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Labour crisis: (from 
above) Sunil M itta l says 
we need to go back to
/  h a  h  l o t n r i i  r t f  h r t m  r t u r

Rohini Ni ekani
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Exclusive extracts from Rohini Nilekani's 
'Uncommon Ground', in which Sunil Mittal 
and Aruna Roy debate job creation in India

In d ia ’s d em o g rap h ic  tr a je c 
tory  is such  that, for the next 
tw enty  years, ab o u t 1 m illion 
peop le  will en te r th e  w orkforce 

every m onth . Will there  be a suf
ficient n u m b er of jobs for them  
all? A nd will these  jobs fulfil the  
a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  y o u th  e v e r y 
w here? W hat k ind of livelihoods 
do the m ajority  of peop le  w an t 
for them selves?

These are vexed questions that 
the  governm ent and  society m ust 
d e a l w ith  s o o n e r  r a th e r  th a n  
later. There is a flurry of activity 
b y  w ay  o f  p o l i c ie s  a n d  p r o 
gram m es, to try and  cash in  on 
th e  dem ograph ic  d iv idend  th a t 
India is experiencing because of 
its vast young population. It is a 
w in d o w  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y  t h a t  
b e g in s  to  c lo se  a ro u n d  2025, 
w hen India 's population  will start 
to age dram atically. That gives us 
m erely fifteen years to get things 
right and  to universalize educa
tion , em ployability  an d  gainful 
em ploym ent u n d e r decen t con 
d itio n s . H is to rian s  la m e n t th e  
fact tha t independen t India 's new  
leaders did no t prioritize univer
sal elem entary education. ...

I am  going to  s ta r t w ith vou.

Uncommon Ground- 
Dialogues Between Busi
ness and Social Leaders:
Penguin/Viking,
251 pages, ̂ 499.

b u t  i t  b a r e l y  t o u c h e s  t h e  
g ro u n d  reality . T he m a in  o ccu 
p a tio n  of ru ra l p eo p le  is e ith e r 
a g ricu ltu re  o r e m p lo y m e n t as 
physica l la b o u r—eith e r in  gov
e rn m e n t w orks or e lsew here.

So the m ain  issue for em ploy
m en t of rural people, therefore, is 
no t handicrafts—it is daily-wage 
work. They go and  stand  at haats 
from w here they are h ired  by pri
vate com panies or private people. 
Or they engage in m igration and 
move elsewhere for work. Or they 
go and  offer their services to big
ger farmers. Or they go and  work 
w ith  go v ern m en t p rog ram m es. 
T h e  m a in  th in g  fo r  th e m  is 
e m p lo y m e n t w ith  a sk ill th e y  
already possess, w hich is working 
w ith  too ls like th e  g h a in ti, th e  
phawra, w ith th e  various im ple
m ents of m ud  work, of plastering, 
of building. These are their skills, 
so one has to “build  from  there. 
And they w ant em ploym ent. And 
they have always w anted  to live 
w ith dignity. This is a m yth tha t 
w e alw ays have , o f p eo p le  no t 
w a n tin g  to  w ork . In d ia ’s p o o r 
w ork very hard , because  if they 
don 't, there will be no food at the 
end  of the day. M uch m ore than  
any of us, they have h ad  to work,

So w hen  I w ent to the M azdooi 
Kisan Shakti Sangathan, w hich is! 
a n o n -p a r ty  p o litica l organiza-* 
tion—we are no t m em bers of any 
po litical p arty  b u t w e th in k  we 
have to  m ake dem ocracy  w ork 
better—emDlovment was a m aior
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