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~ Loceal Gevernment Rural
Dev elopmeni‘ and Peop]es
Partncxpatmn in Bang‘iadesh

Dale- Chandra Barman _.

" Peoples’ participation® is both ‘a’ goal and acon-'
dition for the successful operation of both a  Iocal
government - system and rural development programme,
In this perspective an attempt will be ‘made here in |
this paper to examine the local government systems
and rural devel pment’ programmea that ‘have been
practised in Bangladesh. ' :

The local government system has an age old
tradri—tdn'.’in'_-ohr country whose origin ean be traced
in the introduction of Chawkidary Panchayat Act in
1873. The Act divided the countryside into “unions’
comprising about ten or twelve square miles -each
and they would embrace a number -of villages within
their fold.. Each of these unions was - placed under’ a
commitee known as Panchayat eomaittee comsisting:
of -five members. The commitée was t made responsible

‘to. maintain peace inthe locality -and - was, empowered:
" tocollect taxes to raise fund for the payment to the

village police ar Chowkidar. It would, perhaps, not be out -

'oi p\ace to recall here that the British admmzstratmn-_-
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in Bengal was primarily designed to collect revenue
end ‘maintain law and order, The Zaminddrjs created
under the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793 were
given the responsibility for both tasks; But by the
middle of 19th century they ceased to take interest in the
mamtenance of law and order. This resulted in the
enactment of the Chowkidari Pancha yat Act of 1870.

- The Punchayat committee was not an elected body
and nomination by the government was. the practice.?
Only the influential persons of the locality could
tanage to get the nomiination and in the process of
- nomination the Zamindar used. to play the main role

since. it were they who were in touch with government

as revenue coilector as well -as loyal persons.® (Given the

nature of their forrnation the Panchayat committees led -
onlya formal existence and were popularly regarded_

not as the representatlves of the vxllage folk, but as ser-
vants of the ‘sarkar, the govemment * Moreover, the
five- member panchayat committee could _ensure only
five villages, at best, from a group of nearly one hundred
or.so.to represent in the committee, Thus aearly 95% of
the village felt deprived so far as the panchayat affairs

were concerned. The system, therefore, soon became a

subject of criticism owing to such factors ‘a3 nomina-

tive . character of the panchayat committee, involuntary -
acceptance of the committee membership-no acceptance..
leading to fine or punishment; assignment of respon-. _
 sibility - mthout ~authority, dismissal from membership

by . the dlstnct magistrate without assigning: any cause
and also the collection of chawkidary- taxes without

_any cOrrespondmg servxce. The unpopularuy of the;
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Act invited - further reform’ in the '.syst'em of local -
adm;mstratn A, '

‘The. Act fol iowed was known as the Local Self-
Government Act of 1885 which came.as an outcome of
amendments. and recommendations made by thethen
Viceroy, Lord Ripon who regarded the reform and

- rejuvenation of local self-government as the greatest

achievement of his Viceroyality.” e was a liberal,
and believed - that if local government was. to have any
vitality, then it should evolve out of {ocal circumstances;
that if that had to be- created artificially, at least that

should be the planned in detail by local administraters,

and not' be imposed ready-made by the central govern-
ment.® Once he wrote, “... I do net think India is yet
fit for a low suffrage; I should, therefore, generally
speaking, keep it moderately high at present, What'
1 want. to secure by the extension of local self-governa:
ment is not a representation of the people. of 2 European:

- democrati¢ type, but the gradual training of the best,

most intelligent, ‘and most influential mea in the com-
munity to take an interest and an active part in the
management of their local affairs...If the Boards are
to be of any use for the purpose of training the natives.
to manage their own affairs, they must not be oversha~
dowed by the constant presence of the Burra Shakib...;
they must be left gradually more and more to run along,:
though watched from without by the executive authorities -
and checked if they run off the right course ? The
famous resolution  on:Local Self- Government Act of 18

May, 1882 also contains - the same splnt whzch reads as'

foilows
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+i It is not primarily with a view to improvement in
- administration that this measure is put forward and
 supported. It is chiefly designed as an instrument
-of political and popular -education. , . As education
- advances there is rapidly growing up zll over the
. country an intelligent class of public spirited men
. who it is got only bad pelicy, but sheer waste of
power, to fail to utilize.
- According to the Act; a three-tier Iocal admxmstratmn _
ysgem was introduced in Bengal.® Among thé . three
tiers District Board was to be created at the district
level, Local Board at the sub-divisional level and Union
Committee at the union level. The Union Committee
was given the responsibility of performing a number
of  community services such as construction and main-
tenance of roads, maintenance of schools, ponds, drainage
and - sanitation facilities etc,,- but only under the control
and supervision of the District Board,. Tinker -observed,
... €very province exéept- Assam, Burma, C,P. and.
Madras entrusted the District Beard with all the funds
and almost all the functions of local governmet, Most
of the Acts made provision for the delegation of money.
and powers to the smaller bodies at the d1scretlon of .
the District Boards , 1 = '

The Act provxded for the election of two th1rds- '
members of the local -bodies. But no villager was inte--
rested to seek election partly on account of responsibili--
ties. that membership might ~entail and partly to avoid
_th'e risk of incurring the displeasure of the village

inflyentials as well as of the loeal. zamindars- who had

been in the control of v1liage life ‘through their- com-
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mand over village land. Moreover, education, eivilization

and material progress intreduced by the British could
nbt__make. considerable ‘dent in the life of rural people
which - alone could create ambitions and aspirations
among them, urging them. to find an outlet for compe-
tition and centrol :

- The system ttself with the lapse of time, came to
acquire disrepute. owing to mainly excessive control of
bureaucracy. The Union Committees could bring ne
change in rural life as they had to depend for all-
practical . purposes upon the District boards .which
themselves were starved of ‘money; narrowly restricted
in the exercise of their functions, as they could pass
only scraps of ‘routine work on to the subdistrict boards
who -could, therefore, never awaken into life, The
Bengal District Administration Comimittee Report, 1912-
13 also observsd, “it was a mistake to make the District
Board the administrative unit of local self-government
and to leave - the smaller bodies dependent on its.
char_xt_y »i Epquiries made by the Royal Commission.
upon Decentralisation under the chairmanship of C.E.H.
Hobhouse also uncovered the evidence that local bedies
has not developed as -had been hoped in Ripon’s day,
According to the report, “In every direction = rural
boards ‘had ‘to function within ‘the most narrow res-
triction, and it was not, therefore, surprising that they-
had acquired no.genuine ‘local’ or ‘popular’ character
by 1908. Village life was net still associated in any
way. thh the ‘training in. gevernment’ supposedly.
represented. by Iocal institutions : - village - opinion was.

expre:s__sed _ch1g£_1y_. ;n.a__..qhoms____of complaint - that, .whxle__
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they - were taxed by .the district board,no beneflt ever
descended to them’ . The  Commission’s Tecommen-
dations insisted - Lhat ‘the foufldat'on of any stable
edifice which shall associate " the pecple - with the
adminisiration must be the village and;. therefore, consi-'
dered the re-establishment of the Panchayat ds the
vehicle of new types of village government with the
functions of .petty civil and criminal jurisdiction, village
sanitation, the . construction of minor public works, and
the building. and managment of village schools. It .also’
recommended that the Panchayits skould’ be- supervised
by the district officers, not by the “district hoards and -
they should not he subject to the - tyranny of petty
officials.; The Commission was appointed in 1907 to
inquire into the financial and administrative relations
of the Government of - India ‘and the provincial govern-
ments and of “authorities subordinate te’dhem, and to -
report ““whether * by measure of decenttalization -or
otherwise’, the system of government might be clmph— "
fied and improved. ** It submxtted its reports in 1909 but

- immediate iffect was not given to it. was only in August _
(1917 the Government made a declaration promising ‘ress

ponsible  government’ to India through ‘the- gradual-
development: of self-governing institutions' and-as- a

" result’ the Village Self-Government--Act 6f 1919 was-

passed, The Act was made-on- the' ba51s of -the feport’
made by’ Montague-Chelmsford ‘in’ ¥918" which Teco+
mmended for the integration of Iecal mfluentlalq with"
the system’ of local administration,’s A two—t:er system :
of “local” self-government with d1sf:nct board at the
level and’ union -board “at'the union Ievei was mtrodu-f’-
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ced in Bengal under the Act. Thus the Act abolished
the local beards™ and Union C_omrn_lttees_ mt_h the
Union Boards. |

A Union Board was suggeoted to be ebtabhshed
for an area of about ten square miles with a popula-
tion of about 8,000. Two-third members of the board
were to be elected and the remainder were to. be
nominated. - The board was. given the right to elect its
pre51dent and. vice- pre31dent from among its own mem-
bers. The Act provided it with the executive, mumclpal
and - Judlmal functions and original financial- powers
to support - their activities.s It was _also_gwen_the
responsibility to eonstruct and mam__tain reads and bridges,
instal and maintain tube-wells; run charitable dispensaries
and primary schools and few other public werks such
as the distribution of food, clothing, and other essen-
tial c_ommedi_ties_ as sanctioned. by the government
from time, tc time, particularly in times of distress
;-md in addition to the mamtenance of village peace,

: the resoluiion of petty. disputes.

r‘I_n_:_)ugh__ he Union Committees were | replaced
by'Union Boards, in most cases there was no change
in the Union boundary and positions of power were
still being. dommaied by the same set of people. The
only difference WaS that with the passing of tlme
the powerful persons ‘were -replaced by their own
people,. m ‘some. cases by their kin and in still others
by th ir 'sons. Thus the leadershlp posmons tended
to’ become more or less,_heredltory in  nature. The
syste"' '_\'_'therefore,, faﬂed to brmg any. change in. the
g:ountry'_ __c{e though xt cgntmued up to. the passmg of
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th'e ‘Basic Democracies Act in 1959, Of “courss; a y
provmon was made in 1956 for the direct election -
of the president and Vice-president of the Union Beards.
But the local scene aléng with the pOWer ‘stracture
remamed unchanged. '
Under the Basic Democracies, Order of 1959 a
four-tier'” administralive system was promulgated with
the objective to *“effect democratic decentralization by
bringing will of the people closer to the government
and the personnel of the government closer to the
people.’® At the Union level, it created the Union
Council to replace the Union Board end, at other
levels of Thana district -and divisian the tiers were
Thana Council, District Council and Divisional Council
respectively. ) : ' '

" The Union Council was to consist of both elected
and nonamated members.”- The elected members were
to be elected by the Union people directly on the _
basis of universal adult franchise, The chaxrman and -

" vice chairman of the council were to: be elected by
the’ council members from amongst themselves. Ina
“way it could be said. that Union Council seemed to
be'the replica of the earlier Unicr Board but thefe
were ‘some ‘important differences between the two. The
chairman and vice-chairman of the Umon Couneil,
unlike the president. and v=ce-pres1dent of the Umon
Board, would be elccted md1rect1y. The members’ of
the Union Council who were called as Basic Deinocrats 5,
(BD) would also work as members of the electoral coll- |
ege to' elect’ country’s National and Provmclal Assembhes
and “also the countrys Chief Executxve the Presxd@nt
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The members of the Union Boards have no such r:ghts
Thus' the meibers of the Union Council had more-im-

: portant role ‘and enjoyed more power: than’ the Umon
Boards of the past. The functions that were assagned

fo Union Council also gave it greater role to play
"To boest up Basic Dewmocracies system and” heip

“rural people to part:clpate in a constructive” and “mean-
ingful manner in the administration and develop'nent

of their local area a programme called Rural Works

Programme .( RWP ) was Iauhéhea in 1962-63. The
'programme ‘entrusted” the Union Council “with “both

planning and implementation ‘of the local projects,”?

The manual for the pmgramxre prescribed for thé

'formatlon of the tnion plans in comsultation with the

ward people, the implementation of which was entrusted
to the: project “committees censisiing of leading village
people headed by a  Union Council members. The

- government ‘was maintaining a very close link with

the BDs through the RWP. The grants for the RWP
wonld ‘werk as a sort-of patronage from- the ruling -
regime and in return, they would expect peOple s support,
In fact, the BDs turned to be the tools - ‘and stooges of
the government: that ‘was character;sed as anti-people
partlcaﬂar:y in East Pakistan (now Bangfadesh) and the

~ system- was- the main target of attack during the periods
“of various movements -like the six-point’ and eleven-

point ‘fnovéments and the liberation movernent of
Bengladesh: : The system was abgolished soon after the
independence ‘ of Bangladesh.- S _

- After wdependence, the country took” up a'recons-

";mctwn programme and’ a!ong wnh ‘that ‘the work of
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relief . and rehabilitation. For the purpose, relief commi-
‘ttees were .__a.pp_ointed in each Unien suspending the
Union Councils, The relief committee chairmen were
all nominated and they mostly belonged to the Awami
League. The temporary arrangement was in onerat:on
till 11973 local council elections. In 1975 the system
got suspended in the wake of a different system with
change in the country’s basic administrative structure
from a.parliamentary to a presidential system . under
the leadership of Sheikh Maujibur Rahman. He planned
to mtroduce (Dmpulaory cooperative system in roral
areas and to develop a systematic leadership cadre to
run the affairs there, But, before the arrangement conld
be completed SHed{h Mujlbur Rahman was ascassmated
and -the post coup government once again revived the
Union Parishad system?® In 1976 a new local govern-
ment ordinance was promulgated which provided for
Union Parishad at. the union _level, Thana Parishad
at . Thana level and District-or Zillg Parishad at the
district level. The Union Pgrishad was to consist of
a chairman, 9 members to be eiected by the people
du‘ectly and 2 nominated women members. :
President Zla-ur-Rahman introduced some pro-
grammes during his regime that had much impact on
rural life in the country under the broad. framework
of his 19-point programme, : He started a countrywide
canal d:ggmg programme involving both official digni-
taries and village people. He made. frequant visits to
the countryside and talked to village people with a
view to motivate them to undertake developmental

works. The mtro&uctxop of gram Sarkar .and village
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defehce party, at the village level and yuva complex
or youth co-operatives at wnion level also aﬁected the
hfe of the rural people in good meastre. R

- The scheme of gram sarkar was introduced under-
the Swanirvar Gram Sarkar Order, 1980 with four-
fould functions ; (i) increasing food producnon (it)
mass literacy, {iil) population contrel and family
planning, and (iv) law and order. This was for the
first time that the villages were going to have their
own formal administrative organisation at the village
level. It wasto conmsist of 12 members including the
pradhan. The posts were reserved for women. H I
am to cite the case of my own village I saw the ‘villagers:
toolkt keen interest in seleéting the members of the’
grom sarkar. But the system had a very short life and
was abolished immediately after the March 24, 1982
military 'take-over, Thus there has hardly been any:
scope to examine the system’s impact on the country’s
local adminisiration system. Barakat-e-Khuda has, how-
ever, conducted a study on gram sarkar was observed,.

...gram sarkar is an extension of the existing rural
power striucture ..nothing but a p*otectmn to the rich’
and the powerful...”22. :

The present government has, inspite of major politi-
cal parties’ opposition, introduced Upazila system with'
chjectives to ensure greater participation of the people
and planned and co-ordinated development for the vast
rural masses of the country.® Upazilais a new name
given to the old thana and, hence, there is no difference
“between the thana and upazila with respeet to area and
pupaiation. ‘Government has also upgraded subdivisions’
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“inte districts and subdivisions are no more in existence,
Thus .the structure of the country’s local government
stands a three-tier system with- zilg parishad at the
district level, wpazila parishad at the upazila level and
union parishad at the upion level. Of course, the total
number of zilg parishad has increased and unlike - thana
parishad upazila parishad has been made the centre of
importance through instituting - elected cheirman, estab-
lising civil and criminal courts, posting high level offi-
cials and granting of authority to raise its own fund.
Upazila parishad censists of one chairman directly
elected. by the upazila people on the basis of universal
adult franchise, chairman of the constituert pourasavas
and union parishads, three female members nominated
by the government from amongst the women of the
upazila, one person nominated by the government from.
amongst the upazila inhabitants who is eligible for. the
election to the post of the ypazila chairman, chairman of
the wpazila Central Cooperative Association and the
heads of different government departments- in the
upazila,  The official members, however., have  no
voling right.*! _ : L .
The wpzila parishads has been given the task of
preparing both five-year and annual development plans,
assisting constituent union parishads and poura savas
in preparing and implementing their plans, launching
various p'romotionall activities like health and family
planning, employment, socio-cultural activities, co-
operative movements, educational and vocational
activities, and protection.and. promotion of environment
eic, It has also 1??_3“ given the activities pertaining to . .
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functional co-ordination ‘and cosntrol of various depart-
ments in the wpazila. The task of the parishad is,
therefore, massive and important, though the parishad
is very much under the contrs] of the national governs
ment, According to the Local Government Ordinance,
1982 upazila development, plans tequire the senetion
of the national government while the national govern-
ment can quash the procedings, suspend the execution of
any . resojution along with the right to enquire into any
issue inconsistent with its policy.

. The first comprehensive effort to regenerate rural
economy was sterted in 1953 with the launching of the
village Agricultural and Industrial Development (V-AID)
Programme. The programme was -intreducted as a
coordinated effort of the central and provincial govern-
ments. The aim of the programme was to deal with
the problems of the villagers assisting them to plan and
implement self-help- programmes and designed to
eliminate or reduce their common problems. The
government assistance was also designed to inspire
confidence’ in their own capability so that they might
act in an organised manner and co-operate fully among
themsélves, The programme symbolised a movement
away from government help to seif-help. '

To carry out the objectives of the programme the:
wvillage workers (whe were expected to be the spearheads
* of the programme) were placed at village level. Looking
at the ecological conditions of the villages and taking
the available resources into consideration ' one village
worker was given the charge of seven villages, They were
trained in the basic knowledge and skills of the various
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. nation-buildihg departments and made to work as friend,
philosopher and guide to the villagers. These vill lage
workers would carry the basic knowledge and the

-technical schemes to the doersteps of the villagers,
demonstrate to them the use of meodern methods and
appiicances {which could raise their productive. out-

. put and increase their income), and popularise among
them such social activities as would create for them
conditions for richer and better life. They were to make
them realise the blessings of the cooperative efforts and
.the benefits of local leadership. The villagers were ako
encouraged fo ferm their Village Councils of Elders and
‘to frame their plans and programmes through the coun-
cil. The condition was that nothing would be doled out
to villager as a gift nor would any work be undertaken
utless the villagers deserved it by prepardness to make
.their own contribution to it. _ o

The programme also initiated some schemes for
women and youths. Youth clubs were organised. The
-philosophy behind this was that the youths were im-
pressionable and could absorb new ideas more quickly
and put them inte practice mere zealously and even
more-effectively than the others, It was also felt that
what the youth of the villages would learn would be
helpful in educating the elders at home.

The - process would also help knit together the
-various administrative agencies down to the village level,
-with the representatives of the technical departments
-as well.as local leaders. -

-+ Itis werthwhile to add that the V-AID programme
~was -redesignated as National Development Organiza-
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tion in 1958 as it would sometimes be misconstrued as
wvillage aid..

- The organization was a semi-autonomeus agency.
But owing to the shortage of funds, lack of training
facilities and the instability of central and provincial
- government the programme could not meake much
progress and ultimately met a sad demise in 1961.

- Comilla system takes its name from its laboratory
area Cemilla Thana. It is a product of sincere and sys-
tematic, committed and continuous experiments made
by the Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development
(BARD) under the able leadership of a former ICS
officer Akhtar Hameed Khan, originally 2 man from tha
Indian State of Uttar Pradesh.

This Academy evolved a two-tier cooperative sys-
tem with primary cooperative societies at the village
level and Central Cooperative Association at the Thana
level. The social scientists at the Academy conceived
village as a self- contained unit and cosidered it as a
more convenient basis to organize the villagers inte
homegeneous  groups as the villagers would have a
face-to-face relationship with mutnai understanding and
confidence ameong themselves. A village based primary
cooperative society, comprising of small and middle
farmers, was suggested with the objective of develo-

ping a self-sustained unit where the members would be

‘exposed to medern machinery and equipment, accumula-
tion of savings for the future and use of ecredit for
the improvement of agriculture. They would sit toge-
ther in a jeint weekly meeting to discuss individuel and

.village problems and to chalk out work plans. They
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would elect few -represeﬁtatives_ like chairman, manager
and model farmer to underge training and to learn im-
proved technigues of agriculture, business mangement,
and principles of . cooperatives credit, machinery,
irrigation facilities, and fertilizer -etc., were distributed
on cooperative basis from a collective fund, but the
villagers were not to pool their Jand, and thus private
ownership was to be retained.

The village based primary societies, known as
KiS. 8. in short form, were federated in an apex
association at the Tharna level. This association was
given the name of Thana Central Cooperative Associa-
tion (TCCA). The prime responsiblity of the associa-
tion was to supervise and guide the primary societies
and impart training to the representatives and. other
workers such as organizers and village accountants. The
training would be given on cooperative. rules and such
other business methods as conduct of meetings, main-
- tenance of registers and accounts, preparation of
production plans, banking and credit rules, procedures
concerning deposits of savings and so . on. The
representatives of the - societies were also given training
in improved methods  and techniques of agriculture like
balanced use of fertilizers, use of tracters and power
tillers, irrigation by power pumps and deep. tube wells,
selection of better seeds and production of new crops as
well as information in regard to family planning, public
health, adult education, fisheries, animal husbandry, etc.
An overview of the model is provided by Bertocei in
the fellowing werds : ' :

... .8 cooperative system was. deve!oped consxstmg
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.of small village credit cooperatives run by villagers,
and a central cooperative at - the Thana level,

which was responsible for promoting new agricul-.

tural technology and providing the necessary
agricultural supplies, extension training, credit and
supervision of record keeping. The requirements
that a village select three individuals who were
to be their own coeperative leaders and whe would
. receive training at the Academy made unnecessary
the injection of outsiders into the village cooperativa
scene. As a result of this approach, the Comilla
cooperatives have been based upon matural secial
- groupings.®

The Academy started this experiment on the clear

assumption that they knew nothing about the village,
the villagers and their problems. Thus their modus
operandi was to go to the villages, contact the villagers,
know their problems from them and get . measures
for solution also from them aud then try to help
implement them. This approach would remind one
of late Chairman. Mao Zedong whose slogan was

“from the masses to. the masses” which means

*take ideas from the masses (scattered and unsys
temratic ideas), then go to the masses to propagate
and explain these ideas until the masses. embrace
them as their own, hold fast to them and translate
them into actiorn and test the correctness of these-
in such action.”?

Thus Comilla system has been replxcated through :

out Bangladesh since 1970 under the title of Integrated
Rural: Development Programme (new Bangladesh Rural
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Development Board). One of the unigue characteristics
of the Comilla system was the provision of continusus
training to the representatives of the cooperative societies
and .other people related to cocperative  activities. The
develepment of leadership and technical skills at village
level was thought to be a precondition for launching
any development programme and, therefore, contincus
training was made a part of the process. The training
wis being given by the Thana Training and Develop-
ment Centre (TTDC) located at the Thana headquarters,
where all the officers of the nation-building departments
would be available. These officers would play the
role of the teachers. The village leaders would come
once z week to participate in the training activities.
The most significant contribution of the experiment
has been the emergence of new relationship between
officers and villagers—a friendly partnership like that
of teacher and studemts. The village representatives
or leaders would bring village problems with them to
be discussed thoroughly in the training class which, in
turn, would make the officers’ information pool about.
village situation upto-date. The officers would give
the leaders new ideas and instructions. In a healthy
and lively sitnation, therefore, there could be exchange
of ideas and information between the two parties..

Reflecting on the.nature and achievements of TTDC,

~Alkhtar Hameed Khan once said :
there is guidance and supervision without undue
- subordination. There is trust arising from mutual

knowledge.  Village leaders still retain their - tradi-.

tional politeness ; but gone are the silent docility.
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and the sycophanic respect, born out of false fear

and false hope. They have now realistic view of

governmernt and its agencies at the Thana, not
-as mysterious and dreadful forces like Almighty

God, who give or take as they please, but as

human agencies with limited resources, established

for their benefits, and  solicitous of their loyalties,

This small psychological shift produces big resuhs-—-

the seed is becoming a tree.?” :

Another programme called Rural Works Programme
(RWP) was developed by the Academy  of which men-
tion has already been made. The programme was
designed to provide gainful employment to the unem-
ploved or underemployed or partially =~ employed,
undertake projects for productive purposes through
large scale public participation and build up local lesder-
ship through the opportunities which active parhcxpatmn
in the programme would offer to them.

At the independence of Bangladesh the spirit of
sacrifice and work for others with others emerged as-
a strong factor to start voluntary development projects
in different parts of the country. The process started
while the country was at war with the colonial Pakistan
forces. Ganamilan at Gurudaspur, Rajshahi, Azizul
Hagq College Swanirvar Karmasuchi at Bogra, Swanirvar
Kuzipukur at Rangpur, Shahjalaler Shyamal Sylhet
Prokalpa at Sylhet, and the programme of Bangladesh
Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) at Sylhet are
some of the programmes in point. Most of the: pro-
grammes died afterwards but as experiments, they did -
help "a nationwide Swamrvar Movement to emerge,
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Writting on the ‘Swanirvar’ Movement, Chashi (one time
Special Secretary, Swanirver Movement) says, “The
word ‘Swanirvar’ in Bengali means self-reliant or depen~
dent on one’s own self. In the context of the Swanirvar
movement, the term has been used in its broadest sense,
meaning self-sufficiency at each level of society starting
from home hase to the national level. To be more
precise, an overall national self-sufficiency is not the sole
goal as cven after the attainment of such. goal a large
segment of people, individually or area wise, may con-
tince to depend on others or on the economy as a whole,
The programme stands to make each family, each village,
each union, each thana. each sub-division, each district
and thenation self-sufficient. The geal is to try to
make as far as possibile all these strata self-reliant in
every aspect of their needs’ The objectives of a
Swanirvar village have clearly been spelled out in a study
of Bogra Rural Development Academy as follows :

8) te stand on their own mlhom depending on

others :

b} to utilize own resources ;

¢) not to keep anyone of the village hungry ;

d) to employ everyone of the village and to compel

* them fo work ;
e) not to keep anyone ilirterate ;
f) to keep the village clean and develop it properly ;

g to sacrifice self-interest for sake of villagers ; and

h) to saerifice each for all® :

Avother programme was developed as self-rehent
project.and was known as Ulshi- Jadunathpur (UJ) project
which was given importance by the government under
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Ziaur BEahman. .

Unlike RWP, the UJ project grew out of the local
initiative and local planning and was executed througn_ a
process of participation, mainly in the form of voluntry
contribution of labour, by both the local people and
government functionaries of the area, some of whom
had no official responsibilities for development work,
The financial responsibilities ef the government was
kept confined only to the payment of compensation for
the land acquired and the purchase of small equipment,
and mechanism developed for financial contribution
by the relatively affluent among the local people for
. payment of wages to the labour, drawn from amongst
the local landless. Itisalso noteworthy here that the
district authority took wupor itself the responsibility
to execute the project through the mobilization of
people and local resources on the basis of principle of
self-reliance when the government at the national
level, though aware for long of its importance and
the local demand for its execution, had found it
impossible to implement it, primarily because of financial
constraints and prierities in other aress.

The structure and strategies had been well-devised,
The first strategy was te shift the attention from the
Thana to the village as a Basic unit of development,
to approach itasa whole and to get all the people
in the village, irrespective of their social position, in-
volved In the process of development. Secondly,
emphasis was placed on the need to minimize both
the absolute size and the rate of assistance from out-
side, as well as the involvement of the external
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agencies, beyond the unavoidable limit. to ensure the
reslization of maximum self-reliance attainable by the
‘people of a geographically and economically homegenous
area. Thirdly, each adult male member of the commu-
nity and from amongst the women-those who could do
so-was called upon to make his/her contribution which
‘he/she could do in the form of either labour or capital.
Fourthly, all the people of the village, both male and
female, were made collectively responsible for planning,
executing and supervising development  projects,
each member having an equal voice. Finally, the
attack on poverty was made simultancously om all
fronts, "

The structural design of the project prescribed for
the iutergation of governmental administration with
management of village affairs.and to cover the interest
of all the classes in village.

The Gram Parishad. meaning the village assembly,
was given the overzil responsiblities to run the village
and. to formulate and implement its development pro-
jects, It had four committees, all elected, attached to it
and each being responsible for law and order, agriculture,
education and health and family planning. Women were
given special representation on all these committees. In
addition, each village had three other associations
representing the landless;, women and the youth of - the
village with the responsiblity to protect and maximize
the interest of the concerned groups.

The Parishad was made up of the entire pepulation
of the village. The Gram Sarothi, the village pilot.
was its elected head, The Gram Sampadak, the village
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secretary, would assist the Gram Sarothi i in the discharge
of his duties,

The treasury of the Gram Parishad, the Gram
Tahbil, would be funded through the imposition of a
levy at a flat rate on all the adults and, in addition,
of preject-specific taxes on land-rich and the afluent
traders, the amount varying on the basis of the size
of the land and nature of other assets owned.

Each project village also had one training centre,
This was designated as the Village Training and Devciop-
ment Centre ¢V T DC).

At the umion level a Union Training and Develop-
ment Centre (UTDC) was set up around the union
office on the model of TTDC under Comilla system.
These centres functioned as the common meeting place
of the farmers, the visiting government functionaries,
the family planning organizers and the literacy workers.
They worked alsoc as a mechanism to activate and
strengthen the Union Parishad and to provide the
Gram Parishad with institutional facility to held its
sessions, organize training and interact with external
agents. :

In 1974-75 another programme has been introduced
by the government namely Food for Works Programme

(FFWP) almost in the pattern of RWP.

In addition to the goverriment sponsored programines
there are more than six thousands non-government
orgenizations (NGO’s) operating in the countryside.®
These organizations provide both ‘material and non-
material assistance to the rural people but presently
they work only with the target groups.”! Thus the rural
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people get divided ameng themselves instead of getting

education, training -and making them capable in linking
with the national reconstruction stream line.

118

The foregoing dicussion makes it clear that both
the local government system and rural development
programmes have been made to undergo various changes
but failed to ensure people’s participation properly and,
therefore, remaived far from helping people benefit
from them. This failure is both for specific reasons
associated with the systems and programmes as well
as some general causes. Let us take up the specific
causes. first. ' :

Given the nature of formatien of the local bodies
the jeadership position has always been confined in- the
influential few. Under the nomination system prescribed
by the Chowkidary Panchayat Act, 1870 people only
with good connection with the Zamindars could get
berths inte the leadership position. Similar was the case
with the Local Self Government Aét of 1885 where
it was clearly spelled cut to ensure only the gradual

training of the best, most intelligent and most influential

men in the community te take an interest and an active

part in the management of the local affairs. This tradi-

tion of leadership by the influentials has been found
operative throughout the ages, no matter whatever elec-
ted elements have been inducted into the system, Not
only this, powerful persons have made it neatly their
menopoly. In my ewn union parishad only four persons
belonging to two families have since 1870 been in the
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position of the union chief, the present one beingin

_the office from 1965. The first family was in power

continuously upte that date. Rahman observes that the
institution at the local level ie. union parishad has
always been dominated by the traditional conservative
weaithy peeple of whom a sizeable portion has been

~ permanently occupying the local government institutions,*

Glaeser has-also observed in ‘*Political Economy of
Bangladesh” that something like 709/ of the Union
- parishad leaders elected in 1973 are found to be
connected in one way or andther with the Basic Demo-
cracts.”> The more revealing is the fact that the
influence and power' of the union parishad leaders are
not confined to local politics only. They form the base
of national politics and often go to bureaucracy and
higher political leaders to get things done. The wrought
—iron frame of the state which is designed in Dhaka
or somewhere beyond the national territory gives a lot’
of importance to these rural tycoons.* Thus these rural
tycoons or to use the term from Das Gupta® the
rural conglomerates’ form the rural social base of the
state and confrol the institutions like union pariskads
to further consolidate their power. They are at the
same time large landholders, principal traders, shopkee-
pers and village officials. Characteristically, they are
basically feudal and maintain very close relations with
the rulers at the national level, this supperting the
ruling: party politically. This relations has been found
to exist all the times under all regimes at least since
the time of permanent. settlement (1873) . a:nd has, in
fa..t been increasingly becoming. stronger.-"_ﬁ Jahanglr
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also observed that during the regime of Sheikh Mujib,
the rural rich contended successfully for political power,
and even though this class jost political power at the
national level following the political changes in the latter
part of 1975, it continues, te be dominant in the rural
areas,*” |

Any examination of the functional responsibilties
of local bodies under different Acts would reveal that
they have always been entrusted with large number of
functions but the resource was comparatively very
limited and hence they had to depend on the govern.
ment for fund which would come mainly as grant, Thus
the development activities which could enthuse people
to come closer and take interest could hardly be

materialized. Even the present upazila system is not

free from this resource constraint and has to depend.on
the government grants for its develomental activities,

Thus owing to financial stringency the local bodies could

' never awaken- into life..

Apart from the control that is attached with the
financial - grant the local bodies, have always been
found to be under much control of the higher bodies,

Mention may be made of the Bengal District Adminis- -
tration Committee Report (1912-13) and the report of

the Roval Commission upon Decentralization (1907-9)
where it had clearly been said that it was a mistake to
make the District Boards controlling bedy over the local
boards. -

Under the Basic Democcracies system also the main

target of attack was a flaw in the system itself, It was
wrong to make the BDs both the union council members

poa
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and at the same time the members of the electoral
college. People would elect them as- their representra-
tives in the local councils but would not like them
electing countfy’s President, National and Provincial
Assembly Member’s and so. - Moreover, their place and
role in the field of RWP had been a serious point of
objection and; therefore, the system utterly failed to
bring will of the people closer to the government’ as
planned.

Government’s treatment towards the local bodies
had also been a point that attracts one’s attention. Under
all acts and Ordinances the government would intend
and fashion the local bodies so as to serve their purpose.
and the local bodies, more or less yielded to the govern-
ment’s will. Thus Tinker’s ebservation on panchayat
committee members under the Act of 1870 has been
found applicable to all bodies including the. present
upazila parishads. He characterized them not as the
representatives of the village folk but as servants of the
‘sarkar’, the government. '

The leadership position in the rural development
programmes has also been found to remain confined
to the local influentials. Even the small farmers’ coopera-
tive under the Comilla system (now replicated through-
out the country ) have come under the grips of the well-
to do farmers who opposed the system’s introduction.
Under this system all inputs and services come through
the cooperative groups and therefore, the leaders take all.
advandtages, The situation has taken a more serious tumn
with the introduction of the elected chairman for the
Upazila Central Cooperative Association. He is a
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member of the Upazila Parishad and has, therefore;
every right, also responsibility, to speak on the issue of
cooperative, It is needless to say that the cooperative
activities in the Upazila will be shaped much by his will
and action. The benefit will likely to go more to his
supporters and his class people. We can all assume
that it would hardly be possible for a landless or poor
farmer to be elected to that position.

Though the question of leadership in the rural
development -programme has by all counts been the
most important issue, we can talk of other problems
too. As for example, the outside village workers under
the V-AID programme would never be accepted by the
villagers as their own people and hence, their participa-
tion was much restricted: They could not rely upon
them, could not submit to them, The RWP and FFW
programmes have always been seen as seasonal or lean
period activity to help rural poor and they were, there-

fore, never designed to regenerate the rural economy,

Swanirvar Movement and UJ project failed to achieve
mentionable institutional and policy support and there-
fore, could not make much headway in the field of
rural development. To cap all these we can mention of
the nrovision of credit that runs through all the appro-
aches of rural development. The credits are supplied
by the commercial banks who get these from external
donors like World Bank, USAID, Asain Development
Bank etc. Writing on the subject Anisuzzaman observes,
“rural development finance is aimost entirely predicated
upon the availability of foreign aid, grants, etc. . ; Rural

=
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development in Bangladesh is inded ancther neme for
foreign aid.”’? ' |
- The general problems that have affected both the
local government system and rural development pro-
grammes are :
i) political instability in the country ;
i) change of policy with the change of reglme
iil) mass illiteracy ;
iv) general reluctance on the part of the educated
‘people to live in the rural areas and lack of
regard for agricultural activities among even the

educated people coming from rural agncultural.

families.’

Thus it would appear that the local government,
inspite of its age, is yet to strike root in the country
and rural/community development in Bangladesh after
over three decades, remains to a large extent highly
irrelevant and counter productive for the rural masses..
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