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The elderly are assets, not dependents

Proof of a truly developed country lies in the way it not only nurtures its young but

also cares for its elders, equally

Kiran Karnik, [ Chairperson, HelpAge India and an author]

In the past few decades, concerns about “population
explosion” have given way to joy about a “demographic
dividend”. The latter is expected to give a push to
economic growth due to the lower dependency ratio
which results from having a larger proportion of the
population in the working-age group. The “Asian Tigers”
— countries such as South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and
Singapore — as also China, have exemplified the benefits.

NFHS-5 data

The larger youth population is also expected to give an
impetus to innovation and entrepreneurship. Not
surprisingly, then, the young are in focus, with many
programmes to facilitate their education,
entrepreneurship, sports training, etc., but also well-
being. This is as it must be, not just from an economic
viewpoint, but especially from the perspective of health.

Poor health, like inadequate education, could well nullify the demographic advantage. Of concern is data
from the latest National Family Health Survey (NFHS)-5, which indicates that while much progress has
been made, the metrics for infant and child health continue to be dismal, with some being even lower than

what they were five years ago.

Yet, even as we pay attention to the young, there is both need and benefit in also looking at the other end
of the spectrum. Life expectancy in India has risen from 50 (1970-75) to 70 years (2014-18); as a result,
the number of elders (those over 60 years) is already 137 million, and expected to increase by 40% to 195
million in 2031, and 300 million by 2050. While one perspective would look at them as dependents (and,
therefore, a drag on the economy), a rather different view would look at them as a potential asset: a massive
resource of experienced, knowledgeable people. Converting them from dependents to productive
members of society depends on two primary factors: their health and their capabilities.

Changing health-care needs
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Generally, the elderly population needs more medical attention of a diverse range. As per the first ever
Longitudinal Ageing Study in India (LASI), 11% of the elderly suffer from at least one form of impairment
(locomotor, mental, visual and hearing). It is estimated that 58 lakh Indians die from noncommunicable
diseases (NCDs) in India annually, and cardiovascular disease (CVD) prevalence is estimated to be 34%
amongst 60-74 yearolds, rising to 37% in those above 75 years. As we move to a demographic where the
growth rate of elders far exceeds that of the young, perhaps the biggest challenge that the country would
face is to provide a range of quality, affordable, and accessible health and care services to the elderly. They
require an array of specialised medical services at home including tele or home consultations,
physiotherapy and rehabilitation services, mental health counselling and treatment, as well as
pharmaceutical and diagnostic services. These needs are particularly evident now, with elders being
advised to stay indoor as a precaution against the novel coronavirus epidemic.

As per the 2016 Healthcare Access and Quality Index (HAQ), India improved its HAQ score from 24.7 in
1990 to 41.2 in 2016. However, we still are significantly below the global average of 54 points, ranking at
the spot of 145 out of 195 countries. The low HAQ worsens even further in smaller cities and rural areas
where basic quality health-care services are very inadequate. Factors such as familial neglect, low
education levels, socio-cultural beliefs and stigma, low trust on institutionalised health-care services and
affordability exacerbate the situation for the elders. Inequity in health-care access compounds the
problems for the elderly, who are already, physically, financially and at times psychologically restricted in
understanding, responding to, and seeking medical care for various ailments. Consequently, most of them
live their years in neglect.

Inadequate schemes

Health care of the elderly has, sadly, been greatly neglected. An overwhelming proportion of the elders are
from the lower socio-economic strata (including many who are destitute). They are unable to afford the
cost of health care and slip into ever poorer health. The vicious cycle of poor health and unaffordable health
costs is further accelerated by their inability to earn a livelihood. As a result, not only are they economically
unproductive but are dependent on support from family or others. This, and poor physical health, adds to
their mental and emotional problems. The Government does have schemes that cover the elderly and seeks
to take care of these issues, but they are completely inadequate.

Despite Ayushman Bharat, the Government’s health insurance scheme for the deprived, and private health
insurance, a NITIAayog report indicates that 400 million Indians do not have any financial cover for health
expenses. One can be sure that a very large number of elders are among the uncovered. Both the Centre
and States have pension schemes for the elders, but these provide but a pittance — as low as X350 to 3400
a month in some States. Even this is not universal.

A 2007 law requires States to ensure earmarked facilities for elders in every district hospital, headed by a
doctor with experience in geriatric care. Yet, a status report filed by the Government in the Supreme Court
of India in 2019 stated that 16 States and Union Territories (‘of 35’) did not have a single ward/bed
dedicated to elders.

Opportunities in challenges
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Given the range of diverse challenges, can India take care of its aging population? The success of the COVID-
19 vaccination strategy gives hope: a seniors-first approach led to over 73% of elderly population receiving
at least one dose and around 40% being doubly vaccinated by October 2021.

Considering the demographic trends, India should reimagine its entire health-care policy for the next few
decades, with an elderly prioritised approach. As senior citizens require the most diverse array of health-
care services, the creation of adequate services for them will benefit all other age-groups. Apart from
legislating pro-elderly health care and insurance policies, India needs to aggressively take certain
measures, while finding opportunities amidst this challenge.

India needs to rapidly increase its public health-care spending, and invest heavily in the creation of well-
equipped and staffed medical care facilities and home health-care and rehabilitation services.

Presently, India has a major deficit in infrastructure and skilled medical care resources, with 1.3 hospital
beds, 0.65 physicians, and 1.3 nurses for every 1,000 people. Over the next decade, we have the potential
to add more than 3 million beds, 1.54 million doctors and 2.4 million nurses. We need to accelerate
implementation of programmes such as the National Programme for Health Care of the Elderly (NPHCE).
The Ayushman Bharat and PM-JAY ecosystems need to be further expanded and similar, special health-
care coverage schemes and services need to be created for senior citizens from the lower economic strata.
The National Digital Health Mission has tremendous potential to expand medical consultations into the
interiors of the country. However, this requires a digital literacy campaign for senior citizens.

These essential steps will help to convert elders into a massive resource for socio-cultural and economic
development, giving an altogether different perspective to “demographic dividend”. After all, the proof of

a truly evolved and caring nation lies in the way it not only nurtures its young but also how it cares for its
aging population.
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A question of university autonomy

The Kerala controversy over varsity appointments highlights key issues plaguing
higher education

Sarath Babu George
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A scathing letter sent by Kerala Governor Arif
Mohammed Khan to Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan
on the state of affairs in the State’s higher education
sector has put the LDF government in a bind.

On December 8, the Governor wrote lamenting that
universities were “packed with political nominees”
and “non-academics have been taking academic
decisions”. He conveyed his annoyance at allegedly
RTINS being pressured into signing appointment orders.
A few days later, a “recommendation letter”
forwarded by Higher Education Minister R. Bindu,
who is also the Pro-Chancellor, to the Governor gave
more fodder to the Opposition to criticise the
government. Both letters had touched upon the
selection of Vice Chancellors for the Kannur
University and the Sree Sankaracharya University of
Sanskrit. Mr. Khan wrote that he wants to quit as
Chancellor. This revealed how the government’s efforts to allay his concerns and initiate back-channel talks
with the Raj Bhavan had failed.

Suspecting ulterior motives behind the “leaks”, the LDF accused the Governor of a volte-face since he had
suddenly voiced objections against decisions that were previously endorsed by him.

While the constitutional head of the state cannot seek refuge for his actions by claiming to have his hands
tied by the government, the letters raise serious questions on political interference that has eroded the
autonomy of universities.

Like other governments that have ruled the State in the past, the present and previous LDF governments
have had to fend off several allegations of political overreach and nepotism. Such a scenario does not augur
well for the LDF which returned to power earlier this year after promising, among other things, to reform
higher education and transform the State into a knowledge society.

Kerala, which ranks among the best in terms of school education in India, continues to lag in academic
standards in higher education. None of its universities figures among the top 20 in the National Institute
Ranking Framework rankings. Oddly, the situation prevails despite several Keralites establishing
themselves as technocrats and scientists of considerable standing in other parts of the country and abroad.
Three years ago, scientist C.N.R. Rao had expressed surprise that Kerala’s teachers and researchers, who
are known to excel elsewhere, have failed to perform within the State which has high literacy and social
awareness as well as a long tradition of intellectual achievements. This situation has also resulted in
students going abroad and a decline in the number of ‘employable’ youth.

To its credit, the LDF government has begun efforts to modernise the sector through a multipronged
strategy. In addition to providing considerable thrust on boosting innovations in various disciplines, it has
constituted three commissions headed by noted educationists to reform university laws, the examination
system and the sector as a whole.
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The controversy, in fact, could not have come at a more opportune time as it turns attention towards some
of the key problems that have plagued the sector for long. Prioritising meritocracy over political, religious,
caste and other considerations, along with preserving the academic autonomy of higher education
institutions, is vital in attaining the State’s lofty goals. Political interference and all other non-academic
considerations, including financial in the case of private colleges, could destroy the quest for academic
excellence.
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FIR faRaaryr AfeT FINET o St A faeeil & Tgat arel HRAT 3R 29 & @A aTed o @li9T qgd Seanigd
g1 3 #Ad § T 38 AT § e A o ARFGH ARt & A gohar Y fear| a3 #IRER & s
gar 3Rt arferdl T Agehk e faRimer greror e et & AT sgd ¥ IR FRauTSES & I gl
3 39 Yietae I Al &1 Uagiiie 3Udfsy AT 37 &1

aET, FHTRATET I AAT HY A A GIRA F TgA 36 & G A W FAA FH FAelST qreH] W & @et
1 faFar Fl FINSR AR F fhar 1ar &, 368 90 & HfTcdcd H & TR 3cUeal g AT g1 goIRI
S TYAT FAHT T & AH W @Y Hlh o 90 30T o Ao 1 HeloT & Jord ‘T AT 3T o
T 3 Feaer I PR T §1 A9 F Feew § 6 ALY S & gah dew o § aem Feter 6T e S| el
HTSTAT XN H 91 Yef® & T &N §el AT R o et o1, 3R & I9m 1 urT H 3fawe 3R 58
YGNUT HeF e X U ol STeT HAT of o' 31l T el 82

faoer & gerhl & 99T H ST H 91 A §S, AfPeT R FIT FS W AT IAT| g 1T 3T § & g
997 I YE A F ggol 90 e & Tra-faur AR Ay S ST g5t 8, 38 ar H3ir fham & =&t o
gaT| A 3R doelles & STIATT &1 TSdelr sarer TaT gidr W@, 39 0 S H J97 e ST
foham ST Wl a1 S1afeh S o &l g3, a1 I AR W R BN AR R g3 AR ST g 3R A
W§34TIsﬂﬁwm%ﬁ?éwﬁuﬂﬁﬁmﬁrmﬁmﬁm—qﬁméﬁm“lqdqqu’mﬂ’f@rmm
§G % 3UET X @& &l 389 §AR JaR & T 91 I &1 ITgT TE Gof Hel Ageaqor gem fa foer
THAT T IRIGUR F IFNT HT IRIGUR AT G FAifh HAAITear AT 9§ X JIAT &1 STl 90 7 &
df TR& arell &1 3ETIT 30K §A U= @6 UAT S0, S aErey g1, ar 997 ITEeEn @ foshy foeren sm
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Tehell & foh T YSENOT &l €1 a9 YT 3ifarer 1y fog A= SU| Jg7 § g alell Y3 &
& STl HHIUAT & YoAfeldiolel & a91 A e Feheht

T & HHA GAEAT IE & b U golR fohell. & Smer ofall Jge & Yeelietor & fav &5 cgaieyd Jreten
EAR HHA gl &1 Adeld A% § 6 I & T g 7Rar & Sra-fgur & dg Ue faeadeig gisier
AIRT| T AT 1l & T FArerdi & fFREt &t afom 3R T7=1 A Ggfia ¥ are FROM AR 3o
fAereT & 3asied AT T AT glell AIMRV| ATl I OISt HH & HH dLAT &I ST o gler &
AT | HAEAT S af & & Afehel TR Ig ATold w161 & foh §H YA HT e ¥ & BT ¢ &1 3R arar

foram ST T & T 3T gAR 9T HHEIUEAT FT ST ST FAE § R §H U gAdH FRFA & U ganest
I GG o B Feh ol IEN-THAT & TeRIGUN & [T Tl off 3rsuer &1 Sglar gt qarar S Fehell|

T 3R I & I b & AA R Ao w1 5 e Jw & g3n &, 59 e ga F e
gdal @Y o fRar T §, 99 e SETAESE P @ gddr FF disT IR g, 3R s3-98 [efor e e §
368 AT T STeT HAGUT &1 NN FHiaIcd giell IAT| FHAT AT & & AfeAT & Siel T 7T et g Fehr
gl AGAT # ST T AT T § gl §H AT AT T @ GU-IRT FoTA1 G| T, gl IR Ao 7 3
& I FF TSAT & YGAROT T TUC H 3T AT g, S STk Tl Hl dGel & AT & AgT X, dfod AR
AT ¥ THH QW MR & THRAAS F R Sl Jalegd L &1 T6 Hdh Sraolg 9 g1 Aol Al Soleh
Afder 3 Feel PR A HF ST Y&TeT X 3¢ Shastaled X W@ 5 W FRY T IFA-37d 3HHT HF
gC St §1 M FH YGNOT FH HH 937 FEAT e HAGR 3R wrefarfaat @ &F §1 S T 90 A F
ST H o FET St Suel AR SI9 dF 3qA R arely aigelt S At AT SAT0em, d9 a 3EH e
STel gaTfgel sTer gram|

3T & TR T TARGHACT, °g av e T g1 AT Ticll Y, SToAcl T fAamg H oy PO gehr g1 3R F8
gl @ ar glad 3R o foers amuefr gor 3R oid dr R & 39 @ A= 3R qAST deeen g9l
a5 ot iUy, faQIvet, ditheretel a1 Tag@dr Horeal o forg &7 7 off rgaoliy & 6 e,
AT FIAT STAT & S, THR Tgel W, IR-GR, FARA T ST $HA A & a1y GEAT 1 8 9o 3R
AT fAerEm| R arfcae afdaar g6l 3 oeX 3ver et & S U 3FR ASTAcI3i @ Sl & a6
HTHILT T FAT TEd AT AT g, af T gger gufier el =nfgu|

3T ART SV TRATHT HT &1 Ael, 30X T2l I Soidr &1 T g1 Jgl I Foiar sifd 3R 97 & AT 7 §¢ &
Sl IEIGTAAT arel & % ¥ fF 30 B vrer & Rwrs &ar §, W g v A JEae @ 98 &
arell| 3EfAT TER & FHA T3 Fellfadar § R Ao god R # 59 g 38l AT ' Searfgd
forar, 3R 3T dRE 31U UAfd dF #F IRl 3R Faar & ufa SaecE s9, Qe Arerenst #ir
AEAfdehdl & RIS TR WREA & JT6 &1 o] 8l & ToIU HefATd o 3R e & Jamsit T gorell & Feea
T I STdTacg dellel & oIt fhT X, A ST 39 4RT I AIST ST obdl W 396 [oIT Jaol STomufad
I TR gichl 8, Todeh f9alr & 9&er 31mer edr &, 3R & 1 Fehall a1 ol UTell 37|
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HUTEhT

HaRer & off vh S8 W@ gfaar s ol B R @ FAT 400 Ry IR SN T TeEAA
(3TETHTH) F T arel IAReT WG A T F IR F AT 95 FS A oY §1 g Hir IRshAr Fd
HAWTSET HANET he & FEH Tocarehyvl F Sfiael T UR-UR Fgol gla o9 g1 37 3cAReT T 9 her
Fers o Q3T o araer &1 I §1 3aReT I AR AR F Fr Fearr § 3R 396 A% I § ARG
HeT o 3aReT IrET ol AT| 39 A uger o 3iaRel A SArer o7 deh @ AMAAT & her &I AT Hhedll g,
AfheT Ugell IR SHHTI AIfsar AdReT IEr AT ART oF &7 IRY Thar §1 3aRker & & Ferg & fov ooy
WWma:era:mﬁrmaﬁmh?ra:rsﬁmﬁmm%‘lsvmﬁ:rasmuéwya—c—hmaﬁqagm%,
IR e §U her gaT A o thell Ffh IARET TUA W AT weeh Tehell § IT wleehl el ¢, e B H Hek
%1 off BIg fer ST, o g8 ofesh Swem 3R g o g §ohell & T 3@l & g@ Se ar frdr #efe & o
| 37d: HUA FHed g'("c‘lcl‘qc\d-l Follel HT IEAT ST™ &, mﬁw-wa%gv?%ra#smﬁ?mmﬁl

I8 951 919 & ToF 3aNET g W 3 I JUTEHT 3eAq T el ol § 3R 3T gali ol arsn o il ol
g1 FAde A & U ARET AT AT HFNI b1 ATSA TR I AT, ST 3egled T NI A b
garar o1 foh 3aRer # S¥ AY A &l AL A §C S Th-Th §g Il F A g &l Jg o e
TGAT 95T & b It &Y §g g A A wesh SC| B Ul F G §U AN AR KA @ F 3qAT A
ST ST &1 38 ar It &l 37aReT ohg 9 W@ ast &id 70 g, «fched @Ter 2021 T 0T a¥ g, o9 37
Wﬁﬁﬁﬁ'ﬂmﬁﬁ%m’iddﬂaqlmﬁﬁyglWﬁ%ﬁm?aﬁ@ﬁmmm%’,?ﬁ
8 sgeh Al et TIfRT| 3ARET & T S-S HA gHI, AT T FMd HaRel A= & 3q-d9 Fedr
ST |

FAT ARSI 3ARET T Th U g & & H IRIT 8led o9 §? 3 FaTel T oide & & g1 [{w
® @ 38 a¥ 3Rl AR S & gge HdARel qdew JHG AT F Thel HARET AR & &I B TsT
g 98 8 fgHsx &l 3iaRer TAA T I WX 3T F AR gl 12 T | & a1 20 IR Fr wolrfehedt
# 3N 37 FgEF Aralr BT AR & 3aRer arr rdiereisy [AgIfeheT ot 3ad @y 31ee Faret olie
&1 S cTaarR ASTAr i IFAReT T & Ygel AGHA & & H e fhar Srwem 3iaier & W 12
femt T6d gU ASTET el I AfafafEt & N PR A W@ §, O g # g dwr e g Asmar
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& foT g 37919 &, 98 1T 2023 H i HF A W 1 ared §1 98 T of I & T 36 FE-qmAgy
T T @ &1 Aded, 3dReT &1 VAT I’ arel fear & 3R sea arer gl



