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Foreword

For many years, | had one foot in the world of education, and the other
in the world of high-precision manufacturing. | was responsible for a
business with manufacturing facilities across the world, including in
India, China, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, and South America. We
had suppliers and clients across 25 countries. In the period that | was
involved with that business, it grew manifold. That brought equivalent
growth to our suppliers. But the growth in employment was a fraction of
the volume growth in the entire supply chain. This was not because there
was underutilized capacity. In fact, in this period there was substantial
capacity addition across the entire supply chain.

It was simply because all our decisions, whether about product, process,
production engineering, or machine design, were such as to minimize
the labour component. This was not driven by any fear of draconian
labour laws or shortage of trained labour, but simply because of the
quality, productivity, and safety of such automated systems. The story
was identical across other industries where | had friends and colleagues.
So when the story of ‘jobless growth’ in India became hot news a few
years ago, it was not a surprise to me. | had played a small role in that
phenomenon.

Nine years ago | put both my feet in education. This gave me the privilege
of travelling to the beautiful nooks and corners of our diverse country,
seeing schools, meeting teachers and students, in villages and kasbas. |
was quickly disabused of the notion that the problem of employment and
livelihood was anything much to do with education.

Even if one is to focus only on those students who ‘do well’ in schools
and colleges, it does not matter. Because the pie of employment and
livelihood opportunities is so small and growing so slowly (if at all) that
it is an intense struggle for everyone. Enough opportunities are just
not there for even the best educated. Education must be improved for
all in this country, but that will not solve the issue of employment and
livelihoods.
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Since | could not understand this, no matter how hard | tried, | wanted
the experts to tell me what was going on in this vast country of ours on
the matter of employment and livelihoods. The many honest experts
that | came across gave fascinating insights. They also said that they

did not know what needed to be done, at any level of actionable and
comprehensive detail, though they did have high level ideas. They all felt
that a huge amount of detailed on-the-ground research was required.

As it was dawning on me that we have frustratingly limited understanding
of this absolutely crucial matter, Amit and Arjun came up with the idea

of a regular report on the State of Working India, which could potentially
enable many of the terrific people working on this matter to come
together and explore the details. And also possibly develop a road map
of a few steps forward for the country, to create just and sustainable
employment for all.

With the first Azim Premiji University State of Working India report, that
initial idea has become a reality. It is quite clear that this is a very small
step forward. Our understanding may have improved a bit with this
effort, but we are far away from any real solutions. So we should now
get working on the second report, and so on, till we have some real
actionable solutions, even if for small regions of the country.

Anurag Behar
September 14, 2018, Bengaluru
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