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The Girl Child Protection Scheme
in Tamil Nadu was introduced in
1992; surveys and data analysis
show that between the late 1990s
and 2002-03, daughter elimination
has declined sharply. However, a
close look at the scheme reveals
that its implementation is not
targeted at districts with a high
prevalence of female infanticide,
that it assumes only poor families
are anti-daughters, and given the
sterilisation condition, that
families with only daughters and
strong son preference are not
likely to volunteer. Also, to what
extent it has altered attitudes
towards daughters — one of its
aims — is unclear.
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ver the years, the phenomenon of

India’s “missing women”, a term

used by Amartya Sen (1990), has
attracted a lot of attention amongst policy-
makers, activists and the academic com-
munity. Controversy surrounds the esti-
mates of the extent of missing women. Jha
et al (2006) claimed that as many as half a
million daughters were eliminated every
year. While the exact figure continues to
be debated, it is clear that since 1961, the
proportion of girls to boys or the 0-6 sex
ratio has declined from 976 to 927 in 2001.
The sex ratio at birth has also declined
sharply and estimates based on the
National Family Health Surveys (NFHS)
and Sample Registration Surveys (srRs) show
that this ratio has fallen from 943 in the
1980s to 876 in 2001-03, reflecting contin-
ued movement away from the normal sex
ratio at birth of 952 girls to 1,000 boys. A
substantial proportion of the decline in
these sex ratios may be attributed to the
differential survival of girls and boys due
to daughter elimination in the form of sex
selection, infanticide and neglect.

While several north Indian states have a
long history of daughter elimination, Tamil
Nadu is a relatively recent entrant to the
list of states exhibiting the phenomenon.
Notwithstanding its recent addition, the
state government and non-governmental
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organisations (NGos) have been active in
terms of data collection efforts to track
gender differences in survival, and in in-
troducing programmes to prevent daugh-
ter elimination, some of which have been
adopted in other states or have been intro-
duced on an all-India basis. In particular,
in 1992, following the continued efforts of
NGos and the media the Tamil Nadu gov-
ernment acknowledged the prevalence of
daughter elimination and announced
several schemes to “eradicate” it. These
included the Cradle Baby Scheme (cBs)
which allows families to hand over un-
wanted female babies to the government,
legal action against perpetrators of infan-
ticide and the Girl Child Protection Scheme
(ceps) which provide financial incentives
to families with only daughters. In
addition to these state-wide interventions,
in 1997-99, in Dharmapuri, a special, one-
off behavioural change campaign with
kalaipayanams (itinerant street theatre) at
its centrepiece was used to create aware-
ness, to highlight the value of girls and to
mobilise the population against female
infanticide. In addition to government-led
interventions, several NGo-led initiatives
have been operating in the districts of
Madurai (including Theni), Salem
(including Namakkal) and Dharmapuri.

One Half of Humanity

This article provides a brief review of the
patterns of daughter elimination in Tamil
Nadu and then goes on to focus on the role
played by, in particular, the government’s
Gcps in shaping sex ratios and influencing
daughter elimination. This is important
from a policy perspective as the Tamil
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Nadu scheme is the longest running
scheme of its kind in the country; it is the
forerunner of a number of schemes intro-
duced in other states, for example, Delhi
and Haryana’s Ladli Scheme, Madhya
Pradesh’s Ladli Lakshmi Yojana, and
Andhra Pradesh’s Gcps. In a national
meeting on “Save the Girl Child” on 28
April 2008, the prime minister noted that,
“No nation, no society, no community can
hold its head high and claim to be part of
the civilised world if it condones the
practice of discriminating against one half
of humanity represented by women.”
(http://pmindia.nic.in/Ispeech.asp?id= 677
accessed on 30 October 2009.) He went
on to add that the various schemes under-
taken by certain state governments, such
as the “Dikri Bachao campaign of Gujarat,
Geps of Tamil Nadu, Devi Rupak Scheme
of Haryana, Ladli campaign of Delhi and
the scheme for cash incentives to pancha-
yats for improving the village sex ratio of
Punjab are good steps”. Notwithstanding
the remark that these schemes are “good
steps”, little is known about the effective-
ness of such schemes. Similarly, while
much has been written about the resour-
ces allocated to Tamil Nadu’s geps, includ-
ing in the Hindu (24 January 2009),
whether the scheme has achieved its
objectives is not known.

In Tamil Nadu, daughter elimination in
the form of female infanticide first came
to public attention in the mid-1980s. In
1997, Chunkath and Athreya estimated
that there were about 3,000 deaths per
year due to social causes. Initially it was
felt that the practice was limited to certain
groups and certain geographical areas but
subsequently several researchers showed
that the practice was widespread. Based
on our analysis of various rounds of Vital
Events Surveys — these surveys are unique
to the state and provide information on
male and female live births and infant
deaths based on a sample of about
o million individuals - we find that
between 1996 and 2003, the incidence of
daughter elimination has declined sharply
from a deficit of about 4,485 girls every year
between 1996 and 1999 to about 2,000 in
2003, a decline of 46% between the two
periods. The declines are dominated by
Dharmapuri and Salem, the two districts
which account for the highest proportions
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of daughter deficit (Bedi and Srinivasan
2008). Other sources such as the Sample
Registration Surveys and the National
Family Health Survey also suggest a
decline in daughter deficit and a recent
report (2005) submitted to the State Plan-
ning Commission based on primary health
centre (pHC) records also note that the
number of female infant deaths due to
“social causes” declined from an average
of about 3,000 a year between 1995 and
1999 to 372 in 2002, that is, a decline of
about 88%. While the exact magnitude of
the decline may be debated, it is clear that
between the late 1990s and the early
years of the current decade there has
been a sharp decline in the extent of
daughter elimination. Recent rounds of
field work conducted by the authors in
2007 in Salem and neighbouring districts
confirm the durability of the reduction in
daughter elimination.

While the pattern of reduction in daugh-
ter elimination is clear, the role played by
various interventions in bringing about
the decline in daughter elimination has
not been intensively examined. Previously,
in 2000, Athreya and Chunkath analysed
the effect of the behavioural change cam-
paign in Dharmapuri and concluded that
the campaign had a sharp effect on reduc-
ing infanticide. According to the figures
provided by the social welfare depart-
ment, between 1992 and November 2007,
about 2,400 girls have been surrendered
to the cBs (Srinivasan and Bedi 2009).
The scheme has served as a safety valve
for unwanted girl children. However, the
role played by the Gcps, which aims to
address deep-rooted concerns like attitudi-
nal change towards daughters has not been
analysed. We now turn to this scheme.

Missing the Target?

The Gcps was launched in 1992. Accord-
ing to government documents the aim of
the scheme is to promote family planning,
eradicate female infanticide and promote
the welfare and status of girl children in
poor families. It is based on the assump-
tion that given the perception of girls as
an economic burden, it is necessary to
enhance their economic value by provid-
ing financial support to families that bring
up daughters. It is targeted at families
below the poverty line, who have only
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daughters in the age group of 0-4, and no
sons, and if either of the parents has
undergone sterilisation before the age
of 35 years. The government deposits
Rs 2,000 on behalf of eligible families in
an interest-bearing fund. Money from this
fund was to be paid out to families on
occasions such as the first birthday of the
child, on joining school and on joining
class vi with a terminal payment of
Rs 10,000 at the age of 20. A sum of Rs 40
million per year was allocated for the
scheme. During 1992-97, the programme
uptake was limited; only 2,039 families
had benefited from the scheme.

In 2001-02 the Gcps was restructured
to confer increased financial benefits. Cur-
rently, in the case of poor families with
only one daughter and no son, and where
either parent has undergone sterilisation
before the age of 35 years, the government
deposits Rs 22,200 and in the families
with two girls and no son, Rs 15,200 each,
for 20 years in the Tamil Nadu Power
Finance and Infrastructure Development
Corporation. Interest accruing from this
deposit provides monthly payments of
about Rs 150 to the family and a terminal
payment, at age 20, of Rs 80,000 for a
one-girl family and a benefit of Rs 40,000
per girl for families with two girls. Based
on income limits for scheme eligibility, the
sum of Rs 150 per month leads minimally
to a 15% increase in income for families
with two girls and a 4% increase for fami-
lies with one girl. A sum of Rs 227 million,
in real terms 2.83 times more than the
allocation in 1991-92, was allocated for
the scheme in 2001-02. The scheme has
witnessed a 50-fold increase in the number
of beneficiaries and according to the cor-
poration’s policy note 2006-07, a sum of
about Rs 1,750 million benefiting 1,15,171
children had been received under the
scheme between 2001 and mid-2006.

While the number of beneficiaries has
increased sharply, the effect of such a
programme on altering attitudes towards
girls and reducing daughter elimination
is unclear. Available district-specific data
(Table 1, p 12) show that the programme
had beneficiaries from all the state’s dis-
tricts and in 2001-02 and 2002-03, only
15% of the beneficiaries were from the five
high infanticide districts of Dharmapuri,
Madurai, Salem, Theni and Namakkal,
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while 22% of the beneficiaries were
from seven districts (Chennai, Coimbatore,
Kancheepuram, Kanyakumari, Nilgiris,
Thanjavur, Thiruvarur) where there is
limited (or no) evidence of the practice.
More formally, there is a very weak
correlation (0.13) between the extent of
daughter deficit in 1996-99 and the
number of gcps beneficiaries, suggesting
that the programme was not targeted
towards districts with a high prevalence
of daughter elimination.

The principle of providing economic
support to protect girls may be appropri-
ate but the implementation of the scheme
and the eligibility criteria suggest that the
Gcps may not be achieving its objectives.
First, as discussed above, the scheme is
not targeted at districts with high preva-
lence of daughter elimination. Second, the
Geps targets families below the poverty
line and frames daughter elimination as a
problem amongst the poor. However, exi-
sting evidence shows that daughter deficit
is not more likely to occur in poorer fami-
lies and indeed may be more prevalent in
better-off families. Based on regression
analysis of village-level data from Salem
district, we show that the probability of
daughter elimination is not affected by
income, wealth, education and caste. In a
2003 analysis based on nss data Sidd-
hanta et al (2003) show that at the nation-
allevel and in many large states the female
to male 0-14 sex ratio declines with in-
creasing levels of expenditure. Data from
Census 2001, analysed by Bhat and Zavier
(2007), reveal that the sex ratio at birth is
more likely to be masculine for mothers
with more education. Education and pros-
perity appear to facilitate knowledge of,
access to, and the use of technology for
sex selection. Third, although participa-
tion in the programme is voluntary, given
the sterilisation clause, families with a
strong son preference and who have only
daughters are unlikely to be attracted to
the scheme. The possibility that the
scheme attracts those who do not have a
strong son preference is consistent with
the district-wise distribution of the larger
share of Gcps beneficiaries in districts
with limited evidence of daughter deficit.
Notwithstanding these shortcomings,
similar schemes have been introduced by
several state governments. While such
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cash transfers may increase the ability of
poor families to educate and take care of
their girls and raise the value of daugh-
ters, whether it has indeed done so is an
unanswered question. However, it is un-
likely that a scheme such as the Gcps
which focuses only on the poor — while
daughter elimination is more widespread
—and imposes sterilisation as an eligibility
requirement will have a substantial effect
on reducing daughter elimination.

Reconsideration Needed

If the scheme is to specifically address bias
against daughters that leads to their elimi-
nation, then the challenge is how to in-
crease uptake in districts where daughter
aversion is acute. To ensure greater uptake
and prevent daughter elimination, the
sterilisation and the “no son in the family”
clauses will have to be reconsidered as
these may actually work against daughters,
forcing families to choose between the

Table 1: GCPS Beneficiaries and Daughter Deficitin
Tamil Nadu

scheme (daughters) or sons. Although
Tamil Nadu has been the trendsetter in
terms of schemes to protect girls, other
states have pushed the envelope further.
For example, in March 2007, the govern-
ment of Madhya Pradesh launched its
Geps (Ladli Lakshmi Yojana) which was
targeted at poor families and included
sterilisation as a condition for eligibility.
However, in April 2008, the government
dropped the sterilisation condition and
has now extended the scheme to all non-
income taxpayees. The result was a sharp
uptake in number of beneficiaries. Whe-
ther relaxation of these conditions has
worked towards reducing daughter elimi-
nation still needs to be examined.

While the decline in daughter elimina-
tion experienced in Tamil Nadu is lauda-
ble, the discussion here shows that given
the targeting mechanism and the sterilisa-
tion condition linked to Gcps, it is unlikely
that the scheme has played a substantial
role in reducing daughter elimination, and
it is also unlikely that without rethinking
some of the scheme’s conditions that it can
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