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The background

s pierge
The purpose of this paper ig to evaluate the pollcy

i oo 0
(taJards rural poverty as it flnds expre851on in the douu—

ment on the Slxth Plan Ftamework (August 1990) with fefe-
rence in patt to the 1nternal logic of the document 1tself
‘and in part to flndlngs from ‘a recently concluded field
study in Tamil Nadu.l It is useful to take the Plan
document as a departure point for discussion because it
seté'out in one place the approach on which -government
‘interventions for the "reduction", if not “eradication®

of rural poverty are currently proposed to be based. In
the‘course of three decades of planning in India, each
set of government interventions in regard to rural poverty
have amounted to “case-policies" in the same way as
decisions of administrative and JudlClal £ribunals generate
case law over a period of time., In terms of this legal
analogy, the VI Plan document can be viewed as an instance
of "“codification", ‘upon which discussion and debate could
be usafully undertaken.

‘Tov gain some perspectiwve, it might be worthwhile to
'-briefly recapitulate the.major,landmarks in the evolution
of Plan policies in regard to broad-based rural develop-
ment. The approach in the First Plan (1951-56) was based

on COmmuniﬁy development as the method and rural extension
as the agency. Emphasis was placed both on intensified
agricultural production and on the provision of basic
amenities -- schools,lhealth fa0111tles, drinhing'water
‘_supply,4roads -— at the. v1llage level. The prlmary agent
of change'was to ‘be the v1llage level worker (VDN) but
:con51derable emphasls‘vas lald on motlvatlon and self—help
on the part of the rural reople. .In thlS context, v1llage

ipanchayats and cooperat1vos were Vl@ﬂed as key institutions
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for fostering iocal—levelVdecision—making, cooperation

and self-help.  Later in the fiftieg, during the Second
Plan {(1956-61), debate was kept alive on the pattern of
agrarian reform and cooperative farming was put forward

as a possible form of agrarian reorganisation. In one of
his fortnightly letters to Chief Ministers in August 1956
Nehru wrote: "I am convinced it is essential for us to

have cooperative farming ... once we give up these large
farms and have relatively small holdings or farms, it
becomes inevitable for cooperation amohq a number of small
farmers ... decentralisation by itself is not likely to
succeed unless we bring to it the advantages of large-scale
cooperative working through cooperative processeSssse The
real alternative is collective farms ovned by the State
which most Communist countries haVeL,“2 By the end of the
fifties, the issue of cooperative organisation of production
had receded but that of local participation came to the

fore as a result of the evaluation of the CD programme by
the Balwantrai Mehta Committee. Participatory administration
rather than a basic reorganisation in forms of land cownership
and operation began to be highlighted. The Third Plan
(1961-66) recommended a three-tier model of "democratic
decentralisation" at the levels of the village, the block
and the district coinciding with corresponding lavers of .
development administration.

The sixties saw the "green revolution" consequent on
the introduction of the new bio-chemical technology of
chemical fertilisers and high yielding seed varieties. They
were also witness to the serious droughts of 1966 and 1977.
The Fourth Plan (1969-74), following a recommendation of
the RBI's All-India Rural Credit Review Committee, included
special programmes for small farmers (sFpA) and later for
marginal farmers and agricultural labour (MFAL),3 Mearwhile,
major commercial banks had been nationalised in 1969 making

it subseduently possible for government to direct credit to
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"priofity sectors" and to “wvulnerable qroups“. Mrs.Gandhi
had got elected in 1971 with a large parliamentéfy majority.
The slogan. of "Gharibi Hatao" had been coined. The expe-
riéncg»df the droughts had drawn attention to the need for
area development in the drought-prone districts. It also
uﬁderlined the guestion of off-season employmént in rural
afeas, particularly for agricultural labour whose numbers
" had patently increased during 1961—1971.4 A Crash Scheme
for Rural Employment (CSRE) was introduced in 1971. The
Drought Prone Area Programme (DPAP) was another contribution
of the Fourth Plan. The Fourth Plan however noted that the
assumption that community{deVelopment after an initial ten-
vear period "would no longer be assisted and schematic but
self-reliant and locally footed" had been proved incorrect
in experience. It pointed out that "by and large the pro-
gramme continues to be dependent on government initiative
and even more SO on governmenﬁ'funds".S‘ The Fifth Plan
(1974-79) formally introduced the concept of "basic minimum
needs" listing these needs as elementary education, drinking
water,'health and nutrition, home-sites for»the rural land-
léss, roads, electricity and slum improvement, It called
for "ihtegration" of development programmes in general and
the special programmes such as DPAP, SFDA, MFAL and CSRE in
particular. It also made mention of "progress towards an
- employment guarantee.
‘ .
_ ' This brief outline of the pre-history of the current
Plan document will show that as far as rural development
and rural poverty were concerned certaih themes have persisted
éince the beginning of the planning procesé while hew-emphasﬁs
havg emefged, some_bfwthe older ones have receded and4yet '
others have undergone:a process of reincarnation. Rhetorical
and ritualistic_references to land reform find place in each
Plan. Concurrently, failures in the‘implementation of land
reform measures —-- ceilings, ténancy,.rent control and other
 legi5lation -- have been admitted. FEarly discussion of
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 cooperative farming had also evaporated early in the process.
The provision of basic aménities in wvillages, which was a
prominent feature of the CD movement, was re-formulated in
terms of a "Nationdl Minimum Needs Programme" in the Fifth
Plan reflecting the fact that much ground in this respect
remained to be covered even after nearly 25 years of rural
development.. The strong emphasis on panchayats, cooperatives
and village production plans prominent up to the end of the
Second Plan was diluted to "democratic decentralisation" in
" the Third and further swept under the carpet in the Fourth.

On the other hand, area’ development of drought-prone districts,
dty farming and employment generation. for rural labour emerged
'as relatively new themes in the seventies, The nationalised
banking system had from the beginning of. the 1970s opened up
an increasingly important alterhative to the cooperative
cfedit structure. The "target-group" approach to small and
marginal farmers and to agricultural labour is again of the

later wvintage.

+ In very broad terms, the shift over the years has been
from a guasi-structural approach‘linked, however .tenuously
in practice, to:land reform,'panchayats and cooperatives to
an increasinglyutechnocratic one that seéks to direct State
intervention in the delivery of’basic minimum needs; provi-
sion of employment, development of vulnerable areas (drought-
prone and rain-fed) and the development of wvulnerable groups
(small farmers, marginal farmers and agricultural labour).
Correspondingly, instrumentalities sought to be used in the
process became éssentially adninistrative viz., the govern-

ment machinery and the nationalised commercial banking system.
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We can now turn to the Sixth Plan document itself and
explore its own specific approach to rural povprty. This

can be conveniently done in the form of - flndlnq answvers

Offufed in the document to certain ba51c questlons.

(A) Who are the rural poor?

The document (paragraph 30) points out that "It is
..well knONn that thL hard core of Poverty is to be found
in the rural area. The poorest sections belong to the
families of landless labour, small and wmarginal farmers,
rural artisans, scheduled castes and scheduled tribes and
socially'and economically backward classes".

(B) How many are the rural .poor?

The Plan document offers no estimates. For this we
have "to go to the Draft Five Year Plan 1978-1983 prepared
by the Janata government, Accordihg to the estimates in
that document, 48 per cent of the rural population of 499
million in.1977/78 or 239 million persons, were below the
poverty line. Oof them, 130 million were below 75 per cent
of the peverty ling bulnq the poorbst of the poor°6 In
July 1980, in reply to a Parllamunt question, the official

Stlmate of ‘those below thé Poverty line in rural areas was

glven as 249 mllllon persono.

(C) What are the causes of this massive poverty? .

The document contains no analysis on this point. - In
more than one place hovever it refers to the "incidence of

poverty" in much the same way as a health inspector may

refer to the;incidénce of malaria. ™"Incidental", according
te the Dictiocnary is "casual, not essential. The suggestion
implied in the frequent reference to the incidence of poverty
is that poverty in India is somehaw limited and localised =—=—
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an extraordinary use of language when 46 per cent of the
total population or 292 million are the poor. The fact
remains that the Plan attempts no analysis of the causes
of poverty; it prefers to deal with it as a symptom, what-

ever be the nature of ths disease.

(D) What is the rationale for anti-poverty measures?

The document has the following to say on this point
(paragraph 30): "An increase in the pfoductive potential ‘
of the economy is an essential condition for finding - -
effective solutions to the problems of poverty. AL the
same time, recognising the constraints which limit the
scope for higher grawth rate in the medium-term, more
direct means of reducing the incidence of poverty in the
stage of transition would have to be employed". Thus,

{a) growth is the effective solution to the problems of
poverty (b) for a while i.e., "in the medium-term" there

are constraints to growth and (c¢) during this “transition,
scrme means will have to be found to "reduce" the "incidence"
of poverty. In short, poverty will have to be contained and
ameliorated until it gets eradicated in the natural process

of growth.

(E) What are the Plan's anti-poverty objectives?

These figure as items (iii) and (vi) among the ten
main objectives of the Plan (paragraph 5). They are: "a

progressive reduction in the incidence of poverty and

unemployment "and" 8trengthening the redistributive blas

of public pclicies and services in favour of the PCoor

contributing to a reduction in inequalities of income and

wealth"., Wwhat is intended, as the underlined words will
shaw, 1s a gradualistic .approach which is fully consistent
.with the features of containment and ameliocoration we had

; noticed earlier,
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(F) What is the anti-poverty strateqgy?

It is the following (paragraph 30): "The household
will remain the basic unit of poverty eradication in
target-group oriented programmes. Families differ in
such vital respects as dependency ratios, asset holdings,
skills and even the ability to perform manual labour on
'publiC‘works, Hence each household below the poverty line
will have to be assisted through an appropriate package of
technélbgies; services and asset transfer programmes®". The
modus operandi will then be "“target-oriented" programmes
in which the houszhold will be the unit of "poverty eradi-
cation®., (The malarial analogy is strengthened: cess pools
will be first identified, thereafter DDT will be sprayed

directly on the anopheles mosguitoes.)

(G) What are the means proposed to be emploved?

As will be clear ftom the following passage from the
"summary and issues" section of the document, the basic
instruments of implemsentation will ke on~golng programmes
administered through the government machinery with credit
support from nationalised banks: "The on-going rural deve-
iopment programmes will be integrated functionally so that
maximum returns can be obtained from the available govern-
ment and institutional financial sources. The programmes
of promotion of employment will be aimed at specific target
groups. 1In the case of small and marginal farmers as well
as those engaged in fishing, the objective must be to assist
them for increasing‘their productivity. For this purpose,
the on-going small farmers programme, the national dairy
project, dryland farmers programme and inland and coastal
agriculture programmés will be expanded and strengthened.
For assisting rural artisans more effectively, numerous small
on-going programmes will be functionally integrated. A
National Rural Employment Programme will bekéstabiished in
which development projects and target-group oriented
employment generatidnxvillAbe closely inter-twined".
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It will be clear from the foregoing exegesis of the
Plan doéument that the approcach in the Plan to rural
poverty eradication is (a) symptom~-based (b) growth-
reliant {c) ameliorative (d) gradualistic (e) target-
oriented and that the instruments proposed are essentially
(£) administrative. It is the relevance, meaningfulness
and feasibility of this abproach that has to be assessed.
In proceeding to do this, we will be illustrating some of
the arguments with data gathered in a field study that
covered about 1300 beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries
under various target—oriented programmes in 64 wvillages
located in 8 development blocks in the Ramanathapurém and
Dharmapuri districts of Tamil Nadu. - The object of the
study was to evaluate the impact and implementation of
area development programmes in the Drdught Prone Area
Programme {DPAP) and the principal target-oriented programmes,
designed to increase incomes and employmant amohg the rural
poor viz., the Integrated Rural Development Programme (IRDP)
and the Food for Work Progr:amme.7

1T

Let us examinebclosely as to what is actually involved
in the targeé-oriented.approach and how it functions in
actual practice. 1In the ongoing SFDA and IRDP progrémmés,
the target group is defined as small farmers, marginal
farmers and agricultural 1abour, Small farmers are those
who ovn between 2.5 acres and 5 acres of land; marginal
farmers are those who owvn up to 2.5 acres: and agricultural
labour those who derive 50 per cent or more of their income
from agricultural wage labour. Those whose income from
non-agricultural sources exceeds Rs.2400 per annum are
excluded from the target group. The family is the unit
for computations of land holdings and of non-agricultural
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incomes. for determining eligibility to benefits. The
intention also is that the same family should not receive
~more than one benefit. Under the IRDP, the major benefits
passed on. through subsidy-cum-loans are milch cattle,
sheep units, plough bullocks and bullock carts. Small
farmers are entitled to a subsidy amoﬁﬁting £o 25 per cent
of the total cost of the benefit while marginal farmers
and agricultural labour are entitled to a subsidy of 331/
per cent of the total cost. The balance of the cost is

3

financed by a loan from a commercial bank or a cooperative
credit institution.

Based on the 26th Round of the National Sample Survey;
it can be estimated that in 1970/71 there were 19 million
agricultural labour households, 51 million marginal farmer
households and 12 million small farmer households. In our
study, we found that the average outlay on subsidy was
Rse 300 per household. Even leaving out other Segments of
the population under the poverty line =- such as rural
artisans, fishermen, handloom weavers and other rural poor
in non-agricultural occupations =- the resources required
on account of subsidy alone to cover 82 million small and
marginal farmer and agricultural labour households will be
Rs. 2460 crores. The corresponding requirement for credit
will be Rs.5280 crores, In the Central Budget for 1%80-81,
the allocation for small farmer development proqrahmesgvas
 Rs.56 crores. Ewven assumihg that this entire sum is available
for use as subsidies, simple arithmetic will show that it
will take not less than 44 vyears to cover the target group.
In actual fact, it will take a much longer period, perhaps
a century, because increases to the population of the target
group (since 1971) and in the costs of the benefits will have

to be allowed for in the interregnum. This indicative calcu-

lation gives a measure of the extreme gradualism implied in

the IRDF - approach. The Plan document is;however concerned
-onlyxmith:"reducing—thejincidence of poverty" in the
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"stage of transition" which is the "medium-term". The
"medium term" is not defined but assuming reasonably that
it is a ten~year period; not more than about 10 per cent
6f the targét group ére likely to be reached in this time-
horizon of a decade. This is on one hand the exteﬁt of
‘amelioration aimed at. On the other, it is a measure of
the f-ith reposed in the processes of growth to alleviate
poverty beyond the stage of transition.

In their claim that "the household will remain the
basic unit of poverty eradication in target group oriented
programmes",  the planners seam to recognise that given the
size of the target group and the limitation on resources
it would be necessary to direct subsidies more closely and
selectively within the target group. The target group in
their methodology is only the outer circle and the household
whose poverty is to be eradicated 1s the real bulls-eye.
Thié means that they envisage that within the target group,
detailed enquiries will be undertaken on family incomes and
expenditures as well as on all other relevant factors to
which the Plan document refers such as "depencency ratios,
asset holdings, skills and even the ability to perform
manual labour on public works" in order to determine the
poorest of the poor who are most ‘deserving of upliftment.
According. to Press reports, the Union Minister for Planning

"has gone to the extent of announcing that a detailed regis-
.ter will be maintained in every village shoving the economic
status of each of the households in the target group so that
the poorest households could be readily identified.

The absurdity of this approach will be apparent if we
consider the nature and the magnitude of the task it will
entail. Some Rotary Clubs {(and the New York Times) collect
charity funds for helping the genuinely needy. Applications
they tecéive for this purpose are enduired into in detail by
trained social workers who verify the economic condition of
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The infiltration phbmomenon
» We found in our fiéld?study that the problem was_ a
ideéper one. Whiieiﬁhe Pilan docuﬁent has been diverting
us with the‘plannefsiiconcern at directing assistance to
the poctast in the target'group, weg found that in actual
fact many who were richer thén the richest in that group
had entered the tent in the so-called identification pro-
cess. This happened in several different ways. In com-
puting the extent of land owned, the®family was not often
taken as the unit., Formal and informal partitions were
used to show smalter holdings. Lands held outside the
village werz conveniently left out by wvillage officers

and the enquiry staff. Non-agricultural incomes were very
often not taken into account or were underestimated. Within
the target group also, there weres "encroachments": small
farmers were getting shown as marginal farmers or agricul-
tural labour and got themselves entitled to ‘a higher subsidy.
In our samples, these different types of infiltration
amounted:to 15 .to. 25 per: cent of the beneficiaries. There
Were alsc a number of cases, ranging from 7.5 to 17.5 per
cent of the beneficiaries; in which more than ens member
Oof the same familv was benefited. ~ In one wvillage which
was located close to a source 6f non-agricultural: incéme,
the infiltration ratio was as hiqh-as 30"per cent. = Anether
independent field worker in hHer study of abbut 90 casss in
a similar village found that it was much highet, around 70
per cent. Thus a significant amount 6f benefits interided
for the target group were‘siphoned\away at source tovards
the non-poor, aided by offlc1al ne gllgence, connivance or
acqui Scpnce frequently lubrlcated by corruption. TIf:this
is an 1llustratlon of bxperlunc in idehtifying the boor
and in- dlutingulshlng the non-poor*frbm7them;7what confi-
dence can we have that the poorest among thé" poor w1ll e

LR
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Within_the target group as well, the lie of the land
favoured a relatively larger Quantum of benefits flauing
to small farmers, and to the relatively better—-off among
them, rather than to marginal farmers and to agricultural
labour. This process of "natural selection" operated for
several reasonss, Firstly, the richer within the target
group were also inevitably the more influential., They
knew the ropes and how to pull them. Secondly, the poorest
in the target group were oftan nbt awvare of the availability
of the schemes. The administration had not reached out to
them, In one sample of non-~-beneficiaries, 25 per cent had
not heard of the IRDP, Among the ignorant, scheduled
castes constituted the largest number followed by other
agricultural labour. Thirdly, while amafe of IRDP, many
could not afford the initial expenditurss required to be
made on travel, legal costs, bribery etc., fér obtaining
the benefit. Fourthly, vet others among the poor did not
sea themselves as being in a position to maintain the bene-—
fits e.g., feed the milch cattle, have enouqh‘land to pen
the sheep or give adequate nourishment to the plduqh
bullocks. Hence they did not puréue the matter. Fifthly,
many applicants among the poor were not considered credit--
wor thy by the banks for the loan component, although con-
sidered deservingly poor for the subsidy component by the
programme officials, Avbout 45 per cent of the éample of
non-beneficiaries came under reasons three and four and
20 per cent under the fifth, '

The process of natural selection also operated in
favour of ;oadside villages close to the block head-
quarters vis—a—ﬁis interior. ones. In one sample, 50 per
cent of thé villages so situated claimed 90 per cent of
the beneficiaries. In another, 32 per cent of the wvillages,

which were on the main road or within a couple of kilometres
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of 1t, accounted for 66 per cent of the beneficiaries;vThe
administration obviously féund itmﬁdré convenientréo(ééh—
centrate on road-side villages. Access to them was easier
and their publicity wvalue higher, The nature of .the prin-
cipal subsidy scheme wviz., distribution of milch cattle

- strengthened.this bias since milch animals were distributed
mainly in villages on the milk collection routes which went

along the bigger roads,

In falrness to them, the planners can not be faulted
for not perceiving ﬁhis Phenomenon. While discussing "the
removal of poverty" they admit that (paragraph 31): "past
experience has shown that by lumping the very. poor along
with the relatively better off sections of the community
in development projects, the percolation of benefits to
the most deprived sections of the community is hampered"o
Again, in the section on “credit fof‘weaker sections® they
are engagingly frank (paragraph 39): "Wwhile over the yeérs
there has been an impressive step-up in credit availability
to the'Weéker sections, its dispérsal among-vafious strata
of the rural poor has been extremely disparate. Among them
the main beneficiaries‘have been the small and mérginal
farmers, the former distinctly more than the latter., The
least td benefit have been the landless and the rural
artisans who as a category account for as much as one-fourth
of the rural work‘force. The present policy of stipulating
a minimum percentage for the entire target group of weaker
sections has done little to prevent glaring intra-group
distortions". The document continues by proposing a more-
of- the-same solution: "It therefore appears imperative
that the strategy of credit deployment should be so oriented
as to equitably serve the needs of each category, This will
call for more effective credit planning involving earmarking
of ¢redit for the landless and the artisans",
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Thus what is recommended is to fix separate credit
targets to the poorest. Assuming that they will be
identified, this facile solution seeks to improve the
quantum of credit without any change to the conditions t
and- the criteria under which the credit system operates,

It ignores the fact that ax definitio the poorest are the

least credit worthy. Even if there is, in the words of

the document, '"a reorientation from security-based lending
to prcoject=based lending" the loan is in the case of the
poor to borrowers who are, by and large, already in debt.
The planners can not be uﬁavare that the disposable incomes
of the poor are inadequate to meet their minimal consumption
raquirements forcing them to meet the gap through dissavings
or dsbt, The "pfoject“ for which credit is extended, e.qg.,
a milch cow, may itself generate some surplus but so long

as the borrower needs cash for current COnSumption or for
pPaying back a past debt it will be unrealistic (if not also
unjust) to expect that he will starve himself to repay the
“"project-oriented" loan. As every banker knows, essentially
loans are neither "security-oriented" nor "project-oriented"
but "borrower-oriented”", It is not therefore reactionary,
but only realistic, to admit that the poor as a class, in
view of their poverty, are not credit-worthy regardless of
’the specific remunerative Purposes per se for which loans

are urged for them in a spirit of enlightenmant.

We can accordingly énticipate that the tafqets to be
fixed for the landless and the artisans are not likely to
be fulfilled by legiltimately prudent banks. And, to the
extent that credit is given to the poorest, defaults are
likely to be very high.  Antieipating such a contindéncy,
the Plan document speaks subsequently of the need to give
the "fullest emphasis to recovery disciplines", It is not

clear what these disciplines could be in the absence of
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security. There is mention of credit insurance schemes
"having to be devised" for insulétihg the‘Weakér sections
from_total loss due to “factors beyond control". .Apart
from the fact that efforts at crop and cattle insurance
havg been insignificant and unsuccessful, we must recognise
that the poor do not need exogenous calamities to render
them unable to repay debts. Their poverty itself is the
biggest»"factor beyond their control", Insurance can at

best deal with contingencies, not with a continuing condition.

Let us examine "project—ofionted" lending more closely
with reference to the field data. We found that in a number
"of cases the "benefits" that were extended under the IRDP
to the poorer "beneficiaries" actually, andrironically, increa-—
sed their indebtedness. This happened in a variety of WaySe.
Firstly, even to obtain the benefit, the prospective benefi-
ciaries hadto incur considerable "promotional® expenditures.
These were for legél and'processing costs, travel and stay
and 'other expenses' including bribes. In.the sample,  such
expenses on the average came to‘ﬁ.326 rer benefit ie2s, toO
about 50 per cent of the subsidy that a marginal farmer will
get for a milch cow costing Rs,2000, Sinée the subsidy was
not given in cash but adjusted by way of a reduction in the
pPrice of cattle, the beneficiary bad to find this amount in
cash to start with, 1In addition, in a few cases, the cow
itself costs more than the loan-cum-subsidy ceiling and the
difference had to be met by the beneficiary. Further and
more serious problems arose once the cattle was acquired.

At current prices, earnings from milk and manure came to
about &.1500vper annum, The cost of feed, health care and
insurance cahe to about Rs,1300. This left a surplus of

Rse 200 per annum while loan payments were about Ps,800 Per
annum in the 20 month period during which the loan had *o

be repaid. A felatively substantial farmer would be able to
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withstand this initiai deflcit meeting it from his other
reéoubées in the hope of recouping the loss once the loan
was retired, But the poorer beneficiary had to resort to
dprivate-borrowings to repay fully the institutional loan.
In the alternative, he gave less nourishment to the cattle
with ‘the result that the milk yield decreased, net earnings
declined and there was less of a surplus for loan repayments.
Thus even on strictly "project-oriented" criteria, a 20
mohth loan at 9 per cent interest was too onerous to be
sérviced, The "benefit" became in effect a "debt-trap®.
Not surprisingly, 17 per cent of the non-beneficiaries in
' our sample said that they had not applied for IRDP benefits
because "they did not want to get desper into debt".

—— e o — e —

_There is a Tamil saying that having let go of its
horns, you can not catch the bull by the whisk of its tail.
The reason why the IRDP is a misconceived enterprise is
that in a context where 'basic incomes' are not adequate to
Vmeet '‘basic consumption', it seeks to create"suppiementary“
incomes through financial intermediation. We have seen that
the so=-called supplementary earnings are either negative or
not, in any case,'available for servicing the credit whereby
the assets that gencrate them are financed, One way to
“ provide a basic asset that can vield a basic income is,
obvioﬁély, to redistribute.land, If land can be given free
to the poorest in the target group they can be assurasd first
of their daily living, in the expressive Tamil phrase of
their Vaitru Pozhaippu or surviwval of the stomach. Land
will also support the keeping of cattle, sheep, poultry,
pigs and utilise draught animals., It is the most natural

schieme of insurance that can be thought of. All that, how-
ever, the planners have to say on land reform is a by now

familiar combination of rhetoric and retreat laced with
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euphemismz (paragraph 32): "An effective land reform
programme deéigned to redistribute surplus 1aﬁd among

the landless and farmers with uneconomic holdings could
make a significant contribution to raising the incomes

and the productivity of the rural poor. However, in spite
of the adoption by all states of the ceilings on land
holding, all surplus land has not in fact become available
for ;edistribuﬁion.S Thus vigorous efforts are necessary
to plug the loopholes and ensure more effective implemen-
tation of the ceiling and other laws pfoviding security

of tenure to the cultivator". De facto then land reform
has become an impossibility in our political system. What
can be done is only to urge "more vigorous efforts" on the
part of the same leadership which has not implemented such
loop-holes ridden laws as exist. But sdmeﬁhing'coﬁld”be
done to compensate for, and cover up, the failure in regard
to land reform. If the basic asset can not be provided why
not at least supplementary ones? This in fact seems to be

the logic of the IRDP, one it shares with Marie Antoinette,

We will no doubt be accused of being too negative.
Granted that the IRDP assists some of the non-poor, not
always the poorest among the poor, and that it increases
the indebtedness of the relatively poor among its beénefi-
ciaries, is it not also true that the marginal but poten-
tially wviable farmer is assisted for an economic "take—-off"
as it were? Surely, this happens in some cascs by design
or accident. Our point is not that the IRDP is a total
waste of resourcés,-only Tthat even the best one could make
of it does not add up to a policy for rural proverty reduc-
tion. It will be instructive in this connection to refer
to findings from two recent studies based on simulations
on the effect of different types of State intervention on
income distribution. Irma Adelman and Sherman Robinson in
a case study of Korea say: "First, and perhaps surprisingly,
we find that most anti-poverty policies eventually help the
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rich and middle income groups more than they help t:he'poor°
~This is so eﬁen when .. the pfograms are so designed so

that their.initiél impact ié quite Specifib in favouring

the lower income groups, and theres is no qraft,'corruption,
divefsion, or stupidity iﬁ their execution. This trickle-up
effect was evident in a great many different policy experi-
meﬁts and is difficult to aveid ... Of the individual policy
packages; land raform has the most effect on the relative
distribution“.9 In a study of the Indian situation, R.Sinha,
Peter Peafson, Gopal Kadekodi and Mary Gregory point out:
"The only policy we simulated which produced a sustained and
substantial improvement in the position of the poorer groups,
in rural areas only, was a change in the income shares
derived from agriculture, as would follow from a land
redistribution. This benafited the rural poor both directly

5 : ; 10
and through an enhanced share in all income spill overs".

o oo - s 4

What about direct employment generation for the rural
poor through public works programmes? Sincer1977, the Food
for Work Programme has sought to do this utilising grain
stocks with the Centre for payment of wages in kind. The
1980/81 Central Budgat has an allocation of Ps.340 crores
for this programme which is to be renamed as the National
Rural Employment Programme (NREP). The Budget document
claims that in the current year 85 to 90 crore mandays of
employment will be creatad in this programme. Assuming that
not more than 70 per cent of the allocation will be available
for wage payments, the balance being required for materials
and overheads and assuning that a minimum wage oOf Rs,6 per
person per day will be paid, a little arithmetic will show
that with Rs, 340 crores employment creation can only be of
the order of 40 crore man days. The population of agricul-
tural labourers’in India is of the order of 5 crores and

they need employment for 100 to 150 days in the yearxvhen
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normal agricultural- cperations do not absorb them;> Thus
the need for employment for the neediest section of the
‘rural population is of the order of 500 to 750 crore man
days,:,The scheme, havever its nomenclature is upgraded,
can at best meet 6 to 8 per cent of this demand., In Tamil
- Nadu, according to official figures, 23 lakh persons were
employed out of a total agricultural labour population of
54 lakh persons for a total of 142 lakh mandays.ll This
means that (a) about two-thirds of the agricultural labour
force was left uncovered and (b) only about 6 davs of
employment. could be given on an average to those who bene-
fited at all from the scheme.

In the field, we found that Ehe implementation of
this scheme, was far from Satisfactory, In many cases,
Projects were chosen with no regard to priorities and
ieft half-finished., Contractors were oxtensively used
and skimmed away 20 to 25 per cent of the project costs
by way of profits; women were paid about half the wages
for men; allotments of grain were delayved and fitful} the
rice supplied was of wvery poor gquality: wages were not
paid in some cases for weeks after the completion of works;
few durable assets were created; works were taken up at the
height of the agricultural season when the need for employ-
ment was the least: records were cooked up:; and so One.
Quite a few of such leakages have come to light in other
States as well in a recent evaluation done by the.Planning
Commission's Project Evaluation Organisation (PEO). TIf
these leakages are also taken into account, the actual
impact of this programme as a response to the problem of
rural unemployment will be guite minimal. This conclusion
deserves to be underlined since agricultural labourers get
effectively by-passed for other 'benefits' under the IRDP
and the NREP is presented as the major source of relief
for them in the government's grand design for rural poverty

eradication,
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Decentralisation and cooperation

In our field étudy‘w were continually impressed with
the fact that most of the tasks sought to be.promoted under
the DPAP and the IRDP could not be accomplished except on
the basis of village-level decisions and village-level
' coopeération. Neighbouring farmers had to agree for field
channels to be rationally aligned and excavated and,
theresafter, in the eguitable regulation of water. Contour
bunding and other scil conservation works which éextend
across boundaries of private field ownership could not be
taken up without the consent and cooperation of all who were
involved. Village opinion had to be mobilised to vacate
encroachments on communal lands and for the maintenance and
utilisation of common grazing grounds. The upkeep and
protection of farm forests necded similar cooperation,
Thére had to be interaction within the village community
for farmers' training and agricultural demonstration to
result in a multiplier effect. It would be much esasier to
ensure the health and safety of cattle and sheep if common
sheds could be prvided for them. Investment reguirements
could‘be reduced, and groundwater conserved, if water from
irrigation wells could be shared, or fragmented holdings
chsolidated through“exchange. The village community itself
was in the best position to monitor the genuineness of
cattle insurance claims. The‘Food for Work Programme could
be much more efficient and economic 1f the works could be
" chosen, ahd their implementation watched, by the representa-
tives of the wvillage. Cooperative primary credit societies
could not function except on the basis of collective credit
discipline°

The Plan document however contains no recognition of
the central importance of cooperation and decentralisation
in any serious apprdach to rural development. There are

some scattered references tc the need for community endeavour
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in water management, pest control and post harvest tech-
nology (paragraph 48) and for cooperative projébts in
dairying, sheep, goat and poultry (paragraph 59). Never-
theless, the operational reliance is on on-going Programmes
as they are being implemented by the administrative and
financial bureaucracy. Even where, right at the end of the
document (paragraph 98), it says: "peoples' participation
and their sense of purpose are crucial to an effective
implementation of the Plan', it finishes off with a whimper:
"Thus;‘arrangements for the peoples' involvement in the
planning process will have to be reviewed and strengthened”,.
Accordingly then peoples' invelvement will have to be '
"arranged", By whom? Obviously, by the bureaucrats, rural
development managers and other such arrangers. This is
surely a situation, where in the Brechtian pharse, "the

government has lost its confidence in the people'.

To the extent that rural development and rural poverty
eradication depend on the bureaucracy, what are the prospects?
The field study came up with what might be expected in regard
to individual officials. Some were hardworking, honest and
competent. Quite a few were lazy, corrupt and incompetent,

- The lower bureauctacy was respectful to those with status -
and pover in the village., The middle and higher officials
were frequently transferred. 1In one of the districts we
encountered three Collectors during the seven month span of
. the study. The Plan document itself bemoans the fact that
"by the time an officer settles down in the job, he gets
transferred to a totally different position" (paragraph
100(b)). Being "here today and gone tomorrow", the VIWs,
BDOs, Agriculture, Animal Husbandry and Fofest officials
etc., had nd long term stake in the Village. In its turn,

the village had no long term relationship with them,
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The functioning of the bureaucracy was target-based
but their targets were defined in terms of operational
s outputs -- the number-of loans to be sanctioned, the
subsidies to be given to expend the TIRDP allocation in
full, thé acreage to be covered under soil conservation,
the number of agricultural demonstrations to be held and
SO On, These‘targets need not be, and in actual fact were
not, aligned with the "targets" for poverty eradication.
In this syndrome of double-targetry, it was possible to
meet the Programme targets and miss the policy targeté;
The foremost concern of the implementing officials was to
achieve the financial expenditure and physical output targets
assigned to them. In that process, it was not practicable
to take too much trouble to ensure that benefits reached
only thoss to whom they were intended. It was casier to
concentrate on road-side villages than seek out interior
ones. It made sense to spend money on the better—-off
sections of the villagéeé; their absorptive capacity was

greater,

A political process

We arguad ecarlier that”land redistribution was a
necessary initial condition for the poor to derive effec—
tive benefits from supplementary activities financed under
the IRDP, It is equally also a necessary condition for
genuine cooperatibn and ﬁa:ticipatory decision-taking
within the village, E%perience has shown that local insti-
tutions such as éoopératiVe societies and panchayats‘by
themselves do not change the Iocal power structure. Instead,
by reflecting and 1nst1tutionalising the pONer structure,
they tend to confirm and strengthen its features. An equal
volce for the poor in debision—making, or éven an adéquate
voice to them for self-protection, can not obviously be
super lmposed on an unequal structurb of assets Aand incomes,.
AThus land re £orm,dpcen+rallsatlon and cooperation get inter-—
related.
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_.Movement on any or all of theSC'three fronts has to

be a political Process to be politically brought about.
Given the nature of the politics and power-base of the
Céngress party, it is not surprising that nedither the
ruling party in the Centre nor the same party in power in
th§ majority of States is anxious to transfer assets or
power to the people,‘ The same applies to the DMK and the
AIADMK which have held office in Tamil Nadu for the last

13 years. While pieading for more autonomy to the State
from the Centre, these regional parties have not shown much
concern for decentralisation further down the line. Elections
have not been held for panchayats or panchayat unions in
Tamil Nadu since 1970. 1In the last four years, panchayat
unions, cooperative societies and panchayats have been
successively superseded and put under bureaucratic control,
On the other hand, West Bengal and Kerala are the only
states in which there has been some movement on land reform
and decentralisation.

e . 0 S voot S e i gt . N et

In terms of pure vote—gatherinq, the politician is
not prejudiced whether benefits go to the really poor or
to the relatively rich. Each one of them has the same
vote., If anything, the richer beneficiary will be able to
mobilise a few more. Nor is he interested in. long term
answers to rural poverty; his stakes in the game are
limited to the next election. Meamwhile, he does not wish
to rock the boat by initiating or implementing reforms that
will upset existing power structures or create new ones
at the local level. All this is to be expected. Nor.can
ﬁhe~bureaucracy be blamed for believing in a Programmatic
and management apbroach to poverty, ignoring its political
and structural aspecﬁsgk It is their ethos to define problems
in terms of the “solutions" with which they are familiar.
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The only instruments available to them are govaernmant-
fundad, officiallyaadministefed Programmes. Accordingly,

- these programmas will be'continually,‘from‘one Plan to
another, from one Budget to the next, dperationa;ly
strengthened, functionally integrated, rénawed, fefurbished

and renamed.

The real failure is that of the distinguished economists,
retired civil saervants, agricultural scientists et 2l who
have adorned the Planning Commission in the last ten years,
They have gone along with this game, even showing enthusiasm
for it. It is not easy to forgive them because it is diffi-—

cult to believe that they knew not what they were doing.

1. I am gratefulito CeTeKurien and John Harriss for helpful

comments on this paper.

2. Tt was also in 1956 that two delegations were sant to
China to study agrarian cooperatives. TFor a useful
account of this period see Francine R. Frankel India's
Political Economy 1947-1977 pp. 113=155.

3. The two Programmes were later merged.

4. It was also in 1971 that Dandekar and Rath in their
Poverty in India recommended a massive rural public

works programmea,

5. Fourth Five Year Plan 1969-74 page 228.

6. Draft Five Year Plan 1978-83 Vol. IT Page 36.

7,‘ Thegstudy, Structure and Intervention= An. evaluation of

DPAP, IRDP and related programmes in Ramanathapuram and

Dharmapuri Districts of Tamil Nadu (unpublished), was

undertaken by the Madras Institute of Development Studies
for the National Committes for the Development of Back-

ward Areas in January - August 1980.
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The degree of euphemism in this sentence will be
evident from the following extract from the Draft
Five Year Plan 1978-83 (Volume I pp. 29-30):

"According to Reserve Bank data the concentration

ratio of assets (mainly agricultural land) owned by
rural househoclds was 0.65 in 1961-62 and increased

to 0.66 in 1971-72., The poorest 10 per cent of rural
households owned only 0.1 per cent and the richest 10
Per cent ovned more than half of total assets in

1971-72 as well as in 1961-62 ... As on 31lst July

1977, the estimated surplus area was only 5.32 million
acres, the area "declared surplus" was 4.04 million
acres, the area "taken over" by governments was 2.10
million acres, and the area actually distributed was
only 1.2%9 million acres. Thus the distributed area
ramains less than one-fourth of the estimated surplus.
The disconcerting fact is that the officially estimated
surplus is a fraction of the area held in large ownership
holdings as estimated from survey data.* (*According to
the National sample Survey, 26th Round 1971-72, the

area cwned in holdings of 30 acres or more was 57.81
million acres. Allaowing for self-cultivation by surplus
avners the potential surplus would be 21.51 million

acras) ",
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R.Sinha, Peter Pearson, Gopal Kadekodi and Mafy
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