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ABSTRACT 

Karnataka, one of India’s most progressive and industrially advanced states, exhibits a 

paradox of rapid economic growth alongside persistent regional disparities. While the 

southern districts, led by Bengaluru, have achieved remarkable development through 

industrialisation, services, and infrastructure expansion, the northern and some central 

districts remain relatively underdeveloped. This paper analyses the nature, causes, and policy 

implications of regional disparities in Karnataka’s economic growth. Using theoretical 

perspectives and secondary evidence from government sources such as the Karnataka 

Economic Survey 2023-24, Human Development Reports, and Planning Department data, the 

study finds that structural, historical, and policy-induced factors continue to shape the uneven 

pattern of development. The analysis highlights disparities in per capita income, industrial 

concentration, infrastructure, and human capital formation. The paper concludes with policy 

suggestions for achieving balanced regional growth through decentralised planning, 

investment in social sectors, and region-specific industrial promotion. 

Keywords: Karnataka, regional disparities, economic growth, inequality, development 

policy, balanced growth. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Economic growth is a multidimensional process that not only increases the overall output of 

an economy but also determines the distribution of prosperity across regions. In a federal 

country like India, regional imbalances have long been a subject of policy concern. 

Karnataka, despite its strong growth trajectory in the post-liberalisation period, reflects this 

dual reality—high aggregate growth with significant inter-regional inequality. 

The state comprises 31 districts broadly classified into three major regions: the southern 

region (Bengaluru, Mysuru, Mandya, etc.), the northern region (Bidar, Kalaburagi, Raichur, 

Koppal, etc.), and the coastal region (Udupi, Dakshina Kannada, Uttara Kannada). The 

economic and human development performance of these regions varies sharply. According to 

the Karnataka Economic Survey 2023-24, the state’s Gross State Domestic Product (GSDP) 

recorded an average annual growth rate of over 8%, but the per capita income in southern 

districts like Bengaluru Urban and Dakshina Kannada is more than double that of many 

northern districts. 

These disparities are not merely statistical—they reflect historical neglect, uneven 

infrastructure, educational backwardness, and industrial concentration in limited pockets. 

Understanding these differences is vital for framing inclusive policies aimed at balanced 

regional development, which remains a key objective of Karnataka’s economic planning. 

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Regional disparity refers to the uneven distribution of economic activities and income 

across different geographic areas within a state or nation. In development economics, such 

disparities are explained through multiple theoretical lenses: 
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1. Classical Growth Theory – Early economists like Adam Smith and David Ricardo 

suggested that regions with better resources, capital, and trade opportunities naturally 

attract more growth, leading to divergence unless counterbalanced by policy. 

2. Cumulative Causation (Gunnar Myrdal, 1957) – Economic advantages in one 

region reinforce themselves through positive feedback mechanisms such as higher 

investment, innovation, and migration of skilled labour, widening regional gaps. 

3. Growth Pole Theory (Perroux, 1950) – Development tends to cluster around 

―growth poles,‖ often urban or industrial hubs, creating dynamic centres surrounded 

by backward peripheries. 

4. Dependency and Structuralist Perspectives – These emphasize the structural 

inequalities and policy biases that perpetuate underdevelopment in certain regions. 

Applying these theories to Karnataka, Bengaluru and its surrounding districts serve as 

growth poles attracting investment, technology, and human resources, while peripheral 

districts remain dependent and less industrially diversified. 

3. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Several studies have analysed Karnataka’s regional economic disparities: 

 Nanjundappa Committee Report (2002), commissioned by the Government of 

Karnataka, identified 114 backward taluks and emphasised targeted interventions to 

bridge developmental gaps. 

 Planning Department Reports (2010–2023) reveal persistent disparities in per 

capita income, literacy, and infrastructure between southern and northern districts. 

 Rao and Reddy (2017) highlighted that the concentration of IT and service industries 

in Bengaluru has created a ―developmental magnet,‖ pulling resources and labour 

away from other regions. 

 Karnataka Human Development Report (2021) showed that districts like 

Bengaluru Urban and Dakshina Kannada score above 0.7 on the HDI scale, while 

northern districts such as Yadgir and Raichur remain below 0.5. 

 Empirical work by Kumar (2020) found a strong correlation between infrastructure 

investment and regional growth differentials in Karnataka. 

The literature collectively indicates that despite policy initiatives like Special Development 

Plans and Article 371(J) provisions for Hyderabad-Karnataka, disparities persist, calling for 

renewed theoretical and policy attention. 

4. NATURE AND EXTENT OF REGIONAL DISPARITIES IN KARNATAKA 

Regional disparities in Karnataka can be viewed along several dimensions: 

(a) Income and Output 

The Karnataka Economic Survey 2023-24 reveals that the per capita income of Bengaluru 

Urban exceeds 4.5 lakh, while that of Raichur and Yadgir remains below 1.8 lakh. 

Industrial and service sectors account for more than 80% of GSDP in southern districts, 

whereas agriculture continues to dominate the northern region’s economy. 
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(b) Industrial Development 

Industrialisation is highly concentrated in the Bengaluru-Mysuru-Mangaluru corridor. 

The northern districts lack large-scale industries and have limited access to markets, power, 

and transport facilities. Even though the government has established Industrial Clusters and 

Special Economic Zones (SEZs), their regional spread remains skewed. 

(c) Infrastructure and Urbanisation 

Infrastructure disparities—roads, rail connectivity, irrigation, power supply, and digital 

access—are major determinants of regional inequality. Southern Karnataka enjoys superior 

infrastructure and urban agglomerations, whereas districts like Koppal and Kalaburagi still 

struggle with inadequate connectivity and public services. 

(d) Education and Human Development 

Literacy rates in southern and coastal districts exceed 85%, while northern districts remain 

around 65–70%. The concentration of higher educational institutions, particularly in 

Bengaluru and Mysuru, fuels human capital imbalances, reinforcing the cycle of uneven 

growth. 

(e) Employment and Poverty 

Agricultural dependence and low non-farm employment opportunities in the north contribute 

to persistent poverty and migration. Informal sector employment dominates in 

underdeveloped districts, resulting in lower productivity and income. 

5. CAUSES OF REGIONAL DISPARITIES 

The persistence of disparities in Karnataka’s economic growth can be attributed to multiple, 

interrelated factors: 

1. Historical Neglect – Colonial administrative and post-independence investments 

were heavily concentrated in the old Mysuru region, leaving Hyderabad-Karnataka 

and Bombay-Karnataka relatively underdeveloped. 

2. Uneven Industrialisation – Proximity to Bengaluru, better infrastructure, and 

investor confidence have favoured southern districts. Industrial backwardness in 

northern Karnataka is due to limited market access, inadequate logistics, and skill 

gaps. 

3. Infrastructure Gaps – Poor transport, irrigation, and energy infrastructure hinder 

investment and productivity. 

4. Educational and Skill Divide – Concentration of quality educational institutions in 

urban areas leads to migration of youth from rural districts, perpetuating brain drain. 

5. Policy Implementation Challenges – While special programmes exist, 

administrative inefficiency, overlapping jurisdictions, and lack of continuity in 

development projects reduce their impact. 

6. Climatic and Resource Constraints – Northern districts are more drought-prone, 

leading to agrarian distress and lower investment potential. 

6. POLICY INITIATIVES TO REDUCE REGIONAL DISPARITIES 

The Government of Karnataka and the central government have initiated several measures to 

promote balanced regional growth: 
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1. Special Development Plans (SDPs) – Introduced post-Nanjundappa Committee 

recommendations to channel funds to backward taluks. 

2. Article 371(J) Provisions (2013) – Special status for the Hyderabad-Karnataka 

region ensuring local preference in education, employment, and funding. 

3. Kalyana Karnataka Region Development Board (KKRDB) – Created to monitor 

developmental schemes and infrastructure in northern districts. 

4. Industrial Corridor Projects – Development of Bengaluru–Mumbai Economic 

Corridor and Chitradurga–Ballari Industrial Region aims to attract industries to the 

interior. 

5. Decentralised Planning and Panchayat Raj Reforms – Encourages local 

participation in resource allocation and planning. 

6. Education and Skill Development Schemes – Establishment of universities, 

polytechnics, and ITIs in backward regions to improve employability. 

While these initiatives mark positive steps, their success depends on effective governance, 

transparent fund utilisation, and region-specific strategies rather than uniform schemes. 

7. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on theoretical understanding and current trends, the following policy directions are 

suggested: 

1. Balanced Industrial Strategy – Encourage industrial decentralisation by providing 

fiscal incentives for setting up industries in northern Karnataka; promote agro-based 

and small-scale industries suited to local resources. 

2. Infrastructure Prioritisation – Invest in multimodal connectivity, renewable energy, 

and irrigation in lagging districts to attract private investment. 

3. Education and Skill Mission – Expand access to higher education, technical 

institutes, and vocational training in underdeveloped regions. 

4. Agricultural Diversification – Promote high-value crops, micro-irrigation, and agri-

processing units to increase rural income. 

5. Strengthening Decentralised Governance – Empower local bodies to design region-

specific development plans with accountability mechanisms. 

6. Monitoring and Evaluation – Establish a transparent regional development index to 

assess inter-district disparities annually and guide fund allocation. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Regional disparity remains one of Karnataka’s most pressing developmental challenges. 

Despite impressive aggregate growth, the benefits of liberalisation and industrialisation have 

been unevenly distributed. The dominance of the southern corridor contrasts with the relative 

stagnation of northern districts. Theoretical insights from cumulative causation and growth 

pole theories explain the self-reinforcing nature of these inequalities. 

Achieving balanced regional development requires more than financial transfers—it demands 

structural transformation, institutional innovation, and people-centred policies. Karnataka’s 

future economic sustainability depends on its ability to integrate all regions into the growth 

process through equitable investment, inclusive education, and participatory governance. 
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Only then can the state achieve the vision of “Sabka Vikas, Samagra Vikas”—development 

for all and by all. 
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