Myth and Reality of BPL Families 
Under poverty eradication schemes it is mandatory to identify families deserving help and assistance. To develop a system, there were certain indicators or determinants on the basis of which points are scored. The cutoff mark is 13 (13 determinants each of which is with five options from 0 to 4 =52) and families scoring above are deprived of all the benefits. It is very difficult to identify a family with thirteen points as a BPL and another scoring 14 points as APL. In a well researched article Sachin Kumar Jain shows how a good number of deserving families in MP, India have been deprived of all the facilities of a poor family because of faulty procedures adopted for identification. 

In some cases indicators themselves go against poor families. For example, BPL families were provided brick built houses of twenty square meters with an inbuilt lavatory under Indira Awas Yojana (Residence Providing Scheme in Indira’s name). As brick built houses and lavatories are included as determinants and so those families which have availed of these opportunities under poverty eradication non productive schemes scored higher than cut off marks of thirteen and enlisted as APL. Here enters on the stage the corruption that encourages the middle men to ‘manage’ for false documentations. Many undeserving families get enlisted as BPL while others are left out. Another indicator is clothes. A poor works in a rich house and get old set of left out clothes as reward. For having these clothes the family scores more than cut off marks and consequently excluded from the BPL list. One gets a radio or a bicycle as a marriage gift and if counted it increases the score and the poor become poorer by exclusion from this list. These middle men in nexus with record keeping clerk get these indicators recorded or unrecorded and corruption is bred, brought up and flourished.  

Speaking at the Bihar Poverty Alleviation Summit Mr. Nitish Kumar, the Chief Minister of Bihar referred to the official central government figure of BPL families to be 41% while actual figure was 60% making it a contentious issue between the center and the state governments as well as a debatable issue among right thinking well wishers of their own Bihar. Recently, he honestly and unhesitatingly stated that he could not contain the institutionalized financial crimes committed in nexus of corrupt officials.  This difference appears so surprisingly inaccurate because of its faulty process of surveying so important an issue. The survey was conducted by local school teachers in haste and very casual way without any well defined scientific method to contain corrupt officials, their touts, and false beneficiaries ready to gobble up the cake meant for the helpless destitute.
 There are four grounds for identifying the poor as follows:-

1. It defines a standard of socially acceptable and desirable level of consumption including expenses incurred.

2. It takes into account all known food resources of a family such as occupational and other sources of income. 

3. A standard basket of food products corresponding to the calorie norm also helps comparability. One could in principle estimate the minimum cost food basket taking into account food habits and prices prevailing in different regions.

4. The levels and composition of non-food items included in the minimum standard are taken to be whatever happens to go along with the fulfillment of the calorie norm nationally. Together they are used to determine the value of per capita consumption expenditure, which defines the national poverty line for rural and food and non-food items.

In order to improve upon the system a new ten point criteria have been evolved to identify the BPL family in a more simplified way. The new modified system appeared in Kolkata daily as follows:-
	THE NEW SCORE SYSTEM FOR BPL 
(highest score achievable is 10)

	Points
	Category

	4
	Landless agricultural worker

	3
	SC/ST, agriculture-worker with some land

	2
	Most backward castes, self-employed artisans, fisher-folk or casual workers

	1
	Muslim/OBC; household where no adult studied up to class 5; any member of the house with TB, leprosy, disability, mental illness or AIDS; household headed by a person of age 60 yrs and above or by a single woman with major son(s)


(Chitra Paul, the Telegraph, Kolkata, 2nd September, 2009)

The above criteria were in continuation of previous ones fixed from time to time since 9th Five Year Plan. Earlier, there were 13*4 point scale and up to 15 point scoring families were BPL. 

Let us examine one by one. So far consumption of food and non-food items are concerned these families have no known and recorded food resources such as ponds for fish, orchard for fruits, cultivable land for growing cereals, and so on. However, in autumn season, they catch fish from water currents and ponds, eat as well as sell them and sometimes it is done stealthily. In the same way, fruit is collected from any one’s orchard if the owner is absent or weak enough to punish the offender. Generally the minor children are engaged in this business and they are oblivious of the seriousness of this act. With the increase in agricultural input, and unavailability of farm workers, the number of farmers has gone down while that of the sharecroppers’ up. In government records they are landless destitute but they are growing more grains than their landlords. In absence of any clear law these land owners do not want to get sharecroppers registered in this category. Thus, poverty in real sense is a myth and in reality many families are in APL category though recorded under BPL category.

So far as a uniform standard is concerned, it can never be applied because there are unrecorded sources of income such as working as middle men for commission for getting a bank loan, or an old age pension sanctioned, or a farmer credit card issued, illegal mining, poaching, and so on. In many families there are more than three to four masons, painters, motor mechanic, electricians and other practically skilled workers who earn RS. 150-200 daily but they are recorded as BPL families. In the same way, an overt income of a tobacco seller is RS.20-30 a day but his covert income may be approximately RS 500 a day (if he deals in marijuana, narcotics and other spurious wine or drugs as is the usual case). There are agents at private bus stands who earn RS. 3-5 hundred daily but that income goes unaccounted. These examples will suffice to prove how a true picture of a BPL family cannot be had. 
In addition to these there is no uniform geographical or climatic condition to use a single yardstick for every individual in every area equally. Free food availability in every region is not the same and as such no ‘per capita calorie consumption expenditure’ count is possible. Further, people are hesitant to declare their source of income in expectation of getting benefited more and more from these schemes. The local contact exercises tremendous influence in government records and the maximum number of beneficiaries is shown. The record keeper, be it a headmaster or other officer is openly threatened or advised not to meddle between the government and the illegal beneficiary. Had accountability for any anomaly been fixed and made a punishable offence for both the recorders and the recorded the number of BPL families as I believe will certainly go down. 
Thus, it has become clear that the government has neither sufficient and accurate data, clear perspective nor any proper method of monitoring its implementation. It has been deceived by its own machinery defeating the very purpose of the introduction of these schemes. In addition to that the poor themselves are determined to negate all the government efforts by adopting bad habits of drinking, gambling, and so on. Further more; there is no any provision for counseling to inspire them for saving from their meager income to extricate themselves from the clutches of money lenders. The state governments thankfully have done a commendable job by helping them financially in time of crisis namely daughter’s marriage, delivery or death. However, NREGS is providing temporary employment to the poor. Unless they are transformed into a practically skilled formidable work force their position cannot be improved.    

So far the PDS is concerned; there is no provision for restricting corrupt FCI go-down in-charges, dishonest officials or shop owners. Media report revealed that thousands of tones of wheat got rotten unattended but the reality behind which is that it is a pretext for selling that grain to the black marketers. Same is the case of kerosene oil distribution because every family is allotted three liters indiscriminately without any consideration of members or the need of a family. BPL families got recorded three families while APL has been recorded as a joint family. The shop owner exploits the situation and almost blackmails these coupon holders. There are families with no school or college going children where as others have to buy it at higher rate from the same shop owner. For these benefits, the people in higher number want themselves get recorded.
The disparity between the prices for BPL and APL in PDS system is responsible for black marketing.  Suppose a family uses one KG of sugar but the family gets a supply of two KG at a rate of RS.15/-. The family sells it to the same shopkeeper at a rate of RS. 25/-. This black marketed sugar is sold by the same shop owner for RS. 30. Thus a parallel marketing system has evolved by means of faulty PDS system. This income is neither counted nor disclosed by any party. Thus the number of BPL families in Bihar is more a myth than a reality. 

On the contrary, share cropping or total asset (bullocks, milk cattle such as cows and buffaloes, or sheep and goats) has not been recorded as a determinant which is the main occupation of landless farm workers. The migrant farm laborers go to earn in different cities or states but they are recorded as BPL families though their income may be more than of many APL families. These examples will suffice to prove how difficult to have a true picture of a BPL family. In addition to that there is no uniform geographical or climatic condition to use a single yardstick for a family in every area equally because the quality of land is not the same in mountainous, un-irrigated or sandy deserted states yet the same parameters have been applied to ascertain the BPL families. Free food availability in every region is not the same and as such no ‘per capita calorie consumption expenditure’ count is possible. 
Rajasthan is marked as the best implementer state for NREGS but Sm. Vidya Subrahmaniyam exposes (the Hindu, 19th Dec.) how corruption came to the fore before the civil audit society and how panchayat heads or sarpanchas non-cooperated with the auditing teams and stood in its way, Government Orders went unheeded, fund transferred, false bills and vouchers were used to draw money and so on. 

Unless a clear, accountable, dedicated, honest and sensitive army of people is raised to monitor the whole system of implementation there is little hope for alleviation of the poor. Secondly, the poor themselves have been addicted to bad habits of drinking, gambling, prodigality and borrowing money on high interest rates from money lenders. They sell their houses and occupy forcefully other’s land in the name of dalits while his legal owner fear of him being framed falsely under prevention of S/C & S/T act does nothing. Thus, the corruption monster hydra with hundred ugly but powerful heads has many forms. Only a sustained attempt with conviction can contain it.
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