high out-of-pocket 
expenditure for families and de facto 
limits to access to health services.

Private sector involvement in service 
provision does not always imply higher fees. 

Countries like India and Pakistan have a 
large number of informal ‘budget schools’ 
that are less expensive than government 
schools, mainly due to lower teacher salaries 
and minimal infrastructure. These low-cost 
schools offer basic education to children, 
with unskilled teachers and outdated 
curricula. 2022 This severely impacts the 
quality of education received by children 
and their ability to enter into a high-skilled 
workforce. In the health care sector, gaps 
between the public and private sectors 
generate a large informal component in poor 
areas, where paramedics and midwives 
work as doctors and the quality of service 
is very poor. 2023 Both quality and access 
to services should be taken into account 
when expanding the private (for profit) 
sector to deliver key services that 
impact children.

[2016] Gandhi Kingdon, G. “The Private Schooling Phenomenon in India: A Review”. 2017. IZA Institute of Labor Economics.
Accessed September 2019. http://www.idfc.com/pdf/report/2012/IIR2012_Overview.pdf
[2017] Basu, S. “Private Sector in Education: An overview”. 2012. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/2ZZdYY6
[2018] Zaidi, S., Saligram, P., Ahmed, S., Sonderp, E., Sheikh, K. (2017). Expanding access to healthcare in South Asia. 
BMJ,357(j1645), 1-4. Accessed September 2019. https://ecommons.aku.edu/pakistan_fhs_mc_chs_chs/348
[2019] Trines, S. “Education in Bangladesh”. 2019. World Education News+Reviews. Accessed September 2019.
https://wenr.wes.org/2019/08/education-in-bangladesh
[2020] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/32987BW
[2021] Zaidi, S., Saligram, P., Ahmed, S., Sonderp, E., Sheikh, K. (2017). Expanding access to healthcare in South Asia. 
BMJ,357(j1645), 1-4. Accessed September 2019. https://ecommons.aku.edu/pakistan_fhs_mc_chs_chs/348
[2022] Basu, S. “Private Sector in Education: An overview”. 2012. Accessed September 2019 https://bit.ly/2OcCZtc
[2023] Zaidi, S., Saligram, P., Ahmed, S., Sonderp, E., Sheikh, K. (2017). Expanding access to healthcare in South Asia. 
BMJ, 357(j1645), 1-4. Accessed September 2019. https://ecommons.aku.edu/pakistan_fhs_mc_chs_chs/348
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11.3 Country Profiles

11.3.1 Private sector growth in India

11.3.1.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 7.3 per cent. 2024

Unemployment increased by 1 per cent in 2018. 2025

The balance of trade in 2018 was $15.4 billion 2026,  with a negative current account 
deficit of $15.8 billion.
India ranks 58th (scoring 62.0) in the Global Competitiveness Index 2018, gaining five 
places compared with the previous edition. 2027

Country snapshot

India’s private sector is growing slowly, 
pushed by strong real GDP growth and mild 
liberalization measures. India’s relative closure 
to foreign trade and inefficient infrastructure 
sector are severe obstacles to private sector 
growth. Recent policy changes reflect the 
intention to mitigate these obstacles. It will, 
however, take time for the private sector to 
increase its involvement in sectors that are 
currently hindered by these obstacles. 2028 

Macroeconomic indicators

India is expected to experience a robust 
expansion in the future. Twin deficits on 
the fiscal and current accounts, however, 
remain one of the weakest aspects of 
India’s macroeconomic environment. Fiscal 
pressures will continue despite rising tax 
collections as the government outspends its 
receipts to fund burgeoning development 
projects. Nevertheless, with the help of fiscal 
consolidation measures, the government is 
expected to narrow the budget deficit. 2029

Business sector environment

India has made significant progress during 
the last few years in developing the private 
sector business environment. Improvements 
have been made in streamlining the process 
of obtaining a building permit, which has 
made it faster and less expensive to obtain a 
construction permit. India has also reduced 

the time and cost to export/import through 
various initiatives, including upgrading of 
port infrastructure and allowing electronic 
submission of supporting documents with 
digital signatures. 2030 Nevertheless, India’s 
business environment is still inefficient 
due to heavy bureaucracy and ineffective 
enforcing mechanisms. According to 
the World Bank’s Doing Business Index, 
India’s score is extremely poor at enforcing 
contracts, registering property and 
starting a business, which significantly 
hinders private sector development in the 
country. 2031 India is, however, catching up 
with or even outperforming the average 
competitiveness scores among high-income 
economies, being let down only by its less-
efficient bureaucracy for business creation 
and insolvency. Innovation in India has 
accelerated, mainly due to the quality of its 
research institutions. 2032

Private sector performance

In spite of a high degree of entrepreneurship, 
business dynamism is hampered by 
administrative hurdles and a restrictive 
trade environment – both hindering growth 
in productivity. More investments are 
necessary to spur innovation beyond ‘hubs 
of excellence’ and diffuse economic growth 
more broadly. In India, service provision 
sectors, such as health, are lagging behind 
other countries in the region. 2033

[2024] “Economic Outlook for Southeast Asia, China and India 2019”. OECD. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://www.oecd.org/development/asia-pacific/01_SAEO2019_Overview_WEB.pdf
[2025] “Unemployment rate”. Trading Economics. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iToDfC
[2026] “Trade balance”. CEIC Data. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ARh5c2
[2027] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
[2028] “Economic Outlook for Southeast Asia, China and India 2019”. OECD. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://www.oecd.org/development/asia-pacific/01_SAEO2019_Overview_WEB.pdf
[2029] “Macroeconomic environment”. The Economist Intelligence unit. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/323OnzE
[2030] https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploreeconomies/india
[2031] “Doing Business 2019”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZXDkFC
[2032] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
[2033] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
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11.3.1.2 Implications for children in India

Employment inequality

Inequality is a major issue of concern 
in India. The rigid, capital-intensive 
labour market offers scarce, poor quality 
employment opportunities. Employment 
is unevenly distributed among racial, 
social and regional groups, with people 
belonging to scheduled castes, scheduled 
tribes and Muslim communities being 
especially disadvantaged. 2034 The ensuing 
wealth inequality creates a divide in the 
Indian population, which deeply affects 
children 2035. Evidence shows that, in 
India, the neonatal mortality rate is 14.6 
per cent for the highest wealth quintile 
and 40.7 per cent for the lowest,  per cent 
2036 and the infant mortality rate is 19.8 
per cent for the highest wealth quintile 
and 56.3 per cent for the lowest. 2037 In 
the same population segments, under-five 
mortality rates are 22.6 per cent for the 
highest quintile and 71.7 per cent for the 
lowest.  Wealth is also strongly correlated 
with severe stunting, severe wasting 
and severe underweight indicators for 
children. 

Education inequality in public/
private schooling and urban/rural 
areas

India has the strongest private sector 
involvement in education in the region. 
With an abundance of underperforming 
public schools, many parents prefer to 
send their children to privately managed 
schools. However, the diffusion of 
private schools is not uniform. Private 
schools tend to concentrate in urban 
areas, where about 55 per cent of 
the children attend private primary 
schools and lower secondary schools. 
2038 In rural areas, the scarce number 
of schools and low availability of funds 

give different results – only 19 per cent 
of children attend private schools. 2039 
These numbers are particularly relevant 
because research shows that privately 
schooled children perform better than 
their public counterparts. Less than 20 
per cent of children 8-11 years of age 
in public schools can solve a division 
problem, while over 30 per cent of 
children of the same age group in 
private schools can do so 2040. A similar 
observation can be made for reading 
and writing. Despite this, the schooling 
level remains very low. In India, just 
over 30 per cent of students 8-11 years 
of age can solve a basic math problem, 
and fewer than 50 per cent can read 
a story. 2041 Among private schools, 
the phenomenon of budget schools – 
unregulated private schools in poor areas 
that have lower fees than private schools 
– is particularly concerning. Some of 
these schools may improve access to 
education for children in low-income 
areas, but they often only possess basic 
infrastructure and resources. Teachers 
tend to be underqualified and underpaid, 
and educational outcomes for children 
are lower than in private schools. 2042

[2034] Dhutta, D. “Mind the Gap: the state of employment in India”. 2019. Oxfam. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZWPte2
[2035] https://ideas.repec.org/p/ess/wpaper/id10547.html
[2036] “Wealth, inequality and children’s right to survival in India”. Down To Earth. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://bit.ly/3eraqmI
[2037] “Wealth, inequality and children’s right to survival in India”. Down To Earth. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://bit.ly/3eraqmI
[2038] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/324R83T
[2039] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/324R83T
[2040] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/324R83T
[2041] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, 
Opportunities, and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/324R83T
[2042] Zaidi, S., Saligram, P., Ahmed, S., Sonderp, E., Sheikh, K. (2017). Expanding access to healthcare in South Asia. 
BMJ, 357(j1645), 1-4. Accessed September 2019. https://ecommons.aku.edu/pakistan_fhs_mc_chs_chs/348
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11.3.2 Private sector growth in Bangladesh

11.3.2.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 7.3 per cent. 2043

Unemployment increased by 0.1 per cent in 2018. 2044

The balance of trade was $1.2 billion in July 2019, and the current account recorded a 
surplus of $182.5 million in June 2019. 2045

Bangladesh scored 52.08 points out of 100 on the 2018 Global Competitiveness 
report published by the World Economic Forum, ranking 102nd. 2046

Country snapshot

Bangladesh’s economy is growing steadily, 
with increased consumption spurred 
by surging real wages. Exports (mostly 
anchored to capital-intensive production) 
continue to remain low compared with 
imports, presenting a challenge to improve 
the quality of job availability. 2047 Private 
sector competitiveness is hindered by a 
poor business environment, with costly 
and lengthy procedures as well as corrupt 
and inefficient institutions and poor 
infrastructure. 2048

Macroeconomic indicators

GDP is growing at a very high rate in 
Bangladesh thanks to robust internal 
demand. Consumption is increasing by about 
10 per cent annually, accounting for 70 per 
cent of GDP. 2049 Expatriate remittances, as 
well as the manufacturing and agricultural 
sectors, are the main drivers of increasing 
demand. The private sector is hindered by 
low value-added production, low exports and 
diffused unemployment. Even when sizeable 
export industries are active (e.g. the ready-
to-wear clothing sector), the balance of trade 
is offset by imports, which grow at a faster 
rate. 2050

Business sector environment

According to the Global Competitiveness 
Report, the business sector’s main 
challenges are the cost and time of doing 

business, poor insolvency regulatory 
framework, scarcity of innovative companies, 
and tariff and non-tariff barriers. 2051 Despite 
having macroeconomic growth that is 
partially stable (e.g. in the ICT and health 
sectors), Bangladesh is behind most 
South Asian countries in terms of skills 
development, labour market stability and 
business sector dynamism. 2052 Corruption 
is a significant factor hindering private 
sector development in Bangladesh. Scarce 
infrastructure and a gargantuan bureaucracy 
are further elements that negatively impact 
GDP growth.

Private sector performance

Private sector performance is hampered 
by a set of issues. First, foreign direct 
investments (FDIs) remain low at 1 per 
cent. 2053 Net FDI inflow totalled $910 
million in the first half of FY19, compared 
with $823 million in the first half of FY18. 
2054 Second, poor infrastructure undermines 
growth opportunities. To be an appealing 
destination for business segments, 
Bangladesh must have reliable, readily 
available resources, such as electricity, gas 
and land. Third, regulatory predictability is 
scarce. Property rights are insecure and 
restrain investment. Businesses suffer from 
inconsistencies in policy implementation, 
and the lack of a technical supervisory 
body contributes to the uneven and 
unpredictable application of laws. 2055

[2043] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2Zi9ZGM
[2044] “Unemplyment Rate.Trading Economics. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3h1D53t
[2045] “Bangladesh”. CEICdata. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2OdmYTZ
[2046] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019.
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
[2047]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2048]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2049] “Major economic indicators”. Coface. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2W60QiA
[2050]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2051] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iVkIin
[2052] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iVkIin
[2053]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2054]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2055]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
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11.3.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh

Scarce and unequal employment 
opportunities

During the period 2010-2017, Bangladesh’s 
unemployment rate increased by 6.4 
percentage points, scoring among the 
highest in South Asia. 2056 Employment 
is not evenly distributed among social 
classes and gender due to sociocultural 
pressure. The number of female youths 
that are unemployed and not undergoing 
education or training is four times larger 
than the corresponding male population. 
Surveys reveal that 36 per cent of women 
and 57 per cent of men believe that it is not 
acceptable for women to have paid jobs 
outside of the home. 2057 Unemployment is 
also high, even for educated people. About 
10.7 per cent of youths with a tertiary level 
degree are unemployed. 2058 In addition, 
the jobs are often of poor quality. The share 
of vulnerable (55 per cent) and informal 
employment (80 per cent) as a percentage 
of total employment is high. 2059 Poverty and 
insecurity stemming from unemployment 
– especially when unevenly distributed 
among social segments – have significant 
repercussions on children’s access to a 
healthy and stable diet, health services 
and education. Consequently, one-third of 
stunted and underweight children under 5 
years of age are at risk of failing to reach 
their development potential. 2060 Figures for 
stunting and wasting among children under 
five 5 years of age are higher if the mother is 
under age 18 at the time of her baby’s birth. 
2061 A child’s inability to reach development 
potential has long-term effects on their 
future academic achievement and economic 
productivity, as well as on their health. 2062

Challenges of private education

Due to a poor public school system, 
privately managed schools are common 

in Bangladesh. About 39 per cent of 
children in urban areas and 16 per 
cent in rural ones attend primary and 
lower secondary private schools. 2063 
Higher secondary level performances 
are even higher, with private schools 
totalling a staggering 70 per cent (on 
average) in urban and rural areas. 2064 
Increased private sector participation 
contributes to improved access to 
education, especially for girls at the 
primary level. In 2000, the net primary 
school enrolment rate was 80 per cent, 
whereas in 2015 it was 98 per cent. 2065 
Such results were achieved thanks to 
the collaboration with the private sector 
in PPPs and in community schools. The 
latter, named Reaching-out-of-School-
Children (ROSC) schools, is funded by 
the government and privately managed 
by communities. ROSC operates 
with more flexible norms than regular 
primary schools to tackle the needs 
of local children. More than 15,000 
ROSCs have educated more than 
500,000 children with learning levels 
similar to those in regular government 
schools, and at half the cost. 2066 

[2056]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2057]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2058]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2059]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2060]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2061]  “Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2062] ““Bangladesh Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3iSaEGQ
[2063] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, Opportunities, 
and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2W88au2
[2064] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, Opportunities, 
and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2W88au2
[2065] “Bangladesh: Ensuring Education for All Bangladeshis”. The World Bank. 2016. Accessed September 2019.
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2016/10/07/ensuring-education-for-all-bangladeshis
[2066] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, Opportunities, 
and Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2W88au2
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Nevertheless, the education level among 
public and private schools remains low. 
The introduction of an elementary level 
examination brought about an enormous 
diffusion of private tutoring, which has been 
dubbed a ‘shadow education system’. 2067 

According to surveys, the cost of private 
coaching is the highest expenditure item 
on education for Bangladeshis, accounting 

for 29 per cent of all education-related 
costs in private households. 2068 The 
government unsuccessfully tried to outlaw 
private tutoring, but this practice remains 
entrenched, not only because parents 
keep requesting it, but also because 
schoolteachers frequently pressure children 
to pay for private tutoring under threat of low 
grades or other punitive measures. 2069

[2067] Trines, S. “Education in Bangladesh”. 2019. World Education News+Reviews. Accessed September 2019.
https://wenr.wes.org/2019/08/education-in-bangladesh
[2068] Trines, S. “Education in Bangladesh”. 2019. World Education News+Reviews. Accessed September 2019.
https://wenr.wes.org/2019/08/education-in-bangladesh
[2069] Trines, S. “Education in Bangladesh”. 2019. World Education News+Reviews. Accessed September 2019.
https://wenr.wes.org/2019/08/education-in-bangladesh
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11.3.3 Private sector growth in Bhutan

11.3.3.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 4.6 per cent. 2070

Unemployment amounted to 2.2 per cent in 2018. 2071

The external balance of goods and services was negative, with a deficit of $551.368 
million in December 2017. 2072

People living below the international poverty line of $1.90 per day (at purchasing 
power parity) fell from 8 per cent in 2007 to 1.5 per cent in 2017. 2073

Country snapshot

In the last decade, Bhutan was one of the 
fastest-growing economies in the world. 
Between 2007-2017, it averaged an annual 
growth of 7.6 per cent, more than double the 
global average of 3.2 per cent. 2074 Despite 
a reduction in poverty, Bhutan is facing 
key risks, such as delays in hydropower 
construction, scarce donor financing, policy 
uncertainty and adverse weather events.  
 
Macroeconomic indicators

During the last year, growth in Bhutan 
was mostly driven by the services 
sector, especially hotels and restaurants, 
retail trade and transportation. The high 
growth experienced in the past decade 
helped to alleviate extreme poverty. 
The number of people living below 
the international poverty line of $1.90 
per day (at purchasing power parity) 
dwindled from 8 per cent in 2007 to 
1.5 per cent in 2017. 2075 The new five-
year plan (2019-2023) will focus on 
decentralization from national to local 
governments, and it will almost double 
the share of resources allocated, as well 
as increase the authority and functions 
of regional governments. 2076 Exports 
are expected to increase due to the 
internationalization of new hydropower 
plants. 2077

Business sector environment

According to the 2019 edition of the Doing 
Business report, Bhutan lost six positions, 
falling from 75th to 81st. 2078 The slower 
pace of reforms made Bhutan rank second in 
South Asia, only after India. The main issues 
in Bhutan lie in the regulatory environment 
for protecting minority investors and in the 
process of starting a business. Although 
paying taxes was simplified by introducing an 
online platform for filing corporate personal 
income tax returns, Bhutan has mostly 
undertaken reforms to simplify investment 
regulations that will take time to reflect 
in international rankings. According to the 
World Bank, areas related to access to credit, 
market and skilled labour are hindering 
private sector development. 2079

Private sector performance

The private sector is still nascent in 
Bhutan. Several factors have constrained 
its development: lack of skills, small 
size of the internal market with limited 
exposure to foreign opportunities, 
and lack of competition. 2080 Further, 
dependence on state-led hydropower 
activities and unique geography have 
made it difficult for the private sector to 
improve. Non hydropower-related FDIs 

[2070] “Bhutan annual growth rate”. Trading Economics. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2Zi4Iio
[2071] “Unemployment rate”. Trading Economics. 2019. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/2Cvl91R
[2072] “Bhutan balance of trade”. Trading Economics. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38RpqsD 
[2073] Laden, T. “An update on Bhutan’s economy”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3ejXhLW
[2074] Laden, T. “An update on Bhutan’s economy”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3ejXhLW
[2075] Laden, T. “An update on Bhutan’s economy”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3ejXhLW
[2076] Laden, T. “An update on Bhutan’s economy”. 2018. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/3ejXhLW
[2077] “Exports Wanted”. The World Bank South Asia Economic Forum. 2019. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31498/9781464814075.pdf
[2078] “Bhutan Ranks Second in Doing Business in South Asia amid Reform Slowdown”. The World Bank. 2018. Acessed
September 2019. https://bit.ly/2DzgMUf
[2079] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019.
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/pdf/10.1596/31236
[2080] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019.https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/pdf/10.1596/31236
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are minimal, lower than the average in 
South Asia and middle-income countries. 
2081 Moreover, in the 2010s, the share of 
the public sector averaged 43 per cent, 
above the regional average. 2082

11.3.3.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Education and employment challenges

The primary education system, although 
close to achieving universal primary 
enrolment, suffers from classroom 
overcrowding and admission pressure 
on secondary schooling. Education 
performances for children, in both private 
and public schools, are generally low. 
Research indicates that Class IV has the 

highest overall primary education repetition 
rate for 2001/2002-2006/2007, at 11.8 per 
cent. 2083 Many children have major gaps 
in understanding, and research indicates 
that if they do not acquire key skills – such 
as English or mathematics – at the primary 
level, they will encounter serious challenges 
at a later time. 2084 Low learning outcomes 
are coupled with a relatively low share of 
people who managed to complete expected 
years of schooling. This is reflected in 
Bhutan’s low gross tertiary enrolment rate 
compared with neighboring countries. As of 
2016, 63 per cent of Bhutan’s labour force 
lacked formal education, and only 5 per cent 
completed some form of tertiary education. 
2085 Furthermore, creeping inequality is taking 
place in education across urban and rural 
areas. Private schools are mostly located in 

[2081] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019.
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/pdf/10.1596/31236
[2082] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019.
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/pdf/10.1596/31236
[2083] “BHUTAN EDUCATION BLUEPRINT 2014-2024”. Bhutan Ministry of Education. 2014. Accesses September 2019.
https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/bhutan_education_blueprint_2014-2024.pdf
[2084] “BHUTAN EDUCATION BLUEPRINT 2014-2024”. Bhutan Ministry of Education. 2014. Accesses September 2019.
https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/bhutan_education_blueprint_2014-2024.pdf410 Education.
[2085] Furthermore, creeping inequality is taking place in education acrossurban and rural areas. Private schools are 
mostly located in urban areas, andparents in rural zones are not financially able to send their children to them.
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urban areas, and parents in rural zones are 
not financially able to send their children to 
them. 2086 Flaws in the education system 
reflect a skill shortage in the labour market. 
With the public sector employing most of the 
high-skilled workers and the private sector 
being mostly capital-intensive, low-quality 
jobs are highly diffused. 2087 Agriculture 
accounts for 70 per cent of the jobs in the 
private sector, both formally and informally. In 
2016, 67 per cent of youth with a bachelor’s 
degree were unemployed; the general youth 
unemployment rate reached 13 per cent in 
the same year. 2088  

Low involvement of private sector in 
health care

Bhutan is facing critical challenges in 
the health care sector. Although health 
and nutrition outcomes are among the 
best in South Asia, socioeconomic and 
geographic disparities remain. Higher 
infant and under-five mortality rates 
are registered in the eastern region 
of the country, compared with the 
western and central regions.  Under-five 
mortality in rural areas is twice that in 
urban areas. 2089 Additionally, 20 per 
cent of children under 5 years of age are 
stunted. 2090 As the country develops, 
significant changes in lifestyle are 
occurring, leading to the emergence of 
new health challenges, especially in the 
field of mental health, for both children 
and adults. 2091 In this context, private 
sector engagement in health care is 
limited to private diagnostic centres 
(generally for the screening of foreign 
workers) and private retail pharmacies 
in major district towns. 2092 With free 
health care provided to both Bhutanese 
and foreigners residing in the country, 
maintaining health system performance 
in terms of quality is key, and falling 
budget allocations to health exacerbate 
this problem. 2093

[2086]“BHUTAN EDUCATION BLUEPRINT 2014-2024”. Bhutan Ministry of Education. 2014. Accesses September 2019.
https://bit.ly/3flWM5l 
[2087]  “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019. https://bit.ly/2CvgrRG
[2088]  “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019. https://bit.ly/38Nz0wB 
[2089] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019. https://bit.ly/38Nz0wB 
[2090] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019. https://bit.ly/38Nz0wB 
[2091] “Bhutan development report”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed september 2019. https://bit.ly/38Nz0wB 
[2092] Adhikari, D.“Healthcare and Happiness in the Kingdom of Bhutan”. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3elyQ0w
[2093] Adhikari, D.“Healthcare and Happiness in the Kingdom of Bhutan”. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3elyQ0w
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11.3.4 Private sector growth in Nepal

11.3.4.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 7.1 per cent. 2094

Unemployment was 3.2 per cent in 2017. 2095

Nepal’s trade balance recorded a deficit of $877.4 million in 2019. 2096

Nepal scored 50.79 points out of 100 in the 2018 Global Competitiveness Report 
published by the World Economic Forum. The Competitiveness Index in Nepal 
averaged 11.28 points from 2007-2018, reaching an all-time high of 50.79 points in 
2018 and a record low of 3.34 points in 2010. 2097

Country snapshot

GDP growth in Nepal was estimated at 
7.1 per cent in FY2019, driven mainly by 
agriculture sectors, tourism sector and 
remittance-based consumption. 2098 Low 
exports continue to negatively affect the 
balance of trade, and risks connected to 
dependence on remittances are high. Scarce 
human capital is negatively affecting private 
sector development. 2099

Macroeconomic indicators

High GDP growth for 2019 was mostly 
based on the service sector (expected to 
grow 7.5 per cent) and agriculture (due to 
favourable monsoons).2100 In particular, the 
service sector received a boost in retail, hotel 
and restaurant areas. Increased tourism 
and remittance-based consumption fueled 
the growth. Although imports decreased, 
they still remained very high compared 
with persistently low exports. Budget 
underspending and tax increases are likely to 
result in a reduced fiscal deficit. 2101

Business sector environment

According to Nepali firms, private sector 
development and movement up the value 
chain is strongly hampered by the lack of 
needed skills. 2102 Company competitiveness 
is not improving as firms are unable to 
scale-up production. Human capital is the 
main obstacle, as it affects growth indirectly 

by decreasing capital/technology/innovation 
productivity. Investments in human capital in 
Nepal will result in strong returns and will led 
to more growth. 2103

Private sector performance

Growth in Nepal during the past three 
years was mostly driven by private sector 
expansion. A surge in service and tourism-
related activities increased the supply side 
of growth. 2104 On the demand side, growth 
was boosted by private investment and 
consumption. A survey revealed that the 
two main obstacles that private firms have 
experienced in the recent past are political 
instability and limited access to electricity. 
2105 Now, both are being tackled successfully. 
Political stability and improved access lower 
country risks, reduce interest rates and lower 
the cost of capital, thus promoting private 
sector engagement. 2106

11.3.4.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan

Low human capital

Low quality of human capital is one of 
the main factors hindering private sector 
development. Without adequate skills, firms 
are stuck in capital-intensive activities and are 
unable to scale-up production. Intervention to 
promote human capital will have remarkable 

[2094] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38LfD7o
[2095] “Unemplyment Rate.Trading Economics. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38LVwWR
[2096] “Nepal”. CEICdata. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/nepal/trade-balance
[2097] Schwab, K. “The Global Competitiveness Index 2018”. World Economic Forum. 
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3281CPP
[2098] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZZLXj8
[2099] “Nepal Development Update”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkFTrL
[2100] “Nepal Development Update”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkFTrL
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[2106] “Nepal Development Update”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkFTrL
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effects. In addition, child undernourishment 
is a serious issue as it decreases the learning 
potential and future productivity of children.

Nepal’s stunting rate of 36 per cent 
is high compared with international 
benchmarks, and in 2016 anaemia 
affected 53 per cent of children. 2107 
Improving nutrition can increase GDP by 
as much as 11 per cent. 2108

Significant improvements are needed 
for schooling outcomes. Children 
starting school at age 4 should complete 
11.7 years of schooling by age 18. 
Nevertheless, the quality of education 
is so poor that learning outcomes 
correspond to 6.9 years of schooling. 
2109  On average, Nepali children lose 
4.8 years of schooling due to poor 
quality. In this context, one additional 
year of schooling in Nepal can raise an 
individual’s earnings by 8-10 per cent. 
2110 Finally, research shows that children 
do not receive enough psychosocial 
stimulation. With improved stimulation 
during the early years, a child’s income 
can increase by up to 25 per cent. 2111 

According to the Human Capital Index, 
children born in Nepal today will only 
be 49 per cent as productive when they 
grow up as they could be if they enjoyed 
complete education and full health. 2112

High cost of private sector health care

The Nepalese private health sector has 
expanded rapidly, from 16 private hospitals 
in 1990 to 301 in 2014. 2113 High fees charged 

by private facilities create inequality in 
access, and this is worsened by the fact that 
providers are mostly located in urban areas. 
Patients who are poor utilize health services 
less than wealthier patients, despite having 
a higher incidence of reported illnesses. 
However, studies have found that about 
63 per cent of people with an acute illness 
use the private sector regardless of their 
economic status, due to lack of trust in the 
public health system. 2114 As a result, out of 
pocket payments account for 55 per cent 
of total health expenditure, and financial 
protection for patients is poor. 2115 The state 
of the health sector is reflected in health 
indicators for children:  the neonatal mortality 
rate (rate of death during the first 28 days 
after birth) is high at 21 deaths per 1000 live 
births, and under-five mortality is 39 deaths 
per 1000 live births. 2116  These findings vary 
in terms of a person’s wealth – the neonatal 
mortality rate doubles in the poorest quintile 
compared with the richest one. 2117 Evidence 
also shows that when people have to pay 
fees or co-payments for health care, the 
amount can be high in relation to income, 
resulting in financial catastrophe for the 
individual or household. 2118 

Research on Nepal shows that the 
proportion of households with catastrophic 
health spending varies from 20.3-9.8 per 
cent according to the health expense 
threshold utilized. 2119 This has serious 
implications for children, since unforeseen 
high expenditures can force people to cut 
down on children’s necessities, such as 
food, clothing and education. 2120
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11.3.5 Private sector growth in Sri Lanka

11.3.5.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 3.2 per cent. 2121

The unemployment rate in Sri Lanka increased to 4.90 per cent in the second quarter 
of 2019. 2122

The trade balance recorded a deficit of $717.4 million in July 2019. 2123

Sri Lanka scored 56 out of 100 points on the 2018 Global Competitiveness Report 
published by the World Economic Forum. The Competitiveness Index in Sri Lanka 
averaged 12.80 points between 2007-2018, reaching an all-time high of 56.38 points 
in 2017 and a record low of 3.84 points in 2007. 2124

Country snapshot

After 30 years of civil war – which ended in 
2009 – Sri Lanka’s GDP grew an average of 
5.8 per cent between 2010-2017, with a slight 
slowdown in the last few years. 2125

Currently, Sri Lanka’s central government 
debt level is high, reaching 83 per cent of 
GDP. The country is transitioning to middle-
income status, borrowing at a level that 
magnifies costs and risks. 2126

Macroeconomic indicators

Poverty declined from 15.3 per cent in 
2006/2007 to 4.1 per cent in 2016. 2127 
Nevertheless, 2018 was a challenging 
year for Sri Lanka:  growth slowed 
down, currency depreciated and fuel 
prices surged. Current account deficit 
increased despite increased exports. 
High interest expenditures, however, 
concealed the fiscal improvement, which 
resulted in a surplus in the fiscal account. 
Adverse domestic political developments 
caused currency depreciation pressures, 
reducing international reserves. 2128

Business sector environment

Various regulatory simplifications in the 
business environment have been carried 

out, such as the procedures for property 
registration and construction permits, 
resulting in a 10-notch jump in the Doing 
Business ranking of Sri Lanka. 2129 However, 
the challenging political environment has 
slowed the reform agenda and remains the 
key risk to a favorable medium-term outlook.
According to the Global Competitiveness 
Index, Sri Lanka’s workforce has the highest 
amount of schooling (9.8 years) in South 
Asia, and also has the most modern utility 
infrastructure in the region. 2130

Private sector performance

FDIs currently account for 2 per cent of 
GDP. 2131 Investments have been pushed 
away from high value-added global 
production industries and have focused 
on infrastructure. This can temporarily 
boost employment and growth, but these 
investments will have virtually no long-term 
impact. Furthermore, high infrastructure FDI 
relies on a few large infrastructure deals that 
are unlikely to be replicated and sustained 
over time. A significant share of FDIs in the 
manufacturing and service industries are 
related to traditional sectors and local market-
oriented activities with low value-added, 
where productivity gains are small. 2132
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11.3.5.2 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Informal employment and human 
capital development

The private sector labour market mostly 
consist of informal sector jobs, which imply 
low skills, low wage and low social protection 
for individuals. As of 2015, 71 per cent of all 
private sector jobs in Sri Lanka were informal, 
and 61 per cent of Sri Lankan people were 
employed in the informal sector. 2133 The 
abundance of informal jobs poses a threat to 
household and children’s economic well-
being due to low wages, scarce job security 
and limited social protection. In addition, 
diffused low-skills and capital-intensive jobs 
do not promote human capital development, 
which in turn affects children’s well-being 
as well as the country’s economic growth. 
Research shows that both education and 
good health are essential to earnings and 
growth, as educated and healthy individuals 
are more productive. 2134 Educated people 
also take better care of the health and 
nutrition of their children. 2135 Additionally, 
good nutrition during pregnancy and in early 
childhood are associated with higher levels of 
cognitive performance later in life. 2136 Good 
health during childhood also improves school 
attendance and learning. 2137 Nevertheless, 
Sri Lanka scored only 58 per cent in the 
World Bank’s Human Capital Index, meaning 
that a child born in Sri Lanka will be 58 per 
cent as productive in adulthood compared 
with their full potential. 2138 Although Sri 
Lanka performs well on the probability of 
children surviving to age 5, the expected 
number of years of schooling, and the 
probability of adults surviving to age 60, the 
country does less well on learning outcomes 
and stunting rates. 2139

Poor private sector penetration in 
education

About one-third of children enrolled in 
schools in South Asia attend private schools, 

but Sri Lanka is one of the few exceptions in 
the region. 2140 Legal restrictions, since 1961, 
constrain private sector expansion, and less 
than 1 per cent of the schools in the country 
are private schools. 2141 

In Sri Lanka, low penetration of private 
schooling and inefficient performance of 
the public system are serious hindrances 
to children’s development. Issues such as 
uneven distribution of schools, inadequate 
school infrastructure facilities, poor teacher 
training, inefficient teaching methods – 
including corporal punishment and lack of 
facilities for children with disabilities – are 
some of the factors that result in children 
being excluded from school, being unable 
to complete a school cycle, or having 
insufficient learning outcomes. 

Widespread statements on public school 
quality and overcrowding in competitive 
urban schools have spurred demand for 
education in Sri Lanka’s growing number 
of private schools. 2142 The private sector 
remains relatively small, and private 
school attendance is mostly limited to 
wealthier segments of society in urban 
centres, thereby fueling inequality among 
classes, and between urban and rural 
areas. 2143
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11.3.6 Private sector growth in the Maldives

11.3.6.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 7.9 per cent. 2144

The unemployment rate increased to 6.1 per cent in 2018. 2145

A trade deficit of $224.20 million was recorded in April of 2019. 2146

According to the latest World Bank annual ratings on the ease of doing business, the 
Maldives ranked 136 in 2017 and 139 in 2018, among 190 economies. 2147

Country snapshot

According to the World Bank, the Maldives 
has been a development success. 2148 
The country enjoyed strong growth paired 
with infrastructure and connectivity 
development. In addition, the Maldives 
provides excellent public services, along 
with a literacy rate approaching 100 per 
cent and life expectancy over 77 years. 
Real GDP growth over the past five 
years averaged 6.3.2149 However, the 
private sector in the Maldives is generally 
underdeveloped, with the exception 
of tourism. International investment 
is hindered by past political instability 
and other factors, such as ambiguous 
foreign investment laws, weak property 
rights and government screening of 
foreign investors.2150 On the domestic 
side, expensive credit and limited 
access to financial services impede the 
development of a vibrant domestic private 
sector. 

Macroeconomic indicators

GDP growth in 2018 was 7.9  per cent, 
averaging 6.3  per cent over the past 
five years. 2151 The country’s GDP per 
capita reached $11,151 in 2017, compared 
with $200 in 1978, mostly promoted by 
construction, tourism, communications, 
transport and fisheries. 2152 High debt and a 
high fiscal deficit pose risks to increases in 
expenditure or reduced taxes, particularly in 
case of a downturn in tourism, thus leaving 

the country with almost no instruments to 
stabilize the economy. 2153 Being dependent 
on imports, such as goods and fuels, further 
exposes the country to exchange rate 
fluctuation risks.   2154

Business sector environment

The tourism sector plays a key role in 
the Maldives’ economy.  Incentivizing 
businesses, promoting entrepreneurship 
and increasing investments are vital to the 
tourism industry. Nevertheless, the Maldives 
has been dropping in the Doing Business 
rankings and seems to be unable to make 
the needed business environment reforms 
to increase business activity. The Maldives is 
currently ranked 139 in the Doing Business 
rankings among 191 countries. 2155 In the 
latest edition, the country ranked slightly 
above the regional South Asian average in 
starting a business and getting construction 
permit indicators. 

Nevertheless, the Maldives lags behind 
in registering property and enforcing 
contracts, both vital to business 
development. In addition, the country is 
also relatively weak in getting electricity, 
trading across borders and resolving 
insolvency. 2156 The current Maldives’ 
business environment is likely to reduce 
efficiency in cross-border trades, 
increase transportation costs and hinder 
development. 
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Private sector performance

FDI flows to the Maldives have increased in 
the last few years, although they are still low. 
In 2018, they accounted for $552 million, an 
increase from $493 million in 2017, due to 
large-scale tourism projects and investments 
in wholesale and construction. 2157 
Nevertheless, private sector performance 
is hindered by the government screening 
foreign investment and a high share of 
state-owned companies, which distorts 
the economy. Access to credit is costly, 
and limited availability of financial services 
prevent private companies from thriving. 

11.3.6.2 Implications for children in the 
Maldives

Underdeveloped private sector and 
youth unemployment

Scarce economic diversification in 
the private sector results in youth 
unemployment, which has soared to 
15.2 per cent (much higher in Malé, 
the capital). The limited  diversification 
also maintains a low rate of female 
participation in the workforce. 2158 Young 
males are 1.5 times more likely to be 
unemployed than young females and 
six times more likely to be unemployed 
than their adult counterparts. 2159 On top 
of this, 25 per cent of Maldivian youth 
are not being educated (or in some 
form of training) or are unemployed. 2160 
Unemployed or undereducated youth 
tend to drift towards dangerous gang-
related activities or drug abuse. Evidence 
suggests that unemployment leads to 
insufficient salaries and is a major factor 
driving youth into gangs. 2161

Limited availability of services and 
gang violence

Limited private sector integration coupled 
with the unique geography of the Maldives 
results in scarce availability of services. In 
Malé, 10 per cent of young students are 
living without their parents. 2162 A large part 
of these students are child migrants who 
left their island for educational opportunities 
that are unavailable in their home territory. 

Against this backdrop, children and youth 
can find themselves at the centre of 
crime, gang violence and drug abuse. An 
increasing number of children in Malé take 
part in gang activities, crime and drug use. 
This phenomenon does not only concern 
child migrants, although they are particularly 
vulnerable. Evidence shows that a large 
part of juvenile delinquent children have 
experienced physical, sexual or emotional 
abuse in the past. 2163 Of the cases referred 
to the Maldives’ Juvenile Justice Unit in 
2017, 43 per cent were drug-related, 24 per 
cent involved theft, and 22 per cent were 
related to violent assault. 2164
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11.3.7 Private sector growth in Pakistan

11.3.7.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 5.8 per cent. 2165

The unemployment rate in Pakistan decreased to 5.70 per cent in 2017. 2166

The trade balance recorded a deficit of $1.8 billion in August 2019. 2167

Pakistan scored 51.08 out of 100 points on the 2018 Global Competitiveness Report 
published by the World Economic Forum. 2168

Country snapshot

Pakistan experienced robust growth in 2018, 
mostly fueled by accommodative monetary 
and fiscal policies. The increase in fiscal 
deficit is expected to be reversed in the next 
few years after the government tightens 
fiscal and monetary policies and implements 
structural reforms designed to improve the 
business environment. The reforms – which 
are already being implemented – aim to 
improve competitiveness and lower the cost 
of doing business, thus promoting private 
sector development. 

Macroeconomic indicators

Pakistan’s GDP grew by 5.8 per cent in 2018, 
chiefly propelled by internal consumption, 
which in turn was driven by accommodative 
fiscal and monetary policies, 2169 some 
of which increased macroeconomic 
imbalances.  The current account deficit 
reached 6.1 per cent of GDP in FY18, 2170 
reflecting an increasing trade deficit. Imports 
have accelerated steadily, driven by domestic 
demand, whereas exports have struggled to 
keep pace. 2171

Business sector environment

Pakistan scored 107th out of 140 
countries in the latest edition of the Global 
Competitiveness Index.2172 The Index ranked 
Pakistan very favourably (the second-highest 
country in South Asia) in terms of business 

dynamism. Nevertheless, despite performing 
relatively well in business dynamism, it 
scores the lowest in ICT adoption (127th) and 
skills (125th), highlighting the challenge for 
urbanization and modernization. 2173  Pakistan 
also scores particularly low in the subsectors 
related to violence, crime or terrorism, and 
where the police are considered unreliable. 
Research shows a close connection 
between organized crime and reliability of the 
police. 2174

Private sector performance

In addition to slower growth, a balance 
of payments crisis and a fiscal deficit, 
Pakistan is experiencing a lack of 
investment and savings. The reported 
gross fixed capital formation as a 
percentage of GDP in the private sector 
was 10  per cent of GDP in 2017, whereas 
the regional average was 23.2  per 
cent. 2175 Similarly, value addition by the 
manufacturing sector as a percentage of 
GDP was the highest ever in 2005, peaking 
at 17.5  per cent and falling to 12  per cent 
in 2017, slightly below the average for the 
region at 14.8  per cent. 2176 Investment by 
domestic producers is lagging behind other 
countries that have experienced significant 
gains in textile exports in recent years. FDI 
inflow into Pakistan was more than $2.8 
billion in 2017, whereas the whole region 
received $52 billion. 2177
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[2175]  “Pakistan needs to set performance targets for investment in manufacturing sector”. The Express tribune. 
2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fi28yt
[2176]  “Pakistan needs to set performance targets for investment in manufacturing sector”. The Express tribune. 
2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fi28yt
[2177]  “Pakistan needs to set performance targets for investment in manufacturing sector”. The Express tribune. 
2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fi28yt
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11.3.7.2 Implications for children in 
Pakistan

Poor access and quality of schooling

The Pakistani education system is suffering 
from lack of quality and access to services. 
About 2 million school-age children are 
out of school. 2178  Schools are scarce and 
unevenly located, which constitutes a 
serious access to education issue due to 
high transportation costs. The poor quality 
of public schooling infrastructure – with 36 
per cent of public schools in unsatisfactory 
condition, some of which without electricity 
or water – generates a high demand for 
private sector education. 2179 Private sector 
schooling is thus serving 42 per cent of 
enrolled children and employing nearly half 
of all teachers in Pakistan. 2180 However, 
the scarcity of schools and high fees make 
private schools out-of-reach for the most 
vulnerable children and population groups. 
Even though low-cost private schools have 
spread across Pakistan to target this issue, 
access to schooling remains a challenge. 
Low-cost schools are still not located 
uniformly throughout the country, and many 
children cannot afford to enroll in low-cost 
institutions due to high transportation costs. 
Often, in both urban and rural areas alike, 
transportation fees exceed school fees. 
2181 On top of this, the quality of education 
is scarce. Pakistani Grade 4 students in 
rural private schools answer about 45  
per cent of questions correctly, and with 
considerable heterogeneity among private 
and public schools, which shows a lack of 
consistency in quality standards for both 
types of schools. 2182

Private and informal child health care

In Pakistan, only 21 per cent of health 
care is provided in government facilities 
due to the inadequate performance of the 
public health system. 2183  The diffusion of 
the private sector has played a significant 
and innovative role in the provision of 
preventive and curative services. Evidence 
shows that the private sector has helped 
save many maternal, newborn and child 
lives, even in resource constrained 
settings. 2184  The under-five mortality rate 
fell (gradually) from 194.4 deaths per 1,000 
live births in 1969 to 69.3 deaths per 1,000 
live births in 2018. 2185 Nevertheless, child 
health care is a serious issue in Pakistan. 
According to UNICEF, Pakistan has the 
highest newborn mortality rate among all 
least developed countries. Newborns face 
a 4.5 per cent chance of dying in the first 
month of their birth. 2186 Other indicators, 
such as under-five child mortality (69.3 
deaths per 1,000 live births) and full child 
immunization (only 54 per cent) are also 
concerning. 2187 Private sector health care 
is widely unregulated. The absence of a 
set of standards, quality, protocols, ethics 
or even treatment fees give room to a risk 
for medical personal to exploit patients. 
High prices make private health care out 
of reach to low-income customers, and 
when coupled with the lack of availability 
of structures, promotes the diffusion 
of informal health care. 2188 Unqualified 
professionals are particularly dangerous 
in rural areas, where they handle a large 
amount of practices that directly impact 
children, such as maternal and child health, 
child delivery, malaria and HIV. 2189

[2178] “The success of private education in Pakistan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/307sOMi
[2179] “The success of private education in Pakistan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/307sOMi
[2180] “The success of private education in Pakistan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/307sOMi
[2181] “The success of private education in Pakistan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/307sOMi
[2182] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, Opportunities, and
Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2W7AAEs
[2183] “PRIMARY CARE SYSTEMS PROFILES & PERFORMANCE (PRIMASYS)”. The World Health Organization. 2016.
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2Od8of4
[2184] Mazhar, A. “Reforms in Pakistan: Decisive Times for Improving Maternal and Child Health”. 2012. 
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ZhQxtL
[2185] “PRIMARY CARE SYSTEMS PROFILES & PERFORMANCE (PRIMASYS)”. The World Health Organization. 2016.
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2ATtVXe
[2186] “Every child alive”. UNICEF. 2018. Accessed September 2019. https://uni.cf/3eoQ7q0
[2187] “PRIMARY CARE SYSTEMS PROFILES & PERFORMANCE (PRIMASYS)”. The World Health Organization. 2016.
Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2Od8of4
[2188] Shaikh, B. “Private sector in healthcare delivery: a reality and a challenge in Pakistan”. 2015. 
Accessed September 2019. https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/b361/203f0996e4f6f923db560ffcf55d80752033.pdf
[2189] “PRIMARY CARE SYSTEMS PROFILES & PERFORMANCE (PRIMASYS)”. The World Health Organization. 2016.
Accessed September 2019. https://www.who.int/alliance-hpsr/projects/AHPSR-Pakistan-061016.pdf
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11.3.8 Private sector growth in Afghanistan

11.3.8.1 Overview of the current situation

Real GDP growth in 2018 was 1.8 per cent. 2190

The unemployment rate in Afghanistan remained unchanged at 8.8 per cent in 2018. 2191

Afghanistan recorded registered a trade deficit of roughly $6.5 billion in 2018.2192

Afghanistan is ranked 167 among 190 economies in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing 
Business Index, according to the latest World Bank annual ratings – improving from 183 
in 2017 to 167 in 2018. 2193

Country snapshot

Afghanistan experienced a growth of 
only 1.8 per cent in 2018. 2194 Two factors 
underpinned the low growth rate. First, 
agricultural growth fell during the past 
two years. 2195 Second, business and 
investor confidence fell due to increased 
uncertainty concerning the level and 
duration of international security 
assistance, the results of the presidential 
election and related violence, as well 
as ongoing peace negotiations with the 
Taliban. Unfortunately, violence has 
escalated to its highest point since 2001, 
pushing away investors. 2196

Macroeconomic indicators

Real GDP growth is expected to 
grow in 2019 due to the easing 
of drought conditions, which will 
improve agricultural results. 2197 In 
2018, poverty increased as population 
growth continued to outpace economic 
growth, decreasing per capita incomes 
in the process. 2198 Droughts in both 
2017 and 2018 affected the livelihoods 
of many rural farmers and caused 
the displacement of almost 300,000 
individuals who migrated to nearby urban 
areas. 2199 Average inflation in 2018 was 
0.6 per cent, and slow export growth and 
a moderate increase in imports widened 
the trade deficit to around 35.3 per cent 
of GDP in 2018. 2200

Business sector environment

Afghanistan’s main issue concerning the 
business environment is the lack of security. 
A climate of uncertainty has hindered investor 
confidence, boosted expatriation of capital and 
skilled immigrants, and impaired the quality of 
and access to services. 2201 Peace talks with 
the Taliban could positively impact growth and 
development, but these discussions come 
with risks for the post-conflict institutional 
environment and on private sector confidence. 
2202 Nevertheless, Afghanistan has been 
regarded as the best improved country in the 
2019 Doing Business Rankings. The country 
climbed 16 positions in the rankings in 2018 
and showed remarkable improvement in 
indicators, such as starting a business (ranked 
47th), protecting minority investors (26th), 
resolving insolvency (74th), and getting credit 
(99th). 2203 Afghanistan’s improvements were 
due to a renewed insolvency framework 
– which upgrades reorganizations and 
liquidations and eases the continuation of 
debtor’s business during insolvency – and the 
amelioration of the institutional foundation for 
accessing credit. 2204

Private sector performance

A climate of high uncertainty has significantly 
affected private sector performance.  
Credit to the private sector decreased by 
4 per cent in 2018 (3 per cent of GDP). The 

[2190] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[2191] “Unemployment Rate Trading Economics. Accessed September 2019. https://tradingeconomics.com/afghanistan/unemployment-rate
[2192] “Balance of Trade”. Trading Economics. Accessed September 2019. https://tradingeconomics.com/afghanistan/balance-of-trade
[2193]  “Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[2194] “The World Bank in South Asia”. April 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/sar/overview
[2195] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2196] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2197] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2198] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2199] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2200] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2201] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2202] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2203]  “Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
[2204]  “Doing Business 2019. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38KLhSq
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banking system’s performance on credit 
intermediation was weak: bank credit to the 
private sector was 12.8 per cent of bank 
assets in 2018. 2205 Excess liquidity of banks 
reached 63 per cent of total bank assets. The 
central bank expanded access to credit by 
including new types of eligible collateral and 
increasing the coverage of the Public Credit 
Registry. 2206

11.3.8.2 Implications for children in 
Afghanistan

Minimal private schooling despite lack 
of access and scarce quality

The education system improved after the 
end of Taliban rule in 2002. Currently, more 
than 9 million children are enrolled in school – 
in 2002, 1 million were enrolled (males only). 
2207 At present, girls (who were previously 
prevented from attending school) represent 
an estimated 39 per cent of students. 2208 

Despite these improvements, access and 
quality of education remain serious issues. 
An estimated 3.5 million children and youth 
remain out of school, and 60 per cent of 
them are girls, mostly due to a shortage 
of schools and transportation issues. 
2209 Quality is also poor, with 48 per cent 
of teachers having minimum academic 
qualifications (equivalent to an associate 
degree). Some teachers lack any formal 
training, and many textbooks are outdated. 
2210 Amid security issues, private sector 
involvement in education is minimal. Only 
1 per cent of children between 6-10 years 
of age attend private schools, and 0.8 per 
cent of children between 11-15 years of 
age. 2211 This dismal situation has serious 
consequences for children. Educational 
attainment and participation rates across 
Afghanistan are concerningly low. In 2015, 
the adult literacy rate was 38 per cent, 
way below the international average of 84 
per cent. 2212 Less than a quarter of pupils 
complete the first nine years of education, 

while less than 10 per cent pursue education 
until Grade 12. 2213 Community schools 
– schools operated by the government 
but established and supported by NGOs – 
represent a positive improvement in access 
to education for children.  Since 2006, NGOs, 
with support from UNAID, have established 
about 3,000 classes in village-based schools 
in remote rural areas where formal Ministry 
of Education facilities do not exist.  2214 

Private and informal child health care

Afghanistan’s health system has been 
steadily progressing over the past 17 years. 
In 2018, a total of 3,135 health facilities 
were functional, which ensured access to 
almost 87 per cent of the population within 
two hours distance. 2215 According to 2012 
data, 45 per cent of outpatient and 15.6 per 
cent of inpatient visits were performed in a 
private clinic, and out-of-pocket payments 
accounted for 73 per cent of total health 
expenditure, amounting to $1.1 billion. 2216 

Private hospitals grew five-fold between 
2002-2013 in a largely unregulated way, 
which was detrimental to the quality of the 
service provision. For example, in urban 
districts, about 20 per cent of private 
providers received no formal medical 
training. 2217Despite attempts by the 
Ministry of Health to adopt a combination 
of measures to harness the private health 
care system, results have yet to arrive, with 
serious implications for children’s health. 
In 2015, more than 1 in 18 Afghan children 
died before their first birthday. 2218  While 
this is a significant drop from more than 
twice that in 1990, it is still staggering. The 
number of stunted children under 5 years 
of age is 4 per cent, among the highest 
in the world. 2219 Stunting has significant 
implications for a child’s future. Stunted 
children are not able to achieve their 
potential, more prone to contract diseases, 
and ultimately reach lower education and 
professional outcomes. 2220

[2205] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2206] “Afghanistan Development Update”. The World Bank. 2019. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2BV105I
[2207] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2208] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2209] “Education and healthcare in Afghanistan”. 2016. UNICEF. Accessed September 2019. https://uni.cf/2WrhKsn
[2210] “Education and healthcare in Afghanistan”. 2016. UNICEF. Accessed September 2019. https://uni.cf/2WrhKsn
[2211] “Private Education: Fostering Choice and Competition”. Student Learning in South Asia: Challenges, Opportunities, and
Policy Priorities. May 2014, 321-356. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2CsCfxk
[2212] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2213] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2214] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2215] Cross HE, Sayedi O, Irani L, Archer LC, Sears K, Sharma S. “Government stewardship of the for-profit private 
health sector in Afghanistan”. Health Policy Plan. 2017. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2OcKAIm
[2216] Cross HE, Sayedi O, Irani L, Archer LC, Sears K, Sharma S. “Government stewardship of the for-profit private 
health sector in Afghanistan”. Health Policy Plan. 2017. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/2OcKAIm
[2217] Cross HE, Sayedi O, Irani L, Archer LC, Sears K, Sharma S. “Government stewardship of the for-profit private 
health sector in Afghanistan”. Health Policy Plan. 2017. Accessed September 2019.https://bit.ly/2OcKAIm
[2218] “Afghanistan”. UNICEF. Accessed September 2019. https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan
[2219] “Afghanistan”. UNICEF. Accessed September 2019. https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan
[2220] “Afghanistan”. UNICEF. Accessed September 2019. https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan
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11.4 Implications for UNICEF

South Asia is in need of policies and 
programmes that focus on improving private 
sector development, which significantly 
affects children in the region. Current 
research is focused on service access data 
and gives almost no attention to the quality 
of the service delivered. Private sector 
development in key service delivery areas, 
such as education and health care, struggles 
against enormous obstacles stemming from 
entrenched power allocation, governments, 
and scarce attractiveness and efficiency of 
the business environment, among others. 
For these reasons, a comprehensive 
approach is needed to guide private sector 
development from its present nascent stage 
to long-term sustainability. 

Data gaps

While the World Bank’s Doing Business 
database provides comparable data sets 
on private sector growth for the South Asia 
region, data gaps exist for Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, the Maldives and Sri Lanka. 
Quantitative information on public-private 
partnerships in education and health care for 
all eight countries is sparse and outdated. 
This may impact UNICEF’s efforts to pursue 
evidence-based programme development. 

Access to education

Access to education is essential in areas 
like Pakistan or Afghanistan, where 
transportation is one of the main challenges 
preventing children from reaching schools. In 
Pakistan, for example, many children cannot 
afford to enrol in low-cost institutions due 
to high transportation costs. Often, in both 
urban and rural areas, transportation fees 
exceed school fees. 2221 Where schools are 
not conveniently located for children to reach, 
such as in Afghanistan, Bhutan and Sri Lanka, 
there is almost no private sector involvement 
in the field of education. With a poor-quality 
public sector, children are left with less 
than optimal learning outcomes, which 
will hinder their future potential. UNICEF 

[2221] “The success of private education in Pakistan”. The Borgen Project. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3iTcszk
[2222] “Education in Afghanistan”. World Education News+Reviews. 2016. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/38OoTIb
[2223] “Sri Lanka Development Update”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31261/SLDU-Feb2019.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
[2224] “Nepal Development Update”. 2019. The World Bank. Accessed September 2019. https://bit.ly/3fkFTrL

may tackle this two-pronged issue in two 
ways.  First, UNICEF could further engage 
in existing projects that promote access 
to education. Initiatives like community 
schooling in Afghanistan – where NGOs with 
US sponsorship establish a large number of 
classes in village schools in remote areas – 
may be an positive model. 2222 Second, in 
countries where private sector involvement 
is absent, UNICEF could raise awareness on 
the benefits of such engagements, educate 
governments on strategies to promote PPPs 
and take initiatives to further promote a 
healthy private education sector. 

Quality of services

The quality of services is becoming 
increasingly important. Research from Sri 
Lanka shows that both education and good 
health are essential to earnings and growth, 
as educated and healthy individuals are more 
productive and take better care of the health 
and nutrition of their children. 2223 Evidence 
from Nepal also shows that Nepali children 
lose 4.8 years of schooling due to the poor 
quality of the education system. In this 
context, one additional year of schooling in 
Nepal can raise an individual’s earnings by 
8-10 per cent. 2224 UNICEF could prioritize 
quality education by supporting relevant 
learning projects (teacher training and 
workshops) and advocating for the updating 
of teaching methodologies. Furthermore, 
UNICEF could play an important role in 
creating regulatory frameworks, standards 
and protocols for private service providers in 
the areas of education and health care. 

Youth unemployment

Youth unemployment is a serious issue 
in South Asia, which particularly harms 
vulnerable minorities. In the Maldives, 
youth unemployment has soared to 15.2 
per cent with a much higher level in Malé, 
and young unemployed and uneducated 
youth often drift towards dangerous gang-
related activities and drug abuse. Evidence 
suggests that unemployment is a major 
factor in driving youth into gangs, as well 
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as factor leading to insufficient salaries. 2225 
UNICEF could promote better Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) policies that apply 
to young employees, as well as policies that 
ensure diversity in corporations. A broader 
implementation of CSR that is oriented 
towards youth and children’s rights might 
allow public and private actors to prevent/
address the negative ramifications of 
business development and optimize the 
positive ones, especially those that impact 
children’s and youth’s lives in the workplace 
and communities.  2226 2227 2228

Private sector health care

The diffusion of private sector health care 
in South Asia has had a positive effect 
on access to health care and innovation 
in both preventive and curative service 
provisions. Evidence from Pakistan shows 
that the private sector has helped save 
many maternal, newborn and child lives 
in resource constrained settings.  In large 
part due to private sector involvement, the 
under-five mortality rate of Pakistan fell from 
194.4 deaths per 1,000 live births in 1969 to 
69.3 deaths per 1,000 live births in 2018. 2229 
Nevertheless, the quality of service is not 
always optimal due to the lack of regulation 
of private sector health care. High prices 
make private health care beyond the reach 
of low-income customers, which, coupled 
with the lack of availability of structures, 
promotes the diffusion of informal health 
care. 2230 UNICEF could prioritize policy 
regulation efforts that ensure a minimum 
quality threshold, and cap treatment and 
diagnostics fees. UNICEF could also promote 
policy efforts that ensure equal access to 
private facilities across urban and rural areas. 
In addition, UNICEF could engage in projects 
that investigate informal health care, which 
can have potentially disastrous effects on 
the health of vulnerable populations, such as 
children and mothers.

[2225] “Rapid Situation of Assessment Gangs in Male’”. 2012. The Asia Foundation. Accessed September 2019.
https://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/GangViolenceReportFINAL.pdf
[2226] https://bit.ly/3gzR7tj
[2227] http://www.infodev.org/articles/ict4e-india-and-south-asia-afghanistan-country-report
[2228]https://www.ft.com/content/1199dc56-7e04-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560
[2229] https://news.cgtn.com/news/2019-09-25/Companies-betting-on-China-s-36-billion-online-education-market-Kh2vFhw328/index.html
[2230] https://en.unesco.org/themes/right-to-education
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12.1  Overview 

In South Asia, 93 million children and youth do not attend school: 12.5 million of them primary 
age, 16.5 million lower secondary age, and 64 million upper secondary age.2231 Out-of-school 
boys are at greater risk of exploitation, criminal involvement, violence and drug use; out-of-
school girls are vulnerable to forced or early marriage, pregnancy and consequential health 
outcomes, domestic slavery or indenture, and human trafficking. The Brookings Institute 
stated that without substantial changes to current systems of education, it will take 100-years 
for children in least developed countries to reach the same education levels as children in 
developed countries. 2232 Economically, achieving universal primary and secondary education 
could reduce the number of people in poverty in South Asia by almost two-thirds. 2233 In order 
to improve economic and social outcomes for South Asia’s large and young labour force, 
innovative modes and methods of education must be embraced. 2234

[2231]  https://bit.ly/3gZ3yi7
[2232] http://news.mit.edu/2019/making-high-quality-education-accessible-to-all-0715
[2233] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/250392E.pdf
[2234] https://bit.ly/3fjO2wA
[2235] UNESCO Institute for Statistics Database, http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2236] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2237] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf

Digital tools can easily be scaled up for cost-effective mass access, reaching areas and 
communities that are largely excluded from traditional knowledge sharing and structures, 2236 

which could bring difficult areas (e.g. mountainous terrains and urban slums) and marginalized 
groups (e.g. various ethnic/caste groups, transient refugees and displaced persons, and 
women/children) under a common ‘regional development umbrella’. Online education in 
South Asia is currently in an ‘emergent stage’. Awareness of its potential exists along with 
some political commitments at the level of government (e.g. drafting policies and launching 
strategies) and the public, private and NGO sectors are collaborating to bring online education 
to fruition. 2237 Nevertheless, efforts have been limited and restricted by a regional lag in 

Figure 1: Number of out-of-school children, adolescents and youth in South Asia 2235

Source: Asian Development Bank.
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Figure 2: Forms of online education

Internet connectivity and digital literacy. In isolation, increased access to online education will 
not automatically lead to universal education and skills upscaling in South Asia, mainly because 
increased access to online education may exacerbate the digital divide that already exists 
in education.  In order to reach its full potential, e-learning must be accompanied by ‘digital 
literacy competency building’.

Currently, all countries in South Asia have, to one degree or another, implemented online 
learning strategies, which can be bolstered by technical knowledge, cross-national 
collaboration, community-based interventions, public awareness and advocacy campaigns, and 
establishing child and youth-friendly virtual classrooms and telecentres. Across sectors, several 
baseline areas can be tackled via online learning: child protection provisions in cybersecurity, 
labour-force needs assessments, registration of undocumented children/youth, multiservice 
education programmes, public health and wellness amenities, road safety campaigns, anti-
discrimination policy drafting, cross-border refugee documentation and record-keeping, and 
coordination of cross-national programmes to ease refugee returns. 

12.2 The state of online education in South Asia 

Education technology broadly encompasses any use of technology in teaching and learning, 
including access to technology, computer-assisted learning, technology-enabled behavioural 
interventions, and online education. 2238 2239 2240 Online education is rooted in distance or 
remote learning – alternatively known as ‘online learning’, ‘digital education’, ‘web-based 
learning’, ‘virtual learning’ or ‘e-learning’. 2241 2242 2243 2244 2245

Basic education is a key building block in early child enrolment, retention and development. 
2253 However, only half of South Asia’s children attend pre-primary schooling, and South 

M-learning 

(mobile learning) 2246 

Use of portable computing devices (including laptops,
tablets, and smartphones) with wireless networks to
create non-traditional learning spaces.

Cyber school 2247 Complete educational process allowing students to take
all or most requirements online.

Blended or hybrid

 learning 2248 2249
Combines traditional face-to-face instruction with online
education, often self-paced.

Massive open online

course (MOOC) 2250 2251

Web-based platform that allows an unlimited number of
students to form an online pool of resources with teachers
to complete a particular course.

Contextual information 

portal (CIP) 2252
Searchable information repositories of offline web pages
tailored to the needs of the target population.

[2238] https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publications/NBER-23744-EdTech-Review.pdf
[2239] https://instructionaltechtalk.com/what-is-edtech/
[2240] https://www.chalkbeat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/J-PAL-Presentation-1.pdf
[2241] https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/tech/evidence-based-practices/finalreport.pdf
[2242] https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/definition/e-Learning
[2243] https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-learning/e-learning
[2244] https://www.govtech.com/education/k-12/
[2245] https://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/Web-based-training-e-learning
[2246] https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-learning/mobile-learning
[2247] https://www.theclassroom.com/cyber-school-5040601.html
[2248] https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-learning/blended-learning
[2249] https://www.blendedlearning.org/basics/
[2250] https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-learning/massive-open-online-course-mooc
[2251] http://www.indiaeducation.net/online-education/all-about-moocs-massive-open-online-courses-india-abroad.html
[2252] https://bit.ly/2BPjbd2
[2253] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/children-south-asia
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Asia is home to the largest number of 
out-of-school children and youths – 31.8-
8.2 million at the primary level and 23.6 
million at the secondary level. 2254  The 
completion rate is low and outcomes are 
greatly diminished. 2255 2256 Nevertheless, 
the majority of lower-middle-income 
countries in South Asia are not expected 
to significantly increase spending on basic 
education. Instead of focusing increased 
spending, they are focusing on how best 
to allocate resources to improve the 
quality of education, shifting away from a 
narrow focus on government expenditure. 
2257 At the same time, while the finance 
gap for education access and quality is 
rising in countries, such as in India and 
Pakistan, it is projected that by 2025 
countries in South Asia will no longer 
require external financing. 2258 

As South Asian countries reconsider 
resource allocation for education and 
turn inward, online education may offer a 
significant social and economic return on 
investment. E-learning can serve as a key 

Table 1: International Telecommunications Union ICT Data (2018) 2262

Country

Proportion of households with                  Percentage of individuals using

Computer(s) Internet access
at home  Computer(s) Internet

Afghanistan – – – 13.5

Bangladesh 2.7 – – 15.0

Bhutan 23.6 44.3 – –

India 16.6 – 20 22.0

Nepal – – – 34.0

Pakistan 16.0 22.1 7.4

Sri Lanka 22.4 9.4 – 16.4

Maldives 52.0 48.0 – –

Source: International Telecommunication Union (ITU).

[2254] http://www.unicefrosa-progressreport.org/childeducation.html
[2255] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/children-south-asia
[2256] https://bit.ly/38KCTCr
[2257] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232560/PDF/232560eng.pdf.multi
[2258] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232560/PDF/232560eng.pdf.multi
[2259] https://bit.ly/2ZeydSm
[2260] https://www.adb.org/features/12-things-know-access-education-and-training-south-asia
[2261] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/41320/innovative-strategies-higher-education.pdf
[2262] https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
[2263] https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/ged-sas_bc_template.pdf

factor in bridging the gap in education if it 
offers sufficient availability, affordability, 
relevance and readiness of quality to meet 
the region’s educational demands and 
needs.

12.2.1 Availability of online 
education in South Asia 

The baseline availability of online education 
and its platforms depends on the physical 
infrastructure, which must allow high-
speed Internet with little or no connection 
disruptions. Stable and reliable infrastructure 
is weak in South Asia, with India and Pakistan 
scoring among the lowest global performers 
in electric power – in terms of both access 
and deficits. 2259 The potential for e-learning 
in South Asia is limited by poor broadband 
access, particularly in rural areas.  2260 2261

Data from the International 
Telecommunications Union indicate that 
the vast majority of people in South Asian 
do not have consistent household access 
to a computer with Internet access. 

Nevertheless, high mobile penetration rates across the region are promising for online 
learning. 2263 Data from the Digital in South Asia 2018 survey found that mobile Internet usage 
was practically equal to general Internet usage in all South Asian countries and that the vast 
majority of web traffic was through mobile devices.

The potential for 
e-learning in South 
Asia is limited by poor 
broadband access, 
particularly in rural 
areas.
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Table 2: Hootsuite & we are social – Digital in Southern Asia (2018) 2264

Source: Hootsuite.

Country

Internet
penetration
(per cent of

total population)

Internet user
growth rate (per
cent since 2017)

Mobile Internet
users (per cent of
total population)

Mobile connection
growth rate (per
cent since 2017)

Share of web traffic:
mobile phones

(per cent)

Afghanistan 11 0 10 10 65

Bangladesh 49 29 46 14 74

Bhutan 46 18 43 3 73

India 34 0 32 6 79

Nepal 55 15 51 17 62

Pakistan 22 27 21 – 68

Sri Lanka 32 7 29 4 76

Maldives 77 10 73 3 63

Additionally, South Asia shows the biggest 
gains globally in improved average mobile 
download speeds; 2265  Bhutan and India 
score as countries most improved in 
mobile infrastructure, content and services. 
However, the mobile Internet usage gap is 
significantly larger in South Asia, particularly 
where large segments of the population 
live within the range of mobile broadband 
networks but are not connected to Internet 
services. 2266 2267  Only 38 per cent of South 
Asians subscribe to mobile Internet services. 
2268  The mobile usage gap only increases for 
social units that benefit the most from online 
and distance education: women and girls, 
rural residents, and low-income and less-
educated persons. 2269

Distance education has traditionally 
developed rapidly in South Asia as a scheme 
to overcome accessibility barriers to 
education, primarily enacted in higher and 
continuing education. Well-established South 
Asian distance education institutes include 
Indira Gandhi National Open University, 
India; Allama Iqbal Open University, Pakistan; 
Bangladesh Open University; and the Open 
University of Sri Lanka. 2270 2271  

These mass distance education providers 
are increasingly going digital, 2273 with 
fully online programmes available at Indira 
Gandhi National Open University  and open 
education resources available at the Open 
University of Sri Lanka. 2274 The region has 
shown some promising online education 
platforms at the primary and secondary 
school levels, most prominently in the 
form of supplemental education platforms. 
Class-teacher Learning Systems of India 
is a key player in the online education 
market, offering digital classroom solutions 
for K-12 schools. 2275 2276  Brainly, a 
knowledge (peer-to-peer) sharing platform 
in India, covers a wide range of subjects, 
including Hindi. 2277 And, Grameenphone 
– a mobile operator partnered with Agami 
Education Foundation of Bangladesh and 
Agami in the US – is disseminating Khan 
Academy (a nonprofit organization that 
produces online learning content) lessons 
for students in Bangladesh. 2278 2279  The 
general capacity for online education 
is seemingly available for all ages and 
school levels, however, encouraging 
usage through addressing affordability and 
relevance is needed.

[2264] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2265] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
[2266] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=c0bcc185be555f77478a8fdf986ea318&download
[2267] https://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2268] https://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2269] https://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2270] http://sk.sagepub.com/books/distance-education-technologies-in-asia/n1.xml
[2271] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2272] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2273] http://www.ignou.ac.in/ignou/studentzone/programmes/19
[2274] http://www.ou.ac.lk/home/index.php/oer-home
[2275] https://on.mktw.net/2OaVD4I
[2276] http://www.classteacher.com/aboutus.php
[2277] https://brainly.in
[2278] hhttps://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2279] https://www.grameenphone.com/about/media-center/press-release/khan-academy-now-available-bangla

The region has shown 
some promising online 
education platforms at 
the primary and
secondary school levels.
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12.2.2 Affordability of online 
education in South Asia 

Internet affordability varies across the 
region with India ranking as the most 
affordable in Asia.  Pakistan’s affordability 
is deemed ‘very positive’ due to strong 
wireless competition. Nepal, however, 
places last in Asia for affordability. 2280 

Mobile data affordability has largely 
improved in lower-middle-income 
countries – Nepal improved strongly with 
an 89.3 per cent decrease in average 
prepaid price as a percentage of monthly 
income 2281. Similarly, in Bangladesh, 
mobile services are affordable but Internet 
costs are high. 2282 This speaks largely 
to the mobile learning market, which is 
expected to reach $12.3 billion by 2020 in 
Asia. 2283 2284

Online education in South Asia is a cost-
effective means of expanding access 
to education. 2285 2286  Digital education, 
if embraced, will improve efficiency 
by lowering infrastructure costs and 
increasing the student base – leveraging 
economies of scale in South Asia. 2287 2288 
Online education relies on compounding 
innovations, including artificial intelligence 
(AI), machine learning and ‘big data’, 
which are relatively inexpensive, 

particularly in marginal terms. 2289 2290 
Initiatives, such as the Aakash Tablets 
public-private partnership in India, attempt 
to bridge the access affordability gap. 
The Aakash Tablet is a low-cost $35 tablet 
made in India (preloaded with online 
learning capabilities and platforms), 
which is financially subsidized by the 
government. 2291 2292  

An entry programme with large initial 
sales, the Aakash tablet received backlash 
due to its technical shortcomings, and 
the British-Canadian manufacturer Data-
Wind announced in May 2019 that it 
would reduce supply by one third due to 
barriers introduced by the government, 
including demonetization, goods and 
services tax issues, and bureaucratic 
actions that made it more expensive 
to manufacture the product in India 
than to import it from abroad. 2293 2294  
Nevertheless, other initiatives to meet 
online education affordability have also 
been launched, such as the MyEdu tablet 
by HCL Infosystems 2295 and the Tamil 
Nadu government’s One Laptop per Child 
programme. 2296

Though less expensive than traditional 
education, e-learning content pricing is still 
out of financial reach for many. 2297

[2280] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com
[2281] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/assets/external/downloads/3i-executive-summary.pdf
[2282] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2283] https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-01-02-how-asia-is-emerging-as-the-world-s-edtech-laboratory
[2284] https://bit.ly/2DySk5v
[2285] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2286] https://jwel.mit.edu/sites/mit-jwel/files/assets/files/linc_proceedings_2010_100523.pdf
[2287] https://www.researchandmarkets.com/research/lvzmmf/the_online?w=4
[2288] hhttps://bit.ly/2ZWFs0u
[2289] https://www.chalkbeat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/J-PAL-Presentation-1.pdf
[2290] https://www.chalkbeat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/J-PAL-Presentation-1.pdf
[2291] http://www.forbesindia.com/article/real-issue/what-went-wrong-with-the-aakash-tablet/33218/1
[2292] https://www.themobileindian.com/how-to/how-to-buy-the-aakash-tablet-3541
[2293] https://bit.ly/2ARmeRo
[2294] http://www.forbesindia.com/article/real-issue/what-went-wrong-with-the-aakash-tablet/33218/1
[2295] https://bit.ly/3eiwek7
[2296] http://www.forbesindia.com/article/real-issue/what-went-wrong-with-the-aakash-tablet/33218/1
[2297] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf

© UNICEF Afghanistan/Noorani/2010

Digital education, if 
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efficiency by lowering
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base – leveraging 
economies of scale
in South Asia.
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12.2.3 Relevance of online 
education in South Asia 

The emphasis on the English language 
and exclusion of indigenous language 
platforms exacerbates socioeconomic 
hierarchies, which marginalize regional 
and tribal communities and further 
deepens the digital divide.2298 2299 2300  
The dominance of English-language 
online content in South Asia dissuades 
potential adopters of the Internet and 
online education (including family 
members of potential adopters). 2301 
South Asian student deficiency in 
English is specifically cited as a limiting 
factor in the potential for e-learning in 
the region. 2302 2303

The top three global massive online courses 
(MOOCs) sites are predominantly offered in 
English, causing lower retention rates among 
non-English speakers. 2304 

Coursera and Udemy, two US-based 
platforms, offer 12 per cent of their courses 
in a language other than English, 2305 despite 
India being Coursera’s second largest user 
market, reaching 2 million subscribers in 
2017. 2306 In Sri Lanka, a study of online 
learning programmes stemming from the 

Distance Education Modernization Project 
were not successful, in part due to the lack 
of local language content. 2307 

In Sri Lanka, a study of online learning 
programmes stemming from the Distance 
Education Modernization Project were 
not successful, in part due to the lack 
of local language content Government 
initiatives, such as India’s National 
Innovation Foundation, encourage 
grassroots innovations that meet the 
local needs of ‘excluded groups’, including 
language access. 2308 2309  However, 
the field of online education has yet to 
be specifically tackled. More localized 
efforts are noteworthy, such as the Tamil 
Virtual University established by the 
Tamil Nadu government to provide online 
education in Tamil Nadu, 2310 2311  and 
private non-profit partnerships such as 
the Khan Academy Bangla launched by 
Agami and Grameenphone, which is the 
Khan Academy online education platform 
available in Bangla (Bengali language). 2312

If availability, affordability and relevance 
of online education are in place, both 
individuals and greater society must show 
that they are ready to embrace and fully 
utilize it as a valuable educational tool.

[2298] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781118533406.ch34
[2299] https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/inov_a_00223
[2300] https://bit.ly/2W8qCmw
[2301] https://bit.ly/32aK5Xw
[2302] https://www.adb.org/features/12-things-know-access-education-and-training-south-asia
[2303] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/41320/innovative-strategies-higher-education.pdf
[2304] https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/bult.2014.1720400510
[2305] https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/bult.2014.1720400510
[2306] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2307] https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1071196.pdf
[2308] https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/06Chapter4.pdf
[2309] http://nif.org.in/
[2310] http://www.tamilvu.org/
[2311] https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/karnataka/tamil-virtual-academy/article7801568.ece
[2312] https://www.grameenphone.com/about/media-center/press-release/khan-academy-now-available-bangla

The dominance of 
English-language online 
content in South Asia 
dissuades potential 
adopters of the
Internet and online 
education.
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An estimated minimum 
of 30 million students 
are currently enrolled in 
tertiary education across 
South Asia, and
the unmet demand is 
estimated at three to 
four times the current 
enrolment.

12.2.4 Readiness of online 
education in South Asia 

The perceived value of online education 
and the demand for online education 
are projected to rapidly accelerate in 
South Asia. 2313 2314 Globally, Asia is the 
fastest growing e-learning market, with 
a particular demand for global language 
education. 2315  Within South Asia, 
Pakistan is one of top, fastest growing 
e-learning markets. 2316 By 2021, India’s 
online education industry is expected 
to be worth $1.96 billion, up from $247 
million in 2016. 2317 Indian users make up 
7.7 per cent of Coursera MOOCs global 
enrolment and constitute its second 
largest user market (after the US). 2318

A growing middle class expects that 
an increase in education will lead to an 
increase in incomes. 2319 South Asian 
users express great interest in online 
education, with interests primarily focused 
on further developing existing skills for 
immediate contribution to earning power. 
2320 Surveys show that parents in the 
region are afraid that their children will be 
‘left behind’ if they are not connected to 
the Internet. 2321 

The demand for higher education is 
particularly high in South Asia, where the 
number of higher education students 
jumped from 12.2 million in 2000 to 21 
million in 2009 at an annual expansion rate of 
7 per cent. 2322 2323 An estimated minimum 
of 30 million students are currently enrolled 
in tertiary education across South Asia, and 
the unmet demand is estimated at three to 
four times the current enrolment 2324 – a gap 
that can be met by online education.

At the government level, policies supporting 
online education contribute to labour 
productivity through capital deepening, 
significantly increasing labour quality and 
total factor productivity (TFP) growth. 2326 
Nevertheless, even though greater South 

Asian political commitment to online 
education is desired, only Afghanistan and 
Bhutan have included education as a part of 
their national ICT policies. 2327

12.2.5 China’s impact on online 
education in South Asia

Online education is growing rapidly in 
China. According to the China Internet 
Network Information Center, 200 million 
people used online education platforms 
in 2018, accounting for $36.5 billion in 
sales. 2328 The market could surpass 
$500 billion by 2022. A popular business 
model connects teachers in high-income 
economies with students in China. Other 
businesses are leveraging AI and big data 
to deliver lessons and provide feedback 
over mobile applications. 2329 Both models 
could adapt well to South Asia, although 
the market remains relatively small given 
lower incomes than in China. As the 
sector becomes more competitive, firms 
may look to foreign markets to sustain 
growth. 

[2313] https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20140925164018658
[2314] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2315] https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20140925164018658
[2316] https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-01-02-how-asia-is-emerging-as-the-world-s-edtech-laboratory
[2317] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2318] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2319] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2320] https://bit.ly/32aK5Xw
[2321] https://bit.ly/32aK5Xw
[2322] https://www.adb.org/features/12-things-know-access-education-and-training-south-asia
[2323] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/41320/innovative-strategies-higher-education.pdf
[2324] https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/world-insight-future-higher-education-south-asia
[2325] UNESCO Institute for Statistics Database, http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2326] https://bit.ly/2DA44ob
[2327] http://www.infodev.org/articles/ict4e-india-and-south-asia-afghanistan-country-report

Figure 3: Enrolment in tertiary education in South Asia 2325
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Table 3: UNESCO Institute for Statistics – Literacy (2019) 2340

Source: UNESCO

Country
Youth literacy rate

(15-24 years)
(per cent of population)

Youth illiterate population
(15-24 years) (number)

Adult literacy rate
(15+ years)

(per cent of population)

Afghanistan 65.42 2,791,022 43.02

Bangladesh 93.30 2,052,958 73.91

Bhutan 93.09 10,406 66.56

India 91.66 20,537,897 74.37

Nepal 92.39 481,015 67.91

Pakistan 74.53 10,534,212 59.13

Sri Lanka 98.86 35,858 91.90

Maldives 98.75 1,216 97.73

12.3 Implications of online 
education in South Asia

Access to education is fundamental in 
achieving sustainable development and 
is enshrined in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. 2330 Education develops 
skills that are crucial for civic participation. 
2331 Educational attainment is associated 
with an increase in incomes 2332 and 
a reduction in unemployment. 2333 2334 
Increasing employment opportunities 
may reduce the likelihood of children 
or youth joining gangs and engaging in 
violence. 2335

In South Asia, over 95 million children 
and youths are out-of-school. UNICEF 
seeks to ensure that by 2021, 10 million 
previously out-of-school girls and boys 
are enrolled and actively learning in pre-
primary, primary and secondary schools. 
By 2030, it holds a global target for all 
children to complete free, equitable and 
quality primary and secondary education 
with actualized learning outcomes. 2336 
Additionally, across South Asia, rising 
incomes and a continually growing middle 
class are driving the rapidly rising demand 

for vocational and higher education in 
South Asia. 2337 

While people aged 15-24 years are 
increasingly literate, over 36 million youth 
are still illiterate, with the rural parts of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan lagging in particular.  
2338 2339 Online education could serve as an 
important tool in addressing these gaps, even 
more so as digital access becomes more 
accessible and affordable across the region.

The education digital divide extends 
beyond access, exacerbated by cultural 
norms, consumption habits and social 
perceptions. 2341 In India, an estimated 
60-80 per cent of websites are in English; 
however, only 2-10 per cent of the 
population is fluent in English, an estimate 
comparable across South Asia. 2342  

Online education may provide 
additional auxiliary benefits through 
a continuous educational cycle, such 
as increased parent or guardian 
involvement, continued learning outside 
the classroom and individualized 
supplementary education depending on 
need. 2343 

[2328] https://www.ft.com/content/1199dc56-7e04-11e9-81d2-f785092ab560
[2329] https://bit.ly/2DubUiZ
[2330] https://en.unesco.org/themes/right-to-education
[2330] https://journals.openedition.org/belgeo/8587
[2332] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000226333
[2333] http://econweb.umd.edu/~ham/Ashenfelter_Ham_JPE_1979.pdf
[2334] https://www.unicef.org/rosa/media/1326/file
[2335] https://bit.ly/3gNXrwY
[2336] http://www.unicefrosa-progressreport.org/childeducation.html
[2337] https://www.britishcouncil.in/sites/default/files/sapd_british_council_south_he_report.pdf
[2338] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2339]
[2340] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2341] http://www.fc-ssc.org/getfile/index/action/images/name/5cc7d42426ec9.pdf
[2342]https://bit.ly/2CsY7bV
[2343] https://www.chalkbeat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/J-PAL-Presentation-1.pdf
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Online learning systems to supplement 
secondary mathematics learning are 
successful in Bangladesh, Bhutan and 
Sri Lanka – they are substantially more 
affordable than private tutoring and trigger 
additional educational innovations (and they 
may be sustainable). 2344

Another benefit of online education is that it 
can enhance teacher quality. In South Asia, 
there is a constant and increasing teacher 
shortage in an environment where teacher 
training and teacher quality are deemed 
low. 2345 2346 2347 2348    Online education can 
reduce the pupil-teacher ratio, improving 
student-teacher interactions, teacher quality, 
and access to education management 
materials. 2349 Online education can also 
expand professional training opportunities. 
2350 2351 The implications of online education 
differ for vulnerable groups. 2352 These people 
have tremendous untapped potential to 
benefit from online education, but only if the 
cost of covering them decreases. 2353

Figure 4: Out-of-school rates (per cent) in South Asia, 
by education level and gender (2018) 2358

[2344] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/45193/45193-001-tcr-en.pdf
[2345] http://uis.unesco.org/en/topic/teachers
[2346] http://uis.unesco.org/misc/uis/teachers.html
[2347] https://bit.ly/3gNXyZq
[2348] https://bit.ly/2W71P22
[2349] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232560/PDF/232560eng.pdf.multi
[2350] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf p. 3
[2350] http://www.infodev.org/infodev-files/resource/InfodevDocuments_959.pdf
[2352] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2353] https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/48025115.pdf
[2354] https://tellmaps.com/uis/literacy/#!/tellmap/-1082895961
[2355] https://bit.ly/3gZ3yi7
[2356] https://bit.ly/3gZ3yi7
[2357] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/41320/innovative-strategies-higher-education.pdf
[2358] https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Todays-Challenges-Girls-Educationv6.pdf
[2359] UNESCO Institute for Statistics Database, http://data.uis.unesco.org/# 

Key groups of vulnerable children identified 
in South Asia who could significantly benefit 
from online education are:
Girls and women;
Low-income urban households;
Remote and rural residents;
Children in locations subject to natural disasters.

12.3.1 Impact on gender disparities

South Asia has one of the greatest literacy 
gender gaps, with 77  per cent of men and 
58  per cent of women.2354 In South Asia, 
22.1% of girls are out-of-school, compared 
with 20.9 % of boys.2355  This gap increases 
as school level increases.2356  The girls 
enrolment ratio to boys in primary education 
is 107, and in secondary education is 99 
While gender disparity in higher education 
in South Asia improved from 1990-2009 (the 
regional female participation rate increased 
to 41%), the region is among the worst in 
the world for the gender gap in education–
only the Middle East and North Africa scores 

Online education can 
reduce the pupil-teacher 
ratio, improving 
student-teacher 
interactions, teacher 
quality, and access to 
education management 
materials
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Figure 5: Gender gap in mobile Internet use in low- and middle-income 
countries, by region (2018) 2368

worse. Bangladesh and Pakistan lag behind 
Sri Lanka, with roughly one-third of tertiary 
students being females. 2357  Girls who face 
multiple disadvantages or vulnerabilities 
are the furthest behind. 2358 Girls are also 
missing out on soft skills that are important 
to career performance, empowerment and 
leadership. 2360

Limited autonomy and empowerment, early 
marriage and pregnancy, and pervasive 
school-related violence and costs drive the 
education gender gap. 2361 These factors 
constrain access to education and reduce 
retention rates. 2362 Online education can 
mitigate each of these factors. 2363

Nevertheless, in many cases, social 
and cultural norms prevent girls from 
accessing education and technology.  
Females are restricted from owning 
mobile devices, have limited financial 
autonomy and power, and are seen as 
more vulnerable to online corruption and 
social risk. Traditional views of the female’s 
role in the household are enforced, with 
men playing the role of ‘gatekeepers to 
education and the Internet’. 2364 Globally, 
women in low- and middle-income 
countries are 26 per cent less likely than 
men to use mobile Internet services. 2365 
In South Asia, the mobile gender gap is 
striking at  70 per cent. 2366 In all countries, 

rural areas have the most restrictive 
attitudes towards girls with respect to 
technology and education. 2367

The sociocultural context that involves 
online education for girls is a complex 
challenge. Change is, however, occurring. 
Females in South Asia are increasingly 
persuading male gatekeepers of the 
household that accessing the Internet 
is beneficial, citing children’s online 
education access as a key benefit. 2369

In Afghanistan, Noon Online (an online 
education provider that is registered 
with the government) targets rural girls 
with long and/or dangerous commutes 
to schools, and older females who are 
returning to school, by offering the 
Afghanistan national curriculum online. 
2370 Government efforts to raise public 
awareness of online education tools and 
their advantages could further increase 
girls access to online education. 

12.3.2 Impact on income 
disparities 

As conventional education systems 
tend to perpetuate inequality, 2371 online 
education may serve as a robust equalizer 
in South Asia. 2372 Income inequality 
shapes the composition of the student 
population in South Asia. 2373 Among the 

[2360] https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Todays-Challenges-Girls-Educationv6.pdf
[2361] https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Todays-Challenges-Girls-Educationv6.pdf
[2362] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2363] https://bit.ly/3273Jn8
[2364] https://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2365] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=c0bcc185be555f77478a8fdf986ea318&download
[2366] https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=c0bcc185be555f77478a8fdf986ea318&download
[2367]  https://bit.ly/2W70ic9
[2368]  https://bit.ly/3iPOuVr
[2369] https://bit.ly/3eh3U1H
[2370] https://www.noon-online.com/dari/pagetop3.html
[2371] https://bit.ly/3eh3TuF
[2372] https://www.chalkbeat.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/J-PAL-Presentation-1.pdf
[2373] https://www.adb.org/publications/innovative-strategies-higher-education-accelerated-hrd-south-asia
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poorest 20 per cent, the primary school 
net attendance ratio is 67 per cent, but 
for the wealthiest 20 per cent, the ratio 
is 94 per cent. 2374 Students from lower-
income groups are less likely to enter and 
complete higher education, a trend more 
pronounced in Bangladesh, Nepal and 
Sri Lanka.2375In South Asia, unemployed 
youth are particularly vulnerable as they 
lack the appropriate skills and experience 
to secure employment. 2376 Youth 
unemployment is highest in countries 
with rigid labour markets, such as India, 
which has over 200 labour laws. 2377 Even 
among the region’s working youth, 54 
per cent live in poverty. 2378 A potential 
solution lies in establishing a competitive 
market system for online education, 
which will increase consumer choice and 
affordability, thereby improving human 
capital. 2379

Online education also allows youth who 
work full-time during normal school 
hours to pursue education. 2381 In South 
Asia, 13.4 per cent of girls and 17.1 per 
cent of boys ages 7-14 are working, and 

9.0 per cent of girls and 11.7 per cent of 
boys are both working and studying. 2382 
Blended learning can replace classroom 
time during traditional hours with online 
interactive content, which reduces costs 
and allows continued access to quality 
education and teaching. 2383

About 45 per cent of the region lives in 
poverty. Economic growth has not trickled 
down to the increasingly urban population. 
2384 Currently, 30 per cent of the population 
lives in slums. 2385 Many governments 
in the region have failed to provide slum 
dwellers with the legal rights required to 
establish an entitlement to education. 2386  
Without proper documentation, children 
are excluded from formal education. 
2387 In India, non-profit organizations 
and foundations are filling the gap left 
by government inaction; two examples 
are Zaya Learning Lab and ClassCloud, 
which provide offline battery-powered 
learning devices – pre-uploaded with the 
prescribed state syllabus – to learning 
centres and schools in urban slums, 
though without accreditation. 2388

[2374] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2375] https://www.adb.org/publications/innovative-strategies-higher-education-accelerated-hrd-south-asia
[2376] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/81002/urban-poverty-asia.pdf
[2377] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/81002/urban-poverty-asia.pdf
[2378] https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/wp-content/uploads/sites/45/publication/wesp_mb125.pdf
[2379] https://www.jstor.org/stable/3487782?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
[2380] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2380] https://www.digitalistmag.com/improving-lives/2016/04/20/online-education-helps-underserved-students-04149161
[2382] https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Todays-Challenges-Girls-Educationv6.pdf
[2383] https://www.adb.org/news/features/blended-learning-and-e-learning-are-improving-access-education
[2384] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/81002/urban-poverty-asia.pdf
[2385] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?view=chart
[2386] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/01bc/400c071cd5a210eab0416564c9f17299fa77.pdf p .10
[2387] https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232395
[2388] https://www.thebetterindia.com/39175/zaya-learning-lab-india-slums-students-classcloud-microcloud/

Figure 6: Primary school net attendance rate of poorest 20 per cent and the 
richest 20 per cent by region (2011-2016) 2380
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12.3.3 Impact on the rural-urban divide

Online education has the potential to reduce the development gap between urban and rural 
areas. Living standards across rural and urban areas remain substantially different. About 66 
per cent of the regional population live in rural areas, and many live  below national poverty 
levels. 2389

In South Asia, primary school net 
attendance in urban areas is 86 per cent, 
compared with 79 per cent in rural areas. 
A lack of access is often cited as a major 
reason for not continuing education. 
2392 ‘Place-bound persons’ 2393 and 
those who live in remote areas without 
schools, or those who live a significant 
distance from schools or other learning 
centres, can complete their education via 
e-learning. 2394 Additionally, the learning 
needs of pre-primary children, out-of-
school children and youth can benefit 
from online education that encompasses 
community learning centres, training 
programmes, literacy classes and 
continuing education. 2395 Moreover, 
online education can work as a quality 
equalizer, giving rural populations access 

to high quality teachers and resources, 
leading to higher enrolment and better 
student outcomes. 2396

Technological infrastructure (or lack 
thereof) presents the first challenge 
in addressing the access gap. Some 
rural infrastructure is already in place. 
For example, the Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee (BRAC) 
established the Gonokendros (Union 
Libraries), and Grameen Communications 
launched the Village Computer and 
Internet Project (VCIP). Both programmes 
built public computer facilities in isolated 
regions to provide digital literacy training. 
2397 Such initiatives can expand to include 
online education programmes to meet 
immediate needs.

[2389] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.RUGP?view=chart
[2390] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator
[2390] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?view=chart
[2392] https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/bridge-classes-and-peer-networks-among-out-school-children-india
[2393] https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:SPOE.0000037503.31317.5c
[2394] https://unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2395] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2396] https://www.adb.org/news/features/blended-learning-and-e-learning-are-improving-access-education
[2397] http://www.infodev.org/infodev-files/resource/InfodevDocuments_890.pdf

Table 4: The World Bank Open Data – Rural Development (2019) 2390

Source: World Bank.

Country
Rural population

(per cent of total population) 2391

Rural poverty ratio at national
poverty lines (per cent

of rural population)

Afghanistan 75  – 

Bangladesh 63 35.2

Bhutan 59 16.7

India 66 25.7

Nepal 80 27.4

Pakistan 63 35.6

Sri Lanka 82 7.6

Maldives 60 –

A lack of access is often 
cited as a major
reason for not 
continuing education
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12.3.4 Impact on displaced children

South Asia is prone to natural disasters and violent conflict. Displaced children and youth with 
low levels of education are particularly vulnerable to exploitation and poverty. 2398 The longer 
children are out of school due to emergency situations, the more difficult it becomes for them 
to resume education at the same level.  2399 2400

[2398] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_Education_Uprooted.pdf
[2399] https://s30755.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Why_ECW_one_pager_FINAL.pdf
[2400] https://theirworld.org/news/south-asia-floods-could-put-thousands-children-out-of-school-for-ever
[2400] https://theirworld.org/news/south-asia-floods-could-put-thousands-children-out-of-school-for-ever
[2401] https://bit.ly/3emfTe9
[2402] https://theirworld.org/news/south-asia-floods-could-put-thousands-children-out-of-school-for-ever
[2403] https://theirworld.org/news/south-asia-floods-could-put-thousands-children-out-of-school-for-ever
[2404] https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/pakistan.html
[2405] https://gulfnews.com/world/asia/pakistan/pakistan-extends-stay-of-afghan-refugees-1.64901634
[2406] https://bit.ly/2WnVPCn
[2407] https://bit.ly/3eeUlAd
[2408] https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/myanmar_refugees
[2409] https://bit.ly/3floNdv
[2410] https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/rohingya-crisis
[2411] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2412] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2413] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf

Figure 7: Estimated number of people displaced by natural disasters 
per 1 million people annually (2015-2024) by country 2401

Recently, catastrophic flooding in 
Bangladesh, India and Nepal destroyed 
or damaged over 18,000 schools, 
affecting 1.8 million children. 2402 Many 
undamaged school structures were 
appropriated as evacuation centres, 2403 
and physical learning materials were 
destroyed. 

Conflict-displaced children suffer in 
terms of education. Pakistan is hosting 
more than 1.4 million registered 
Afghan refugees. 2404 Many of these 
refugees have been displaced for two 
or more generations.2405 Repatriation to 
Afghanistan has often occurred by force, 
leading to internal displacement. 2406 

Displaced children have comparatively 
less access to school than other children 
due to cost, safety concerns and 
official documentation. There is also the 
psychological challenge of managing in 
new (often inadequate) surroundings.2407

At least 900,000 Rohingya refugees are 
based in Bangladesh (as of 30 September 
2019). 2408 Most of these refugees have not 
been granted legal identity or citizenship in 
Myanmar, and many are not even registered 
as legal citizens of Bangladesh. To prevent 
integration, the Government of Myanmar 
has banned refugees from learning Bangla. 
2409 2410

Providing Internet infrastructure in areas 
affected by disaster and conflict is a 
significant challenge. Only a third of refugee 
households have an Internet-capable mobile 
device. 2411 In rural areas, cost and access 
issues make refugees half as likely as 
the local population to have access to 2G 
mobile networks. 2412 If online education 
is to have any meaningful impact for the 
region’s displaced children, the infrastructure 
gap represents an urgent challenge for 
multilateral organizations, governments and 
NGOs. 2413

If online education is to 
have any meaningful 
impact for the region’s 
displaced children, 
the infrastructure gap 
represents an urgent 
challenge
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12.4 Country Profiles

12.4.1 Online education in Afghanistan

12.4.1.1 Overview

An estimated 3.7 million children are out of school. 2414

About 62.77 per cent of the population is age 24 or below. 2415

Primary and secondary school enrolment increased from less than 1 million in 2001 to 
over 9 million in 2016. 2416

The youth (age 15-24) literacy rate is 47 per cent. 2417

Only 51  per cent of schools have the appropriate building infrastructure. 2418

About 11  per cent of the population have Internet access, 10  per cent have mobile 
phones, and the mobile connection growth rate is growing by 10  per cent annually. 2419

E-learning readiness is primarily found at the higher education level.
The main challenges to online education adoption are limited access to Internet 
infrastructure, poverty, violence, unstable developments that are exacerbating internal 
displacement, and culturally based gender norms. 2420

Country snapshot

Almost no accurate data exist to properly assess needs and gaps in Afghanistan. Available 
data, however, show that from 2001-2016 primary and secondary school enrolment improved 
nine-fold. 2421 Nonetheless, 3.7 million children remain out of school, 2422 accounting for 
approximately 10 per cent of the country’s total population of 34.9 million. 2423 The net school 
attendance rate significantly drops as school level increases: 64 per cent primary education 
net attendance, 38 per cent lower secondary, and 28 per cent upper secondary. 2424

To date, online education initiatives have focused on higher education e-learning opportunities. 
The Ministry of Higher Education is attempting to explore and develop distance education. 
2425 A 2009 survey of Kabul University Internet users found that 69 per cent rated Afghanistan 
as ready for e-learning, and 67 per cent believe that the higher education system is ready for 
e-learning but is in need of a strategic plan and support. 2426 In February 2019, the Ministry 
of Higher Education announced that it had launched plans to open the first online education 
system within Afghanistan, AfghanX, which serves as a platform for MOOCs and is 
implemented through Kabul University.  AfghanX was launched in May 2019 2427 2428 2429.   
  
12.4.1.2 Implications for children in Afghanistan

Impact on gender disparities

Girls disproportionately fall behind in education enrolment at all education levels. 2430 Of the 
estimated out-of-school children, 60 per cent are girls. 2431 According to the Afghanistan 
Ministry of Education, only 30 per cent of higher education students are female.2432 

[2414] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2415] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
[2416] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/media/4106/file/CBE per cent20Evaluation per cent20Report.pdf
[2417] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2418] https://bit.ly/300TQVt
[2419] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2420] https://uni.cf/3iWb1jG
[2420] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/media/4106/file/CBE per cent20Evaluation per cent20Report.pdf
[2422] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2423] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
[2424] https://data.unicef.org/country/afg/
[2425] http://linc.mit.edu/linc2010/parallel-sessions/session1-beebe.pdf
[2426] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/602b/cf0596cb292df7f1e9cf4093b88cf667eb8d.pdf
[2427] http://www.afghanistantimes.af/first-ever-online-learning-system-to-inaugurate-soon/
[2428] https://www.edx.org/school/afghanx
[2429] https://blog.edx.org/edx-welcomes-afghanx
[2430] http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/af
[2431] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2432] http://linc.mit.edu/linc2010/parallel-sessions/session1-beebe.pdf
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Low female enrolment is largely explained 
by lack of female teachers, especially in rural 
areas. 2433 Only 16 per cent of schools are 
only for girls, many lacking proper sanitation 
facilities. About 17 per cent of girls marry 
before age 15, mainly due to poverty 2434 and 
cultural norms. 2435 Afghanistan continues 
to be the site of attacks on schools, in some 
cases attacking girls and ‘persuading’ their 
parents from sending them to school.

Preliminary home-based school programmes 
provided by the Ministry of Education have 
successfully allowed out-of-school girls to 
continue their education and enter  into the 
state system after Grade 6. 2436 The Afghan 
Institute of Learning SMS-based literacy 
programme reaches girls and women who 
cannot travel outside their homes owing 
to social and safety restrictions, with initial 
reading outcome results showing promise. 
2437 Noon Online provides the entire Afghan 
national curriculum online, targeting girls 
and those without physical access to 
schools, and providing continuing education 
and certification training for teachers. 
2438 In addition to girls, online education 
programmes benefit older out-of-school 
females who either married young or were 
banned from schools during their youth. 

Impact on the rural-urban divide

Afghanistan’s rural population is 74.2 per 
cent of the total population. 2439  The terrain 
is mountainous and particularly challenging 
in terms of connecting to online services. 
School shortages, insufficient and unsafe 
transportation, and safety concerns prevent 
access to schools. 2440  The three central 
highland provinces – Bamyan, Daikunid and 
Ghor – are among the most disadvantaged 
due to their remoteness, harsh winters and 
poverty. 2441 Schools close for long periods 
during the winters, and the few schools 

which exist are makeshift tents that cannot 
withstand heavy winds, rain and snow. 2442 

A national disparity of teacher distribution is 
also evident in the region. 2443

Private initiatives, such as the SpeedCast 
International – a partnership with local 
operator Wasel Telecom – announced 
in March 2017 that it would expand 
connectivity to rural areas with ‘off-grid-
end-to-end’ solutions, including e-learning 
access. 2444  Nevertheless, fixed-line Internet 
infrastructure in rural and remote areas 
is greatly lacking, and there is almost no 
indication that the challenge will be resolved 
within the next decade.  Mobile-learning 
may serve as a significant opportunity to 
reach place-bound students and include 
them in the national curricula.

Impact on children in emergency 
settings  

Political violence continues to destabilize 
the country, with schools increasingly 
targeted – in 2018, 192 schools were 
attacked, an increase from 68 in 2017.  
2445 Estimates show that over 500,000 
children have missed out on learning 
due to attacks, threats or intimidation. 
2446 About 1,000 schools remain inactive 
or closed due to security issues. 2447 

For those who have access to schools, 
parental concerns for the safety of their 
children often prevent attendance. 2448 

In addition, natural disasters have closed 
many schools. 2449 In April 2018, a severe 
drought (since 2017) was declared 
a national emergency.  The drought 
impacted more than 3.6 million people in 
22 provinces and displaced an estimated 
266,000.  The drought was followed 
by flash floods in March 2019, which 
negatively impacted more than 250,000 
people in 16 provinces. 2450 2451 2452

[2433] https://bit.ly/3envA4Q
[2434] https://bit.ly/2OjUO9I
[2435] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2436] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2437] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2438] https://www.noon-online.com/dari/pagetop3.html
[2439] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
[2440] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2440] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/stories/children-during-long-winter-vacation-central-highlands
[2442] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/stories/children-during-long-winter-vacation-central-highlands
[2443] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2444] https://bwnews.pr/2W8aql5
[2445] https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/afghanistan/
[2446] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/stories/new-year-new-opportunities
[2447]  https://uni.cf/3fjET7p
[2448] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2449] https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/education
[2450] https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/500000-children-affected-drought-afghanistan-unicef
[2451] https://bit.ly/3gtfIjq
[2452] http://adore.ifrc.org/Download.aspx?FileId=233279
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12.4.2 Online education in Bangladesh

12.4.2.1 Overview

About 5.6 million primary school and lower-secondary school children are out-of-school. 
2453

The youth (age 15-24) literacy rate is 93.30. 2454

The official language of Bangla (Bengali) is spoken by 98.8 per cent of the population 2455.
Internet user penetration currently stands at 49 per cent of the population, growing 
annually at 29 per cent, and the mobile Internet user penetration is 46 per cent, growing 
at 14 per cent annually. 2456

Over a million children are served by over 30,000 one-room, one-teacher schools run by 
NGOs.2457

Private tutoring and coaching account for 29 per cent of all personal education costs. 2458

A growing middle class is estimated to increase by 30-40 million by 2025, placing more 
pressure on an already overburdened education system. 2459

Child labour, displacement, parental attitudes toward formal education and lack of 
government support are the main challenges to the adoption of online education 2460.

Country snapshot

Dropping out and completion are significant problems in Bangladesh. Child labour and 
displacement following natural disasters often causes students to miss enough school 
that they lose the ability to re-enter the system or complete their school level. 2461 

Online education can fill this gap. 

In Bangladesh, a stark digital and education divide is growing. Less than 20  per cent of 
children from the lowest-income quintile enroll in Grade 9, compared with 100  per cent from 
the top income quintile. 2462 In addition, the quality of public education is not trusted – both 
NGO-provided education and private education are perceived as of higher quality. 2463 2464 2465   
Bangladesh offers relatively affordable local digital education content, which allows low- and 
middle-income students the opportunity to supplement their public education. 2466

The ICT State Division supports 10 Minute School, a local non-profit start-up that 
develops YouTube videos based on national board exams, university entrance exams, 
skills development and professional courses. 2467 Still, access to electricity, computers 
and mobile devices, and Internet access are prohibitive factors for most households 
and students 2468 2469.  

Despite a positive perception of online education, digital literacy and trust in online 
safety are low. 2470 2471 Nonetheless, supplemental online education options are 
dominated by local e-learning platforms with Bangla-language content. 2472 Another 
example is the Jaago Foundation, started in 2007, which runs 12 digital schools across 
Bangladesh and targets marginalized and disadvantaged communities. 2473

[2453]  https://bit.ly/300sqie
[2454] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2455] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bg.html
[2456] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2457] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2458] https://www.dhakatribune.com/opinion/special/2018/01/26/29-education-cost-goes-coaching-private-tutor
[2459] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2460] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2460] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2462] https://www.adb.org/publications/innovative-strategies-higher-education-accelerated-hrd-south-asia
[2463] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2464] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2465] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2466] https://databd.co/stories/democratizing-education-through-technology-2682
[2467] https://databd.co/stories/democratizing-education-through-technology-2682
[2468] https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/23bd/564851af01a4a0812e0eb9be08085769916d.pdf
[2469] https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1133820.pdf
[2470] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2470] https://theinclusiveInternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/BD/?category=readiness
[2472] https://futurestartup.com/2019/04/02/20-education-startups-to-watch-in-bangladesh/
[2473] https://jaago.com.bd/
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12.4.2.2 Implications for children in 
Bangladesh  

Impact on the rural-urban divide

Rural education outcomes in Bangladesh 
are particularly poor – a 2015 World Bank 
study found that in rural Bangladesh more 
one-third of fifth graders did not have third 
grade competencies. 2474 There is a particular 
shortage of government-qualified teachers 
in rural areas. 2475 2476  Digital platforms 
have the ability to supplement learning and 
overcome issues involving quality and dearth 
of teachers in rural areas. For example, 
Shikkhok.com is a sustainable supplemental 
learning programme that is low-cost, crowd-
sourced and mostly run by volunteers. 2477 

The programme provides lectures for classes 
from secondary to graduate level through a 
memory card that students can use without 
Internet access. 2478 2479  These kits are cited 
as useful for science classes, which many 
secondary schools lack due to the shortage 
of qualified science teachers. 2480

Impact on marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups

There are no government provisions for 
teaching in the minority first language, 
which is a major reason people drop out 
of formal education, particularly in the first 
years of primary school. 2481 Minority ethnic 
groups, particularly those in remote rural 
areas such as Chittagong Hill Tracts, Sylhet 
Division, Rangpur Division and Mymensingh 
areas, are particularly vulnerable. 2482 
Children in the Chittagong Hill Tracks 
show notably lower enrolment rates than 
their counterparts in Khulna, Rajshahi and 
Barisal. 2483 Additionally, approximately 1.2 
million children are trapped in child labour 
in Bangladesh. 2484 The agricultural season 

(especially during harvest) impacts the 
number of students who drop out. 2485 
Some civil society organizations are working 
to improve education.  For instance, the 
JAAGO Foundation – via its digital schools 
programme – targets remote rural locations, 
urban slums and other communities that 
have traditionally been excluded from 
education or are excluded due to poverty.2486 
JAAGO incorporates a community officer 
system to speak with parents to encourage 
enrolment and retention. 2487

Impact on children in emergency 
setting

More than 900,000 stateless Rohingya 
refugees, including 683,000 children, 
arrived in Bangladesh in the last two years. 
2488 More than 70 per cent of Rohingya 
children in Bangladesh are out of school. 
2489 The Government of Bangladesh bans 
Rohingya from learning Bangla, 2490 and 
without legal identity or documentation 
they are unable to formally register for 
school. 2491 To address this, the JAAGO 
Safe Haven Project is using the Internet to 
connect qualified teachers in Dhaka with 
schools in refugee camps. It provides a 
holistic secure and child-friendly space 
offering basic education, motor skills 
development, social skills development, 
and psychological support. 2492

Approximately 300,000 Pakistani refugees 
have been stranded in Bangladesh since the 
1971 civil war and continue to live in slums 
and makeshift camps across the country – 
half are under the age of 15.  Child labour is 
prevalent in the slums and less than 10 per 
cent of children have access to education. 
2493 Teach the World Foundation provides the 
Pakistani refugee community with limited 
subjects for digital learning. 2494

[2474] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/254411468188375892/pdf/WPS7362.pdf
[2475] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2476] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2477] https://www.tis.tv/video/the-shikkhok-project-building-an-ultra-low-cost-crowdsourced-mooc/
[2478] https://www.uab.edu/uabmagazine/2014/april/education-anywhere
[2479] http://shikkhok.com/
[2480] https://www.uab.edu/uabmagazine/2014/april/education-anywhere
[2480] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2482] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2483] https://bit.ly/3iUJL5c
[2484] https://www.ilo.org/dhaka/Areasofwork/child-labour/lang--en/index.htm
[2485] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2486] https://jaago.com.bd/lets-stop-child-labour-lets-enlighten-children-together/
[2487] https://jaago.com.bd/parents-counselling/
[2488] https://uni.cf/2ASf5jO
[2489] https://bit.ly/2W6BLUQ
[2490]  https://bit.ly/38J8d4J
[2490] https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/rohingya-crisis
[2492] https://jaago.com.bd/rohingya-refugee/
[2493] http://www.teachtheworldfoundation.com/digital-literacy-in-a-refugee-camp
[2494] http://www.teachtheworldfoundation.com/digital-literacy-in-a-refugee-camp
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12.4.3 Online education in Bhutan

12.4.3.1 Overview

Bhutan has seen a significant generational leap in literacy rates, from 66.56 per cent 
among the population above age 15, to 93.09 per cent among youth aged 15-24 
years. 2495

The out-of-school rate for children, adolescents, and youth of primary and secondary 
school age is 12.57 per cent. 2496

Internet penetration is 46 per cent of the total population, with 43 per cent using a 
mobile Internet service.  Fixed Internet use is growing more rapidly at 18 per cent per 
year versus 3 per cent per year for mobile connection growth. 2497

The main challenges to Internet access and online education adoption are 
mountainous terrain, lack of affordability, lack of digital literacy training among 
students and instructors, and a restricted job market that disincentivizes educational 
attainment.

Country snapshot

The total out-of-school rate for children, adolescents and youth of primary and 
secondary school age is 12.57 per cent, 2498 which sharply increases in mountainous 
areas 2499 and as children transition between primary and lower secondary schools. 
2500 Rates of out-of-school children are higher in remote and climatically harsh 
mountainous areas, with the highest in the northern region of Gasa (34  per cent of 
children aged 7-14 years are out-of-school). 2501 Despite the presence of free state 
education, many youth in remote areas are pushed out of school due to the lack of 
accessible government-sponsored schools, quality teachers and the ability to take 
courses in all desired subjects. 2502 2503  Student retention in primary school is high at 
93 per cent. 2504 Nevertheless, by high school, 21 per cent of girls and 22 per cent of 
boys are out-of-school. 2505

Online education is viewed with skepticism. Nevertheless, interest in digital 
supplemental education – in the form of high-quality and subject-specialist teachers, 
courses and tutoring – is expanding. 2506 A survey conducted by the Royal University 
of Bhutan stated that resource constraints, lack of IT support and low-quality Internet 
connections are major barriers to online education adoption. 2507 In another survey, 
students in Bhutan noted that factors, such as easier Internet access at schools, 
easier and inexpensive access at home, and free or inexpensive digital literacy 
learning would encourage them to use digital education. 2508

Western online learning models of course delivery have not proven successful in 
Bhutan as they rely on reliable and affordable broadband access at home. 2509 In 
addition, teachers and administrators are largely untrained in online teaching and 
learning methods.  2510 2511

[2495] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2496] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2497] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2498] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2499] https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Bhutan_OOSC_Profile_0.pdf
[2500] https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Bhutan_OOSC_Profile_0.pdf
[2500] https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Bhutan_OOSC_Profile_0.pdf
[2502] https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/telecom/ericsson-partners-with-bhutan-telecom-for-e-learningproject/
articleshow/32911579.cms?from=mdr
[2503] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1/
[2504] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2505] https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Bhutan_OOSC_Profile_0.pdf
[2506] https://books.google.com/books?id=ymR5DAAAQBAJ&ppis
[2507] https://library.iated.org/view/KINLEY2013USA
[2508] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1
[2509] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1
[2510] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1
[2511] https://library.iated.org/view/KINLEY2013USA
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12.4.3.2 Implications for children in 
Bhutan  

Impact on income disparities

The unemployment rate for people between 
15-24 years of age in Bhutan is 10.7 per cent. 
2512 The transition from lower secondary 
school to higher secondary school in public 
schools is highly competitive. 2513 Those 
who do not qualify have the option of 
either enrolling in costly private secondary 
schools or vocational institutes. 2514 Of 
the few who attend upper secondary 
education, approximately only 30 per cent 
have a spot in the tertiary education system. 
The Public Royal University of Bhutan is 
the only higher education institute in the 
nation. 2515 2516 It offers very limited fields, 
many of which are only certificates or 
programmes. 2517 2518  Those from high-
income households can access universities 
abroad, typically in neighbouring India. 2519 

Youth from low-income households are, 
however, often excluded. Currently, the Royal 
University of Bhutan offers blended learning 
options through Moodle, a virtual learning 
environment tool that offers multimedia 
tools to enhance course delivery, which 
is installed and configured in each of its 
college locations. 2520 2521 While bandwidth 
is limited and unable to support large and 
simultaneous information exchanges, a 
possible solution to the income disparity 

in accessing higher education might be 
accredited self-paced programmes that 
can be accessed at local, publicly funded 
telekiosks and telecentres. 2522

Impact on gender disparities

Traditionally, families favour boys over girls 
for admission to schools, especially when 
education is expensive and far from home. 
2523 2524 A teacher education pilot programme 
from Samtse College of Education showed 
no significant gender or geographic 
differences in system use, though female 
students used it more intensively and 
frequently. 2525 Self-paced supported learning 
systems can target girls in lower secondary 
school, especially those who are place-
bound, even when accounting for limited 
Internet access.

Impact on the rural-urban divide

The 2014 iSchool pilot programme is a 
recent example of digital platforms aiding 
delivery of quality education to rural areas. 
It was started in collaboration between 
Bhutan Telecom, the Bhutan Ministry of 
Education and Ericsson. And it has launched 
six schools in remote areas and offered live 
video-conference classes in subjects that 
lacked qualified teachers, such as physics, 
chemistry, biology, mathematics, English and 
environmental studies. 2526

[2512] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bt.html
[2513] https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Bhutan_OOSC_Profile_0.pdf
[2514] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1/
[2515] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1/
[2516] https://books.google.com/books?id=ymR5DAAAQBAJ&ppis
[2517] http://www.kuenselonline.com/intake-for-tertiary-education-increases-by-201/
[2518] http://www.rub.edu.bt/index.php/en/teaching-learning/programmes-of-study
[2519] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1/
[2520] https://arxiv.org/ftp/arxiv/papers/1503/1503.02408.pdf
[2521] https://library.iated.org/view/KINLEY2013USA
[2522] https://arxiv.org/ftp/arxiv/papers/1503/1503.02408.pdf
[2523] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1
[2524] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/308187875_Gender_and_Education_in_Bhutan
[2525] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1
[2526] https://bit.ly/3iPwRVL
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12.4.4 Online education in India

12.4.4.1 Overview

About 61.17 million children, adolescents and youth of primary and secondary school 
age are out of school (as of 2013). 2527

India has a relatively high youth (age 15-24) literacy rate at 91.66 per cent compared 
with the adult literacy rate (age 15 and above) at 74.37 per cent. 2529

Mobile devices are the most common portals of Internet usage, with 430.3 million 
active mobile Internet users, with an annual growth rate of 6 per cent. 2530

In 2018-2019, the government allocated $63.8 million to promote digital education.
The online education market is expected to grow exponentially, from $247 million to 
$1.9 billion by 2021. 2531

With an expected 280 million students enrolled in schools by 2021, online primary 
and secondary education is predicted to have the dominant share (39 per cent) of the 
online education market. 2532

The main challenges to wider adoption of online education are low Internet 
penetration (34 per cent of the total population 2533), access to technology, lack of 
local language content, and gender disparities in education.

Country snapshot

The main barriers to access to education in India include poverty, distance from a 
school, incomplete documentation, gender and social caste norms, and child labour. 2534 

To adequately serve the growing youth bulge, UNESCO estimates that India will need 3 
million new teachers by 2030. 2535 E-learning can play a role in teacher development. 2536

Rural Internet penetration is just 25 per cent compared with 66 per cent urban 
penetration. 2537  The government is attempting to bridge the rural-urban digital 
divide with initiatives such as E-Kranti and developing basic Internet infrastructure 
in underserved areas. 2538 Low-cost smart phones, affordable data plans and the 
development of smart cities have increased the demand for digital education, particularly 
in rural areas. 2539 Targeted efforts are also being made to promote digital education for 
girls and reduce the gender divide in education and access to technology. For instance, 
12 digital learning centres set up in Delhi by Ericsson India and the non-profit Plan 
India offer a range of courses, vocational training and career counselling, with special 
programmes encouraging out-of-school girls to access education 2540.

The online education market is expected to grow exponentially to $1.9 billion by 2021 
2541, and the paid user base of online education is expected to reach 9.6 million by 
2021. 2542 In addition to international and local e-learning actors (such as Coursera, edX, 
and Educomp), the government has set up a number of online and blended education 

[2527] http://data.uis.unesco.org/index.aspx?queryid=121
[2528] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2529] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2530] https://bit.ly/2ANP8Sr
[2530] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2532] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2533] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2534] https://bit.ly/2Zkd3lE
[2535] http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/global-teacher-shortage.aspx
[2536] https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/indias-education-challenge-technology-can-help/
[2537] https://imrbint.com/images/common/ICUBE™_2019_Highlights.pdf
[2538] http://www.forbesindia.com/blog/education/digital-education-among-students-in-rural-areas/
[2539] https://bit.ly/3j1SUcf
[2540] https://plan-international.org/access-digital-education-girls-delhi
[2541] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2542] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
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platforms, including the National 
Institute of Open Schooling 2543 and 
India Skills Online portal. 2544 2545  In 
2018-2019, the government allocated 
$63.80 million to promote digital 
education. 2546 Mobile applications 
like Byju are actively providing mobile 
learning options for supplemental 
education and examination preparation. 
2547 Currently, a plurality of online 
education (38 per cent) serves early 
career professionals, particularly 
IT sector employees, with a high 
demand for reskilling and professional 
certifications. 2548 Nonetheless, despite 
an increase in the number of online 
courses offered and the number of 
students enrolled, a stable and full-
fledged MOOC platform with consistent 
and massive enrolment (beyond 
100,000 registrants in a course) has yet 
to be built in India. 2549

12.4.4.2 Implications for children in 
India

Impact on income disparities

Online education has the potential 
of improving intergenerational 
socioeconomic mobility by allowing 
underprivileged students to complete 
their education and attain skilled 
employment. 2550 The prevalence of 
out-of-school children in urban areas 
is concentrated within slums and 
among street children who often do 
not have documentation to register 
for school and are frequently engaged 
in child labour. 2551 Online learning 
via community centres within slums 
can bypass the requirement for 
formal documentation and bridge the 
education gap. EdTech start-up Zaya 
Learning Labs offers a blended learning 
model for children in select areas 

of Mumbai’s slums by creating local 
hotspots for Internet access. Such 
models also provide a possible solution 
to the high teacher turnover in these 
areas. 2552

Impact on the rural-urban divide

Rural areas have a literacy rate of 71 per 
cent versus 86 per cent in urban areas.2553 

Rural children are disproportionately 
impacted by poor quality of education 
and dearth of qualified teachers. 
The Annual Status of Education Report 
found that less than half of fifth graders 
in rural India were able to read a Grade 
2 text in their native language. 2554

Despite the barriers to access, several 
non-profits and corporate philanthropies 
such as Azim Premji Foundation, HP, 
Cognizant, HCL and Cisco have launched 
digital education initiatives in rural India. 
2555 While online education may provide 
rural populations with access to quality 
education, obstacles to greater uptake 
include limited local language content, 
digital illiteracy and unawareness of 
programme availability. Nevertheless, 
mobile learning has promise given the 
relatively higher penetration of mobile 
Internet compared with broadband 
connections. 2556

Impact on marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups

A learning crisis for marginalized groups is 
apparent: school exclusion is considerably 
more prevalent for Muslim communities, 
scheduled castes and ethnic minorities. 
2557 2558  E-learning models can serve as 
a cost-effective intervention to improve 
education outcomes. For example, Seita, 
a non-profit organization, provides basic 
services (including shelter) for Dalit 
children in Maharashtra. Children can 

[2543] https://nios.ac.in/
[2544] https://www.nationalskillsnetwork.in/india-skills-online-portal/
[2545] http://www.indiaskillsonline.com/
[2546] https://bit.ly/300wWNJ
[2547] https://byjus.com/
[2548] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2549] https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1153318.pdf
[2550] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28428
[2551] https://bit.ly/3iJVB1I
[2552] https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-09-29-in-india-s-slums-blended-learning-finds-unexpected-evangelists
[2553] https://yourstory.com/2015/07/literacy-rate-india/
[2554] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/254411468188375892/pdf/WPS7362.pdf
[2555] https://www.cloodon.com/blog/Rural-Education-In-Digital-India/
[2556] https://www.cloodon.com/blog/Rural-Education-In-Digital-India/
[2557] https://bit.ly/327k2Ao
[2558] https://bit.ly/2DvQke9
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access computer-assisted learning and open courseware (available as offline content), 
circumventing the area’s limited Internet access. 2559

Preliminary studies of computer-assisted supplemental learning by Abdul Latif Jamil 
Poverty Action Lab in Indian primary schools showed a marked improvement for low-
performing students. 2560 The study also noted computer assisted learning to be as 
cost-effective as other student performance interventions, such as girls’ scholarship 
programs and cash-incentives for teachers and textbooks. 

Impact on children in emergency settings

India is prone to heavy monsoon rains and floods. In 2018, extreme weather events 
associated with climate change triggered flooding and landslides between June and 
August. Tropical cyclones in October and December severely damaged many homes 
and over 12,000 schools, 2561 affecting millions of people and students in Andhra 
Pradesh, Odisha, Tamil Nadu and Puducherry. Many of the remaining schools were 
turned into shelters. Even in areas where education was able to resume, the lack 
of teaching supplies and qualified teachers affected student learning. 2562  Online 
education via satellite broadband may provide insulation against disruption to 
education for displaced and resettled children. Access to centralized digital platforms 
that provide training in the national curricula would increase the likelihood of students 
completing their academic years in disaster-prone areas. 2563

[2559] https://seita.nl/project/digital-education-content-india/
[2560] https://bit.ly/2ZlPNnC
[2561] https://theirworld.org/news/south-asia-floods-could-put-thousands-children-out-of-school-for-ever
[2562] https://bit.ly/3fkAgd6
[2563] https://www.hughes.com/collateral-library/why-e-learning-has-promising-future-india
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12.4.5 Online education in Nepal

12.4.5.1 Overview

Nepal has seen a substantial, rapidly decreasing out-of-school rate for children, 
adolescents and youth of primary and secondary school age: 11.32 per cent in 2017, 
down from 19.80 per cent in 2014. 2564

The country has seen a generational knowledge attainment leap, with a youth (age 
15-24) literacy rate at 92.39 per cent and an adult literacy rate (age 15 and above) at 
67.91 per cent. 2565

About 35.3 per cent of youth are not employed or in any form of education or 
training. 2566

Internet usage expanded with 55 per cent of the population accessing the Internet, 
growing at 15 per cent per year. About 51 per cent of the population use the mobile 
Internet, with penetration growing at 17 per cent annually. 2567

A decentralized education system was introduced in 2016, shifting the emphasis from 
community to managed schools. 2568

Active government support for online higher education exists, mainly via the 
establishment of Nepal Open University in 2016. 2569

The country is aid-dependent and development partners play a significant role in 
supporting education programmes. 2570

The main challenges to online education adoption are lack of technical resources, 
government support at the primary and secondary levels, and community ‘buy-in’. 2571

Country snapshot

In 2017, national household Internet penetration was 7 per cent, with 23.7 per cent 
in the Kathmandu metropolitan area. 2572 2573 As of 2012, only 1 per cent of primary 
schools and 6 per cent of secondary schools were connected to the Internet. 
However, mobile Internet access is much more prevalent and used by approximately 
50 per cent of the population. 2574 2575 2576  Mobile learning is likely a more relevant 
mode of delivery in Nepal, formally endorsed for use in the Nepalese higher education 
system and integrated into the public Tribhuvan University Open and Distance 
Learning Centre programmes. 2577 Cost is the main hindrance to accessibility of 
Internet-enabled mobile devices and data. 2578

A handful of digital learning non-profit and private start-ups have launched in Nepal 
to support primary and secondary education. For example, private Kul Labs provides 
supplemental learning materials for secondary and higher education students based 
on the national curriculum. 2579 2580  The non-profit Open Learning Exchange Nepal (OLE 
Nepal) creates free multimedia learning modules, which are available online in an open 
digital library. 2581 An example of a private actor is miDas, which offers edKits with 
digital learning content for pre-primary through higher secondary school. 2582 These 
resources are not affordable due to costs (installation and private user licenses).  
Consequently, they have been targeted and used by private schools. 2583

[2564] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2565] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2566] https://nepalindata.com/media/resources/items/20/bNLFS-III_Final-Report.pdf at 21.4
[2567] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2568] http://www.moe.gov.np/assets/uploads/files/MOE_SSDP_Final_Document_Oct_2016.pdf
[2569] https://nou.edu.np/about-nou
[2570] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-nepal-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2570] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
[2572] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/j.1681-4835.2017.tb00607.x
[2573] https://bit.ly/2ZXrHyn
[2574] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2575] https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/j.1681-4835.2017.tb00607.x
[2576] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297654702_Mobile_Learning_Practice_In_Higher_Education_in_Nepal
[2577] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297654702_Mobile_Learning_Practice_In_Higher_Education_in_Nepal
[2578] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297654702_Mobile_Learning_Practice_In_Higher_Education_in_Nepal
[2579] https://kullabs.com/
[2580] http://www.hamroschool.com/nepal-free-e-learning/
[2580] http://www.olenepal.org/
[2582] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
[2583] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
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In 2016, the government established Nepal 
Open University to provide fully online and 
blended learning education and degree/
certificate programmes up to the post-
graduate Master’s level. 2584 The Ministry 
of Education has also supported the 
establishment of the International Centre 
for Academics in partnership with Indira 
Gandhi National Open University of India, 
which offers self-paced courses, degrees 
and open enrolment. 2585 2586 2587  Tribhuvan 
University and Kathmandu University offer 
e-learning options, 2588 2589 such as free 
MOOCs(through Kathmandu University). 2590 
Nevertheless, higher education tuition and 
fees are very costly and largely only available 
to high-income youth. 2591

The self-paced e-learning market is growing 
in Nepal, estimated at a 20 per cent growth 
from 2016-2021. 2592  Youth have shown 
an appetite for MOOCs, enrolling in foreign 
providers such as ALISON. 2593 Nepalese 
enrolment for online higher education 
degree and certificate programmes at the 
International Centre for Academics (ICA) 
and Nepal Open University is sizable. In 
2016, 3,527 students enrolled in one of the 
programmes, 1,401 graduating from ICA. 2594

12.4.5.2 Implications for children in Nepal  

Impact on gender disparities

While the female-to-male labour force 
participation rate is 96 per cent, 2595 two-
thirds of employed females are in the 
informal sector, the majority being girls 
aged 15-24 years. 2596 2597  These girls are 
more likely to be exposed to abuse and 
exploitation. 2598 Adolescent girls who do 
not make the school-to-work transition are 
vulnerable to early and forced marriage, 
domestic slavery and human trafficking. 2599

Cultural norms explain some of the dropout 
rate among girls; online programmes can 
be a remedy. 2600 The infrastructure and 
technical know-how to support and bring to 
fruition online tertiary education programmes 
are already in place, specifically at Nepal 
Open University and Tribhuvan University.  
Consequently, digital technical and vocational 
education and training (TVET) programmes 
can target young women, especially those in 
low-income and remote areas.

Impact on marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups

Traditionally, poor communities of neglected 
ethnic groups, including Muslims, Buddhists 
and low caste groups, face systemic 
social exclusion and barriers to high-quality 
education. 2601 2602 2603   Differential learning 
outcomes are stark, as seen in low-caste 
communities that have literacy rates well 
below the national average. Only 23.1 per 
cent of low-caste Terai Dalits are literate, 
compared with 80 per cent of high-caste 
Terai Brahmans/Chhetris. 2604

Impact on children in emergency settings

Online learning platforms developed by 
NGOs, such as OLE Nepal, can circumvent 
government bureaucracy and provide mobile 
learning options for the internally displaced 
and in areas where schools have yet to be 
rebuilt. 2605 OLE Nepal currently provides 
resources, such as the e-Pustakalaya free 
open digital library, which can be deployed 
in areas with low bandwidth or no Internet 
connectivity, 2606 2607 making it accessible 
in conflict or disaster-stricken areas. 
Additionally, newly developed telecentres in 
post-conflict and post-disaster reconstruction 
areas 2608 may also be used to create 
makeshift schooling via video conferencing. 

[2584] https://nou.edu.np/about-nou
[2585] https://ica.edu.np/about-us
[2586] https://ica.edu.np/blogs/blended-learning-e-learning-and-online-learning-what-ica-provides
[2587] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2588] https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297654702_Mobile_Learning_Practice_In_Higher_Education_in_Nepal
[2589] https://bit.ly/3eocwUd
[2590] https://bit.ly/2CkLX58
[2591] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/04/education-in-nepal
[2592]  https://bit.ly/2ZhUYoA
[2593] https://www.degruyter.com/downloadpdf/j/eurodl.2016.19.issue-2/eurodl-2016-0006/eurodl-2016-0006.pdf
[2594] https://www.degruyter.com/downloadpdf/j/eurodl.2016.19.issue-2/eurodl-2016-0006/eurodl-2016-0006.pdf
[2595] https://bit.ly/300tjay 
[2596] https://brook.gs/2AMpflQ
[2597] https://nepalindata.com/media/resources/items/20/bNLFS-III_Final-Report.pdf
[2598] https://brook.gs/3eeSYS5
[2599] https://bit.ly/2CstraI
[2600] https://brook.gs/2CkfbB0
[2601] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/04/education-in-nepal
[2602]  https://uni.cf/2W5jRBI
[2603] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-nepal-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2604] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-nepal-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2605] https://nyti.ms/329cz3D
[2606] http://www.olenepal.org/e-pustakalaya/
[2607] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
[2608] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/74415/40054-02-reg-pam.pdf
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12.4.6 Online education in Pakistan 

12.4.6.1 Overview

Pakistan is a young nation with two-thirds of its population under the age of 30. The youth bulge 
is expected to increase until at least 2050. 2615 About 57 per cent of youth are neither employed 
nor seeking employment. 2616 Universal education is free at all school levels and education is 
technically compulsory for 5-16 year olds, 2617 yet 29 per cent of young people are illiterate and 
over one-third of children, youth and adolescents are out-of-school, amounting to 19 million 
people. 2618 There are particular concerns regarding the quality of government schools and 
learning outcomes. 2619

Primary and secondary school e-learning options mostly involve private sector supplemental 
education portals, 2620 which are often unaffordable for low-income students and rely on 
household Internet access. Nevertheless, providers, such as the Akadimis online educational 
portal for K-12 schools (created by the All Pakistan Private Schools Management Association 
in Sindh, along with the UK-based firm Imperial Consulting) is successfully providing private 
school students with curriculum learning support.  2621 2622 

Higher education initiatives dominate the online education market in Pakistan. Allama Iqbal 
Open University, the largest university in the country with an average annual enrolment of 
1.2 million students, 2623 runs the Open Learning Institute, which has a multimedia course 
repository and learning management system, delivering e-learning and blended learning 
courses. 2624 Other efforts include Aga Khan University, which has offered locally designed 
MOOCs since 2014. 2625 In 2017, the Information Technology University of Lahore signed a 
memorandum with edX to integrate edX courses into its degree programmes for blended 
learning. 2626 Pakistan is one of the world’s fastest growing e-learning markets. 2627 In 2016, 
an estimated 90,000 Pakistanis accessed edX MOOCs, 2628 largely due to Pakistan’s vocational/

[2609] http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/unleashing-potential-young-pakistan
[2610] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2611] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2612] http://uis.unesco.org/country/PK
[2613] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2614] https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-01-02-how-asia-is-emerging-as-the-world-s-edtech-laboratory
[2615] http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/unleashing-potential-young-pakistan
[2616] http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/unleashing-potential-young-pakistan
[2617] http://uis.unesco.org/country/PK
[2618] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2619] https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/pakistanseducationcrisistherealstory2.pdf
[2620] https://www.mustakbil.com/companies/pakistan/e-learning
[2621] https://tribune.com.pk/story/1169452/revolutionising-learning-online-education-portal-launched/
[2622] https://pakwired.com/an-online-educational-portal-is-launched-to-revolutionize-and-digitize-learning-in-pakistan/
[2623] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2624] http://overseas.aiou.edu.pk/
[2625] https://wenr.wes.org/2018/08/educating-the-masses-the-rise-of-online-education
[2626] https://itu.edu.pk/itu-latest-news/itu-edx-signs-mou-for-pakistans-first-digital-university/
[2627] https://www.edsurge.com/news/2015-01-02-how-asia-is-emerging-as-the-world-s-edtech-laboratory
[2628] http://www.technologyreview.pk/mooc-s-on-edx-a-world-of-unlimited-learning-opportunities/
[2629] ] https://bit.ly/2ZXlt1B 
[2630] https://bit.ly/38KEyYG
[2631] https://bit.ly/3026eV0

Pakistan is experiencing a significant youth bulge, with 64 per cent of the population 
under age 30 and 29 per cent of the population between 15-24 years of age. 2609

Over 19.12 million children, adolescents and youth are out-of-school. 2610

The primary school age population is expected to grow by 11 per cent in this decade. 2611

Government-sponsored universal free education is available at all education levels. 2612

Internet penetration is currently low at only 22 per cent of the total population, but it 
is growing at 27 per cent per year.  About 21 per cent of the population uses mobile 
Internet. 2613

Pakistan is one of the world’s ten fastest growing e-learning markets. 2614

The main challenges to online education adoption are lack of reliable high-speed Internet 
access, affordability, local language content and quality assurance.

Country snapshot
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university system being unable to meet a 
rapidly growing demand for professional skill-
building from an expanding middle class. 2629 
From 2006-2018, the number of enrolments 
in tertiary education doubled. 2630

12.4.6.2 Implications for children in 
Pakistan

Impact on gender disparities

Online platforms offer a substantial 
opportunity for girls to access quality 
education through community centre projects 
that bring school spaces and curriculum 
content to them. A successful example is the 
Internet Society partnership with COMSATS 
Internet Services pilot programme, which 
works directly with communities and installs 
Internet connections at secondary schools for 
girls. With an Internet connection, students 
and teachers (mostly in villages) can be 
connected to the Tele Taleem organization in 
Islamabad, allowing online student/teacher 
training in core subjects and improving 
learning outcomes. 2631 At the higher 
education level, women are increasingly 
enrolling in online programmes – in 2016, 
women comprised 40 per cent of students at 
the Virtual University of Pakistan. 2632 Further 
improvements on this front can be made 
by building additional virtual campuses that 
target areas that are unsafe for women and 
that have traditionally excluded females from 
education.  

Impact on the rural-urban divide

The significant lack of quality and standards 
of rural government schools is an ongoing 
issue, deemed an ‘education crisis’ by many 
observers. 2633 2634 Government schools often 
lack quality teachers with large disparities in 
the regional distribution of teachers. 2635 2636   
The 2018 Pakistan Labour Force Survey 

[2632] http://onlineinnovationsjournal.com/streams/startups-in-online-education/386d310129cdf7ff.html
[2633] https://bit.ly/3iKHM3f
[2634] http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/254411468188375892/pdf/WPS7362.pdf
[2635] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2636] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2637] http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/10-Education.pdf
[2638] http://www.finance.gov.pk/survey/chapters_19/10-Education.pdf
[2639] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2640] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2641] https://www.thinktankinitiative.org/sites/default/files/openebooks/502-1/
[2642] https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED593386.pdf
[2643] https://childrenandarmedconflict.un.org/where-we-work/other-countries/pakistan/
[2644] https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2019/509&Lang=E
[2645] https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14678802.2018.1447861?journalCode=ccsd20
[2646] https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/impact-explosive-violence-students-and-education-kashmir
[2647] https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/kashmir-lockdown-education/
[2648] https://unhcrpk.org/unhcr-welcomes-pakistan-cabinets-decision-to-extend-stay-of-afghan-refugees/
[2649] https://www.rescue.org/article/building-brighter-future-afghan-children-education

reported literacy rates for ages 10 and above 
at 53.3 per cent in rural areas, versus 76.6 per 
cent in urban areas. 2637 In addition, 17 per 
cent of rural children between 6–16 years of 
age were out-of-school. 2638

Teacher training is key to improving quality 
and access. 2639 Some programmes, such 
as the Allama Iqbal Open University, target 
rural and remote areas for online distance 
teacher education programmes. 2640 2641  
Other programmes, such as the UNESCO 
m-learning pilot of early childhood education 
teacher training – which used preset and 
preloaded mobile phones for self-paced 
study – did not impact student outcomes 
as expected, largely due to weak Internet 
infrastructure and poor digital literacy. 2642

Impact on children in emergency settings

The Taliban is still active in Pakistan, along 
with other militant groups. Attacks on children 
and schools spiked with 34 reported attacks 
on schools and students last year, mainly in 
the Balochistan, Khyber and Pakhtunkhwa 
regions and the Newly Merged Districts. 2643 

2644 2645  The ongoing situation in Kashmir can 
close schools during times of tension. Many 
schools have been destroyed and children on 
the way to school killed.  It is generally unsafe 
to travel during times of unrest, especially 
for girls. 2646 2647 About 1.4 million Afghan 
refugees continue to reside in Pakistan. 2648 

Refugee children often attend school 
in refugee camps, largely provided by 
multilateral and non-profit organizations. 
2649  As Afghan refugees are increasingly 
returning to Afghanistan as their Pakistani 
residential permits expire in 2020, there 
is a greater need for children to access 
the home country national curriculum to 
better integrate into the national school 
system. 
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12.4.7 Online education in Sri Lanka 

12.4.7.1 Overview

Sri Lanka has invested heavily in education at all school levels. 2655 2656 Its education 
system is regarded as one of the best in South Asia. 2657 Nevertheless, the education 
system is burdened by low continuation rates. 2658  While only 4 per cent of the 
population has completed basic tertiary education, 2659 the government’s efforts in 
online education have focused on higher education initiatives. Sri Lanka is one of the 
few nations with an online education strategy: the Distance Education Modernization 
Project, developed with ADB. 2660

Primary and secondary schools concentrate on providing quality e-learning tools 
to supplement the national curriculum. The Ministry of Education maintains the 
e-Thaksalawa National e-Learning Portal for general education and a shared resources 
repository that contains national curriculum materials and teaching guides, which 
allow continuing education for teachers. 2661 Free non-profit platforms are especially 
popular: EduLanka provides postgraduate supplemental learning resources for students 
and e-learning materials for teachers at all levels. 2662 Gurulk provides digital literacy 
and information technology education materials, notably available in Sinhala. 2663 In 
addition, there are private companies, such as Bhasa, which offer Hapan e-learning, 
reaching (according to their estimate) 30,000 children. 2664 According to ADB, three 
challenges must be met in order to expand online education in Sri Lanka. 2665 First, the 
costs of project management and equipment purchases must come down. Second, 
the government needs to engage in social marketing to increase awareness and social 
acceptance of online programmes.  Third, a long-term self-sustaining strategy must be in 
place that does not rely on the private (or aid) sector. 2666

Sri Lanka has over 280,000 (6.31 per cent) out-of-school children, adolescents and 
youth. 2650

While 99.66 per cent of primary students transition to secondary school, student 
drop-out significantly increases with advanced transitions. At least 81.61 per cent 
of the population has completed lower secondary school, 61.68 per cent upper 
secondary and 4.06 per cent short-cycle tertiary. 2651

The country has the second highest literacy rate in South Asia: 98.86 per cent of 
youth (aged 15-24) and 92.38 per cent of adults (aged 25-64) are literate. 2652

Despite its burgeoning economy, Internet usage is low: 32 per cent of the total 
population accesses the Internet, growing at 7 per cent a year, and 29 per cent are 
mobile Internet users, growing 4 per cent a year. 2653

The main challenges to online education adoption are lack of social acceptance, poor 
teacher training in effective use 2654, and shortage of local-language digital content.

Country snapshot

[2650] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2651] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2652] http://data.uis.unesco.org/
[2653] https://www.slideshare.net/wearesocial/digital-in-2018-in-southern-asia-86866282
[2654] https://bit.ly/3foIDog
[2655] http://blogs.worldbank.org/opendata/new-country-classifications-income-level-2019-2020
[2656] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/50275-002-ssa.pdf
[2657] https://bit.ly/2ZfyR1S
[2658] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2659] http://data.uis.unesco.org/#
[2660] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/60150/33251-013-sri-pcr.pdf
[2661] http://www.e-thaksalawa.moe.gov.lk/web/en/
[2662] https://www.edulanka.lk
[2663] http://www.gurulk.com
[2664] https://www.bhasha.lk/
[2665] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/60150/33251-013-sri-pcr.pdf
[2666] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/60150/33251-013-sri-pcr.pdf



36912: Increasing acces to online education

12.4.7.2 Implications for children in Sri 
Lanka

Impact on gender disparities

In Sri Lanka, girls outpace boys in both 
access to education and achievement. 2667

2668  Starting with gender parity at the 
primary school level, boys are more likely 
to drop out in the subsequent transitions 
to lower and higher secondary school, 
all the way up to tertiary education. 2669 

2670   Joining the informal labour market 
is the major reason boys drop out at the 
secondary level. 2671 At the same time, a 
2015 national study found that in the 11-18 
age group, boys comprised two-thirds of 
Internet users, with parents revealing that 
girls were often restricted from Internet 
access. 2672

Impact on the rural-urban divide

The e-Sri Lanka initiative and the 
Mahindodaya programme improved the 
digital facilities of approximately 5,000 
primary schools in isolated or remote 
areas and provided technology labs 
for 1,000 secondary schools, which 
included a language learning lab and 
an online distance education unit. 2673 

The Unstoppable Sri Lanka Vision 2020 
national strategy integrates teacher 
training – particularly for remote 
areas – and plans to use free open 
source supplemental learning in the 
classroom, such as Khan Academy and 
EduLanka. 2674

Due to a lack of infrastructure, digital 
learning tools in remote and rural areas are 
limited to education institutions. With proper 
equipment (hardware and software) and 
teacher training, rural and remote students 
can be given access to a vast toolbox to 
aid their education, which is not available in 
traditional forms, such as tutoring or after-
school programmes.

[2667]  https://bit.ly/30cp9Nh
[2668] https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/sri-lanka-when-girls-outpace-boys-schools
[2669] https://bit.ly/2C1VpKC
[2670] https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/sri-lanka-when-girls-outpace-boys-schools
[2671] https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/sri-lanka-when-girls-outpace-boys-schools
[2672] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
[2673] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
[2674] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf
[2675] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html
[2676]  https://bit.ly/2ZS075K
[2677] https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html
[2678]  https://bit.ly/3ejCCaM
[2679] https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1201489.pdf
[2680] http://realradio.lk/sri-lanka-tests-khan-academy-mathcloud-courses/
[2681] https://www.readme.lk/forty-schools-khanacademy-material-sinhala/
[2682] https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/385526/ict-education-sa.pdf

Impact on marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups

While only 24 per cent of the population 
speaks English, 2675 71.1 per cent of the 
English-speaking population has Internet 
access. Advanced English-language skills 
are limited to affluent youth. 2676 About 87 
per cent of the population speaks Sinhala, 
2677 but only 35 per cent of Sinhala speakers 
have Internet access. 2678 Local-language 
content is key to mitigate marginalized 
access and improve outcomes. 2679 2680 

2681 For example, a study – by the Khan 
Academy and MathCloud – of Sinhala-
translated mathematics e-learning videos 
for Grade 9 students at 20 schools showed 
positive learning outcomes.  The government 
is supporting programmes to train teachers 
to develop local language digital content.  It 
is doing so by providing a national online 
repository on which teachers can share 
materials and interact with one another for 
discussion and feedback. 2682  With domestic 
support for relevant content and links to the 
national curriculum, digital learning centres in 
urban slums and rural areas could boost student 
interest, motivation, retention and completion 
rates for otherwise marginalized groups.
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12.4.8 Online education in the Maldives 

12.4.8.1 Overview

The Maldives holds the lowest school drop-out rate, lowest gender disparity ratio in education, 
and highest primary and lower secondary school enrolment within South Asia. 2691 Most 
schooling is provided by formal public schools, which are free. 2692  The country has not 
achieved universal primary and lower secondary enrolment.  Enrolment significantly drops in 
the transition from lower to upper secondary school, with only 45 per cent enrolled and even 
fewer transitioning to the workforce. 2693 2694  Despite its upper-middle income status and 
political commitment to free universal education, geographic challenges hinder educational 
outcomes. A universally accessible online education infrastructure could reach the entire 
population – spread across 26 atolls.  But this is limited by the willingness of the public to 
accept that online education is similar in quality to traditional formal education. 

Online education already supplements gaps in the education system. The Ministry of 
Education is working with the World Bank to establish virtual classrooms at smaller schools 
across the atolls, connecting them to teachers and providing continuous education without 
disruptions.  By the close of 2018, nine schools in the outer islands were connected to 
the Iskandhar School 2695 (in the capital Malé) for primary and lower-secondary instruction 
and teacher access. 2696 2697 A public-private partnership with Oordoo launched the ‘Smart 
City’, which resulted in the set-up of a telecentre at Iskandhar School to support high quality 
Internet connection.  Subsequently, free open-access digital education portals developed, and 
supplemental interactive learning experiences were launched. 2698 Within tertiary education, 
the Maldives Polytechnic Vocational and Technical Institute is free and offers online course 
options, and its main campus in Malé has a digital control room and five virtual classrooms 
for global connection. 2699 The Ministry of education has also reported that several private 
higher education institutes now have virtual study programmes. 2700 Mandhu College offers 

The Maldives has a low number of out-of-school children at 1,927. 2683

The youth (aged 15-24) literacy rate is 98.75 per cent. 2684

The country has a high tertiary education rate for region: 31.22 per cent enrolled. 2685

There is near universal electricity coverage: 99.8 per cent of the population. 2686 

About 83 per cent of the population uses the Internet, growing by 8.8 per cent a year, 
and 78 per cent use mobile Internet. 2687

Over 90 per cent of adolescents are literate in English. 2688

There is a teacher shortage, which has resulted in the state recruiting foreign national 
teachers, constituting 25 per cent of all teachers (60 per cent in some areas and 
higher education schools). 2689

In its most recent February 2019 education sector analysis, the Maldives Ministry 
of Education addressed the ‘second digital divide in education’ and named virtual 
learning classrooms as key strategic elements. 2690

The main challenges are quality assurance, monitoring and standards, student 
motivation to pursue and complete online programmes, and instructor training to 
efficiently and effectively deliver programmes and courses.

Country snapshot

[2683] http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/mv
[2684] http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/mv
[2685] http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/mv
[2686] https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/eg.elc.accs.zs
[2687] https://www.slideshare.net/DataReportal/digital-2019-maldives-january-2019-v01
[2688] https://www.unicef.org/maldives/what-we-do/education
[2689] https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mp_maldives_2018.pdf
[2690] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2691] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2692] http://oro.open.ac.uk/25572/1/ODL_for_Hard_to_Reach_Children_Main__Report_.pdf
[2693] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2694] https://www.unicef.org/maldives/what-we-do/education
[2695] http://www.educom.edu.mv/iskandhar/
[2696] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2697] https://bit.ly/3eiLflS
[2698] https://www.ooredoo.com/en/media/news_view/Ooredoo-launches-Smart-City-in-the-Maldives/
[2699] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2700] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
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a virtual campus with fully online degree 
programmes, 2701 2702  including the 
Advanced Certification in Primary and Middle 
School Teaching. 2703

12.4.8.2 Implications for children in the 
Maldives  

Impact on gender disparities  

At the pre-primary and primary levels, 
enrolment is at parity for boys and girls, but 
enrolment slightly diverges at the lower-
secondary level with 87.8 per cent of girls 
and 92.9 per cent of boys attending. At the 
higher-secondary level, 50.4 per cent of girls 
and 38.9 per cent of boys attend, though few 
women enter the professional workforce. 2704 
Girls also display significantly better learning 
outcome results, outperforming boys in all 
reported subjects 2705 – potentially because 
adolescent boys sense a lack of economic 
opportunity on their home islands and are 
pressured to provide income for households.  
This causes boys to drop out of school and 
move (often to the capital Malé) away from 
home.  In such situations, boys often fail to 
re-enrol and are at risk of exploitation, gang 
violence, criminal involvement and drug use, 
which further pushes them away from the 
public education system due to their fears of 
punitive legal action. 2706 2707

Impact on the rural-urban divide

The relatively low upper-secondary school 
enrolment rate is largely attributed to 
geographical challenges. All islands do not 
have upper-secondary schools and travel 
to a nearby school can be expensive and 
time-consuming. Boarding schools are few 
in number, 2708 2709  and learning outcomes 
greatly differ across islands, reflecting school 
and teaching quality gaps. 2710

The government has targeted smaller, more 
remote islands, digitally connecting them to 
large schools, such as the Iskandhar School 
in Malé. 2711 There is also a current initiative 

[2701] https://trueconf.com/company/testimonials/testimonials-clients-mandhucollege.html
[2702] http://www.mandhucollege.edu.mv/
[2703] http://www.mandhucollege.edu.mv/advanced-certificate-in-teaching-primary-middle-school/
[2704] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2705] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2706] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2707] https://www.unicef.org/maldives/what-we-do/education
[2708] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2709] https://www.unicef.org/maldives/what-we-do/education
[2710] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2711] https://www.globalpartnership.org/sites/default/files/2019-05-maldives-education-sector-analysis.pdf
[2712] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2713] http://www.infodev.org/sites/default/files/resource/InfodevDocuments_889.pdf
[2714] https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/mp_maldives_2018.pdf
[2715] http://agoffice.gov.mv/v4/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/NHRAP-Draft-of-Chapters_Public-Comments.pdf

for universal school computer availability 
and a computer lab at all secondary schools. 
Nevertheless, to date, only 60 per cent 
of secondary schools have been covered. 
2712  Additionally, Multipurpose Community 
Tele-centres (MTCs) are  available to 
schools, teachers, students and community 
members for skills upgrading. 2713  With the 
infrastructure already in place and even more 
being built, a development plan to improve 
education via an e-learning curriculum 
and teacher training can connect areas 
previously removed from higher-secondary 
and higher education access. 

Impact on marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups

Vulnerable migrant populations are often 
transient. 2714  The national curriculum is 
not designed with migrant populations 
in mind. Public non-profit or PPPs can 
preload educational materials in domestic 
languages on portable devices, which 
can be delivered via makeshift schools 
in migrant worker residential areas. 
Telecentres that offer migrants upskilling 
services can improve the conditions of 
workers and better address the economic 
needs of the Maldives. 2715
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12.5 Implications for UNICEF 

The consequences of the status of education 
reverberate throughout a child’s lifetime, 
affecting the nation’s greater development 
trajectory. The ability to appropriately 
understand and address concerns depends 
in part on satisfying the large education-
related data gaps in South Asia. Moving 
forward, it is critical to understand the 
exact socio-demographic nature of the 
out-of-school population, the mechanisms 
of school drop-out, and the root causes of 
learning outcome deficiencies. 2716 In parallel, 
there is a general lack of global research on 
the nature of the second digital divide, on 
differential education outcomes as related 
to the differential advantages of technology 
use, and on how the new innovations 
of e-learning directly influence child and 
youth development in various settings.  It is 
important to take a closer look at indicators of 
learning outcomes, retention and completion 
rates, learned skill set usage, and financial 
leverage. Ultimately, with enough data 
points, a macrolevel projection on the effects 
of e-learning on both intranational economic 
mobility gaps and international sustainable 
development can be shaped.

The following action points can support the 
immediate successful utilization of online 
education to address the divides within the 
South Asia region: 

Lack of reliable data and research

There are massive gaps in research and 
data around the availability and reach of 
online education portals in the region. Even 
though online education has a great potential 
to bridge gaps in access to education and 
supplement the dearth of qualified teachers, 
the subject has not been systematically 
studied.  A few market research studies 
are available for India,2717 Pakistan, 2718 
and Nepal. 2719 Unlike OECD and ASEAN 
countries, however, there is no centralized 
database that provides any information on 
the number of platforms available, student 
enrolment or rate of completion. 

An opportunity exists for UNICEF and other 
organizations working in the education 

sector to undertake a comprehensive review 
of the current state of online and distance 
education in South Asian countries. Potential 
data points that can be collected are types 
of online education portals, number of 
enrolments and graduation rates, profiles of 
graduates and new entrants, and distribution 
of programs by field of study. Disaggregating 
the information based on age, gender, 
rural-urban divide, and field of study would 
enable the creation of targeted programmes 
to improve education outcomes for the 
underserved populations, in line with SDG 4. 

Gender disparities 

Girls are at greater risk of exclusion from 
education in all countries within the region, 
especially as the schooling level escalates. 
Out-of-school girls are at greater risk of 
early and forced marriage, pregnancy and 
exploitation. Households commonly report 
choosing female exclusion from education 
for reasons of direct opportunity costs 
(which can be spent on boys who are 
perceived as a more positive future return 
on investment), indirect opportunity costs of 
lost labour income during school time, early 
marriage, and safety and security concerns 
traveling to schools. Cultural norms related 
to safety and security are also reported as 
a primary reason for girls’ exclusion from 
Internet access, mobile phone use and 
online education. Establishing more virtual 
campuses and e-learning telecentres with 
community cooperation for social investment 
can push out-of-school girls into the formal 
schooling system. In addition, online policing 
and security is a new but vital component 
of modern societies. 2720  There is an 
opportunity to develop cybersecurity national 
policies with the government and relevant 
international organizations that directly cover 
child protection, including enforcement 
mechanisms.

Females are largely excluded from the 
professional skilled labour force. Entirely 
online or blended learning vocational, 
technical and higher education degrees 
and certificates can allow females to 
upskill and better target the employment 
market. Females in the region have already 

[2716] https://books.google.com/books/about/Poor_Economics.html?id=2dlnBoX4licC
[2717] https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/in/pdf/2017/05/Online-Education-in-India-2021.pdf
[2718] https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/AAOUJ-01-2017-0011/full/html
[2719] https://bit.ly/38LkTrV
[2720] https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/SOWC_2017_ENG_WEB.pdf
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shown interest as their enrolment in 
online programmes has rapidly increased, 
though they still make up the minority of 
students. Many countries in the region have 
tertiary graduate numbers in fields grossly 
mismatched to the economy’s professional 
labour needs. Development organizations 
can collaboratively conduct an economic 
labour needs assessment that is coordinated 
with ministries of education and higher 
education to reform programme structures, 
fields offered and admitted spots, perhaps 
with a number of reserved spots for females. 
For example, there is a marked teacher 
shortage across the region with a great need 
for female teachers for girls’ education. To 
improve economic policies and education 
system strategies at the national level, 
quantitative information –  disaggregated by 
gender – is needed on specific geographical 
areas and teaching needs within countries.

Income disparities

Government services do not typically 
reach urban slums. Most urban slums do 
not even have electricity. Households and 
children often lack documentation in order 
to access services, including formal public 
online education programmes or the formal 
school system after supplemental e-learning. 
Development organizations can work with 
the state to better canvas and encourage the 
participation of all urban slum populations 
in census surveys, and therefore ensure 
they are accounted for in national as well 
as international policy. Another action item 
is to assess the gaps in the identification 
documentation system and collaborate to 
develop strategies to make identification 

card registration more easily accessible, such 
as coordinating public officials for monthly 
documentation registration and delivery 
days within urban slum areas, offering forms 
which can be completed on the spot, aides 
to support one-on-one form completion for 
those who are illiterate and flexible hours to 
account for the nature of the informal labour 
sector.

In South Asia, child labour is a leading cause 
of out-of-school children in both rural and 
urban regions. In rural areas where the labour 
is usually seasonal – following the agricultural 
cycle – children often do not attend class, 
are unable to catch up upon return, and 
cannot complete the year. Children involved 
in child labour are at much greater risk of 
exploitation, abuse, violence and trafficking. 
Nationally standardized flexible virtual 
classrooms or telecentres offer child and 
adolescent labourers the ability to participate 
in the national education system with higher 
likelihood of retention. As a physical point 
of contact, centres can also provide basic 
services that children are not otherwise 
receiving, including vaccinations, a nutritious 
meal and supplies for households, such as a 
bag of rice, which in turn also increases the 
incentive to attend classes. For adolescents, 
this may also include free sanitized needle 
exchange and drug addiction treatment. 

The rural-urban divide 

Teacher shortages in remote and rural areas 
are often reported to be due to distance, 
travel time and unsafe travel. Road safety is 
a leading cause of mortality and morbidity 
in the region, potentially costing 2 to 5 per 
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cent of national GDPs. 2721 SDG 3.6 targets 
halving the number of global deaths and 
injuries from road traffic accidents by 2020. 
Lack of road and transport infrastructure 
can be addressed through civil engineering 
consultations and working with governments 
to establish more expansive road and 
transportation authorities. Public advocacy 
campaigns on road safety have been 
successful – in some cases the result 
of collaborations between philanthropic 
foundations, NGOs and foreign aid agencies. 
Such collaborations could also engage with 
government entities to implement stronger 
and more consistent road safety standards, 
inspections and enforcement. 

Marginalized and disadvantaged 
groups

Particular ethnic groups, religious 
minorities and lower-caste communities 
are regularly subjected to stigmatization 
and discrimination at all levels, which 
exclude them from gainful employment, 
education and basic services. Without 
government support, online education for 
these marginalized communities will be 
limited to supplemental or informal learning.  
While some countries, such as India, have 
passed legislative measures protecting 
equitable rights, they are not enforced; many 
other countries in the region have not even 
passed equal rights legislation. This has led 
to generational inequality and contributes 
to an increasingly socially stratified income 
gap. With regard to achieving SDG 10.2 to 
empower and promote the social, economic 
and political inclusion of all, irrespective of 
age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, 
religion or economic or other status by 2030, 
multilateral organizations can work with 
government to draft enforcement strategies 
and write anti-discriminatory legislation.

Communities in emergency settings

Children in crisis settings are often transient 
with highly disordered access to education 
and lack of continuity – in many cases the 
situation is so disrupted that there are no 
opportunities to complete schooling levels, 
drastically limiting economic opportunities. 
Ideally, an online education system based 
on an internationally standardized accredited 
curriculum, coordinated across agencies 
and national borders, and translated into 
local languages for discrete refugee 

populations can transform the refugee 
experience, allowing better integration 
into a new country as resident asylum 
seekers or reintegration into the home 
country’s system. A successful example 
of cross-border coordination is the Afghan 
consulate in the Peshawar programme, 
undertaken by UNHCR and local NGOs.  
The programme registers Afghan 
refugee schools, students and teachers 
in Pakistan and provides them with the 
Afghan national curriculum, including 
examinations and other course materials. 
The objective is to incorporate children 
into the Afghan system so that they can 
seamlessly transition into the national 
system immediately upon return. With all 
Afghan refugee registrations in Pakistan 
expiring 30 June 2020 – registrations 
totalling approximately 1.4 million people 
2722 – such cross-border coordination 
efforts are vital to the economic 
redevelopment of the country of origin.

Moreover, following natural disasters, 
school infrastructures are often either 
closed, appropriated for other purposes or 
destroyed. Portable online education can 
serve as a significant tool in maintaining 
schooling as the community recovers 
and redevelops. A centralized system 
that electronically documents children 
and their guardians when they register 
at a refugee camp or community school 
for e-learning can lead to better service 
delivery across sectors, providing 
information on demographics that can 
be shared and coordinated by agencies 
across camps. This would serve both 
cross-national refugees and the internally 
displaced, and it could also serve as a vital 
tool to locate families and guardians of 
unaccompanied children who are lost or 
orphaned.

[2721] https://blogs.worldbank.org/transport/south-asia-case-road-safety-investment-stronger-ever
[2722] https://reliefweb.int/report/pakistan/unhcr-welcomes-pakistan-cabinet-s-decision-extend-stay-afghan-refugees
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