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Bangladesh Rural Development Experiment, 1992-95

Yoshihiro KAIDA* and Saleha BEGUM™**

The current JSRDE Project (Joint Study on Rural Development Experiment in Bangladesh,

1992-95) follows on from the JSARD Project (Joint Study on Agricultural and Rural

Development in Bangladesh), which was implemented for four years from 1986 to 1990

under the sponsorship of the Ministry of Agriculture of Bangladesh and the Japan Interna-

tional Cooperation Agency (JICA). Many of the basic ideas underpinning the current

JSRDE Project were developed in the course of the earlier project activities. The results

of these activities were reported in part in ten papers bound in an earlier special issue of

this journal, “Agricultural and Rural Development in Bangladesh” (Tonan Ajia Kenkyu

28(3), December 1990).

At the important workshop held in Dhaka in August 1989 to review the near-final
outcome of the JSARD Project, an enthusiasm of participants culminated in the proposal
of a fresh project to try out some of the possible solutions identified in the JSARD Project
on an experimental basis in the JSARD villages. In the second phase, the JSRDE Project
has been sponsored by Bangladesh Ministry of Local Government, Rural Development and
Cooperatives and JICA. Four guiding concepts for implementation of the fresh experi-
ments were formulated on the basis of the foregoing research findings. They were as
follows :

a. Organizing villagers into a village institution in its entirety, with leaders selected from
the smallest cohesive social groups in the village.

b. Having the village institution linked with the local administrative institutions, i.e.,
Upazila (Thana) and Union administration.

c. Bringing villages closer to towns and bringing towns closer to villages, in order to
alleviate, in an indirect way, villagers’ acute problem of landlessness and underemploy-
ment.

d. Enhancing complex land-use systems by applying sustainable and appropriate rural
technologies.

With the espousal of these concepts by participating members, the JSRDE Project was
launched in April 1992 in order to pursue an “alternative approach” to rural development
in Bangladesh.

* Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University
** Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development
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Some Notes on the Guiding Concepts

Village Institution

The concept of village social system in Bangladesh includes such negative notions as (a)
the elusiveness of Bangladesh villages, (b) the weakness of village solidarity, (c) the
operation of a power-structure by which village elites control and exploit weaker fellow
villagers, and (d) the operation of village elites as “touts” in rural development projects.
These notions may hold true in the face of competition for scarce economic resources, but
they can easily be disproved in other cases.

To rural development agents, a Bangladesh village may be visible only through a
formal institution such as the KSS and its managers. The Bangladesh village, or gram,
however, was found to have a tightly woven network of informal social groups that are
represented respectively by firm traditional leaders called matabbors. The cohesive social
unit may be the para in some regions, the salisk in others. The leadership is, in most cases,
expected to function not for development but for the social norms of daily village life. It
was often observed, however, the group of such leaders who form the bichar took an
important role in building village infrastructures of common interest, i.e., rehabilitation
and maintenance of schools, madrasa, mosque compounds, kat/bazar, village roads, and the
introduction of village post offices, rural electrification, etc.

In view of the foregoing discussion the JSRDE Project has employed the “community
approach” for forming a village institution, rather than the common “target group
approach,” and encouraged villagers to establish one village institution in one village
involving as many households as possible. The leaders are selected from the smallest
cohesive social groups such as bari, para, saltsh, or sometimes gusthi, according to the
prevalent social conditions.

The membership of the village committee selected from the villagers is almost identi-
cal with the group of village matabbors. What sets the new committee apart from the
group of matabbors should, in our view, be “openness” or transparency in procedures for
disseminating information among villagers and between the villages and local government
institutions regarding development policies, service delivery, and so forth. If this sharing
of information is lacking among those concerned, the village committee will surely fail.
This is the main reason why many of the traditional village institutions have so far been
inefficient in coping with development activities.

The Linkage

Most public services of the line departments, including rural development, are
administered at the Thana level. Some particular services are delivered to the rural
public at the Union and even the Ward level, including those of family planning, health,
livestock and agricultural extension. But these services are sometimes almost invisible to
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the eyes of villagers. The causes of this crucial defect are as follows: (a) most of the
services are delivered with almost no coordination among Thana-level officers and the
respective field-level development agents, (b) the services are delivered by the development
agents to some individuals bypassing village institutions if any, and (c) the services
accordingly tend to be monopolized by powerful leaders of villages.

On the whole, there are gaps—geographical, administrative, economic as well as
cultural and even psychological gaps—that separate officials of different levels and
villagers, and among Thana, Union and village-level institutions. These gaps must be
bridged in one way or another in order to streamline the rural public services, which are
of prime importance in rural development.

Bridging the gap between villages and local government institutions, Thana and
Union, which seemed initially to be deep and wide, was considered as a formidable task.
By thoroughly investigating this gap, JSRDE members noticed that it was the result of an
information gap, and that it might be filled by coordinating the various activities of service
delivery that had hitherto been undertaken independently by the respective service-giving
departments and agencies.

To facilitate a smoother flow of the services already available in one form or another,
JSRDE approached Thana officials and helped them organize bodies to coordinate their
service delivery activities with the leadership of a TRDO (Thana Rural Development
Officer). JSRDE is urging the Union Parishad to establish service centers at the Ward
level, where interested villagers could go and interact with field assistants of the line
departments and other related agencies, who would be posted there on fixed days of the
week or month. Where field-level officers are ready to serve the villagers, people would
surely come and try to interact with them.

In our view, activities for rural development should involve more streamlining of the
“ordinary” services of the government already available, rather than costly special invest-
ment projects.

Rural Infrastructure
A prosperous Bangladesh is hardly envisaged on the horizon of “agricultural” development
alone, as its trickle-down effects will not reach the majority of the poorest strata, most of
whom are landless. Many of them were found to earn a meager living, for example, at a
nearby hat/bazar by selling such merchandise as a bagful of rice, a few home-reared
chickens, a dozen eggs, a basketful of home-grown vegetables, a plate of home-made cakes,
or a hand-made casting net. The most effective development strategy for them may be to
encourage them to “drop out of agriculture” by creating more off-farm job opportunities,
which may be enhanced by bringing villages closer to towns and bringing towns closer to
villages.

This strategy has two implications. One is the provision of off-farm job opportu-

nities, in a direct manner, to landless and small farmers who need them badly. The other
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is the provision of physical and economic linkages between the village and the town, by
means of roads, kat/bazar, schools, madrasa, electrification, telephone communication,
postal and banking services, and so forth. These would surely enhance both on-farm and
off-farm job opportunities for both landed and landless population in the area.

The JSRDE is trying to implement some of the above “infrastructure” on a very tiny
scale, e.g., improvement of village roads linking paras or baris with Union road networks,
road repair beside a mosque, improvement of a kat ground and access road etc. It is found
that villagers’ participation in the planning process is essential for formulating appropriate
projects in the villages.

Another point worth mentioning is that the build-up of infrastructure of “common
interest” would enhance village solidarity and villagers’ appreciation of their leaders who
advocate such projects. On the other hand, this would not seem so lucrative for the
so-called “touts” to play politics with, although they are normally active in scenes of
competition for scarce economic resources.

On Sustainable Rural Technologies

It is prerequisite that rural technologies be sustainable in three aspects : (a) economically,
(b) in terms of food, and (c) environmentally. Unless rural technologies have economic
sustainability, as in the case of “Green Revolution Technology,” they cannot be accepted
by farmers. Food sustainability involving such technologies as to secure the livelihood of
very small farmers, must be carefully considered before being adopted in Bangladesh.
Environmental sustainability symbolized by “soil sustainability” and is more familiarly
referred to as environment-friendly technology, must be secured from the standpoint of the
nation, not the farmers. In this context, selecting appropriate rural technologies is not an
easy process. JSRDE is not absolutely sure that it has so far adopted really the right ones.

We wish to see that diversified and multiple farming will become the guiding principle
for landuse in Bangladesh. One indispensable prerequisite for the development of sus-
tainable agriculture in Bangladesh, we believe, should avoid over-dependence on rice
cultivation, and try to establish a “combined rice, fish, fruit, vegetable and poultry
complex” well adapted to the environmental conditions of each locality.

Particularly in this country, much scope remains for scientists to learn from what
farmers have been practicing for centuries in their farming, that is rational as well as
sustainable because it is time-tested.

Any effort on the part of scientists and also extension workers must start by identify-
ing the real needs of the farmers. It is necessary to draw up a plan identifying clearly
what sort of technologies are really needed in the villages, what “indigenous” technologies
should be saved, improved and put to active use, what sort of modern techniques and
managerial know-how should be introduced afresh, and what their respective roles should
be. It may be necessary to reform the existing research and extension system so as to
implement these ideas. '
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