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[SSUES 1IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MOST DISADVANTAGED
GROUPS IN SOUTH ASIA

Anil Bhatt

The paper discussss the sfforts made in the development of the
most disadvantagec groups (MDGs, in South Asia, . It delinmeates: feur broad
factors - the sociasl political context of dgprivetion, the role of the

central levels of pelitical and administrative lesdership, management

and administration of development of the MDG and technology and research -

2g impeding the development of MDGs.

It argues that a major policy thrust which provides differential

sarvices through a separate and differentiated administrative set up which

involves the MDG as active and participant group rather than receipient

group is called for if the efforts for the devslopment of tha MDG is to

show any substantial rasults.

Thig paoper was presented as a key paper at the expert group
meeting on the cross-nationsl project on the development of the MOG held

at Asia Papific Development Centre, Kuala Lumpur on 29-31 May, 1985,



ISSUES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE MOST DISADVANTAGED
GROUPS IN SOUTH ASIA

Anil Bhatt

By esarly ssventies it had become clear that inspite of the emphasis:

on increasing agricultural production and general developmental thrust

the marginalized groups in the Asian region and indeed in wholsa ;F the -

© third world were being further pushed to the periphery. The hope of the
sixtiee that once growth and development begins to take place everybody
would share the fruits had proved false., Even trickle effect was drying
up. From all over there were raports of increasing proportions of the
peopls below poverty line. By eighties the bottom had broadsnad as

ouservers talked of bottom 30 per cent and 40 per cent instead of 20 per

cent,

Neither massive inputs, nor giant projects nor new break throughs
in technology had made much d;nt in massive poverty and suffering., In
fact the Frﬁits of new technologies and new discoveries in agriculture
had sometimes further reinfcrced'the disparities as in the case of the
green revolutien in India. Fven the governments had openly and of ficially

begun.to admit that the benefits of development had not reached the poor.

By mid seventies governments in the developing world had begun to
realiza that to help the poer and the Very poor .concerted, differentiated
and special efforts will have to be made. That is why the "target group"
approach was being increasingly adopted. There were special programnes
and schemes for the small and marginal farmers and the landless. Moreover
special emphasis, special ccnceééions, special provisions wers being built

in the ongoing general programmes of development,



Gevernments also mads soms eFFortg, though sporadie;, to bring
;bout some basic changes threough legislatioﬁ dgg pol%cies. For example,
land ceiling, lénd alienation; debt réli’ef9 minimum'wagas, protection of
the rights of those sections who have .been traditionally dependent on

the forests, legislation tao protect the‘undrganiZBd labour and so on.

In spite of all this, however, by most-éccounts very little really
seams to reach the peor and the most disadvantaged groups. There are
many reasons why development efforts have .not made much impact in
favour of the poor. There are alse variety of critiques and approaches
put forward. But.re}evant to our concerns here are four broad issue |

arsas. Ihese are:

1. The social and political context of deprivatien,

2. The role of the higher or ecentral levels of politics and
) administration.

3. The whole gamut of problems related to the delivery of
services which may be broadly categorized as management
and administration of development.

4, And finally technolougy, and research.

There is of courss the very basic issue of the fundamental social-
structural change, It is based on the belief that the problem of poverty
‘andHQQpriuation lies in the socio-economic structure of the society. The
problem of development, therefore, is political not- technological and
manégapial. According to this thesis since the problem of disadvantage
and deprivation stams fundamentally from the ineqﬁalitarian siructure
of ‘tha society the beneficiaries of the inequalitarian system ths elites

(the politicians and bureaucrats, the rich and landed, the urban and



sducated) whe control the power will rever be really interested in helping
the disadvantagéd sections of the society. Because helping the disadvan=
taged would go against fheir intereatn This argument is ideological and

aessentially 1lies in the arcena of political action.

The nature of the problem in helping the subsistence farmers and
landless labourers as conceptualized is diagramatically shown below in

figure 1.
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The Social and Political Context of Leprivation

The WOSt cisadvantaged groups hewve toen severely and chronically
deprived. Such a daprivation is rot dnly due to economic inegualities
but oftsn based on & complex structure of social and traditional strati-
fications. Such deprivaticn is based on caste, clan, tribe, race and
religion. By the very circumstences of thair birth they have been deprived
of econamic opportunities and also scopa for social development, To be

sure both ascriptive and sconomic inequalities reinforce each other and

create a grim picture of deprivation and desolation.

This context hss very serious implications -for the dsvelopment of
the disadvantaged groups having a great deal of bearing on the design of

policies and programmes and on the delivery of services.

1a “The poor and the deprived are highly dependant on the local
entrenched interests = the land lords, mﬁneymlenders, traders
and local ﬁolitical glite. In many casas tradiﬁianal Forﬁs of
exploitation have been replaced by modern activities, institutions
and new elite = cooperatives, forest and tribal corporations,
contractors, members of Panchayat Raj institutions, lower level
'bureaucracy and 30 on. Some times'they'depend not only economically
but even their physicai safety may be threatened if they displeasge
these local eiite. Since the local elite have vested interests

in perpetuating the deprivation they 5lock and even violently

oppose any attempts at improvement of thess groups.

y)
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The local elite act as gate kesepers to filter or prevent the
[
flow of benefits to the woaker and disadvantaged sectiansﬂ

local institutions - rural banks, cooperative societies,

el

w

ctad councils are dominated and eaptured by these elite.
The local bureaucracy is also dominated by, them and dependent
on thems So the benufits to bo derived from these institutions,

schemes, projects and programmcs are syphoned of f by the entrenched

interasts.

Paradoxically a morc coffective and efficient delivery system

for the poor reguires. greater - decentralization, morae pPOWers,
rescurces and participaﬁory opportunities at the lowsr levels.
But in the social and political setting of the rural societies of
the region greater, the decuntralization.higher the possibility
of power, resourccs and participation baing centralized in the

hands of the powerful few at the local level.

It has besn widely rocognizasd and sccepted that the major problem
for the development administration is to "roach" the poor. Besides
the difficulty of logistics, man power and material resource the
biggest difficulty in "reaching" the poor is their social and

political context.

It is alsu a major problem for the poor to “reach up" and "pull

=

down" the benefits to them.

The crucial question for any poliey maker, theraefors; is what kinds of

policies, programmes and procedurcs should be devised that can help both



the delivery system and the poor to over coms the barriers created by

the social and,political context?

Role af the Centgg} Eggpls.of Politics and Administration

DA T =
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A commecn observation in regafd to development in gensral is that
pelicies, programmes and plans ars good but its impiementation is poor.
It is bacause of this assumption that studies, consultations, workshops
and programmes all give maximum attention to lower and field levels of

administration which are the implementing agencies.

This assumes that the rcle of central levels of politisseand
administration is confined to making right policies, BESign appropriate
programmes and allocate adequate resources. Once this is dons the lower
lsuels have to také over. At best they can have the blessings of the

higher levels of pelities and administration.

However, inh reality the imagé of higher levels of administration
and politics is not very high er positive at the lowsr levels. The
general image is that higher levels do not support and back up the field
administratiqnf 'Thererié g;nerally a wide spread feeling that sven top
‘levels are weak, indecisive and cannot do much about forcefully implementing
the programmes or stand by the lower levels in time of difficulties and
crisis. |

LESY
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There is a great credibility gap at lowsr levels of administration

about the top administrative and political leadership.



if lower leuelg of administration werc to overcome the political
and sogial structural barriers the; rnged atrong and substantial support
from the higher levels which geoes baﬁqnd mere blessings and exhortations.
The maximum support -that the fisld levels nesd in serving the poor is in
case of what is commonly called in administrative circles as Ypolitical
interfersnce.”™ But it is here that the support is most lacking.“ They
nead to he protected and insulated from the local enérenched interests
and it is here that the top political leadership has been found generally

wanting in helping the programme implementors who are supposed to serve

the poor and the weak.

It is not enough Fo; the central political leadership to make picus
proclamations or to launch new programmes for-poor. Pious proclamations
or even launching of programmes and projects are no evidence of strong
political will or genuine political commitment towards the pdor. During
early eighties in one of the states in India the politicgl leadership kept
on announcing new schemas and projects at the interval of svery few days.
Some of these were quite progressive and radical. GOut onge.announced many
cf tham were not even taken up for serinus consideration. Some of ;hem
were launched only for the sake of formality and never continued. After a
while such announcements in public meetings were not taksn sgriously by
anybody. And it became a joke in bureaucratic circles.téat "a programme

a day kzpt the chief minister happy and gay."

Policies, programmes and resource allocation have to be backed up
by positive and proactive political. action andaibstantial involvement of

higher level authorities, As a district level agricultural official put it,



“averyday ws are being exhorted by our superdcors and political leaders
to work with dedicatior to serve the poor. But in reality we are given
every reason not tg do sc. In fart, our circumstances always enccurage

us to serve only the rieh and tha landed farmers.”

This is essentially a process issue but procedures and mechanims
can be devised to generate the nudessary climate and processes at higher
levels of politics and administration which will support the field level
delivery systems tc nvercome the barriers of management and the social- and

political circumstances of deprivation of the MDG.

Management and Administration

[l

This includes a wholes range of issues dealing with management and
admiﬁistration of delivery of servibesAto small and marginal farmers and
landless labourers. Most studies of agricultural develeopment and of
development of small or poor farmers in the region have noted and elaborated
on thase problems in great detailé° These particularly deal with field
levels of administration. Some of the major ones ares

1a Coordination: 1In ﬁhe last two decades there have been bewildering

variety of agencies and it has created tremendous problems of overlap,
duplication, sequehcing.deiays and even corruption. Not only the
beneficiaries but even the fieid officials have been vexed and
tormented by the problems'of coordination among agencies. The

severe problem of coordination has affected agricultural management
in general but it has particularly negatively affscted the MDG as

they have no time, skills, information, social status and risk-taking



capacity to deal with vériety of agencies and go from pillar to post.
On the other hand the situation of multiple agencies favours the

established farmers who are better situated to have access as well

as influcnce with governmsnt Aagencies.

2 Administrative Structures and Procedures. Governments in-the rogion -

have been quite quick in launching new programnes, projects.and
settind up naw agencies and oréanizations. In matters of development
the old departmental form has increasingly given way to agency,
corporation, authority, boards, commissions and committee forms of
organization. This is done on the ground that departmental form

has become obsolete for developmental work and to do effective and

ef ficient development organization structure need to be changed.

But within these macro organization structure changes same old
routine procedures and administrative arrangements continue. Thus,
persornel system, paper work and procedures, hieﬁarchy and chain of
command, financial autonomy and flexibility, monitoring, supervision
and control, work load, target setting, staffing, postings and transfers
of officials, are all in the old bureaucratic style entirely unsuited

for a dynamic machinery reguired to serve the ppor,

3. Input supply and Infrastructure: Almost universal experience is the

great difficulty that the.weaker.éections of the society face in
getting inputs of supply and access to infrastructure facilitia;

such as seeds, fertilizers, equipments, water, roads, markets, trang-
portatioﬁ etec. 1In gensral supply is inadequate, irregular and it
raraly reaches the poor farmer and landless labourers. Similarly

infrstructure facilities zrs #lso scarce, and poor have difficult

access to these.
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Morecver; another problem for the poor is the cost effectiveness

of the inpufs aven when auaiiabie. A recent study dealing with ssven
Asian countries noted that unremu?erétiVe prices, particularly faor
foodgrains has a direct and demaging impact on the use of pufchased
inpuis by small Farmers, Similariy bacauso of théflnéation of small '
farms and the dominancs of the entrenched ‘interssts small and poer
farmers have great diFfichty in getting reqular water supply From
public irrigation schcmes,‘}The landless tribals who depend on
collecting and selling forest produce rarcly get facilities to sall

these at reasonable prices. Since they sell it to private traders

they almost always get cheated and exploited.

Credit: Regular, timely and adequate credit has always besn a major
problem for the poor and disaduéntaged groups. Inaccessibility of the
government offices, and officials lack of information about.rules,
regulations and locationy elaborate cumbersome and circuitous pro-
cedurzs; harassment and corruption by officials and touts, are the
major problems in supplying crudit tp the poer. Moreover, for those
groups who do not hold any land or assets - those who are landless
labourers, . tribals depending on forests, small fishermen, artisans -
vary few facilities énd pravisioms for credit are available. It is
only in the last few years that governments have begun to pay some
attention to the land less rural poor. But these efforts have been

generally inadequate, sporadic and unsystematic.
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Extention: The menagement of extension services to the most

e Aw e

‘dieadvantaged groups suffer from all the administrative problems

mentioned above in (2), AGnd cxtonsion work in relation to MDG has

¥

suffered most From thesc problems of management and administration,

The scrviee conditions - salary, perks, transpert, postings and
transfers, work load, covsrage and targets - ere generally not very
supportive far extension workers to be able to give concerted

effort and more attention that the MDG would noed,

There is of course the major issue of researche-extension linkage
which has now been extensively documented. But most importantly,
the social and political context of the most disadvantaged groups
does nhot provide any motivation for the extension officials to serve
them. It is easier to contact big farmers, pcrsuade them to accept
the new methods or other inputs, and relatively easier to get them
the delivery of services from different aganies. Disadvantaged
groups are generally concentrated in hilly, Forest and
interior areas which are ©iffigult to reach for the extension
ofFiCialg.whcéewon<load is . heavy, coverage is extensive and transport
facilities inadeguatec. Alsoc becausz of the political dominance of
thg landed rural elite it is politicelly more rewarding and safe for

the extension official to serve them rather than the poor,

It is much easier to fulfil the targets, show a better work record,
improve chances.mf rewards in the career (preferred postings, promo-
tions, superior's satisfaction and favours, political support ), if the
extension worker serves the daminant groups rather than deprived

groups.
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Tha issue of managemont and Administration call for serias of changes
and teforms that relate te policies, programme designs, managemgnt develop-
ment, administrative reforms apd nity grity of operations. It also needs
to bs underiined thdugh that many of thuo management and administration
problems in the development of the most disadvantaged groups essentially
amanate fram the social and politiecal contoxt of deprivation and the role
(or lack of it} of the central levles of political and administrative

leadership.

Technology and Research

The decades of sixtigs and seventies have seen major technological
b;eak throughs. As a result of this, thgre has been considerable increases
in agriculﬁure production. 8ut it'has been mainly useful for largoe and
medium Farmers as it has mainly concentrated on individual crops and single
components of agricultural production. B8ut the problem of small Farmers
is to meximise income from very small holdingshwith minimum of risk-taking.
They need the kind of research which will prowide a technélogy'?or the

whole farm management.

Szcondly, technolbgius for betteor end more fertile soils are more
pasily available than for drier, less fertile, hilly, drought prone agro-
climatas where most disadvantégod aroups are generally in greater numbers.
Many of the technological igprovements reccmmended to subsistence farmers

have turned out to be ineppropriata, costly, risky and incomplete.



13

For those .disadvantaged groups who' do not hold any land but depend
on labour or home based industry there is hardly any research and techno-
logy available. Recently, governments in ths region have,paid some
attention to village and cottage industfy,'pouitry, dairy and similar
activities but most of them have proved econemically unviable for the

very poor assetless pecple inspite afcﬁéavy éubsidies. Hasggarch and

technological innovations bave to be dirscten to the needs of the landless

MOG too.

The nature of the issue here is basicaily one of emphasis in the
policies for research and technology, and of management of rosearch and

technology for the poor.

There is thus a whole gamut of issues that deal with socio—ep;itical
environment, policies, procssseas and operations managemsnt in helping the

most disadvantaged groups to develop.

Conceptualization of the MDGs as partneggﬂ@nstead of Clients

e S R e e .

The crux of the preblem, however, is to generate the participation
of the bottom most sections of the socisty by mobilizing andorgazing
them. Experience seems to suggest that this is perhaps the mast effective
w3y not only of over coming the severe barriers emanating from their sogio~
political environment but also making the higher level politiead and
administrative leadership and the Field ievel delivery system responsive

to the needs and problems cf the MDG,
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Since swventies; when gfeater and more explicit emphasis isl
being given towards the poor, they haveg been conceptualized in a rather
paternalistic fashion as receipients and beneficiaries. It is the
delivery system that'knomsrbest what to deliver and how-+to déliver. Poor
have ta be only the receipients. The sugggstions'For cnfnges and- action
emphasize improvements in the delivery sy§tem but net on hew to change
the receipient system into a participant, demanding, monitoring and to

some extent a self-managing system.

If the MDGs become active participants and partners, if they
mobilize and organize themselves, if they make demands and assert their
rights then they can more effectively overcome the circumstances of

their deprivation and force the delivery éystem to respond.

Most efforts in the mobilization and organization of small farmers
and landless labourers have heen defunct or remained on paper where
initiated under official banner and by the regular bureaucracy. Often

those efforts have besn dominated.and manipulated by the local elite.

On the other hand, when such attempts have been madé by committed
independant voluntary organizations or for special pilot projects with
special provisions exclusively meant for the disadvantaged groups and
where such attempts have received special attentien of the higher levels
of political and administrative leadership they.haue been remarkably
effective and successful. This is because they have been insulated from
the social and political environment, and from the usual limitations »f

bureaucratic management,



15

Three Major Policy Thrusts

Attempts at decentralization and participation will bear fruits
For the poor only if they are exclusively for the small farmers. If
afFémpts at develupment cf the most digadUantaged groups are to_be
effective then approaches have to be developed which either insulate

(or avoid) or confront the oppressive socigl and politieal snvironment

in which MDG struggle to survive.

[ 3

The later approach calls for politiecal action, If the former
approach is to be sffectively implemented three major policy thrusts

will be necessary,

First, is the seperats organizations of the MDG which we have

digscussed above.

Sscond, geparate and exclusive programmes for the degvelopment

of the MDG.

And third, a separate delivery system uwhich will manage the separate
programmes of development in partnership and collabaration with the

separate organizations of the MOG,

In the last fifteen ysars or sd governments of ths region have
imcreasingly launched schemses, projects and programmes exclusivaely for
the poor, It has now been genérally accepted by the govermments of the
Fogion that the poor will need such differential attention. This issue,

therefors, is not elaborated here.
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Separate Delivery System'for the MOG

While this approach cof having séparatg’programmes for the small
and poor farmers is now slowly ueimg accepted, a separaie administration
for the delivery of services to the small farmers has not yet been
generally thought of, Even specially designed programmgs for the.poar,
are mestly implementgd by tho administration dealing with all
other agricultural programmes and routine administration. That is why
aven special programmes do not always yield desired results.

If the poor are to‘be
protected from the prevailing social context in the rural areas then the
administration for the poor has zlsc to be protected. Ancther bold
policy initiative from the naticnal level, therefore, will have to be
in the dirsction of a special and separate administration for the small
farmer. Thus, if special programmes for the small farmers are needed
then special administration for implementing these programmes is also

neaded.

This is not to add to the multiplicity of agencies and the
confusicn of coordination with which agricultural and rural development
administration is besizged sveary whére. . Un the contrary such an adminis-
trative aprangemcnt if proparly and boldly designed should help reduce
the problsm of cocrdination and its consequences = delays, corruption,
inter~departmental rivalries, frustration and demotivation at least as

far as delivery of services to the small farmsrs is conserned.
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The separate adminisﬁratiye set up will have to be strong and
sglf-sufficient in the sense that all the various components of inputs,
credit, extension and cther seruiEes phould be brought within the fold
of this MDG agency. Wherever its dependonce on qther agencies is un-
avaidable like major inFraustructJ¥easeruices or canal erigatioﬁ then
special guotas should be raéerved for the small farmers. Tha depart-

ment concerned should be held asccountable for providing such- inputs and

its accountability should be ensured at the highest level.

This separats administration should be set up from the lowest

level up to at least district and provincial or divisional level. If at

v
H

the district level it is margediwith the general agricultural department
then its purpose will not be served. Even at the state or national level

there should be a separate cell monitoringits activities.

This might mean some more deployment of resources and increase
in budget, But if carefully‘worked out then it may not increase the
budget a great deal. At lower echelens cf administration this might also
mean some overlap and to a certain extent a parallel system. But looking
to the present bewildering variety of agencies and the resultant confusion
such a parallel system could be very effective fer the small farmer, It
shiould reduce the problems‘cneated by the multiplicity of agencies both
fop the small farmers and the officials serving them. In such a system
poor farmers would be contacted by fewer workers and they would go to
only one department or agency far most pF their needs. The offigials
serving the small farmers would also not bé dependent on foo many agencies.
Such an administration will have tu be well thought out, comprehensive and

tightly designed in order that the resourced are not over taxed.
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In this saeparata administrative system where officials, all the
way up to district and provincial levsls arc serving only the small farmors
then their dependence on the entrenched and dominant interests would also
be reduced. Thay will have reolative frewdom %o serve the sméll farmers.
Alsoc they will be under greater pressura to serve the small farmors.
They will have fewer official or nbnmmfficial axcuses not to contact small
farmers. Their performance will not be Jjudged in terms of target fulfil-

ment, in general but their work in relation to the small farmers only.
g .

A separate administra?ion for the delivery of services to the
gmall farmars is not as unfamiliar or as drastic as it might at first
alance seem. As noted earlier most governments in the region have
launched programmes specially and exclusively for the small and marginal
farmers. Also in some cases special arganizations.like the Small Farmers
Development Agancy (SFDA) in India or tandless Labourers' booperatives in
Bangladesh exist. In few cases soma simplified administrative procedures,
special recruitment or special allowances to the workers in case of.small
farmer programmeshave also been tried cut. In case aof FAO's Small Farmer
Development Programme (SFDP) in the region most governments have parmitted
at least at the level of group organizers, separata recruitment and separate
service conditioms ete. In arural finance experiment in Bangladesh cone

sidarable_succéss vas achisved by setting up a special organization for

the target graups, 02% of the borrowers were within target groups. Overe
dues were leés than 4% and the project attained financial viability., The
special organization made.pussible direct communication between the bank

officials and the target groups and reduced the influence af the dominant

groups and the political touts. A separate full-fledged administration
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for the small farmers would make these sporadic, ad koc-ard isolated

attempts stronger and more camprehensive.

Segarate programaes for the small énd poor farmers and landless
labourers, with separats organizatisns of the poor served by a separate
delivery system would go a lqng way in insuleting both the poor and the
field level dgliuary system Fgom the oppressive socio-political context
and thereby recuce the incidence sf tencfits being syphoned off by the vested
interests, corruption, wastage and pilferage. 1t would also dramatically
improve the processes and Dperaﬁions management, and create pressures for

the relevant technology and research. This reconceptualization can be

diagramatically shown below in Figura 2.

Figure 2
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As shown in rigure 2 a ciffersntial policy and programme packags .
with & differential administrative machincry will be nssded for a
highly differentiated social structurs if the sccial; political,

managerial and teshnologice! impadements to the development of the

MDG are to be cvsTcoma.
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