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URBAN POVERTY AND HUMAN RIGHTS: EXPLORING

CAUSES, VARIATIONS, AND INFLUENCES

BY RAMYA DEvVI K!
ABSTRACT

Urbanization is rapidly shaping the world, bringing both economic
growth and challenges in resource distribution. Urban poverty, marked
by financial disparity, inadequate housing, and limited access to
essential services, is becoming increasingly complex. In India, it is
associated with vulnerability and unsanitary living conditions. This
study explores urban poverty’s impact on human rights and the role of
political and economic factors in shaping poverty levels across states.
Effective policy interventions, including social protection and financial
inclusion, are crucial. The findings provide recommendations for
micro action plans to ensure equitable development and improved

living conditions for disadvantaged communities.
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Introduction

There are more certainties where our country would have more people living in cities than ever
before. In fact, 2007 represents a turning point in the city settlement. This trend tends to
continue towards an urbanised world. Urbanization is considered as a positive factor to grow
and poverty reduction. But growth and development without proper distribution of resources
can impose new challenges to poverty issues. While some have access to a decent standard of
living, many have ended up in dire living conditions. This discloses the urban poverty in urban
dimension. As the world continues to urbanize, poverty is increasingly taking on an urban
dimension. In simple lines, developing cities becomes more urban, the burden of poverty,
which has historically been concentrated in rural areas, is now shifting to cities and towns.
Rapid urbanization pulls poverty due to lack of opportunities, lack of affordable housing, low
income, inaccessible education more and more. The concept of urban poverty is complex and
multidimensional. There are numerous aspects of urban poverty which makes it more complex.
First, because urban poverty is primarily a financial reality. Second, cities stand for the
extremes of riches and poverty; the harder it is to eradicate poverty, the wider the economic
disparity. Around the world, growing urban inequality has heightened tensions and sparked
riots and protests. Third, formal and informal activity coexist in various ways in cities. Urban
poverty in India is associated with limited access to service, high level of vulnerability,
unsanitary living conditions, and differentiate labour markets. The measures include
environmental improvements, financial services, social action and protection measures in all
levels are necessary. It is advised to the policy makers that they have to be clear about what
they are trying to achieve. There is a rich and diverse policy landscape in India. The
government has the responsibility for reducing poverty. However, eliminating poverty and
raising the standard of living for the disadvantaged continue to be difficult goals. In response
to this viewpoint, the current study aims to examine urban poverty from a variety of angles,
including perspectives, dimensions, and developing trends. It also offers recommendations for

how to create micro action plans.

Research Question

1. Whether reducing urban poverty results in enhanced protection of human rights?

2. Whether differences in urban poverty levels between states are influenced by political

and economic factors affecting human rights protection?
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Research Objectives
1. To determine whether reducing urban poverty leads to enhanced protection of human

rights.

2. To assess whether variations in urban poverty levels across states impact the protection

of human rights.

3. To explore how political and economic factors influence differences in urban poverty

levels between states and their impact on human rights protection.

Statement of Problem

Despite ongoing efforts to alleviate urban poverty, significant disparities exist between states
in terms of poverty levels and the protection of human rights. The effectiveness of urban
poverty reduction strategies in safeguarding human rights remains uncertain. Additionally, the
influence of political and economic factors on these disparities is not well understood. This
raises concerns about whether variations in urban poverty across states are closely linked to
differences in political and economic conditions, and how these factors impact the overall

protection of human rights in metropolitan areas.

Review of literature
1. Susan Loughhead, Onkar Mittal, et.al., Urban Poverty & Vulnerability in

India (Department for International Development, 2001).

Urban poverty in developing countries, including India, is expected to rise significantly, with
urban populations doubling by 2020. While urbanization offers economic opportunities, it also
exacerbates poverty due to inadequate resources and discriminatory governance. DFID India's
long-term engagement highlights the need for comprehensive strategies that address the diverse
needs and vulnerabilities of the urban poor. Effective urban poverty reduction must involve
inclusive planning and support mechanisms that ensure equitable development and protection

of human rights.

2. Paula Lucci, Tanvi Bhatkal, etal, Are We Underestimating Urban

Poverty? (Department for International Development, 2017).

Current data collection methods and poverty measures may underestimate urban poverty,
affecting interventions and resource allocation in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable

Development. Issues include varying definitions of 'slum' settlements, undercounting slum
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populations, and inadequate data disaggregation. This paper highlights the scale of bias in
measuring urban poverty through existing literature and new analyses, offering

recommendations for improvement.

3. Vinod Kumar Mishra, “Dynamics of Social Exclusion in Urban Spheres in India,”

10 Journal of Social Inclusion Studies 39-52 (2024).

The journal article tries to involve and understand the multidimensional nature of the urban
poverty. It also highlights the marginalised social groups experiencing the practice of social
exclusion. Finally, it also suggests polcies to make urban poverty and people more socially

inclusive.
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Chapter 2

Urban Poverty Reduction and Human Rights

Starting with the central question that will guide the rest of the paper: Does urban poverty lead
to violations of human rights? Poverty can cause of specific human rights violations, for
instance people in urban area are forced to work in environment that are unhygienic and unsafe,
thereby leading to violation in human right. At the same time, poverty can be a consequence
of human right violations, for instance where children in poverty are unable to overcome

poverty because the government does not deliver adequate access to education.

Why should one focus on human rights in urban poverty? Poverty is the cause and
consequences of human right violations. Extreme poverty itself a negation of human dignity
and rights. It is not acceptable to let any living being to live in conditions of deprivation, either
in their wellbeing or dignity which has to be protected. Answering the question of whether
poverty itself is a violation of human rights depends on how we define ‘human rights and
‘poverty’2. If human rights are understood narrowly to include only civil and political rights,
then the relationship with poverty will be framed in a very different way than if human rights

are understood to include the full range of rights, including economic and social rights.?

Human rights are focused on accountability. It holds government, stakeholders and other actors
accountable for their actions. The issue of poverty is not purely economic, but
multidimensional, encompassing both income problems as well as basic human needs. The
plight of the poor is an urgent issue of human rights. A human rights violation is both the cause

and the consequence, as well as an enabling factor for other violations.

There are various principles are important for human rights-based approach. Poverty reduction
policies should be based on it. There are certain rights which has to be provided in order to
combat urban poverty. Firstly, the rights based on Dignity, Universality, Indivisibility,
Interrelatedness, and Interdependence of All Rights. The concept of human dignity is

fundamental to human rights, closely linked to the principles of equality and non-

2 “Human Rights and Poverty: Is Poverty a Violation of Human Rights?” 1 Centre for Economic and Social
Rights..
3 Ibid.
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discrimination. Public policies must respect the inherent dignity of those living in poverty,
avoiding stigmatization and recognizing their efforts to improve their lives. Extreme poverty
represents the indivisibility and interconnection of human rights, as those in poverty face daily
violations of their civil, cultural, economic, political, and social rights*. States must create
environments that combat poverty and protect human rights, ensuring that all public policies
respect, protect, and fulfil the human rights of people living in poverty without worsening their
conditions. For example, there are prevailing employment discrimination in urban areas. There
is caste-based discrimination in regular/salaried and self-employment® There is also religion-

based discrimination.

Secondly, Equal Enjoyment of All Human Rights by Persons Living in Extreme Poverty.
Poverty can be result of both cause and results of discrimination. Most of the people in poverty
faces discrimination and stigmatization from official authorities and others because of their
economic status. Thereby, it is the duty of the state to ensure that people living in poverty must
have equal legal protection and benefits, removing any kind of biased regulations and
legislation. The foundation in all the measures must be related to equality and non-
discrimination. States must identify and support vulnerable groups, ensuring they enjoy human

rights equally.

Thirdly, Equality Between Men and Women. Achieving gender equality for women and
reducing poverty at national and international levels is dependent on women's human rights to
adequate housing, land, property and other resources. States must eliminate legal and practical
discrimination against women and promote gender equality. Currently, there are various
harmful cultural practices and gender-based violence, which increase women's social exclusion
and prolong poverty, must be addressed. Gender-based discrimination is the reason for 98% of
the employment gap between salaried males and females in urban areas®. Thereby, States must
ensure equal access to economic opportunities, legal rights to economic resources, and
decision-making power for women, including in public services, employment, and family

relations.

4 United Nations Human Rights, Guiding Principles on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, UN Doc 21/11
(Sept. 27,2012).“OHCHR_ExtremePovertyandHumanRights EN.pdf,.”

5 Vinod Kumar Mishra, “Dynamics of Social Exclusion in Urban Spheres in India,” 10 Journal of Social Inclusion
Studies 39-52 (2024).

® Amitabh Kundu, & Khalid Khan, et.al., “INDIA DISCRIMINATION REPORT 2022, by Oxfam” (2022)
“Low-Res IDR 2022 0.pdf,”
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Fourthly, Rights of the Child. Over 30% of the extremely poor children living in India alone.
More than 80% of children living in extreme poverty reside in rural areas” (UNICEF, 2016).
Majority who lives in poverty are children, and childhood poverty leads to poverty in
adulthood. State must ensure to provide equal access to basic services like healthcare,
education, and safe living conditions. Children, particularly those in vulnerable situations, must

be protected from exploitation and abuse.

Then, Participation and Empowerment. Participation and empowerment are concepts which
can be used in development of the citizens. Participation includes decision-making of an
individual. Empowerment is the concept of sharing power and giving people more ability to
participate, make decision and contribute their notions®. Meaningful participation must be
provided for social inclusion and to combat poverty. The state must ensure that people living
in poverty has to be actively participate in decision making process related the policies for
them, including through capacity-building and human rights education. Special attention
should be given to including the most socially excluded individuals. States must ensure that
they have access to effective remedies through various mechanisms when their rights are
undermined. Procedures should be in place to prevent and address corruption, especially in

programs directly affecting people living in poverty.

7 “Poverty Affects Underserved Children In India In Multiple Ways,” CRY - Give Children a Happy, Healthy and
Creative Childhood | CRY - India’s leading non-profit, 2024available at: https://www.cry.org/blog/poverty-in-
india-affects-underserved-children-in-multiple-ways/ (last visited August 29, 2024).

8 , “Empowerment and Participation, Commission for Children and Young People” (2021)
“CCYP-Empowerment-and-participation-guide-for-web.pdf,”
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Chapter 3

State Variations in Urban Poverty and Human Rights

India has made notable paces in reducing the multidimensional poverty, as indicated by the
National Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), which assesses deprivations in health,
education, and living standards. The proportion of multidimensionally poor individuals
dropped from 24.85% to 14.96% between NFHS’-4 and NFHS-5, reflecting the country’s

commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The MPI acts as a policy tool for targeted interventions in order to uplift the vulnerable
populations. It has also collaborated with other partners such as UNDP!? and OPHI!!.The MPI
provides valuable insights for policy formulation and monitoring poverty reduction efforts at
various administrative levels. It also outlines the changes in these indicators over times, and
providing comprehensive overview over the multidimensional poverty index across various

region of India.

The aim of headcount ratio is to show the percentage of the total population who are
multidimensionally poor in each State, based on the survey conducted by the NFHS in the year
2019-2021. Highest Poverty States are Bihar, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh have the highest
proportions of multidimensionally poor populations!2. Moderate Poverty States are States like
Assam, Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan show moderate levels of multidimensional poverty. Lowest

Poverty States: Kerala, Goa and Sikkim have the lowest levels of multidimensional poverty!3.

The data reflects significant regional disparities in multidimensional poverty across India.
States like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Manipur and Jharkhand continue to struggle with high levels
of poverty, while states such as Kerala and Goa demonstrate effective poverty alleviation
measures. The substantial decrease in poverty in some states from NFHS-4 to NFHS-5
indicates progress in poverty reduction, though the gap between the highest and lowest poverty
levels across states remains a concern. These disparities highlight the need for targeted poverty

alleviation programs, especially in states with persistently high poverty rates.

9 NFHS- NATIONAL FAMILY HEALTH SURVEY

10 UNDP- United Nation Development Program

' OPHI- Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative

12 Government of India, “National Multidimensional Poverty Index” (NITI Aayog, 2021).
13 Ibid.

8 ISSN: 2584-0649



Indian Journal of Legal Research and Review (IJLRR) 10.5281/zenodo. 15553052

There are indicators of MPI such as nutrition, child mortality, years of schooling, school
attendance, cooking fuel, sanitation, drinking water, electricity, housing and assets etc. An
individual has to obtain those rights for instance right to education'4, right to health!>, right to

sanitation'® and many more rights. As a result of violating their rights, poverty rises.

Currently, Bihar is preparing its roadmaps for achieving SDG’s.!” As part of the state
government's efforts towards the SDGs, road connectivity and drainage, toilets, water supply,
electricity, higher education, skill development, and gender equality are already on the priority
list. Rural and urban poverty differ across states, with particular patterns that can affect policy
interventions'®. It cites Jharkhand, which reduced multidimensional poverty from 74.9 per cent

to 46.5 per cent in the ten years since 2005-06'°.

Rural-urban poverty differential allocations must also reflect the actual urban-rural disparities
in HCRs. In some states, such as Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Mizoram, Arunachal Pradesh, and
Orissa, the urban-rural HCR gap is particularly wide. While each state performs differently,
several previously high-poor states have made impressive strides toward assisting citizens in
escaping poverty, which has decreased inter-state differences in multidimensional poverty?°.
This helps to quickly address the underlying issues with providing basic services, allowing the

nation to get closer to being a developed one.

14 Unni Krishnan J.P. vs State of Andhra Pradesh, 1993 AIR 2178

15 Consumer Education and Research Centre V. Union of India AIR 1995 SC 922

16 Virender Gaur and Ors. vs. State of Haryana and Ors., (1995) 2 SCC 577 (India)

17 Arvind Panagariya, “Voluntary National Review Report on Implementation of Sustainable Development Goals
(2017) “15836India.pdf,.”

18 Indian Institute for Human Settlements, “Locating the Debate, Poverty and Vulnerability in Urban India” (2015)
19 “Lifting 271 mn out of poverty in 10 yrs, India fastest, Jharkhand No. 1 area: UN,” The Indian Express,
2019available at: https://indianexpress.com/article/india/lifting-poverty-10-yrs-india-fastest-jharkhand-un-
report-sanitation-nutrition-5825985/ (last visited August 30, 2024).

2042482 crore Indians escape Multidimensional Poverty in last 9 years.,”available at:
https://pib.gov.in/pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1996271 (last visited August 30, 2024).

2
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Chapter- 4

Politics, Economics, and Urban Poverty’s Impact on
Human Rights

In India post-reforms economic growth has been primarily driven by capital and skilled labour,
which results in insufficient job opportunity for the country’s vast, low-skilled workforce, and
limited avenues for poverty alleviation. The industrial sector has failed to increase
employment, while agriculture remains low-productivity sector, which employs significant
portion of the population®?!. Recently, greatest employment is construction and informal
services, but which it lacks social security. Although cities are regarded of as growth engines,
this frequently results in the ignoring of urban poverty because it is assumed that everyone will
benefit from economic expansion. The focus of rural poverty reduction, on the other hand, has
been on welfare and rights-based strategies. Urban policies have frequently ignored the

demands of the urban poor in favour of market-based solutions.

The economic growth alone cannot ensure a dignified life for urban residents, particularly those
in informal sectors. There is a need for policies that focus on broad-based, labour-intensive
growth and address the distribution of economic benefits. It suggests that both redistribution
and rebalancing growth are necessary to effectively reduce urban poverty. Additionally, the
role of cities in employment generation, especially as workers move from agriculture to urban
areas, is emphasized. However, the current employment trends have been disappointing, with
economic growth being more skill-intensive, leading to a decrease in workforce participation
rates, particularly in rural areas. Urban areas have seen some employment growth, but more

active policy interventions are needed to ensure job creation in labour-intensive sectors.

The National Minimum Social Security Plan, which included life insurance, pensions, and
health and maternity benefits, was first put out by the NCEUS?? for unorganized labour.
Nevertheless, the final act did not create the strong, policy-making bodies that were originally

suggested; instead, it simply created boards with restricted advising and monitoring functions.

2! Ibid.
22 NCEUS- National Commission for Enterprises in the Un-organised Sector
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The NCEUS and others have criticized this for lessening the effect of social security safeguards

for informal workers.

The focus on urban poverty must also look at housing, infrastructure, and services. It stands as
a challenge of urban poverty, such as poor quality, overcrowded housing, inadequate
infrastructure, and basic services. There are significant barriers to finding decent shelter,
contributing to an estimated housing shortage of 18.78 million units?*. The text underlines the

need for a nuanced understanding of urban poverty and its implications for policy-making.

According to the Report, India has registered a significant decline of 9.89 percentage points in
number of India’s multidimensionally poor from 24.85% in 2015-16 to 14.96% in 2019-2021.
The rural areas witnessed the fastest decline in poverty from 32.59% to 19.28%. During the
same period, the urban areas saw a reduction in poverty from 8.65% to 5.27%.2*Uttar Pradesh
registered the highest decline in the number of poor with 3.43 crore, followed by Bihar and
Madhya Pradesh®.

The Ministry for Housing and Urban Affairs through its missions and schemes such as Atal
Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation 2.0, Smart Cities Mission, National Urban
Livelihoods Mission. These missions enable the people to access self-employment and other
employment opportunities. Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana was launched to achieve housing for

all.

The Government focused on improving nutrition, cooking fuel, drinking water has led to
significant developments in the cities. By the reports, it shows that 12 parameters of the MPI
have shown major improvements. Many flagship programmes have benefitted and contributed
to reduce poverty levels in India. Deprivations have significantly decreased across a number of
indicators as a result of the consistent application of a wide range of initiatives and programs

with strong connections and additional people.

23 Supra Note 17

24¢13.5 crore Indians escape Multidimensional Poverty in 5 years.,”available at:
https://pib.gov.in/pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1940125 (last visited August 30, 2024).
2 Ibid.
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Conclusion

Urban poverty poses serious problems, different from those of rural poverty. As in the case of
mass migration in the past, the current movement of population from rural to urban areas
exceeds the political and social responses required. Government has initiated several targeted
schemes that aim to improve the quality of life of people and aimed at poverty alleviation in
urban areas in the country, including Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana — National Urban
Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NULM), Prime Minister Street Vendor’s AtmaNirbhar Nidhi —
PM SVanidhi, Ayushman Bharat*® , etc

Indian urban planners need to know more about their urban populations, especially those
aspects that affect the urban poor. We must understand the contribution of the poor to urban
economic development. Government must also assess the strengths and weaknesses of existing
urban poverty reduction policies and programmes to ensure that scarce resources meet real
needs and have an impact on poverty. There is a need to improve the analysis of the causes and
symptoms of urban poverty and to develop innovative partnerships between different
stakeholders (poor people as well as community leaders, government, private sector, NGOs

and donors).

While efforts to reduce urban poverty mark significant progress, human rights violations may
still occur. Key areas of concern include inadequate access to clean water, sanitation, and
reliable electricity, which can violate the right to an adequate standard of living. Healthcare
shortcomings, particularly in maternal health and child mortality, infringe upon the right to
health. Educational deficiencies, such as insufficient schooling and poor attendance,
compromise the right to education. Issues with housing, including lack of adequate shelter and
security of tenure, breach the right to housing. Furthermore, limited economic opportunities
and access to financial services can violate economic rights, including the right to work and to
an adequate standard of living. Therefore, even as urban poverty decreases, ensuring the

protection of human rights for all residents remains crucial for sustainable development.

26 Government of India, “Poverty Rate in Urban Areas” (Ministry of Planning, 2023)
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