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REACHING THE 
UNREACHABLE
Identifying the beneficiaries of Destitute Free Kerala program

WHO IS A DESTITUTE?
Destitution is nothing but personal calamity. In 1995, 
United Nations described it as a condition characterized 
by severe deprivation of basic human needs, including 
food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. It has been described 
in different ways by economists. Some consider it as an 
extreme form of poverty that forces individuals to rely 
solely on transfers. Some consider it as lack of economic, 
social, political and cultural assets. According to Dasgup-
ta, destitution is related to non working poverty. He says 
that exclusion from labour market is a prime reason of 
destitution (Dasgupta 1993). He also defines destitution 
as an extreme condition of ill-being or extreme commod-
ity deprivation which results in a failure to meet a ‘basic 
minimum living standard’ or ‘basic physiological needs’. 
Oxford English Dictionary defines a destitute as one who 
is ‘bereft of power to do something’. In a sense, destitution 
is economic, social and political powerlessness. A welfarist 
might define destitute as individuals who are unable to 
make a living like the elderly, the disabled, the chronically 
sick etc. Dreze points out that a destitute might be socially 

invisible. He also says that a destitute cannot rely on spon-
taneous community support (Dreze 2002). In addition to 
this one of the major characteristic of a destitute is that he 
or she may be excluded from or have no access to various 
markets like credit/ labour. In short, one of the major sourc-
es of destitution is social exclusion (Partha Gangopadhyay 
2011). It also means that a destitute, many of the times, 
have no voice to ask for rights. Destitution is defined by 
Devereux as “a state of extreme poverty that results from 
the pursuit of “unsustainable livelihoods”, meaning that 
a series of livelihood shocks and/or negative trends or 
processes erodes the asset base of already poor and vul-
nerable households until they are no longer able to meet 
their minimum subsistence needs, they lack access to the 
key productive assets needed to escape from poverty, and 
they become dependent on public and/or private transfers” 
(Devereux 2003). However destitution is defined, destitute 
everywhere has common aspects (Figure 1). They are the 
poorest of poor, bereft of any assets. They are invisible 
and socially excluded. They are voiceless and are left out 
of markets and civil society sometimes completely ignores 
them or treats them inhumanely.

ABSTRACT
The destitute everywhere have the same characteristic. They are faceless, voiceless, socially excluded and most of the 
time treated inhumanely by the society. And of course they are the poorest of the poor.
Many a time the society forgets to accommodate them albeit the efforts of the Government and NGOs. And many a 
time they will not be at the receiving end of the benefits of poverty alleviation programs. Comprehending this problem, 
Government of Kerala brought forth the Destitute Identification, Rehabilitation and Monitoring Program called Ashraya 
in 2003. In 2017, Ashraya donned new attire and became Destitute Free Kerala (DFK).
This paper deals with the elaborate process of identifying the beneficiaries of the program Destitute Free Kerala.
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DESTITUTE FREE KERALA 
MAKING  THE  INVISIBLE VISIBLE 
Since from many definitions of destitution it is clear that 
chances of getting out of destitution by oneself is highly 
improbable unless with external aid. One reason could 
be that the unit cost of raising a family from destitution 
is much greater. Another is that since they are socially 
excluded and have no access to various markets, many 
government programs of income generation do not ben-
efit them. Realizing this, in 2003, Government of Kerala 
introduced Ashraya, the Destitute Identification, Rehabil-
itation and Monitoring Program (DIRM) to solely cater 
to the destitute (LSGD 2003). In 2017, Ashraya was refur-
bished as Destitute Free Kerala (LSGD 2017). The program 
understands that destitution is not merely a depravity of 
income but many assets like physical, social etc. and hence 
it caters to, not one need of a destitute family, but many 
like basic needs, infrastructural needs, development needs 
and psychological and social needs. The program strives 
to ensure their inclusion into the mainstream society and 
thereby make them visible again.

DESTITUTE IDENTIFICATION 
IN  THE PROGRAM
One of the main challenges in the erstwhile Ashraya pro-
gram was destitute identification. So far poverty has been 
measured in the country based on consumption expenditure. 
However, the criteria of destitute identification in Ashra-
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ya Project were tailored according to the socio economic 
structure of Kerala. This was done by means of a 9 – point 
criteria and additional criteria (6 in rural and 8 in urban 
areas). Those families who satisfy 7 out of 9 – point criteria 
and 1 additional criterion were deemed to be destitute. The 
beneficiary families identified by the Neighbor Hood Groups 
(NHGs) will be compiled into a list at the Community De-
velopment Societies (CDS), the apex body of the three – tier 
community organization of Kudumbashree, and and this 
forms the survey list for the local self-governments that later 
ratified by Grama sabhas (Dept 2004).

The 9 – point criteria used initially for Ashraya is given 
below:
 Kutcha house 
 No access to safe drinking water 
 No access to sanitary latrine 
 Illiterate adult in the family 
 Family having not more than one earning 
 member 
 Family getting barely two meals a day or less 
 Presence of children below the age of five 
 in the family 
 Alcoholic or drug addict in the family 
 Scheduled Caste or Scheduled Tribe family 
 These short-listed families with one of the 
 additional criteria given below were selected 
 as beneficiaries of Ashraya. 

Figure 1: Common characteristics of destitution
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 Having no landed property to create their 
 dwelling place (living in poramboke land, 
 forest land, side bunds of canal and paddy fields 
 etc.) 
 Spending the nighttime in public places, 
 streets or in the verandas of shops for sleeping. 
 Unwed mothers, single parent or those 
 separated women living in distress 
 Young widows who are economically poor 
 or women who have passed the age of marriage 
 and remain unmarried. 
 Subject to severe, chronic and incurable 
 diseases or physically and mentally challenged. 
 No healthy member to win bread for the 

 family below the age of sixty 
 Beggars who resort beggary as a vocation.  
 Women subjected to atrocities. 

However, before the launch of Ashraya, it was realized that 
the criteria for the rural areas were inapt for urban areas and 
this led to the revision of the both 9 – point and additional 
criteria (LSGD 2004). Later, during Ashraya Second phase, 
the criteria were modified as deemed relevant at that time 
(LSGD 2013). When Ashraya was restructured as Destitute 
Free Kerala the criteria which seemed irrelevant at present 
were replaced with more relevant criteria. The risk factors 
called ‘9-point criteria’ and the ‘additional criteria’ are given 
as Figure 2 and Table 1 respectively.

Figure 2: 9-Point criteria used for beneficiary identification in DFK

Additional criteria for rural areas Additional criteria for urban areas
Landless (family living on forest lands, waste lands, bunds of 
canals/fields etc.)

Family sleeping on public places/ streets at night

Family sleeping on public places/ streets at night Financially unsound widows/ unmarried old women
Family with unwed mothers/ mother & children only/ deserted 
women

Family engaged in begging

Financially unsound widows/ unmarried old women Family with no members below 60 years of age capable of 
providing food for the famiWly

Family with members having chronic illness/ physical or men-
tal disabilities

Family with woman who has suffered abuse

Family with no members below 60 years of age capable of 
providing food for the family

Family with children in Juvenile Homes/ PWoor Homes/ street 
dwellers

Family engaged in begging Family looked after by children below 14 years of age
Family with woman who has suffered abuse Family with commercial sex workers

Family with women living in destitute homes
Family living in slums

Table 1: Additional criteria for destitute identification in DFK
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Along with the beneficiaries identified through these crite-
ria, those Ashraya beneficiaries who need further assistance 
especially basic needs such as food, medical and education 
will also be included in the program.

INCEPTION OF BENEFICIARY 
IDENTIFICATION
The colossal process of beneficiary identification start-
ed with initial beneficiary list preparation by the 
Kudumbashree Community Development Societies (CDS). 
Kudumbashree Area Development Societies (ADS) with 
the help of Kudumbashree Neighborhood groups (NHGs) 
identified those living in extreme poverty in their wards 
and prepared a list. The list also included erstwhile Ashra-
ya beneficiaries who need further assistance. The list was 

consolidated at the Local Self Government (LSGI) level 
by the CDS. Once the list was prepared, the survey of the 
families enlisted was conducted all over the state. A mobile 
app was developed for surveying the potential beneficiary 
families and the first digital survey to identify destitute 
families was kick - started by the Hon. Minister of Kerala 
for Local Self-Governments, Welfare of Minorities, Wakf 
and Hajj on 19th October 2017. For conducting the digital 
survey of the families, a legion of 6000 resource persons 
(RPs), especially trained for the purpose by Kudumbashree, 
was used. The survey which started in mid October took 
two months to finish and during this time a total of 2.79 
lakh families were surveyed. The details of the surveyed 
families per districts are given in Graph 1.

Graph 1: Number of families surveyed and the number of identified beneficiary families before appeal process

Once the survey was finished, the lists of beneficiaries were 
published in LSGI notice boards and Anganwady. Also the 
CDS handed over the list to the LSGI Secretary. 
The next phase of the beneficiary identification started 
with the appeal phase. During this phase, those who had 
appeals against the published list could approach the CDS 
and submit an appeal application. The CDS after accepting 
the application would give a receipt to the applicant. The 
CDS maintains an appeal register where the details of appeal 
applications were entered. Once the details were entered 
in the appeal register, the CDS handed over the appeal 
applications to the LSGI Secretary. The LSGI Secretary 
would delegate the appeal verification to an LSGI official. 

The LSGI official with the help of CDS officials and the RP 
who conducted the survey would visit families and verify 
the appeals. Once the appeals were verified, details were 
given to the CDS officials who in turn gave the same to 
Kudumbashree district officials who corrected the survey 
details. 
Once details were corrected, the second list of beneficiary 
families was ratified by a special Gramasabha and later on 
by the LSGI Committee/ Council. Once these process-
es were effectuated, the behemoth process of beneficiary 
identification for the DFK program is accomplished. As of 
now 717 LSGIs have finalized beneficiary list.
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No of LSGI which have 
Districts Completed appeal 

verification
Completed special 
Gramasabha

Finalized beneficiary 
list

Conducted medical 
camp

Trivandrum 76 59 59 51
Kollam 70 51 30 21
Pathanamthitta 56 55 55 53
Alappuzha 76 56 52 21
Kottayam 74 69 69 61
Idukki 52 32 26 22
Ernakulam 96 87 82 82
Thrissur 89 86 63 39
Palakkad 90 61 36 72
Malappuram 98 89 89 57
Kozhikode 74 38 30 29
Wayanad 26 26 26 26
Kannur 81 81 81 81
Kasargod 41 38 19 19
Kerala 999 828 717 634

DFK Survey Inauguration, Wayanad

 Table 2: Status of beneficiary identification of DFK in LSGIs

Once the list of beneficiaries is finalized, a medical camp is conducted at LSGI level to check the health status of the 
beneficiaries and decide on the health benefits needed by the beneficiary under the project. The Government Medical 
Officer at the LSGI will be the nodal officer of the camp. The onus of the medical camp lies with the Member Secretary 
of Kudumbashree. Conducting a medical camp is the joint responsibility of the CDS and the LSGI.

DISTRICT TOTAL BENEFICIARIES
TRIVANDRUM 15724
KOLLAM 16359
PATHANAMTHITTA 9536
ALAPPUZHA 11446
KOTTAYAM 11415
IDUKKI 6518
ERNAKULAM 15024
THRISSUR 12707
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DFK project Inauguration

PALAKKAD 19201
MALAPPURAM 14802
KOZHIKODE 8383
WAYANAD 6452
KANNUR 4945
KASARGOD 4881
Kerala 157393

THE DETAILS COLLECTED 
DURING SURVEY
The various details collected during the survey include 
basic details of the family like the family members’ details, 
location details, ration card details etc. It is ascertained 
whether the family is Ashraya beneficiary or not. The family 
is automatically accepted or rejected as a beneficiary based 
on the criteria by the software. The health conditions of the 
family are also looked into. Photo of the family members 
in front of their house is compulsory. Geo tagging of the 
family is also done. Data regarding services required by 
the family is also collected.

DETAILED PROJECT REPORT
Once medical camp is conducted, auditing of erstwhile 
Ashraya projects are done by the Kudumbashree Audit 
and Accounts Services Society (KAASS). After auditing is 
done, a Detailed Project Report is prepared online by the 
CDS accountant with the help of LSGI. Once the project is 
ratified by the LSGI, it is forwarded to the Kudumbashree 
District Mission who verifies the project and forwards 

it to the Kudumbashree State Mission. The project after 
verified by the State Mission is forwarded to the govern-
ment for approval. When the project is approved by the 
government it is implemented by the LSGI with the help 
of Kudumbashree.

FUNDING 
DFK is not a standalone project. Rather, it is a convergence 
program. The primary aim of DFK is to identify the des-
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titute and make the benefits of the existing Government 
Programs available to the poor. As such the funding of the 
project is borne by Kudumbashree, LSGIs, various Gov-
ernment Departments and philanthropic individuals and 
institutions. Kudumbashree allocates fund for basic needs 
of a destitute family called the Challenge Fund. For a project 
in an LSGI, Kudumbashree will give as Challenge Fund, 
40% of the total project cost or a maximum of ₹40 lakhs 
for general projects and ₹50 lakhs for ST projects, which-
ever is less. Earlier the Challenge fund given in Ashraya 
was 40% of the total project cost subject to maximum of 
25 lakhs in case of General and 40 lakhs in case of ST. In 
the Kerala Budget 2017-18, Challenge Fund was hiked as 
Ashraya became DFK. Challenge fund could be used for 
basic needs such as food, healthcare, education, availing 
pension, mobilizing beneficiaries for skill training/ enroll-
ing for employment, counseling etc. Five percentage of the 
Challenge Fund is kept as Reserve Fund. 

WAY FORWARD
As said earlier, Destitute Free Kerala caters to the basic 
needs (food, education, health services, availing pension, 
clothes), infrastructural needs (land, house/ house renova-
tion, electricity, sanitary toilet, potable water), development 
needs (wage employment/ self employment opportunities, 
skill training), social and psychological needs (counseling, 
social inclusion via Kudumbashree NHGs) of a destitute 
family. 
The success of a program like DFK lies in the active 
participation of both LSGIs and the civil society in the 
implementation and monitoring. To ensure the partici-
pation of civil society the program is being implement-
ed through Kudumbashree, thus making the project not 
just the responsibility of the LSGIs or Grama sabhas but 
Kudumbashree CDS, ADS and NHGs also. Though DFK 
as such caters to many needs of the beneficiaries it is first 
and foremost a convergence program (Figure 3). Only with 
the liaison of many Governmental Departments, NGOs 
and civil society will the project find triumph.

Medical Camp, DFK, Kalloorkadu Gramapanchayath

Figure 3: Convergence with other departments
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