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Notes

	 1	 Inferred from CEA (2011).
	 2	 The environmental clearance process is described 

in MoEF (2006): “Environmental Impact Assess­
ment Notification, 2006”,  Gazette of India, Extra­
ordinary, Part II, Section 3, Sub-section (ii). 
Viewed on 15 September 2011: http://envfor.nic.
in/legis/eia/so1533.pdf 

	 3	 These numbers have been arrived at by aggregating 
data from the MoEF Environmental Clearance Da­
tabase, http://moef.nic.in/modules/project-clear­
ances/environment-clearances/ Last viewed on 19 
September 2011: http://164.100.194.5:8081/ssdn1

	 4	 The model for the MOU that Chhattisgarh signs 
with companies is available at http://cg.gov.in/
departments/sipb/Model%20Mou.pdf, last ac­
cessed 5 September 2011.

	 5	 The coal linkage policy for Twelfth Plan projects is 
laid out in a Ministry of Power office memoran­
dum of 21 October 2009. IPPs wanting coal link­
age are assigned priority based on the points they 
score on several criteria. Progress with land acqui­
sition is the most important criteria with 50% 
weight. Viewed on 4 September 2011: http://
www.powermin.nic.in/whats_new/pdf/Coal_

linkage_policy_for_12th_plan_projects.pdf 
	 6	 For district area, see http://janjgir-champa.nic.

in/aboutdistrict.htm (Last viewed on 19 Septem­
ber 2011).

	 7	 See Sharma (2011) for a report on land acquisition 
for a thermal project that has not yet received en­
vironmental clearance.

	 8	 See Sethi (2011) for the problems faced by India’s 
largest power producer, National Thermal Power 
Corporation (NTPC), in handling fly ash.

	 9	 See MoEF office memorandum, 13 January 2010. 
Viewed on 19 September 2011: http://moef.nic.in/
divisions/iass/circ_EP_index.pdf

10		 Water sourcing details for thermal projects granted 
TOR are available in the MoEF Environmental 
Clearance Database.
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Method in Madness: 
Urban Data from 2011 Census 

Amitabh Kundu

The 2011 Census has reported 
a marginally higher growth in 
the urban population, yet it also 
reports a phenomenal increase 
of 2,774 new “census towns” 
– greater than the number of 
such new towns identified in all 
of the 20th century. Could this 
be the result of some kind of 
census activism working under 
pressure to report a higher pace 
of urbanisation? Since the Census 
of India has a reputation for 
rigour, it is imperative that the 
methodology for identification of 
new towns and possible changes 
from the past are made public.

The provisional urban population 
figures published in Paper 2 of the 
Census 2011 by the Registrar General 

of India (RGI) suggest that urban growth 
scenario is not as “pessimistic” after all, 
compared to the predictions made by the 
same organisation, half a decade ago. 

Projections and Estimate

The annual exponential growth rate of ur­
ban population during 2001-11 works out to 
be 2.76%, which is about the same as 2.73% 
recorded in the preceding decade. It is, 
however, significantly higher than the pro­
jected figure of 2.24% put forward by the 
RGI in 2006. This low projection can partly 
be attributed to the RGI’s own projection of 
population growth at 1.48% between 2001 
and 2011, much below the actual rate of 
1.62%. Interestingly, the RGI had also pre­
dicted the urban population in 2011 to be 
30%, which if applied to the actual total 
population in 2011 would give a growth rate 
of urban population of 2.38%. This still 
leaves a gap of 0.38 percentage points with 
the actual figure. This would be considered 
non-trivial as it makes a difference of 14 mil­
lion in urban population at national level 
and over a million in a number of states.

The target of 30% caught the fancy of 
researchers and research institutions, 
irrespective of whether they used infor­
med judgment or econometric modelling,  
although the years by which the target was 
to be achieved were different. The High 
Powered Expert Committee (HPEC) on 
Urban Infrastructure and Services had noted 
that India had touched this level only in 
2010, accepting a “conservative” classifi­
cation of urban areas. Assuming this to  
occur on 1 March, the implicit annual growth 
rate works out as 2.47% which is close to 
2.38%, the predicted figure of RGI, based 
on the actual growth of total population. 
The HPEC report explicitly noted “a slower 
growth of urban population in 2001-11 
compared with the earlier decade”. 

The Mckinsey Global Institute (MGI), 
which had put forward a development per­
spective similar to that of HPEC, had thought 
that the 30% figure would be reached in 
2008. That gives an implicit growth rate 
of 2.71% which still turns out to be slightly 
on the lower side. Although MGI’s projec­
tion was based on the “India Urbanisation 
Econometric Model”, it is unlikely that it 
was untouched by RGI’s pessimism. Both the 
reports thus implicitly accepted a decline 
in the growth of urban population as a fait 
accompli. Importantly, the RGI’s projec­
tions are close to those given in the World 
Urbanisation Prospects (WUP) brought out 
by the United Nations Population Division 
for the periods 2000-05 and 2005-10, which 
projected a growth rate of only 2.23%. This 
is certainly not a matter of coincidence as 
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RGI has used the WUP model, which is 
built on the assumption that “urban rural 
growth differential” follows a logistic path.  

Now that all the projected figures have 
turned out to be on a lower side, the ques­
tion is whether the discrepancy of 14 million 
can be attributed to a random statistical  
error. Would it be cantankerous to hold the 
RGI responsible for excessive conservatism? 
Are we engaging in “decimal demography” 
if we pursue this issue for empirical investi­
gation? Or alternately, do we need to un­
derstand and explain the discrepancy in 
terms of changes in structural parameters 
in the socio-economic system, definitions of 
the concepts and procedures for data col­
lection, the margin of error notwithstand­
ing? Only an in-depth probing of the meth­
odology adopted by the RGI in the context 
of recent socio-economic data sets can help 
in finding an answer to the question.  

Declining Urban Growth?

The RGI brought out the report of the tech­
nical group, which was set up by the 
National Commission on Population in 
2006, providing three different estimates 

pertaining to 1 March, 1 July and 1 October 
for every year from 2001 to 2026. Unfortu­
nately the premise underlying the metho­
dology raises more questions than an­
swers. The growth rate of urban popula­
tion from 2001 to 2010 has been taken as 
declining consistently. More importantly, 
the growth rate is taken to fall in the next 
decade as well. The annual growth rate 
goes down from 2.39% in 2001-02 to 1.73% 
in 2020-21. Although this trend is in line 
with that observed in the last three dec­
ades of the last century, as discussed be­
low it would be considered conservative 
since the pressure of population in rural 
areas and the limited opportunities avail­
able there are expected to push rural ur­
ban (RU) migration and accelerate urban 
growth, overwhelming all countervailing 
forces operating in urban areas. 

The annual growth rate of the urban 
population, however, has been let loose 
after 2021, jumping to 3.23% in 2021-22, 
almost doubling in one year, as per the  
report of the technical group. This is diffi­
cult to justify under normal sociopolitical 
circumstances with any historical data for 

India or anywhere else in the world. The 
projected rate continues to rise consistent­
ly to become 5.73% in 2025-26. The annual 
exponential growth rate for the five-year 
period 2021-26 thus works out to be 
4.24%, shooting up from 1.81% during 
2016-21. The corresponding figures given 
in WUP-2010 are 2.43% and 2.42%, much 
below those of the RGI, increasing only by 
0.01 percentage points. The growth rate of 
RGI is further projected to go up from 
5.73% for the year ending 1 March to 
6.05% for year ending 1 July in 2026. The 
figure is projected to be as high as 6.29% 
on 1 October 2026. Indeed, despite the RGI 
figures being significantly below those of 
the WUP during the first quarter of the 
present century, they catch up and achieve 
the stipulated magical target of 38% of ur-
ban to total population in 2026, as set by 
the WUP, owing to the methodology 
changing its gear in 2021. There is thus a 
method in this madness. 

Thankfully, the RGI office became aware 
of this roller coaster growth scenario im­
mediately after releasing the projections. 
It revised the figures and placed these in 
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the public domain, although not many 
researchers and administrators are aware 
of it. The RGI did not touch the figures for 
the first two decades of the present century 
and instead brought down the growth 
rates for the six years in the 2020s, in line 
with the historical trend. The revised 
growth rate for the urban population for 
2021-26 comes to 1.57%, down from the 
earlier figure of 4.24%. The new rate is 
significantly below that of the preceding 
two decades as well and the percentage of 
urban population has been projected as 
33.4% only in 2026. With the actual urban 
growth in 2001-11 turning out to be higher 
than projected, it goes against the dogged 
confidence of the RGI in the historical trend. 
This occasions probing into the under­
lying premises of the methodology as that 
would have implications for the pace of ur­
banisation in the next few decades.

The assumption of a deceleration in 
urban growth is, however, not without 
any empirical basis. There was a declining 
trend during the preceding decades of the 
Census of India. The growth of the urban 
population was as high as 3.83% in the 
1970s but came down sharply to 3.09% in 
the 1980s and further to 2.74% in the 
1990s. The decline of 0.40 percentage 
points in the predicted figure of RGI for 
2001-11 from that of the actual figure of 
the 1990s can understandably be attri­
buted to the decline in fertility observed 
during 1990-2000 and later years. Now 
that the urban growth is assessed to have 
remained unchanged over the past two 
decades, despite a fall in the natural 
growth, one would attribute this to urban 
dynamics manifesting in either an accel­
erated RU migration or new settlements 
emerging on the urban scene (as a part of 
agglomeration or otherwise) or both. 

Why Then the Accelerated Pace?

The provisional figures for 2011 indicate 
that urban growth did not decelerate dur­
ing 2001-11 which goes against the past 
trend and against the population growth 
figures for the metro cities already availa­
ble from the 2011 Census. A proper expla­
nation would require an in-depth analysis 
of demographic and economic growth 
process at the state, district and city level. 
The data from the 45th and 64th rounds of 
the National Sample Survey, however, 

suggest that migration for economic 
reasons has gone down among the RU 
migrants. Furthermore, the share of adult 
male migrants in the corresponding adult 
male population in urban areas has 
declined from 32% in 1999-2000 to 31% in 
2007-08. The decomposition of the incre­
mental urban population growth by com­
ponents by the Census of India indicates a 
decline in the share of migrants during 
the 1990s, compared to the 1980s. All 
these would undermine the possibility of 
migration to existing urban centres being 
a factor accounting for the incremental 
urban population. The “impetus to urban 
dynamics” has understandably come at 
the lowest level. This is not reflected as 
much in an acceleration in the growth rate 
of small and medium towns as an increase 
in the number of census towns. 

The total number of urban agglomera­
tions and other cities and towns has 
increased sluggishly, at a rate much slower 
than the urban population. The number 
had gone up by only 2,541 in all the 10 de­
cades of the last century. However, now, it 
has gone up by 2,774 in just one decade. 
The phenomenal jump in the number of 
“census towns” from 1,362 to 3,894 is un­
precedented in the history of the Indian 
census. Importantly, the MGI had predicted 
that only 1,000 towns will emerge on the 
urban scene in the next 22 years. The de­
parture from the past trend is being 
attributed to census activism. The RGI’s 
office has been under tremendous aca­
demic and administrative pressure to 
review its methodology for collecting data 
on urban centres. 

A few researchers have argued that the 
Indian definition of an urban centre, par­
ticularly the criteria of a population size 
of 5,000 and 75% of the male main 
workers being outside agriculture are 
very restrictive, making the data non-
comparable internationally. However, an 
overview of the definitions across coun­
tries, as given in WUP reports, does not 
help in forming a definitive view. Emi­
nent scholars like Jagdish Bhagwati and 
Arvind Panagariya have at different fora 
noted that the low urbanisation scenario 
conflicts with the high growth manifes­
tations of the emerging giant called 
India. Understandably, they are sceptical 
of the urbanisation and migration data 

from the Census of India. Such criticisms 
have emanated from the highest level in 
the Planning Commission as well. The 
responsibility of “urban undercount” has 
often been placed on bureaucratic inertia 
or casualness in identifying urban cen­
tres, that has contributed to the exclu­
sion of many towns from the census net. 
Also, the researchers relying on census 
data are finding it hard to confront the 
experts from the World Bank (World De­
velopment Report 2009) when they quote 
a figure of 52% people in urban areas, as 
derived through an alternate methodolo­
gy, based on population size, density and 
travel time, which delinks urbanisation 
from the socio-political context. Faced 
with all this, it would be understandable 
if the directorate of census operations 
has become a bit more enthusiastic in 
identifying new urban centres. 

The new towns accounted for 5% to 7% 
of the urban population in the four previ­
ous census counts. If we assume that there 
has been no change in the definitional 
parameters of urban centres and the em­
ployment structure has evolved smoothly, 
one can assume that the average size of 
these towns would remain about the 
same. The fact that the increase in the 
number of towns in 2011 is six times that 
of the previous censuses would then imply 
a sixfold increase in the contribution of 
these towns to the urban population. By 
deducting the population of new towns 
from the urban population in both 2001 
and 2011, the growth rate of the resulting 
urban population in 2001-11 would be sig­
nificantly less than in the previous decade. 
Alternately, if one assumes that the share 
of the new towns in the urban population 
has remained unchanged, their average 
size should come down dramatically. This 
would imply that the Census of 2011 
would have identified new urban centres 
that are of much smaller denomination 
than in the earlier censuses, strengthening 
the thesis of census activism. For helping 
the researchers and administrators inter­
pret and use the data meaningfully, one 
expects the RGI to come out immediately 
with a monograph indicating how the new 
census towns have been identified in dif­
ferent states and if the method and pro­
cess are different from the previous cen­
suses. This would be important not only for 
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assessing the degree of urbanisation but 
for working out the urban frame used by 
the Central Statistical Organisation (CSO) 
to collect critical socio-economic data for 
the country.

Future Urbanisation

The Census of India is considered one of the 
most robust sources of demographic data 
in the world. Given the system of data 
gathering through door to door canvassing 
of questionnaires that are finalised through a 
rigorous system of scrutiny and data process­
ing being subject to numerous checks and 
balances, it is difficult to hold that the 
quality of population count in the urban 
centres has gone down in the present census. 
There is, however, a certain discretionary 
judgment involved in identification of new 
towns as this is done before the actual 

census operation. The officials involved in 
this, thus, do not have the benefit of know­
ing the actual population, density or the 
extent of non-agricultural employment. 
Given the context of the Census 2011, as 
discussed above, the possibility of the dis­
cretionary judgment being used more lib­
erally cannot be ruled out. The emergence 
of new towns is thus yet another indication 
of method in madness.

The HPEC rightly regrets the fact that 
“the small and medium towns have lan­
guished for want of an economic base” 
and emphasises the need and potentiality 
of more than 20,000 villages, with over 
5,000 people, acquiring urban status. 
Unfortunately, the thrust of its report is 
on harnessing the agglomeration eco­
nomies in the metro cites. It demands 
urgent attention to be given to “their 

infrastructure deficits and the state of 
service delivery” and envisages an ex­
tremely top heavy urban structure. The 
Twelfth Plan document, however, talks of 
a “distributed model” of urbanisation 
which would “ensure that migration flows 
aren’t unbalanced toward any particular 
city or cities”. Now the real question is 
whether this sectoral diversification in 
rural areas has already taken place, so 
much so that there is a massive crop of 
new towns in 2011 to meet the dream of a 
distributed model. If indeed that has hap­
pened, the central and state governments 
must recognise their urban status “statu­
torily” and design a scheme similar to the 
Jawaharlal Nehru Urban Renewal Mis­
sion to strengthen their infrastructure 
base and promote them as centres of 
inclusive growth.

From Line of Control  
to Line of Commerce

Altaf Hussain Kira

Trade resumed across the Line of 
Control in divided Jammu and 
Kashmir in October 2008 after 
61 years. Despite its implications 
for the wider region, there has 
been surprisingly little research to 
determine the nature and impact 
of this trade. A recent study 
attempted to gauge progress 
over the last few years and the 
response of traders to the new 
trade dispensation.

In April 2005, a bus service across 
divided Kashmir took off and facilitated 
the union of separated families, a 

breakthrough achieved after 58 long years. 
This was followed by the opening of trade 
routes, an initiative that has been tried in 
various conflict regions across the globe. The 
start of the cross-Line of Control (LoC) trade 
across divided Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) 
in October 2008 signalled the beginning 
of a new era. It was 61 years ago, in 1947 
that trade across the LoC had stopped. 

Today, trade takes place on Tuesday and 
Wednesday every week along two routes: 
Salamabad-Muzaffarabad and Chakan-da-
Bagh-Rawalakot. Salamabad is in Uri sector 
of Kashmir while Chakan-da-Bagh is in the 
Poonch area of Jammu. Muzaffarabad and 
Rawalakot fall in Pakistan-administered 
Kashmir (PaK). Contrary to the predictions 
of many sceptics, trade along the two routes 
has grown over the last more than two years. 
Till December 2010, exports worth Rs 311.87 
crore and imports of Rs 499.12 crore (Paki­
stan currency) have taken place. Among all 
the confidence-building measures (CBM) 

discussed between India and Pakistan, it is 
the cross-LoC trade that has had the maxi­
mum impact. The authorities must recognise 
that trade volumes have increased despite 
trade being on barter terms, and despite a 
lack of proper communication channels, 
absence of a banking system, dearth of legal 
enforcement of contracts and the limited 
number of trade days and tradable goods. 

Experiences across Frontiers

In experimenting with trade as a trust-
generating step that might lead to final set­
tlement of issues, experience from Ireland 
serves as a point of reference. The cross-
border cooperation between North and 
South Ireland, which have witnessed a 
long-drawn mutual conflict, has led to  
the development of mutually beneficial 
projects through policy experiments like the 
Special Support Programme for Peace and 
Reconciliation. Political agreements have 
also been reinforced by specifically targeted 
institutional developments, such as the 
cross-border institutions and bodies created 
by the Good Friday or Belfast Agreement, 
that aim to encourage cross-border coop­
eration and integration (Meehan 2000). 

The method of packaging trade and peace 
has also been tried in the Israeli-Palestine 
conflict. The Gaza-Jericho Agreement signed 
between the Israeli government and the 
Palestine Liberation Organisation in May 
1994 incorporated the Protocol on Economic 
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