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To the Reader: 
 
 
The Grassroots team is proud to present the 7th Edition of The Grassroots 
Journal!  
 
This edition features articles touching upon issues of education, child labor, 
alcoholism, environmental conservation, and gender. We are proud to announce 
that this is also the first issue in which we had the opportunity to feature an 
article written in French. 
 
In the attempt to address issues of development through various mediums, this 
edition will be introducing a photo series titled Human in Nature, which aims to 
portray the impact humans have had on nature. We hope this issue sparks some 
thought about the consequences of our actions, particularly in relation to the 
environment, as well as garners an increased awareness of barriers to 
development in relation to gender, education, and health across various 
countries.  
 
As I am graduating, this will be my last year as the editor of The Grassroots 
Journal, but I look forward to seeing this journal continue to grow in the 
capable hands of next year’s editor. This issue would not have been possible 
without the hard work of the assistant editor, Emillee Hernandez, and all the 
writers and photographer who contributed to this issue. 
 
Sincerely, 
Priya Nair 
Editor in Chief 
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The Last Tusk 
 

 

At first sight, a majestic animal, free, in its rightful untouched habitat. Look 
closer. What’s missing? A tusk. Where is it? Our jewelry, ornaments, piano 

keys, or billiard balls perhaps? Although banned since 1989, tens of thousands 
of elephants are still hunted and killed annually for their ivory tusks.1 You don’t 

see our presence here, for our presence is in a mere absence. But as we 
greedily build the absences in nature to ornate our lives, we grow closer and 

closer to the last tusk. [Photograph taken in Sri Lanka] 
 

 
 
1 http://www.bloodyivory.org/stop-the-ivory-trade 
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De nombreux domaines liés à la 
coopération internationale montrent une 
certaine résistance quant à l’application 
d’objectifs théoriques occidentaux aux 
réalités pratiques et locales des pays en 
voie de développement. C’est 
notamment le cas de l’éducation 
primaire. L’Article 28 de la Convention 
Internationale des Droits des Enfants 
stipule que tous les enfants ont droit à 
une éducation de qualité. Pourtant, 
plusieurs facteurs empêchent les enfants 
de se rendre à l’école dans de nombreux 
endroits, notamment des conflits armés, 
la pauvreté, le travail domestique, et 
plusieurs autres.  
 
Au cours de cette dissertation, la 
problématique du taux de fréquentation 
scolaire non- universelle au niveau 
primaire sera explorée en étudiant le cas 
de la république démocratique du Bénin, 
située en Afrique de l’Ouest. Elle sera 
approfondie sous un angle bilatéral: le 
système d’éducation béninois est en soi 
parsemé de profondes lacunes. À cela 
s’ajoute la problématique des enfants 
travailleurs. Les sections suivantes 
exposeront la problématique 
éducationnelle, argumenteront en faveur 
de l’importance de l’éducation et 
tenteront une analyse des contraintes 
structurelles, soit du système 
éducationnel béninois et des enfants 
travailleurs ainsi que de leur 
interrelation. En réalité, sans l’aide 

extérieure, le Bénin ne pourra pas 
atteindre son objectif.  
 
Le Bénin1, un pays à faible revenu, 
comptait en 2013 quelques 30,888,304 
jeunes filles et 28,367,072 jeunes 
garçons2 n’ayant pas accès à une 
éducation primaire ou secondaire3 
(World Bank 2013). De plus, les données 
de la même année démontrent que même 
si 68.4% des femmes ont complété leur 
éducation primaire (World Bank 2013), 
seulement 51.5% d’entre elles persistent 
jusqu’à leur dernière année primaire 
(World Bank 2012). Dans le cas des 
garçons, 82.9% des hommes ont terminé 
leurs études primaires mais seulement 
54.7% de ceux-ci (World Bank 2013) 
persistent jusqu’à leur dernière année 
primaire (World Bank 2012). La certaine 
disparité entre ces données laisse croire 
que de tous ceux et celles qui réussissent 
à compléter leur éducation primaire, 
beaucoup sont contraints de prendre une 
pause à un certain moment et de la 
compléter plus tard. Il y a également une 
grande disparité entre le nombre de 
femmes et d’hommes terminant leurs 
études primaires. Ces données sont une 
preuve de l’ampleur du problème de 
l’accès à l’éducation au Bénin et de 
l’écart selon le sexe.  
 
D’un point de vue utilitaire, l’éducation 
permet la transmission de connaissances 
favorisant une croissance économique 
(Haslam et al. 2012: 399). En effet, des 
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études montrent que les gens plus 
éduqués ont tendance à avoir un revenu 
plus élevé (Kingston et al. 2003: 53), ce 
qui leur permet d’être plus actifs au sein 
de l’économie. Selon une perspective 
transformative et instrumentale, 
l’éducation réduit les inégalités et les 
injustices au sein d’une société (Haslam 
et al. 2012: 400). En effet, celle-ci permet 
un changement et une justice sociale tout 
en faisant la promotion de la formation 
du capital humain. L’éducation a un 
certain effet libéral en rendant la 
population plus participative dans la vie 
politique et civile et plus engagée dans le 
respect des droits individuels (Kingston 
et al. 2003: 53). De plus, l’Article 28 de 
la Convention des Droits des Enfants 
stipule que l’accès à l’éducation est un 
droit fondamental pour tous, offrant ainsi 
une valeur intrinsèque à l’éducation 
(Convention on the rights of the child 
1989). Dans le cas béninois, une étude a 
démontré que l’éducation est perçue par 
la population locale comme un moyen de 
« becoming somebody »4 (Aboh 2006: 
606). Elle a dans ce sens une valeur très 
utilitaire. Ceci est potentiellement 
problématique puisque dans les cas où un 
degré de scolarité plus élevé ne permet 
pas nécessairement l’obtention d’un 
emploi, comme c’est bien souvent le cas 
au Bénin, elle perd considérablement de 
sa valeur.  
 
Les lacunes du système éducationnel 
béninois  
Dès le début de la décennie 1990, 
subissant une certaine pression de la part 
du mouvement « Education for All »5, le 
gouvernement béninois s’est engagé à 
augmenter le taux de fréquentation 
scolaire au niveau primaire dans le but de 
le rendre éventuellement universel 
(Welmond 2002: 59). Afin d’y arriver, 

des priorités ont été fixées, dont 
l’abolition progressive des frais de 
scolarité. Partiellement à cause des très 
limitées ressources gouvernementales, 
cet objectif n’est toujours pas atteint. En 
effet, bien qu’il y ait eu une 
augmentation de la taxe sur le revenu 
dans les années 1990, passant de 13% du 
revenu en 1992 à 17% en 1999 
(Guingnido-Gaye 2003: 10), un nombre 
important de travailleurs au Bénin, 
comme dans de nombreux pays en voie 
de développement, font partie du secteur 
informel et ne sont ainsi pas redevables à 
l’état (Van Ginneken 1999: 2). Cela 
signifie qu’une hausse du taux 
d’imposition chez la minorité 
contribuable n’est souvent pas 
accompagnée d’un surplus monétaire 
dans les coffres étatiques et 
conséquemment, de plus grandes 
dépenses gouvernementales dans le 
secteur de l’éducation. Au final, les 
ressources monétaires limitées de l’état 
béninois mènent à un manque 
d’investissements dans le système 
éducationnel.  
 
Afin de remédier à ce problème de 
manque de fonds et incité par les 
institutions financières internationales, 
telles que la Banque Mondiale et le 
Fonds Monétaire International (FMI) au 
sein de la période néolibérale dominante, 
l’état béninois a traditionnellement fait 
usage de deux instruments politiques 
dans le système d’éducation : un 
ralentissement de l’augmentation 
salariale des enseignants ainsi que la 
création de nouvelles cohortes 
d’enseignants au salaire toujours 
inférieur (Welmond 2002 : 59-60). Le 
résultat en a été une  
éducation de faible qualité offerte par des 
enseignants à la légitimité douteuse6. Il y 
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a également un manque considérable 
d’enseignants afin d’accommoder la 
demande toujours grandissante en termes 
d’enfants; en 2013, on trouvait un 
enseignants pour 43.7 élèves (World Data 
2013), un ratio plus élevé que celui de 
l’Afrique subsaharienne. Le problème 
éducationnel est ainsi de quantité et de 
qualité. Dans l’optique béninoise selon 
laquelle l’éducation permet de « 
becoming somebody », le faible salaire 
des enseignants, soit des gens éduqués, 
peut mener à des décrochages scolaires et 
par conséquent à une population 
généralement moins éduquée (Aboh 
2006: 616).  
 
Le travail des enfants dans les centres 
urbains  
Au Bénin, un nombre considérable 
d’enfants travaillent et de nombreux 
autres sont victimes de la traite des 
enfants7. Dans les faits, environ 500 000 
enfants âgés de cinq à 14 ans  
travaillent au Bénin, la majorité 
représentant de jeunes filles « 
vidomégons »8 (UNICEF Bénin 2007). 
Ces enfants sont en général victimes de 
la traite nationale et de ce fait, originaires 
du Bénin.9 Le travail des enfants est 
d’abord causé par la pauvreté (Coulombe 
2000 : 110). De plus,  
spécifiquement au Bénin (et en Afrique 
de l’Ouest), il s’agit d’une forme 
d’exploitation associée à la culture et à la 
tradition. Cela empêche les hommes 
d’état de condamner cette pratique,  
malgré le fait que dans certains cas, cela 
mène à des abus et la commercialisation 
de ces enfants10 (Dottrige 2005: 703).  
 
Une enquête datant de 2006 déclare que 
la majorité des enfants travailleurs 
(70.7%) n’ont jamais fréquenté l’école et 

que les principales activités pour 
lesquelles ils sont utilisés sont les  
travaux domestiques (40.5%) et les 
activités commerciales11 (25.9%) 
(UNICEF 2006). De plus, il existe au 
Bénin une plus importante disparité entre 
le niveau éducationnel des enfants 
urbains et ceux des enfants ruraux (voir 
Annexe 1): la majorité des enfants « 
vidomégons » étant de régions urbaines, 
ils sont marginalisés davantage par leur 
manque d’éducation (UNICEF 2012 6-
7). Évidemment, le travail chez les 
enfants n’est pas la cause principale du 
problème éducationnel au Bénin: « 
enfant qui travaille » n’est pas forcément 
synonyme avec « enfant qui ne fréquente 
pas l’école». Cependant, les mesures 
instaurées par le gouvernement béninois 
cherchant à sensibiliser les parents sur 
l’importance de l’éducation n’ont pas 
nécessairement un impact positif sur 
l’accès à l’éducation des enfants placés.  
 
L’objectif de fréquentation scolaire 
universelle que s’était posé le 
gouvernement béninois n’est ainsi 
toujours pas atteint à cause du manque de 
fonds investis dans l’éducation et mais 
également, la réalité des enfants 
travailleurs à qui l’éducation est 
difficilement accessible12. Ceci  
laisse croire que sans l’aide extérieure, le 
Bénin ne réussira pas à atteindre son 
objectif de fréquentation scolaire 
universelle au niveau primaire.  
 
Conclusion  
Il est évident que les lacunes du système 
éducatif ainsi que la travail des enfants 
ne représentent pas les seules causes de 
la fréquentation scolaire non-universelle 
du Bénin. La pauvreté force les enfants à 
travailler et empêche de nombreux 
enfants de fréquenter l’école puisque 
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malgré la gratuité de l’éducation, celle-ci 
occasionne des frais que beaucoup de 
familles ne sont pas en mesure de se 
permettre.13 Toutefois, ces deux « 
facettes » ont été choisies puisqu’elles 
permettent une vision large du problème, 
mais exposent également des côtés très 
particuliers au cas étudié.  
 
En ce qui concerne les recommandations 
politiques, le problème du système 
éducationnel trouve sa source dans le 
manque de ressources investies par le 
gouvernement béninois. Il serait idéal 
qu’il augmente son investissement dans 
le système éducatif, ne représentant que 
5% du PIB en 2013 (World Data 2013). 
Les dépenses en matière d’éducation 
devraient s’approcher du seuil minimal 
de 6% (Guingnido-Gaye 2003: 10). 
Compte tenu des difficultés financières 
éprouvées par le Bénin, une certaine aide 
extérieure est indispensable afin 
d’atteindre cet objectif.  
 
Une approche éducationnelle plus 
adaptée aux besoins des enfants « 
vidomégons » est également nécessaire. 
Les acteurs locaux et la société civile se 
doivent d’unir leurs forces pour créer des 
environnements urbains facilitant l’accès 
à l’éducation pour tous (UNICEF 2012: 
74). Il existe aussi des organisations 
communautaires, permettant la création 
de réseaux sociaux « bridging », et qui 
travaillent avec ces enfants marginalisés 
en leur proposant des programmes 
d’études avancées. Afin de mieux 
rejoindre ces enfants, ces organisations 
s’infiltrent dans les secteurs informels 
(UNICEF 2012: 58).  
 
Afin d’atteindre les enfants travailleurs 
et d’avoir un impact positif sur leur accès 
à l’éducation, une sensibilisation fondée 

sur les mérites de l’éducation et les droits 
de ces enfants se doit d’être adressée aux 
tuteurs d’enfants placés « vidomégons » 
et d’être mise en place. Les organisations 
locales qui assurent la scolarisation 
d’enfants marginalisés doivent avoir des 
contacts réguliers avec les tuteurs et 
doivent faire preuve de flexibilité afin de 
les accommoder puisqu’ils ont besoin de 
ces enfants travailleurs dans leur sphère 
domestique. Afin de mettre sur pied et de 
renforcer ces organisations, il y a un 
grand besoin de ressources. Il est clair 
encore une fois que l’aide extérieure est 
essentielle afin de supporter ces 
organisations non- gouvernementales et 
gouvernementales.  
 
Notes 
1. Quelques informations politiques de 
base sur le Bénin. Pays de l’Afrique de 
l’Ouest colonisé par la France, il accède 
à la souveraineté le 1er août 1960 sous le 
nom de la République de Dahomey. Un 
premier coup d’état politique a lieu en 
1963. Plusieurs autres coups d’état 
suivent donnant à la République de 
Dahomey le surnom de l’ « enfant 
malade de l’Afrique ». En 1975, l’ère 
militaro-marxiste s’installe dans la 
nouvellement 
nommée République du Bénin. En 1990 
est instaurée la démocratie qui semble 
sécurisée jusqu’à aujourd’hui 
(République du Bénin). 
 
2. Ces données provenant de World Bank 
Data ne sont pas informatives quant à 
l’âge des enfants. 
 
3. Ces données ne prennent pas la qualité 
de l’éducation en considération. Au 
Bénin, l’augmentation du taux de 
scolarisation ayant pris place de 1990 à 
2001 n’a pas été accompagné d’une 
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qualité améliorée (Guingnido Gaye 
2003: 4). 
 
4. Au Bénin et plus particulièrement à 
Cotonou où l’étude a pris place, « to 
become somebody » signifie avoir un 
emploi, avoir un statut social 
relativement élevé, posséder une voiture, 
vivre dans une demeure de style 
occidental (Aboh 2006: 606) 
 
5. Education for All (Éducation Pour 
Tous) est un mouvement global affilié à 
l’UNESCO ayant pour objectif l’accès à 
une éducation de base et de qualité pour 
tous. Six objectifs qui devaient être 
atteints en 2015 ont été déterminés au 
Forum Mondial sur l’Éducation ayant 
pris place en 2000, à Dakar (Sénégal), 
soit le développement et l’amélioration 
de la protection de la petite enfance, la 
possibilité à tous d’accéder à un 
enseignement primaire obligatoire et 
gratuit, un accès adéquat à des 
programmes prenant en considération 
des besoins de la vie courante et locale, 
l’amélioration du niveau 
d’alphabétisation des adultes (par des 
programmes d’éducation de base et 
d’éducation permanente), l’élimination 
des disparités entre les sexes dans 
l’enseignement primaire et secondaire et 
enfin, l’amélioration de la qualité de 
l’éducation générale (UNESCO 2015). 
 
6. Une étude visant principalement les 
enseignants au niveau secondaire à 
Cotonou, la capitale économique du 
Bénin, a déclaré que les « Structural 
Adjustment Programs » mis en place lors 
de la décennie 1990, soit sous la période 
néolibérale, ont eu un impact sur la 
qualité de l’éducation. De nombreux 
enseignants ont pris avantage des primes 
de retraite offertes et le gouvernement 

n’a pas engagé de nouvelles cohortes 
d’enseignants résultant en un manque de 
professionnels. Le salaire des 
enseignants a également perdu de sa 
valeur à cause de l’instabilité financière 
du pays. Au final, les enseignants 
devaient avoir plusieurs emplois pour 
arriver à joindre les deux bouts. Par 
conséquent, leur engagement envers leur 
profession et leurs étudiants en a souffert 
(Aboh 2006: 616). 
 
7. Au Bénin, ainsi qu’en Afrique de 
l’Ouest plus généralement, il est 
commun d’envoyer son enfant vivre chez 
une connaissance ou une tutrice afin d’y 
travailler. De plus, une partie importante 
de ces enfants travaillent dans les 
ménages et la sphère domestique: il est 
presque impossible de contrôler le travail 
des enfants dans ces cas particuliers 
(Coulombe 2000: 112). 
 
8. Le terme « vidomégon » signifie 
généralement « enfant qui travaille » ou 
« enfant placé » dans la langue Fon, 
c’est-à-dire la langue de la capitale 
économique du Bénin, Cotonou. Ces 
jeunes pré-pubères proviennent en 
général de milieux ruraux et sont 
envoyés dans les régions urbaines afin 
d’y travailler dans les marchés ou en tant 
que domestiques (Coulombe 2000, 97; 
Dottridge 2005, 689). Ces enfants font 
généralement partie de la pratique 
commune expliquée plus haut (voir note 
précédente). Ils n’ont aucune protection 
contre toutes sortes d’abus (Dottridge 
2005: 703) et selon l’Article 9 de la 
Convention des Droits des Enfants, leur 
droit de vivre avec leurs parents n’est pas 
respecté (Convention on the Rights of the 
Child 1989). De plus, le fait que la 
majorité de ces enfants soient des filles 
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renforce l’écart d’accès à l’éducation 
entre les femmes et les hommes. 
 
9. Les droits des enfants travailleurs au 
Bénin, comme ceux de l’Afrique de 
l’Ouest, ne sont pas respectés. Les 
enfants travailleurs habitent chez une 
tutrice ou un proche de la famille. Ces 
enfants sont rendus vulnérables, et dans 
certains cas, marginalisés (The 
Economist 2015). 
 
10. Dans le cadre de cette dissertation, 
cette violation des droits des enfants que 
peut représenter le travail des enfants est 
explorée uniquement par son lien au 
manque d’accès à l’éducation au Bénin. 
 
11. Plus particulièrement dans les villes 
avec un certain roulement économique 
telles que Cotonou (capitale économique 
du Bénin), les enfants sont utilisés pour 
seconder les marchand(e)s dans les 
marchés et pour y vendre des produits. 
 
12. Ceci étant dit, il n’y a pas que les 
enfants travailleurs ou « vidomégons » 
qui n’ont pas nécessairement accès à 
l’éducation. C’est également le cas de 
nombreux enfants de familles pauvres 
n’ayant pas les moyens de payer pour les 
frais reliés à l’éducation, tels que les prix 
d’uniformes, ou cotisations de toutes  
sortes.  Il y a également a problématique 
de décrochage scolaire, qui peut être lié à 
une désillusion chez les étudiant(e)s dans 
les cas où mêmes les gens éduqués ne 
réussissent pas à atteindre un mode de 
vie élevé ou respecté (Aboh 2006: 617) – 
en d’autres mots, n’ont pas réussi à « 
becoming somebody » – ou alors dans les 
cas où les enseignants aigris sont peu 
impliqués dans la vie scolaire (Aboh 
2006: 616). 
 

13. La réalité et l’importance du secteur 
informel aide à expliquer cette 
problématique. Le secteur informel est 
caractérisé par un revenu inconstant. De 
plus, les frais liés à l’éducation 
représente un fardeau considérable pour 
ces familles (Gauthé 1999: 172). 
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Manmade Bubble 
 

 

Be it fishes trapped in a plastic bag or lions trapped in the zoo, nature is 
considered to be at our disposal, to be cordoned off and given a price tag as we 

see fit. [Photograph taken in Indonesia] 
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 Introduction 
Alcohol abuse in Tamil Nadu is a serious 
problem that affects many low-income 
men (women’s level of alcohol 
consumption was found to be 
insignificant) and wreaks high social, 
economic, and health costs on them and 
their families. The state government has 
attempted numerous times to address this 
issue. Since prohibition’s initial 
introduction to the state in 1937, 
complete prohibition and partial 
prohibition (which forbids only certain 
types of alcohol), have been 
implemented and repealed intermittently 
a total of six times in Tamil Nadu. In 
2003, Tamil Nadu Chief Minister, 
Jayalalithaa, enacted a landmark policy 
change that monopolized sales of alcohol 
by the state-run TASMAC corporation. 
Thanks to the government’s control of 
this lucrative business, the state 
generates a large percentage of its 
revenue from the excise taxes on alcohol. 
This fact, along with the strong political 
influence of many liquor manufacturers, 
makes the alcohol policy in India a 
deeply political issue.  
 
There are two main camps with 
competing policy prescriptions for 
combatting the alcoholism problem in 
India (Subramanian, Nandy, Irving, 
Gordon, & Smith, 2005). The pro 
prohibition camp argues for a complete 
ban on the sale and distribution of 
alcohol, while the anti prohibition side 
advocates for increases in price through 
higher excise taxes as a means of 

reducing incentives to purchase alcohol. 
For greater analytical rigor, the pro 
prohibition camp has been divided into 
two separate policies—complete 
prohibition and partial prohibition; both 
of which have significantly different 
impacts on alcohol consumption. Tamil 
Nadu currently operates in a state of de 
facto partial prohibition, as the 
TASMAC monopoly on the sale of 
alcohol limits the types of alcohol that 
are legally sold in the state. The 
TASMAC monopolization of alcohol 
effectively forbids the sale of cheaper 
forms of ‘country liquor’ (a drink 
popular among poor Indians in rural 
areas that is made of cheap raw materials 
such as coconut, palm, or sugarcane). 
This form of partial prohibition further 
increases risks of illicit distillation and 
smuggling, and threatens to increase the 
financial burden of purchasing alcohol 
for low-income addicts. A regulated 
system of complete prohibition, on the 
other hand, would require large increases 
in regulation and policing to control all 
types of alcohol, including country 
liquor.  
 
Tamil Nadu is in need of a policy that 
will limit alcohol consumption while 
keeping prices of alcohol low enough so 
that it will not result in smuggling, 
bootlegging, or increased financial 
burdens on families. The analysis will 
begin by assessing the socio-political 
context in which alcohol policies in 
Tamil Nadu are currently formulated. It 
will then explore the economics of 

 

The Political Economy of Alcohol Policy 
Determination in Tamil Nadu 
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prohibition, and compare the three main 
competing policies espoused as solutions 
for the states drinking problem: an 
increase in the price of alcohol through a 
higher excise tax, partial prohibition 
policies that limit the types of alcohol 
that are legally sold within the state, and 
complete prohibition.  The current policy 
in Tamil Nadu combines high excise 
taxes with restrictions on the types of 
alcohol sold in TASMAC shops. 
However, the troubling drinking patterns 
among many men in the state point to the 
need for a reformed policy. The merits 
and deficiencies of each of the competing 
policies will be discussed, with particular 
focus on the laws of price and demand 
that guide the efficiency of each policy. 
The paper will then address illicit 
distillation of alcohol, one of the primary 
criticisms waged at the policy of 
prohibition, and the final section will 
then provide potential consumption-
reducing strategies for Tamil Nadu. 
 

The Social Context of Drinking in 
India 
India does not have a strong historical 
culture of drinking, which may be part of 
what has led to such a troubled drinking 
culture today. Over the last two thousand 
years, a climate has existed in India 
where most considered abstinence a 
desirable state. Within the caste system, 
India had strict rules regarding who was 
allowed to drink and under what 
circumstances. For example, Brahmins 
couldn’t drink at all, and some other 
castes could only imbibe during religious 
festivals (Mohan et al., 2001). For these 
reasons, abstinence was considered the 
norm in Indian society. Under British 
colonial rule, however, the availability of 
alcohol increased, which led to a shift in 
practices among some members of 

society who previously did not consume 
alcohol (Mohan et al., 2001). This rapid 
transition towards greater availability of 
alcohol resulted in deviant and unhealthy 
consumption habits among some 
proportions of society. The mindset of 
many Indians regarding alcohol 
consumption, however, has remained 
fixated on abstinence as the most moral 
path. Public perception of drinking in 
India is not in favor of alcohol 
consumption. Drinking is also split on 
religious lines—with Muslims generally 
less favorable to drinking than Hindus 
(Sharma, 1969). This historical and 
cultural context serves to paint drinking 
as a vice rather than something used for 
enjoyment in social settings. 
 
Part of the inalienable Indian opposition 
to alcohol stems from Gandhi and the 
values he espoused during and after the 
independence movement from the mid-
1920s until his death in 1948. Gandhi 
was staunchly anti-liquor, and even 
stated that if he were to become dictator 
of India for a day, the first thing on his 
agenda would be to close without 
compensation all production and sale of 
liquor in India (Naidu & Banu, 1992). 
This belief was essentially based on 
social welfare and a conviction that India 
should be abstinent and pure (Benegal, 
2005). These values were not only held 
by Gandhi and promoted in society at 
large, but were in fact enshrined in the 
Constitution within the Directive 
Principles of State Policy. Article 47 
states that all states “shall endeavor to 
bring about prohibition of consumption 
[…]” (Benegal, 2005). There is therefore 
a different perspective towards 
prohibition in India as opposed to other 
countries who often view prohibition as 
a pure infringement on freedom of 
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choice. Instead, prohibition is regarded 
as a commendable goal for state 
governments, and an effective means of 
eradicating the scourge of alcoholism.  In 
a study conducted from 2014 to 2015 by 
the non-profit organization, Magasool, 
over 1,200 households throughout Tamil 
Nadu were surveyed to gather data about 
the drinking habits of men (Vanderperre, 
Nair, & Selvamani, 2015). Respondents 
were overwhelmingly in favor of 
introducing prohibition, with 94.77% of 
all women and 92.56% of all men in 
support of introducing prohibition to 
curb drinking. Many provided anecdotes 
of alcohol’s effects on their families and 
heartfelt pleas for the government to 
outlaw the sale of alcohol in the state. 
While some people expressed skepticism 
regarding the effectiveness of prohibition 
due to concerns of illicit distillation of 
alcohol, most asserted that it would be 
the best measure for the government to 
take. Even men who admitted to drinking 
daily stated that they wished to see 
prohibition implemented, as it was the 
only way for them to control their 
addiction. 88.36% of men said that their 
consumption of alcohol would likely 
decrease if TASMACs were closed and 
prohibition were put in place. 
Paradoxically, the state government of 
Tamil Nadu, and the governments of 
other states in India, benefit financially 
from their citizens’ consumption of 
alcohol despite widespread social 
disapproval of drinking and public 
support for prohibition. Benegal (2005) 
describes this puzzling social position of 
alcohol well, stating that India has an 
‘ambivalent’ drinking culture—neither 
dry nor wet—that attracts social stigma 
while simultaneously being used by 
governments and manufacturers in the 
pursuit of profit.   

Troubling Drinking Patterns  
The prevalence of alcohol use disorders 
among drinkers in India is undoubtedly 
linked to the history of alcohol in India 
and its puzzling position within Indian 
society. It should be noted that alcohol 
use rates among women in India are 
negligible; this paper, as well as those 
cited, therefore focus exclusively on 
drinking among men. In a 2005 study 
cited by the World Health Organization 
(WHO), India had experienced a 115% 
increase in per capita alcohol 
consumption since 1980 (Subramanian et 
al., 2005). Another study dating from 
2005 specified that from 2002 to 2005 
the rate of alcohol sales had grown by 7-
8% — indicating an upward trend, with 
the highest rates of drinking found in 
southern India (Benegal, 2005). Drinking 
rates throughout India vary greatly, 
mainly due to a large range of different 
alcohol policies by state. Studies 
conducted in different parts of the 
country suggest alcohol consumption 
rates range from 23% to 74% among 
adult males (Mohan, Chopra, Ray, & 
Sethi, 2001). Data from the Magasool 
study estimated drinking rates to be 
around 56% based on data obtained from 
the wives of drinking men (Vanderperre 
et al., 2015). Women’s answers were 
used to calculate this number rather than 
men’s due to the greater propensity for 
men to lie about their own drinking 
habits.  While this rate of drinking is not 
considered especially large relative to 
rates in many developed countries, the 
rates of heavy and frequent drinking 
among those who consume is of 
particular concern. 
 
Studies have repeatedly shown that more 
than 50% of all drinkers in India satisfy 
criteria for ‘hazardous drinking’ 
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(Benegal, 2005). This was found to hold 
true in the data gathered from the 
Magasool study of Tamil Nadu, in which 
52.63% of all drinkers were reported as 
consuming alcohol daily. Therefore, 
while a relatively small proportion of 
Indian men drink, those who do typically 
consume large amounts. This is in line 
with the general trend of drinking in 
many developing countries, where the 
majority of people abstain from alcohol, 
but the minority who do drink tend to do 
so at dangerous levels (Subramanian et 
al., 2005). This fact has been proven in a 
number of different studies on drinking 
patterns in India, and serves to highlight 
an unfortunate truth about the nature of 
alcohol consumption in the country: the 
habits of drinkers demonstrate that the 
basic purpose of drinking alcohol is to 
get drunk quickly and stay drunk (Mohan 
et al., 2001). 
 

Politics and Prohibition in Tamil Nadu 
Alcohol policy, and the taxes that might 
go along with the sale of alcohol, come 
under the legislative power of individual 
states and not the federal government 
(Mahal, 2000). There is therefore 
considerable variation between state 
alcohol policies and their rates of excise 
taxation (Mahal, 2000). Gujarat, for 
example, has had prohibition ever since 
Independence. Other states, including 
Andhra Pradesh, Haryana, Kerala, and 
Tamil Nadu have all attempted 
prohibition at least once in the past. 
Tamil Nadu has the most tumultuous 
history of prohibition of any Indian state. 
After its implementation in 1946, the 
Tamil Nadu government has put 
prohibition back in place and repealed it 
a total of six times, usually following a 
change in leadership.  
 

The excise tax on liquor and the 
profitability of the liquor industry make 
the alcohol policy in Tamil Nadu an 
inherently political issue. The alcohol 
industry clearly influences politics, with 
large alcohol manufacturers making 
monetary contributions to political 
parties, as well as providing inducements 
to voters during elections (Benegal, 
2005). The alcohol manufacturing 
industry in India, controlled by wealthy 
political figures and businessmen, is 
evidently corrupt. By the end of the 
1970s, throughout most of India, liquor 
contractors and politicians had become 
one and the same (Reddy & Patnaik, 
1993). Alcohol thus became an easy 
means of raising political funds, and an 
important incentive used in Indian 
politics to influence the decisions of 
voters (Naidu & Banu, 1992). Politics 
and alcohol are so intertwined that 
parties will even campaign by handing 
out free liquor in villages. In the 
Magasool survey of Tamil Nadu, 20% of 
respondents reported that politicians 
used the distribution of free alcohol as a 
means of persuading voters to support 
them in local elections (Vanderperre et 
al., 2015). This is only one very overt 
example of politicians using alcohol to 
manipulate voters. The practice of 
politicians using alcohol to gain support, 
while the parties they are affiliated with 
promote prohibition, displays the level of 
corruption and hypocrisy at play. Outside 
of this practice of bribery through 
alcohol distribution, manipulation of the 
alcohol policy is commonly used in more 
systemic ways as a tool for advancing the 
political interests of certain groups.  
 
One can think back to the ‘ambivalent 
drinking culture’ mentioned by Benegal 
to understand the dynamics of alcohol 
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promotion and politics. While alcohol 
use for the majority is still stigmatized in 
India, and most parties actually subscribe 
to the policy of prohibition in theory, 
politicians still openly manipulate the 
alcohol policy for the sake of generating 
greater profits for themselves or securing 
more votes.  As a result, prohibition and 
frequent alcohol policy changes in Tamil 
Nadu can be attributed to the political 
system and the interests of powerful 
political figures. 
 
The alcohol policy in Tamil Nadu can be 
said to be cyclical, with periodic states of 
prohibition followed by its complete 
repeal. This cycle can be linked to the 
elections cycle and to periods of financial 
distress when the government scraps the 
prohibition policy, presumably due to a 
lack of revenue. Naidu and Banu (1992) 
characterize the volatile alcohol policy in 
Tamil Nadu as a vacillation between 
pandering to voters and anti-alcohol 
activists who clamor for restrictions on 
the sale of alcohol (which usually 
happens around election time) on one 
hand, and needing to loosen 
aforementioned restrictions once 
revenue losses from excise tax become 
too much for politicians and powerful 
liquor manufacturers to bear on the other. 
The Tamil Nadu government knows that 
prohibition policies will create financial 
pressures, but is willing to overlook these 
long-term adverse economic 
consequences in order to maximize their 
share of votes in the short-run (Naidu & 
Banu, 1992). Thus, prohibition has been 
implemented impulsively by politicians 
seeking to gain votes and then repealed 
later on, either when the government is 
tired of foregoing the revenue from 
alcohol or after a tragic incident of deaths 
due to consumption of illicit liquor 

during a period of prohibiton when 
drinkers lost access to safe, state-
manufactured alcohol. In the current 
alcohol policy of Tamil Nadu the sale of 
alcohol is monopolized by the state-
owned TASMAC, which only allows for 
the the sale of certain types of alcohol. 
This essentially creates a form of partial 
prohibition since TASMAC shops only 
sell Indian-made foreign liquor (IMFL). 
IMFL refers to ‘foreign’ types of alcohol 
(such as whisky, rum, gin, and brandy), 
beer, and wine. The TASMAC shops run 
by the state government do not sell 
arrack or other types of “country liquor” 
that are distilled from cheap, locally 
available raw materials. These types of 
low-cost alcohols are therefore 
unavailable to the public outside of 
illegal means. The state monopoly over 
the sale of alcohol was put in place in 
2003 when Chief Minister of Tamil 
Nadu, Jayalalithaa, forcibly brought 
7000 liquor shops under TASMAC 
control. This policy move was what kick 
started the large influx of revenue for the 
TASMACs, as they became the only 
alcohol provider in the state.  
 
Economics of Prohibition 
Frequent policy changes restricting the 
availability of alcohol have led to wide 
fluctuations in excise revenue (Naidu & 
Banu, 1992). The nature of alcohol as a 
demerit commodity with an addictive 
potential places it in a unique position 
economically, wherein it is difficult to 
gauge what the demand for it is and how 
changes in price will affect this demand. 
The price elasticity of demand of 
alcohol, while complicated to determine, 
is crucial to formulating a policy that will 
effectively curb drinking. Whether Tamil 
Nadu should continue to increase the 
price of alcohol in TASMACs through 
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excise taxes, whether it should provide 
cheaper alcohol for sale, or whether the 
government should opt for prohibition 
altogether ultimately depends on what 
the price elasticity of demand is 
determined to be.  In economic terms, if 
a good has an elasticity with an absolute 
value smaller than one, it said to be price-
inelastic. A beverage would be 
considered inelastic if the percentage 
change in the amount of alcohol 
purchased is smaller than the percentage 
change in price. In the simplest terms, a 
good is elastic if a large change in price 
does not result in a large change in 
demand. Figures for the price elasticity 
of demand for alcohol vary significantly 
between different countries and different 
types of alcohol.  
 
Some studies have found that the demand 
for alcohol is more inelastic in 
developing countries than developed 
ones (Price Elasticities in Alcoholic 
Drink, 2014). Data cited by Mahal from 
a household survey of Andhra Pradesh 
showed a price elasticity of demand for 
alcohol at −0.50 for people aged 25 years 
and above (Mahal, 2000). Another study 
of Karnataka estimated similar price 
elasticities in the range of −0.47 and 
−0.62 (Rahman, 2003).  Both of these 
results would seem to point to alcohol 
being a relatively inelastic commodity, 
not strongly affected by changes in price. 
A study cited by Sharma (1969) found 
that in extremely low-income Indian 
households, there was a high price 
elasticity of demand for alcohol because 
at severe levels of destitution there is 
little incentive to spend on alcohol at the 
expense of food or other immediate 
necessities. However, among low-
income households above destitution, the 
elasticity dropped significantly, and 

individuals were likely to spend much 
larger portions of their income on 
alcohol. The price elasticity continues to 
decline for higher income levels, but 
amounts spent on alcohol represent a 
smaller proportion of overall income for 
these groups. Goods that are 
monopolized also generally have a low 
price elasticity of demand to begin with. 
Since TASMAC has a monopoly on the 
retail sale of alcohol in Tamil Nadu, 
consumers do not have alternatives to the 
alcohol sold in TASMAC shops (besides 
illicit liquor), and can therefore be 
expected to be relatively unresponsive to 
changes in the price of alcohol sold by 
the TASMACs due to the absence of any 
cheaper options.  There is a group of 
scholars, therefore, who believe that the 
price elasticity of demand for alcohol in 
Tamil Nadu is low, and increases in 
prices will not lead to a decrease in 
demand.  
 
Authors have differing opinions 
regarding what types of alcohol policies 
should be implemented depending on 
what they believe the price elasticity of 
alcohol to be. The following section will 
analyze the competing policy 
recommendations that arise from 
different understandings of what the 
price elasticity of demand of alcohol in 
Tamil Nadu is, looking at the three main 
policies that are recommended by 
scholars and that are analyzed in this 
paper: increasing the price through the 
excise tax, introducing partial 
prohibition of certain types of alcohol, 
and outlawing sale and consumption of 
alcohol completely through full 
prohibition.  
 
 



   18 

Policy Recommendations Based on 
Price Elasticity of Demand 
 
1. Increase in Excise Tax 
 The main recommendation that 
arises out of the belief that alcohol has a 
high elasticity is to raise the price of 
alcohol in TASMAC shops through an 
increase in the excise tax. Under the 
current alcohol policy in Tamil Nadu, the 
state generates a very large revenue from 
excise tax that is derived from various 
types of alcohol that are sold in the 
government-owned TASMACs 
(Abraham, 1995). Throughout India, in 
fact, state excise on alcohol plays a large 
role in generating state government 
revenue, emerging as a main alternative 
to sales taxation in many states. Out of all 
forms of excise tax, the excise on alcohol 
provides the most return, accounting for 
roughly 15 to 20 % of most states’ total 
revenue (Benegal, 2005).  

 
Those who advocate using the excise tax 
as a means of combatting alcohol abuse 
in India believe that a high price of 
alcohol will deter users from drinking. 
According to a 2014 report by the WHO, 
the best policies for limiting drinking 
have shown to be those that limit the 
accessibility of alcohol through the use 
of taxation (Global Status Report on 
Alcohol and Health, 2014). The WHO’s 
‘global strategy’ for tackling drinking 
recommends that member states 
establish a system for specific domestic 
taxation and that they use price strategies 
such as adjusting taxes to keep up with 
inflation and income levels, imposing 
minimum pricing policies, or banning 
below-cost selling or volume discounts 
to ensure that alcohol prices remain high 
(Global Status Report on Alcohol and 
Health, 2014). 

 
 Naidu & Banu’s (1992) beliefs are in 
line with the understanding that the price 
elasticity of demand in Tamil Nadu is 
high, and that alcohol operates like any 
other commodity—an increase in price 
will lead to a decrease in demand. For 
this reason, they argue that high excise 
taxes on alcohol could actually constrain 
consumption and allow low-income 
families to spend more on essential 
goods. Of course, given the history of 
alcohol in India and the concerning 
consumption habits that have evolved as 
a result, there is reason to view such a 
policy shift towards a further increase in 
prices within TASMACs with 
skepticism. 
 
The other camp, which believes that 
demand for alcohol in India is relatively 
unresponsive to changes in price, argues 
that the idea of using an increase in 
excise taxation to limit drinking in India 
might work in theory, and it does work in 
practice in many other parts of the world; 
however, if the low price elasticity of 
demand of alcohol in India is taken into 
account, it becomes clear that such a 
measure would not produce these 
anticipated effects within an Indian 
context. The nature of the problem of 
alcoholism varies greatly from country to 
country and even within different regions 
of one country, and there is no one 
‘global strategy’ that can work 
everywhere as a catch-all solution to curb 
drinking. As mentioned earlier, 
developed countries often have greater 
price elasticity of demand for alcohol 
than developing ones, and many would 
argue that India is no exception. While an 
increase in price would indeed hamper 
the purchase and consumption of alcohol 
in countries where a change in the price 
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of alcohol will have a large effect on the 
demand, in India, such an increase in tax 
would likely place a greater burden on 
drinkers who will end up spending more 
on alcohol at the expense of other 
necessary goods. The Magasool study 
found that drinking men spend an 
average of Rs. 97.55 each time they 
drink. For daily drinkers, this means that 
they spend an average of 35.82% of their 
daily wage on alcohol. This also doesn’t 
take into account the income lost due to 
decreased productivity from drinking. 
This evidence highlights the risk that an 
increase in excise tax could pose to the 
financial wellbeing of many alcohol 
consumers and their families.  
 
Authors including Benegal (2005) and 
Reddy & Patnaik (1993) have also 
expressed concerns that due to the 
relative inelasticity of alcohol, an 
increase in price by raising the excise tax 
would simply increase the economic 
hardship felt by alcohol consumers and 
their families instead of decreasing 
drinking rates. Those who are against 
excise taxation of alcohol for economic 
reasons point to the fact that excise taxes 
are regressive, meaning that the burden 
falls evenly on the consumers regardless 
of their income. According to 
calculations cited by Mahal (2000), it 
would require a cost increase of alcohol 
of approximately 70 to 130 % in order to 
curb drinking in India to a degree similar 
to prohibition. Moreover, these figures 
might even be an underestimation 
considering that the price sensitivity is 
even lower for alcohol addicts, and 
Mahal’s study only looked at the habits 
of individuals who consumed alcohol but 
who were not necessarily addictied 
Indeed, other Indian states that tried to 
limit alcohol consumption through high 

excise taxation in the 1970s ended up 
increasing revenue but not curbing 
drinking (Reddy & Patnaik, 1993).   
 
The true beneficiaries of the excise tax in 
India are state governments and liquor 
manufacturers who generate large 
amounts of revenue from its use at the 
expense of the people. Considering that 
the excise tax on alcohol makes up a 
large proportion of the Tamil Nadu 
government’s revenue, it is clear that the 
tax does not work to limit consumption 
of alcohol, but simply raises the price 
while people continue to imbibe and the 
state governments fill their coffers 
(Reddy & Patnaik, 1993). The generation 
of revenue for state governments is of 
course an important cause, and excise is 
a valuable source of revenue for 
financing urgent programs of economic 
development (Sharma, 1969). However, 
state policies should not increase tax 
levels indiscriminately in order to raise 
greater revenue, as this could simply 
result in a greater financial burden on 
drinkers.  
 
2. Partial Prohibition 
As a means of compromising between 
limiting consumption and giving up 
excise revenue completely, some states, 
including Tamil Nadu from 1986 to 
1987, have implemented partial 
prohibition as a potential solution. Partial 
prohibition involves making sales of 
certain types of liquor illegal. Such 
policies typically focus on cheap alcohol 
that is readily consumed by people with 
low incomes.  Rural and low-income 
Indians typically consume two types of 
liquor: Indian made foreign liquor 
(IMFL), and “country liquor” (Mahal, 
2000). As mentioned earlier, IMFL 
refers to ‘foreign’ types of alcohol 
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typically produced in large distilleries, 
such as whisky, rum, gin, and brandy; 
“country liquor” denotes liquors that are 
made from locally available and cheap 
raw materials such as sugarcane, rice, 
palm, and coconuts (Mahal, 2000). 
Arrack and toddy are two notable types 
of country liquor consumed by the rural 
poor, and are particularly popular in 
South India. Under partial prohibition, 
country liquor like arrack and toddy are 
banned, and only IMFL, beer, and wine 
are allowed (Naidu & Banu, 1992). Ever 
since the 2003 ruling that consolidated 
all sales of alcohol in Tamil Nadu within 
the state-run TASMACs, Tamil Nadu 
has had a de facto system of partial 
prohibition. This is because TASMACs 
do not sell arrack or other forms of 
country liquor. Since sales of alcohol are 
limited to TASMAC shops, country 
liquor is no longer available for legal 
purchase in the state. 
 
The logic behind a policy of partial 
prohibition is that it is thought to 
minimize the burden on the poor, who 
are the consumers of country liquor, by 
decreasing their propensity to purchase 
liquor while continuing to tax the rich on 
their drinks. However, this overlooks the 
possible substitution effects if the poor 
switch to consuming IMFL and beer. As 
noted, there is proof of low price 
elasticity of demand for alcohol in India, 
so the poor would be more likely to 
spend greater amounts to fund their 
drinking habits.  This concern is 
therefore similar to that of an increase in 
excise taxation wherein a rise in price 
will only lead to increased financial 
stress on low-income alcohol consumers. 
With partial prohibition, however, 
instead of an overall increase on the 
prices of all types of alcohol, the 

financial strain placed on the poor would 
be due to substitution effects as they are 
forced to replace consumption of cheap 
liquors with more expensive varieties.  
 
A study of drinking patterns in Tamil 
Nadu by Thirumagal, Velayutham, & 
Panda (2015) provides insight into the 
dynamics of price elasticity of demand 
for alcohol under the partial prohibition 
system. The survey looked at various 
villages in the state that only had access 
to TASMAC alcohol, as well as one 
village that retained access to country 
liquor due to its proximity to the border 
with Andhra Pradesh, where country 
liquor remains legal. The study found 
that following the monopolization of 
alcohol sales by TASMAC in 2003, and 
the concurrent discontinuation of sales of 
country liquor by private retailers, 
village men who only had access to 
alcohol sold in TASMACs purchased 
and consumed roughly the same overall 
amount of alcohol as those in the village 
with access to arrack. However, those 
with access to arrack had higher rates of 
problem drinking. This seems to indicate 
that drinkers are more likely to consume 
high levels of alcohol when there is 
access to cheap varieties, such as country 
liquor, but that with increasing prices—
and likely higher quality alcohol—
overall demand for alcohol does not 
decrease significantly. These results may 
mean that partial prohibition leads to a 
change in the social context of drinking 
by reducing bingeing and encouraging 
more moderate levels of consumption by 
wider portions of society. However, 
these findings are also consistent with the 
results anticipated from an increase in the 
excise tax, wherein a change in the price 
of alcohol (whether through excise or 
through partial prohibition) doesn’t 
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significantly change overall levels of 
drinking, and would cause drinkers to 
spend more on purchasing alcohol. 
Partial prohibition is a superior policy to 
excise taxation because it has been 
shown to limit problem drinking thanks 
to a decrease in the availability of cheap, 
high alcohol-content country liquor. The 
current de facto partial prohibition policy 
in Tamil Nadu, combined with high 
excise taxes on the available alcohol in 
TASMAC shops still demands greater 
change as there is continued evidence of 
high rates of problem drinking 
throughout the state. 
 
3. Complete Prohibition 
A policy of complete prohibition has 
been found to be the most effective way 
of curbing drinking in India, and has 
proven to result in decreased 
consumption and improved indices of 
wellbeing when implemented (Benegal, 
2005). Prohibition in Andhra Pradesh 
was found to have large curtailing effects 
on alcohol consumption, reducing 
drinking levels by 30-60% (Mahal, 
2000). Gujarat (the state with prohibition 
in 1994) was found to have much lower 
proportions of people reporting frequent 
alcohol consumption than other states 
(Mahal, 2000). Sharma (1969) supports a 
policy of prohibition by arguing that 
prohibition not only limits consumption 
of alcohol, but also augments the savings 
of the community by reducing their 
expenses on alcohol. He argues that it 
can increase savings as well as lead to 
increased capital formation as money is 
freed to purchase other goods at the 
subsistence level. Studies also suggest a 
direct association between drinking and 
lower expenditure on education (Sharma, 
1969).  
 

While prohibition may result in indirect 
financial gains for individuals, the 
apparent issue with a policy of complete 
prohibition is that it would eliminate the 
state’s large income generated from 
excise taxes on alcohol. Even under a 
partial prohibition system, the state is 
able to take in a lot of revenue from the 
excise taxes on IMFL. With complete 
prohibition, however, this is completely 
lost. Gujarat loses an estimated 300 crore 
($453,000 USD) per year from its 
prohibition policy (Sain, 1989).  
Complete prohibition is therefore not 
widely supported by politicians other 
than for short periods of time when they 
want to gain voter support. If a complete 
prohibition policy were to be 
implemented, several obstacles would 
need to be overcome. One of the primary 
flaws of a policy of complete prohibition 
that many critics have pointed out is the 
potential of increased illicit distillation of 
alcohol. The next section will turn to this 
issue and analyze the propensity for 
illicit distillation of alcohol under 
complete prohibition compared to the 
two competing policies.  
 
Illicit distillation of alcohol 
Illicit distillation of alcohol is a problem 
that has been present in Tamil Nadu 
throughout the changes in alcohol and 
excise policy, regardless of whether or 
not prohibition was in place. Ultimately, 
there will be some substitution effects 
under full or partial prohibition, as well 
as with high excise taxes, due to the fact 
that any system that seeks to limit 
alcohol consumption will do so by 
limiting either accessibility (through 
price) or availability (through bans).  
 
Alcohol produced by means of illicit 
distillation cause negative effects on the 
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community, not only by encouraging 
dangerous drinking habits but also 
because the process often takes place 
under highly unhygienic conditions.  
Alcohol is produced clandestinely 
without a permit, and is made in small 
production units and in people’s homes 
with cheap raw materials like those used 
for the manufacture of country liquor. 
Illicit liquor is not subject to quality 
control checks, and can have alcohol 
contents up to 56%. In addition, as a 
result of the lack of regulation, 
adulteration of illicit liquor is frequent, 
with producers sometimes adding 
chemicals such as industrial methylated 
spirit—a common culprit of deaths 
resulting from batches of spurious liquor, 
which happen all too often throughout 
India (Mohan et al., 2001).  
 
Prohibition is not the only force that 
limits the availability of alcohol and 
forces drinkers to turn to illicit liquor. In 
fact, illicit liquor has been widely 
available in India ever since licensing of 
alcohol was introduced during the British 
period (Basu, 1995). As prices of legal 
liquor in India rose, so did the demand 
for illicit alcohol. It is common 
knowledge that the illegal liquor trade 
throughout India is very far-reaching and 
lucrative. The reason that illicit liquor is 
so common and highly demanded is that 
prices of alcohol are beyond the means of 
many poorer members of the population. 
Throughout India, and in Tamil Nadu, 
illicit liquor provides a cheaper option 
than the legal liquor sold throughout the 
state for high prices. Saldanha (1995) 
looks at the drinking patterns in 
Maharashtra, and concluded that as the 
price of liquor increased, rates of illicit 
distillation of alcohol grew in tandem. 
Saldanha concluded that if the rate of tax 

on liquor were reduced, illicit distillation 
would stop.  Similarly, in James Manor’s 
book recounting a tragic incident of 
spurious liquor poisoning in Karnataka 
in 1981, where more than 300 died, 
Manor suggests reducing the demand for 
illicit liquor by bringing down the price 
of arrack to make it more easily available 
(Basu, 1995).   
 
Naidu & Banu (1992) state that 
governments are fully aware of the 
prevalence of illicit distillation, and 
therefore usually try to set the excise tax 
at a rate that takes into account revenue 
considerations. In other words, they will 
not make the excise tax on alcohol so 
high that it stimulates illicit production of 
alcohol. However, it seems almost 
impossible to price low-income 
consumers out of the market for alcohol 
while simultaneously keeping them away 
from illicit alcohol consumption. 
Realistically, the state either needs to 
provide affordable alcohol to citizens, or 
deal with the consequences of illicit 
distillation.   
 
A partial prohibition system, too, poses 
high risks for illicit distillation of alcohol 
due to the lack of affordable liquor 
options. The effects that partial 
prohibition has on illicit alcohol 
production are similar, if not identical, to 
those of an increase in excise taxation. 
Both policies limit the availability of 
cheap alcohol, which will likely cause 
consumers to resort to cheaper illegal 
options.  
 
An expected increase in the illicit 
distillation of alcohol is the main 
criticism waged towards proponents of 
policies of prohibition. A policy of 
complete prohibition is likely to have 
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even higher rates of illicit distillation 
than one of high excise taxes or partial 
prohibition due to the complete lack of 
any alternatives for consumption. This is 
one of the primary weaknesses of a 
prohibition policy, and is one of the 
reasons for its frequent repeal. In 
addition to coinciding with electoral 
cycles, it is easy to see a trend in 
prohibition policy that is in line with 
incidents of deaths from spurious liquor.  
This problem needs to be addressed in 
order to make any alcohol policy 
effective and to protect the health of 
citizens. Past policies, such as Chief 
Minister Karunanidhi’s “Cheap Liquor 
Policy” implemented from 1989-1990, 
intended to make alcohol cheaply 
available to poor citizens in the state, 
which would decrease their propensity to 
consume illicit alcohol. This policy was 
reversed by Chief Minister Jayalalithaa 
in 1991 with concerns that overall 
alcohol consumption among the poor had 
increased (Patel, 1998).  
 
Any degree of prohibition—including 
the partial prohibition and combined 
high excise taxes that go along with the 
current TASMAC monopoly in Tamil 
Nadu—is likely to lead to smuggling and 
illicit distillation of alcohol. Both of 
these are quite common currently, as 
seen in the Commissionerate report 
released by the Tamil Nadu state 
government that reported 96,000 cases of 
prohibition offences, most of which were 
due to possession or sale of arrack 
(Commissionerate of Prohibition and 
Excise, 2014). Due to the variation in 
state liquor policies, it is inevitable that 
there will be a degree of smuggling of 
alcohol from states who share borders 
with Tamil Nadu and who have less strict 
liquor laws, such as Andhra Pradesh. 

There should be efforts to increase 
regulation and policing of the borders to 
curtail this, but it is obvious that there 
would be a high cost associated with 
such efforts and that they could never be 
100% effective at stopping all smuggling 
of alcohol in the state.  
 
Illicit distillation of alcohol is a 
worrisome potential by-product of both 
full and partial prohibition and of 
increased prices of alcohol in the state. 
However, it does not represent a strong 
argument against the implementation of 
complete prohibition, as there are already 
high rates of illicit distillation in Tamil 
Nadu under the current policy. One 
preventative strategy that has been 
suggested is to bring down the price of 
arrack to make it more easily available. 
However, as witnessed by several 
studies, such as Thirumagal, 
Velayutham, & Panda (2015), increased 
availability of arrack is likely to lead to 
higher rates of alcoholism. Ultimately, 
the only sustainable way of reducing the 
consumption of illicit liquor is through 
preventative measures. The state needs to 
provide education and information 
among potential consumers regarding the 
harmful consequences of drinking illicit 
alcohol. In addition, law enforcement 
can be improved to crack down more 
heavily on distillers of illicit liquor.  
 
Supplemental Strategies to Reduce 
Alcohol Consumption 
Alcohol is neither a completely elastic 
nor inelastic commodity. An increase in 
price can lead to a decrease in drinking, 
but it can also result in more smuggling, 
spurious liquor, and greater financial 
strain on families. In this regard, the 
government should focus on alternative 
means of curbing drinking. A primary 
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area in which the Tamil Nadu 
government could expand efforts is in 
education about alcoholism and its 
harms. Approximately 24% of the male 
respondents were oblivious to the 
adverse health effects of alcohol 
consumption (Vanderperre et al., 2015), 
suggesting the need for improved efforts 
to raise awareness about the harmful 
effects of drinking. The state must adopt 
a public health initiative to tackle alcohol 
abuse, and implement better information 
dissemination on the risks of drinking, 
such as through the provision of peer 
education on drinking behavior in 
colleges and schools (Patel, 1998). In 
addition, there needs to be improved 
secondary prevention to reduce the 
effects of problem drinking once 
detected. This can be achieved through 
social work, counseling, and 
publicization of information about 
Alcoholics Anonymous and 
rehabilitation (Patel 1998). For all of this 
to happen, the state government must 
draft an explicit and rational alcohol 
policy that provides clear goals for 
limiting consumption regardless of its 
effects on state revenue generation or 
election outcomes.  
 
Conclusion 
Complete prohibition has been proven to 
successfully reduce overall levels of 
consumption in states in India such as 
Gujarat, and evidence shows that such a 
policy could be successful in Tamil Nadu 
as well. There is the concern that this will 
lead to illicit distillation and inter-state 
smuggling, but these are also present 
with high prices for alcohol (although 
maybe less prevalent). Under the current 
partial prohibition, there is some 
decrease in consumption, but it is mostly 
due to consumers being forced to replace 

cheap arrack with expensive IMFL. 
Results have found a slight decrease in 
consumption due to the high prices from 
excise taxation, but there is still concern 
that consumers are spending far too 
much of their income on alcohol. 
Considering the many alternative 
policies for reducing alcohol 
consumption and the deficiencies of 
each, a policy of complete prohibition, 
despite its own pitfalls, is the best means 
of limiting alcohol consumption in the 
state. Complete prohibition is seen by 
many as impinging on the people’s free 
choice within a democratic society 
(Sharma, 1969). However, matters of 
social welfare are at stake in the Indian 
context, and the decision to implement 
prohibition by the state should not be 
viewed as a purely paternalistic action, 
but rather as an attempt to safeguard the 
wellbeing of the family members of 
drinkers who have limited control over 
their engagement in the habit.  
 
Another large issue facing the policy of 
complete prohibition is loss of revenue 
that would come from the absence of the 
excise tax on alcohol. This is a 
significant impediment to the long-term 
success of a policy of prohibition, and it 
would be necessary for the state 
government to find an alternative means 
of generating this revenue. There may be 
hope that reduced drinking in the state 
would result in improved productivity 
among workers, fewer health problems, 
fewer accidents, and reduced rates of 
incarceration. However, the degree to 
which the financial gains of these effects 
would outweigh the quantifiable loss of 
revenue from a policy of prohibition is 
difficult to determine. It is therefore 
necessary to keep in mind that policy 
makers would need to analyze this 
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tradeoff and would likely need to find 
alternative means of generating revenue 
in order to continue to implement 
important plans for economic 
development in the state. 
 
There is no blanket solution to the 
problem of alcoholism in India. 
Prohibition has been successful in many 
aspects in other states in India and at 
different times, but it is difficult to say 
with certainty how a particular policy 
would affect levels of alcohol 
consumption. Social and cultural 
contextual factors are often also 
important in determining drinking rates 
among the population. This paper seeks 
merely to analyze the various strategies 
being discussed, and provide a 
recommendation for Tamil Nadu to curb 
drinking. Both the data that was analyzed 
as well as the strong public support in 
favor of prohibition point to complete 
prohibition as the leading solution to 
fighting the alcoholism problem in the 
state. 
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Reflecting Upon Waste 
 

 

Buy the fish, take the plastic bag, and throw it… in the river? As we take what 
we want from nature, this is a brief glimpse of what we leave behind. There is a 
garbage patch in the Pacific spanning approximately 5.8 million sq miles that is 
visible from outer space.1 National Geographic estimates there are 5.3 trillion 
pieces of plastic trash in the oceans.2 Throwing a wrapper into the river seems 

as miniscule as a ripple in the ocean, yet for seabirds, fish and other marine 
animals, it holds hazardous consequences. [Photograph taken in India] 

 

 
 

1 http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/nov/13/worlds-largest-ocean-
cleanup-operation-one-step-closer-to-launch 
2 http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2015/01/150109-oceans-plastic-
sea-trash-science-marine-debris/ 
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Introduction  
Forests allow nutrient cycling, regulate 
regional watersheds and climates, 
support local biodiversity, and facilitate 
the most carbon storage of any terrestrial 
ecosystem. They supply fuel, food, 
shelter, medicine, and livestock feed to 
nearly seven million rural smallholders 
in Nepal (Rosenbach 2013). However, 
deforestation and forest degradation is 
also responsible for 25-30% of global 
greenhouse gas emissions (Bapna 2010). 
In 2008, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) implemented Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+), a payment for 
ecosystem services (PES) policy 
instrument that incentivized developing 
countries to reduce their carbon 
emissions, minimize forest degradation, 
and decrease deforestation rates to 
enable net carbon storage (Bastakoti et 
al., 2014). Under REDD+, industrialized 
countries financially compensate 
developing countries for their 
environmental stewardship in reducing 
emissions and protecting forests (Phelps 
et al. 2010). By monetarily evaluating 
carbon storage capacity and capture, 
REDD+ aims to ensure that forests can 
compete with other profitable 
(agricultural or industrial) land uses that 

threaten their survival (Larson 2011). 
REDD+ is often depicted as a win-win 
situation because of its important holistic 
goals – it attempts to mitigate climate 
change, alleviate poverty, conserve 
biodiversity and sustain essential 
ecosystem services while respecting 
indigenous peoples, strengthening 
governance, and building 
communication between global and local 
stakeholders (Rosenbach 2013). In many 
countries around the world, REDD+ 
plays a crucial role in consolidating 
forest conservation efforts by altering 
incentive structures around 
deforestation, creating markets for 
carbon trade, advocating for community-
based forestry management, and creating 
a global agenda to mitigate greenhouse 
gas emissions (Bapna 2010). This paper 
will discuss the payment for ecosystem 
services (PES) model at the heart of 
REDD+ and evaluate REDD+’s 
potentially negative impacts on forest 
tenure security and the livelihoods of 
rural smallholders in Nepal. 
Implementing REDD+ as a country-wide 
payment for ecosystem services (PES) 
mechanism in Nepal could endanger 
forest tenure by incentivizing green 
grabbing and enforcing unjust benefit-
sharing mechanisms driven by poor 
governance. It could also create conflict 
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between conservation efforts and local 
livelihoods. 
 
History of Forest Tenure in Nepal  
The majority of Nepal’s population 
resides in rural areas (84%) and depends 
upon forest products for subsistence; 
66% of rural smallholders rely on 
agriculture as a primary source of 
income. In addition to land cultivation, 
the harvesting of fuelwood, the 
maintenance of livestock, and the 
collection of non-timber forest products 
are “key subsistence activities” (West 
2012, 2). Hence, deforestation and forest 
degradation pose a direct and significant 
threat to rural livelihoods in Nepal. 
Deforestation and land degradation in 
Nepal is primarily due to “unsustainable 
harvesting practices, forest fires, 
encroachment, overgrazing, 
infrastructure development, resettlement 
and expansion of invasive species” 
(Acharya 2002, 20). Since smallholders 
use biofuels from local forests, wood 
logging progresses at an unsustainable 
rate. On the borders, illegal trading of 
timber and forest products are common, 
especially on the open border with India 
(Bushley et al. 2011). Illegal logging is 
exacerbated by constantly evolving 
forest and land tenure rights (Larson 
2011).  
 
Forest tenure delineates “who has the 
rights to live in a certain forest, to access 
                                                                                                      
1 Forest carbon stocks refer to the total 
amount of carbon stored in living biomass 
and organic matter (Gibbs et al. 2007) 

forest resources, and to transfer those 
rights to others” (Rosenbach 2013, 2). 
Forest tenure security decreases short-
term deforestation, increases local 
participation in conservation efforts, and 
improves long-term outcomes for 
forested land (Rosenbach 2013). 
Scholars have noted that secure forest 
tenure is a prerequisite for the effective 
implementation of REDD+ (Larson 
2011, West 2012). There are six types of 
legal forest tenure in Nepal: community 
forests, government (protected) forests, 
collaborative forests, private forests, 
religious forests, and leasehold forests 
(Rosenbach 2013). In terms of forest 
carbon stocks1 and total land area, the 
two predominant forest management 
stakeholders are the government and 
Community Forest User Groups 
(CFUGs) (Oli et al. 2009).  
 
Until the 1950s, indigenous groups and 
local farmers in Nepal managed forests 
based purely on subsistence needs. After 
the government nationalized all forests in 
1957, land users destroyed and 
deforested the land to defend their 
livelihoods. As a result, the government 
implemented a decentralized, locally-
based forest conservation strategy in 
1976, wherein limited forest plots were 
allocated to villages and communities. In 
1993, Nepal decisively empowered local 
communities with the Forest Act, which 
mandated the presence of local 
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communities in management decisions 
surrounding forest conservation and 
allocated more than 1.2 billion hectares 
of land to communities (ICIMOD et al. 
2011). In 1995, the Act implemented the 
creation of the Community Forest User 
Groups (CFUGs) and their representative 
body, the FECOFUN (Federation of 
Community Forest Users in Nepal). 
Since then, all forest-related decisions 
have been taken by household-level 
CFUGs with equal voting rights and 
claims over forest resources. CFUGSs 
are unbound by “resource-related rules 
established by villages or municipalities, 
and non-members are excluded from 
resource use and management;” that is, 
they autonomously and collectively 
manage the ecosystem which supports 
their livelihoods, despite the fact that all 
forests are state-owned (Rosenbach 
2013, 6).  
 
CFUGs control 16 million hectares of 
land in Nepal and constitute 2.19 million 
households, which is 40% of the total 
population (Larson 2011). In exchange 
for their conservation services and local 
knowledge, the government provides 
technical assistance when required 
(Acharya 2002). According to Article 43 
in the Forest Act of 1993, CFUGs are 
“self-governing, independent, 
autonomous, perpetual and corporate 
entities with full ownership, 
management, and revenue rights” 
(Acharya 2002, 10). Research over the 
past two decades indicates that Nepal’s 
community forestry has been relatively 

successful in comparison to other 
international community forestry 
attempts (Acharya 2002). Many studies 
on forest tenure security have shown that 
community-based forest management 
not only reduces deforestation, but 
ensures equitable distribution of 
resources and benefits (Paudel at al. 
2013). For this reason, Nepal placed 
CFUGs in the center of its REDD+ 
implementation strategy. 
 
REDD+ Implementation in Nepal 
The implementation of REDD+ in Nepal 
was a collaborative effort involving 
international donors, national leaders, 
and local stakeholders. The World Bank, 
the Government of Finland, the Swiss 
Agency for Development and 
Cooperation, and the United States 
Agency for International Development 
contributed to funds for REDD+ 
readiness in 2010 (Rosenbach 2013). In 
preparation for REDD+, Nepal drafted 
the Readiness Preparation Proposal 
(RPP), a national strategy which outlined 
forest assets and resources, identified 
potential local and national partners, and 
assessed Nepal’s forest governance 
model to identify points of entry with 
REDD+ goals.  The RPP involved 
numerous community consultations, 
forest tenure audits, plans for alternative 
national land-uses, and the launch of 
seven pilot projects (Phelps et al. 2010, 
Rosenbach 2013). The pilot projects 
concerned capacity building, poverty 
alleviation, biodiversity conservation, 
payment for environmental services 
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programs, and governance structures 
(Rosenbach 2013).  
 
The most viable and applicable pilot 
project, called the Forest Carbon Trust 
Fund, impacts 18,000 households and 
105 CFUGs. The project made payments 
in 2011 and 2012 using a nested benefit-
sharing mechanism which took into 
account social variables such as caste and 
class. Although the mechanism aimed to 
cater to marginalized groups, critics felt 
that it created “social conflicts and 
disorder” (Rosenbach 2013, 10) because 
payments to certain households were 
prioritized over others. In addition to 
assessing the impact of REDD+ on rural 
livelihoods, some pilot projects also 
evaluated the compatibility of REDD+’s 
payment for ecosystem services (PES) 
model with Nepal’s forest governance 
structure. 
 
Commodification of forests, green 
grabbing and benefit-sharing 
mechanisms 
 
Several proponents of REDD+ 
perpetuate the narrative that the 
commodification of forested land 
through a payment for ecosystem 
services (PES) plan will result in greater 
efforts toward conservation and more 
equitable local outcomes. This fits into 
the conservation-as-development 
narrative, in which the preservation of 
essential ecosystem services is portrayed 
as seamlessly integrated with the social 
advancement of the poor. Critics, 

however, claim that REDD+ is an 
example of green capitalism, in which 
local communities are financially 
exploited and forcibly evicted by 
powerful corporations and global 
marketplaces in the name of 
conservation and the greater good.  
 
One drawback of REDD+ that critics 
often highlight is the potential for forest 
or ‘green’ grabbing. The implementation 
of REDD+ in Nepal will result in the 
monetization of carbon and thus 
stimulate higher market values for 
forests. If this trend progresses, it will be 
in the government’s interest to rigidly 
avoid local losses in revenue by 
‘nationalizing’ forests to increase 
revenues from REDD+ via ‘green 
grabbing.’ Green grabbing is the 
exclusion of local peoples from direct 
access to land based on conservation 
laws (Fairhead et al. 2012). The resulting 
evictions are often justified in the name 
of commitment to conservation goals or 
‘national interest.’ If Nepal chooses to 
use REDD+ and the power of global 
markets to force local peoples from their 
land based on the ‘moral’ claim of 
conservation, landless smallholders will 
be forced to pay an individual cost for the 
global benefit of conservation. Despite 
the best intentions of conservationists, 
land evictions in green grabbing are the 
symptoms of an unequal power dynamic 
in which the preservation of the global 
commons prevails over customary land 
tenure (Hall et al. 2011). This is 
particularly concerning since local 
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communities have been useful allies in 
conservation processes. In addition to 
supporting sustainable forest outcomes, 
local participation can result in frequent 
and accurate data collection and 
increased speed in decision-making 
processes (Danielson et al. 2011). Green 
grabbing may also adversely impact 
forests; when forest tenure rights are 
unclear, local communities tend to 
disregard and undermine sustainable 
forestry practices due to lack of agency 
and decreased autonomy (Corbera et al. 
2011).  
 
Critics of REDD+ suspect REDD+ will 
lead to the increased nationalization of 
forests, which may have negative 
repercussions for local communities 
(Bushley et al. 2011). In 1975, protected 
areas covered 4,376 square kilometers of 
the country’s forests; in 2012, after the 
announcement of REDD+, this grew to 
34,186 square kilometers of forest, or 
nearly 23% of Nepal’s total territory 
(Parrotta et al. 2012, Mulyani et al. 
2011). Since REDD+ began, Nepal has 
pledged to increase forest cover to 40% 
of total land cover (NPC 2010). CFUGs 
remain skeptical that the government has 
local interests at heart, claiming that 
Nepal’s national forestry strategy is 
“accumulation by dispossession,” 
(Harvey 2003) which favors the creation 
of protected areas for REDD+ revenue. 
Shortly before the 2009 Copenhagen 
Summit, Nepal rapidly declared three 
new protected areas to demonstrate its 
‘commitment to conservation’ despite 

the fact that these areas were populated 
by CFUGs and indigenous peoples who 
had been previously relocated (Paudel et 
al. 2013). The declaration was 
condemned by forest activists and 
scholars alike, who claimed that it 
threatened the sustainability of 
community forestry initiatives (Sunam et 
al. 2013).  
 
In addition to green grabbing, REDD+ 
may incentivize the government to 
implement benefit-sharing mechanisms 
which contribute to national wealth 
rather than the advancement of rural 
smallholders. In Nepal, despite the fact 
that CFUGs manage the forest, all forests 
continue to be owned by the state, and 
REDD+ may not necessarily distribute 
financial benefits to indigenous peoples 
and local communities - while CFUGs 
have rights to aboveground carbon 
storage in trees, they do not have rights 
over underground carbon storage in 
organic matter or debris (Mulyani et al. 
2011). Thus, the government could 
potentially nationalize all financial 
revenue from underground carbon 
storage. Unless clear legislation outlines 
carbon rights in the forest, current 
benefit-sharing mechanisms will exclude 
local communities from the financial 
compensation model (PES) that is the 
cornerstone of REDD+. An equitable 
benefit-sharing mechanism between the 
state and CFUGs is especially important 
since there is no distinct difference 
between underground and aboveground 
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carbon in REDD+ legislation (Karki 
2010).  
 
On a broader level, several CFUG 
leaders in FECOFUN (Federation of 
Community Forest Users in Nepal) have 
expressed their apprehension at the 
implementation plans that rank the 
livelihoods of forest dwellers as a distant 
second concern to “dominant agendas of 
the Global North” – namely the interests 
of powerful international investors and 
conservation organizations who make 
decisions about funding and policy (Ojha 
et al. 2013, 221). REDD+ 
implementation in Nepal may incentivize 
governments to align policies with 
international carbon investors that 
encourage rigid forest harvesting 
restrictions, destabilize subsistence-
based societies, and ultimately threaten 
livelihood security for smallholders 
(Bastakoti et al, 2014).  
 
Other critics have claimed that forest-
dependent livelihoods and conservation 
goals in REDD+ implementation in 
Nepal are simply at odds. REDD+ pilot 
projects in Nepal have indicated that 
project funds are more likely to be spent 
on forest conservation and carbon 
emissions than rural livelihood 
development. This is in line with a rigid 
carbon sequestration regime, which 
makes land ‘zero-use’ rather than zoned 
for multiple uses (Meinzen-Dick et al. 
2010). In one pilot project, although 
communities were rewarded for carbon 
stocks, REDD+ guidelines only provided 

livelihood funds for CFUGs within ten 
highly specific areas. This compensation 
was not even sufficient for the immediate 
(let alone long-term) forest extraction 
needs of the community (Ojha et al 
2013). Furthermore, in one study of a 
pilot REDD+ project, 50.4% of 
respondents indicated that forest 
products were no longer easily 
accessible. Although this may be 
construed as a favorable conservation 
outcome, de-linking villages with forest 
resources is in direct conflict with 
developmental goals and community 
forestry laws in Nepal (Poudel 2014). 
REDD+ pilot projects in Gorkha and 
Chitwan in Nepal have indicated that 
poor and indigenous forest dwellers are 
especially vulnerable to restrictions on 
forest harvesting (Poudel 2014). 
Reduced or restricted access to forest-
based goods could affect poorer CFUGs 
disproportionately, especially since 
participation from less affluent CFUGs is 
markedly low in REDD+ projects in 
Nepal (West 2012). Hence, the 
conservation aspects of REDD+ may 
actually exacerbate rural livelihood 
security in the long-run.  
 
The benefit-sharing mechanisms in place 
also undermine social cohesion; Nepal 
has a wide variety of religious and caste-
based social hierarchies, and REDD+ has 
a narrow conception of the relation 
between social class and poverty. A 
study found that REDD+ benefits were 
distributed to poor members of the dalit 
community, but excluded the equally 
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poor janajati community (Poudel 2014). 
Justly distributing the benefits of 
REDD+ amongst local communities 
requires a more nuanced understanding 
of nested hierarchies and disadvantaged 
households; this is the only safeguard 
against the exploitation of minorities 
(Bastakoti et al. 2014).  

  
Conclusion 
Is REDD+ an unprecedented opportunity 
to enhance local governance and benefit 
local communities or a destabilizing 
force that exacerbates local autonomy 
and threatens livelihoods? This is a 
growing global debate. This paper 
explores REDD+ purely as a payment for 
ecosystem services (PES) model and 
discusses the impacts of increased green 
grabbing, decreased forest tenure 
security, and unequal benefit-sharing 
mechanisms on livelihoods. It finds that 
unequal power relations between, and 
indeed within, local CFUGs and the 
government could result in undesirable 
and inequitable livelihood outcomes for 
rural smallholders in line with ‘green’ 
capitalism.  
 
As a PES model, REDD+ encourages 
payments which rely on carbon-based 
performance and monetary evaluations 
of social status rather than payments 
based on social advancement, local 
rights, and adaptive capacity. Looking 
ahead, policy should focus on the trade-
offs between rural livelihood strategies 
and conservation goals and on 
establishing secure forest tenure and 

well-defined carbon rights as a 
prerequisite for any PES-based scheme. 
As it stands now, Nepal has a long way 
to go when it comes to acknowledging 
traditional forest tenure rights, drafting 
clear legislation on carbon rights and 
benefit-distribution methods, supporting 
forest-based livelihoods, and catering to 
the social and adaptive needs of its many 
class and caste hierarchies.  
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Hole in One 
 

 

Why would anyone golf into a crater lake you ask? Entertainment, of course. As 
if it wasn’t enough to dump our waste in the oceans, we have come to the point 

where we swing plastic and rubber balls into iridescent lakes for pure 
entertainment. Go on, take a photo of that perfect swing. You may hit the ball, 
but can you see what you have missed? [Photograph taken in the Philippines] 
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While slums are undoubtedly a global 
phenomenon, Sub-Saharan Africa stands 
alone in the extent to which its cities are 
plagued by systemic impoverishment, 
with roughly 70% of the region’s 
population - 199.5 million people - living 
in slums.1 These people have extremely 
limited employment prospects, and 
lower-class women are further exploited 
or excluded from economic 
empowerment due to a combination of 
traditional gender roles and the material 
conditions of capitalist development, 
including weak regulatory frameworks in 
newly-industrialising countries, the 
perpetual search for cheaper labour 
power and environmental degradation. It 
is misinformed, however, to assume that 
women in Sub-Saharan Africa and other 
areas of the developing world were not 
integrated into the workforce prior to the 
foreign development community’s 
intervention, as adherents of the liberal 
feminist Women in Development (WID) 
movement claim.2 Women across the 
Global South have played vital economic 
roles in society for millennia, but the 
recent advent of capitalist globalisation 
and neoliberalism has demanded a 
permanent, gendered restructuring of the 
labour force. Development actors, 
including foreign states, NGOs and 
international institutions, must also 
recognise the multiple hierarchical 
structures inextricably linked by 
globalisation. Emphasising the 
“diversity of experiences and needs of 

women from the Global South” and 
utilising socialist feminist methods of 
analysis, the groundbreaking Gender and 
Development (GAD) approach, 

“…fills the gaps left by earlier 
theoretical perspectives by linking 
relations of production with relations of 
reproduction…[seeking] to transform 
the structures of power with the long-
term goal of an equal partnership 
between the genders in which all 
become participants in decision-
making and beneficiaries of 
development.”3 

 
With that holistic perspective in mind, 
this paper will address the intersection of 
two prominent social disparities, urban 
poverty and gender inequality, through 
the lens of labour relations in Sub-
Saharan Africa, with a particular focus 
on South Africa. 
 
In developing countries around the 
world, employed women tend to work in 
low-skilled, low-wage professions, and 
Sub-Saharan Africa is no exception to 
this. However, unlike in South Korea, 
Malaysia or other developing states with 
much higher institutional capacity and 
bureaucratic complexity, working 
women in Sub-Saharan African countries 
receive little or no social security from 
the state. Even South Africa, where the 
ruling African National Congress (ANC) 
could be considered a highly legitimised 
party with a broad social base, has 
largely failed to establish responsive 
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relationships with civil society groups 
and improve working conditions for the 
urban poor. Foreign investors have 
capitalised on this lack of institutional 
capacity on the part of Sub-Saharan 
African states, and the short-term influx 
of foreign capital and rapid expansion of 
corporations into the countryside have 
exacerbated the situation by destabilising 
traditional subsistence farming among 
many rural Africans. Moreover, 
countries that have accepted structural 
adjustment programmes (SAPs) from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) have 
sacrificed domestic monetary policy 
autonomy in the hopes of establishing 
greater linkages with the global 
economy, albeit as peripheral powers. 
The neoliberal conditionality of this aid 
(i.e. mandatory austerity measures and 
market deregulation) further undermines 
attempts to build institutional capacity 
and thereby provide greater social 
services for people living in slums.4 

 
Within the impoverished areas of Sub-
Saharan African cities, women are 
particularly disadvantaged. Men 
overwhelmingly dominate urban 
entrepreneurship, owning 84% of small, 
medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs) 
in Johannesburg, to cite just one major 
example.5 Meanwhile, women in cities 
have become the preferred labour force 
in many formerly male-dominated export 
industries, especially light 
manufacturing and textile production. 
This transition has allowed companies in 
these industries to drive down labour 
costs and effectively pigeonhole women 
into certain fields. Even well-educated 
women often have very little social 
mobility. While they may not be 
employed as industrial labourers and 
receive comparatively higher wages than 

lower-educated women, they still lag 
behind men in both average income and 
promotional opportunities. So-called 
pink-collar occupations in the service 
sector—including data processing, retail, 
nursing, primary education and social 
work—persist as the highest paid 
positions the vast majority of African 
women can hope to achieve.6 Moreover, 
societal gender roles stigmatise females 
who pursue degrees in traditionally 
male-dominated fields, such as 
engineering and law. The resulting 
higher concentration of females in arts 
and humanities programmes directly 
contributes to the wage gap, as these 
fields generally lead to lower-paying 
service sector jobs for the majority of 
recipients. 
 
Still, the gendered restructuring of the 
urban economy, with more women 
occupying traditionally male sectors and 
more people in rural areas making a 
permanent migration to cities, has 
mandated a concurrent re-examination of 
the traditional rural African household. 
Beyond the obvious fact that large 
numbers of women, in addition to men, 
are now migrating to cities, more women 
are migrating independently of men. 
Their motivations for doing so are 
varied: self-determination in pursuit of 
greater educational and professional 
opportunities; economic support for their 
families, acting as the sole or primary 
breadwinner; and escape from harsh 
socio-environmental conditions, 
including gender-based violence and 
food insecurity.7 Migrating women are 
often divorced, widowed or single, in 
contrast to the conventional narrative of 
rural African women staying behind in 
their village to care for children while 
their husband leaves to find work in the 
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city. At the same time, male domination 
of urban enterprise obscures the reality of 
female migrants’ vital contributions to 
the economy, even under tremendous 
class and gender-based oppression.  
Men, owing to their superior professional 
and educational opportunities, are better 
able to assimilate into urban areas and 
establish a permanent residence from 
which they can work. On the other hand, 
female entrepreneurs in impoverished 
urban areas are forced to travel far more 
often in order to make ends meet; their 
work is often seasonal and sporadic in 
comparison to men’s work, which can 
perhaps be attributed to familial 
obligations in their place of origin. 
Between South Africa and Mozambique, 
70% of cross-border traders are women, 
as well as 66% between South Africa and 
Zimbabwe.8 Barriers to small-scale 
transnational trade in Sub-Saharan 
Africa disproportionately harm women, 
because governments’ misguided 
classification of these traders’ activities 
as part of the ‘informal’ economy ignores 
the mutually beneficial interaction of 
formal and informal sectors in the 
regional economy. 
 
Informal economic activities are often 
the only viable means of survival for the 
urban poor, especially women, and the 
lack of institutional regulation in slums 
blurs the line between legal and illegal 
forms of breadwinning. Yet, when it 
comes to small-scale transnational 
trade—which large numbers of female 
entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa 
participate in—economic giants have 
been keen to pressure governments for 
stricter regulation. Essentially, 
multinational corporations, state 
monopolies and other large businesses 
seeking to eliminate competition in their 

industry have largely dictated the 
parameters of Sub-Saharan Africa’s 
‘formal’ economy. As Stellenbosch 
University’s Amanda Gouws writes, “No 
country in the region has specific visas or 
permits that will allow cross-border 
traders to cross legally but with access to 
markets; most enter on visitors’ visas.”9 
This issue is directly related to the 
restrictive immigration policies, which 
enable exploitation of migrant labour, 
and xenophobic social attitudes in many 
African countries. 
 
As Takamura explains, labour-receiving 
states’ overdependence on low-skilled, 
low-wage temporary foreign workers 
creates a “hierarchical labour market 
structure,” wherein the global capitalist 
economy and the role of a sovereign state 
are simultaneously reasserted.10 She uses 
Canada and other countries of the Global 
North as prominent examples of labour-
receiving states, but it is important to 
realise the same process also occurs at a 
regional level within developing areas 
like Sub-Saharan Africa. For foreign 
migrant workers, regional hubs like 
Lagos, Nairobi and Johannesburg offer 
the prospect of escape from civil unrest, 
violence, disease and socioeconomic 
deprivation in their home countries. 
However, these migrants are 
increasingly vulnerable to economic 
exploitation. Many overstay the length of 
their work visa, and the lack of proper 
documentation effectively excludes them 
from most healthcare services, 
educational grants and loans, and higher-
wage professions, thus feeding the cycle 
of urban poverty and the proliferation of 
slums. Employers can perpetually 
threaten these migrant workers with 
deportation, forcing them to accept lower 
wages and longer hours; for females, this 
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exploitation often takes the form of 
sexual coercion and illegal human 
trafficking. 
 
Particularly in South Africa, these social 
disparities have a racial dynamic as well. 
During apartheid, domestic work in 
white households was one of the few 
professions available to female Africans 
living in townships. This almost 
completely unregulated profession 
enabled frequent emotional, physical and 
sexual abuse of women. Paradoxically, 
these domestic workers would often 
establish a tremendous amount of 
intimacy with the children of their 
employers, perhaps even spending more 
time with them than their own, while 
simultaneously living under an 
oppressive system that denied their 
inherent dignity and equality with those 
they loved. Even in cases where 
members of the white household treated 
their domestic workers very well, the 
intersecting systems of class, gender and 
race-based oppression persisted. As 
Sisonke Msimang writes in response to 
the liberal notion of closeness and 
integration engendering equality, 
“Unfortunately it is not so simple. 
Friendships involving people who are 
more powerful than us have seldom 
served black people well. The power 
imbalances are too great, the possibilities 
for manipulation and domination—even 
by those with good intentions—are 
simply too high to assume that light 
friendship is the answer.”11 

 
Twenty-one years after the ANC’s 
victory in South Africa’s first multiracial 
elections, domestic work remains a 
female-dominated field with 
horrendously limited worker protections 
and little opportunity for social mobility. 

Between January 2008 and June 2013, 
women made up roughly 95% of 
employees in this occupation, as opposed 
to only 44% of all workers and just 30% 
of managerial positions.12 What is 
particularly notable is that, in this nearly 
5-year period, these proportions were 
virtually stagnant from quarter-to-
quarter, implying little progress in the 
diversification of female employment. 
Of course, these results should come as 
no surprise, in light of broader 
macroeconomic trends within both South 
African cities and the global feminisation 
of labour. Following acclaimed feminist 
economist Barbara Bergmann’s 
“crowding” theory, the exclusion of 
certain workers (e.g. African women) 
from higher-wage occupations leads to 
an overconcentration of these workers in 
lower-wage occupations (e.g. domestic 
work).13 This can reinforce existing 
gender roles as well as set new 
precedents for future labourers. 
 
Moreover, this persistent social disparity 
is a manifestation of broader failures by 
the ANC to address systemic inequalities 
in South Africa. The 1996 Growth, 
Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) 
macroeconomic policy has largely failed 
to increase employment opportunities for 
the poor. Its neoliberal policy 
prescriptions, including massive 
deregulation of the markets and 
privatisation of state-owned assets, and 
its irrational dependence on trickle-down 
economics as a means of addressing 
poverty have left modern South Africa as 
the most economically unequal country 
in the world.14 Nowhere is this more 
pronounced than in cities like 
Johannesburg, where desperately poor 
people in impoverished slums (e.g. 
Alexandra) live in close proximity to 
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affluent suburbs (e.g. Sandton) whose 
residents enjoy comparable living 
standards to their First World 
counterparts. 
 
Considering the overwhelming 
propensity of urban Africans to engage in 
informal work during apartheid, the post-
apartheid ANC government should have 
prioritised stronger labour protections for 
these occupations. Significant strides 
have certainly been made at the 
legislative level, most notably the Basic 
Conditions of Employment Act, but 
implementation has been atrocious. To 
return to the domestic worker case study, 
Gama and Williams identify the “lack of 
compliance on the payment of 
predetermined minimum wages and the 
anneal increase thereof,” as well as 
employers’ noncompliance with 
financial contributions guaranteed to 
workers under the compulsory 
Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF), as 
two of the primary reasons for the 
continuing marginalisation of poor 
labourers, especially women, in South 
African cities.15 

 
The intersection of these socioeconomic 
disparities is, of course, not unique to 
South Africa or even Sub-Saharan Africa 
as a whole. Indeed, it is a social malaise 
plaguing countless cities across the 
developing—and developed—world. 
There are a variety of potential solutions 
and policy prescriptions, but first and 
foremost, city policymakers need to 
ensure women and other marginalised 
groups have an outlet to express their 
grievances at the state level, in addition 
to enforcing a more balanced employer-
employee relationship. In South Africa, 
53.8% of annual salary increments are 
determined solely by the employer,16 and 

when looking at domestic workers, that 
figure jumps to 74.5%.17 Stronger 
negotiating rights for labour unions, 
particularly in informal industries, would 
be a significant stride towards making 
legal protections for marginalised 
workers a social reality. Sub-Saharan 
African governments could also require 
employers to publish salary ranges for all 
of their positions, allowing them to better 
understand gender wage gaps and thus 
punish employers that partake in gender-
based wage discrimination. Finally, little 
progress will be made if the 
overconcentration of female workers in 
low-wage occupations is not addressed. 
The Black Economic Empowerment 
(BEE) affirmative action programme 
implemented under Thabo Mbeki’s 
government set national compliance 
targets for black ownership, 
management, enterprising, employment 
and skills-based training in order to 
redress apartheid’s legacy of white-
dominated business.  This programme 
was generally successful in creating a 
new black middle class in South Africa, 
although its primary beneficiaries were 
educated males. By implementing a 
similar programme for women, 
governments could encourage their 
social mobility and reward qualified 
female applicants for managerial and 
bureaucratic positions who would 
otherwise be passed over due to gender 
discrimination. 
 
Moreover, policymakers must adopt new 
legislative frameworks to meet the 
challenges of Sub-Saharan African 
urbanisation and its coinciding urban 
poverty. The city, as an outlet for 
opportunity and human cooperation, is a 
malleable entity unto itself, a place 
where multiple hierarchies interact 
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within the social sphere. To tackle these 
hierarchies, such as urban poverty and 
gender inequality, as isolated phenomena 
is to profoundly misunderstand their 
inextricable links and the quotidian ways 
in which they intersect. Indeed, the Sub-
Saharan African labour force is a 
reflection of these mutually-reinforcing 
inequalities, and reforming its 
institutions offers the possibility of 
building and building where women 
and/or economically-impoverished 
citizens can be active participants in their 
cities’ development. 
 
1 Latendresse and Bornstein, 2012, p. 363 
2 Martinez, 2012, p. 94 
3 ibid, p. 95 
4 Gouws, June 2010, p. 171-172 
5 ibid, p. 174 
6 ibid, p. 171 
7 ibid, p. 177 
8 ibid, p. 174 
9 ibid, p. 179 
10 Takamura, 2 December 2015, lecture 
11 Msimang, 17 August 2015, lecture 
12 Gama and Williams, 26 August 2014, p. 
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13 Bergmann, 1974, p. 106-107 
14 The World Bank, 2015  
15 Gama and Williams, 26 August 2014, p. 
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16 Statistics South Africa, 2014, p. xiv 
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Cracks We Leave Behind 
 

 

One would assume nature is rock solid. We are just another blimp on nature’s 
radar, the next species to dominate the Earth after dinosaurs. But sometimes, 
the cracks we leave behind last. Whether it is the waters we are polluting with 

our waste or the animals we are driving to extinction, we are making a tangible 
impact on nature. We wage war – death and destruction ensue. The visible 

remnants of ancient wars are mere fissures in rocks; this time, however, in an 
era where there are more than 15,000 nuclear weapons2 ready to be called 

upon, there may be no remnants. [Photograph of Trojan ruins, taken in Turkey]  
 

 
 
2 http://www.icanw.org/the-facts/nuclear-arsenals/ 
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