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RURAL DEVELOPMENT 

THE AGA KHAN 
RURAL SUPPORT PROGRAMME 

The Aga Khan Rural Support Programme 
(AKRSP) embraces the three northern
most districts of Pakistan - Gilgit, Chitral 
and Baltistan - and addreses the problems 
for families in these remote mountain valleys 
with limited cultivatable land and poor 
communications. Local decision-making 
village organisations are used as a vehicle 
for creative developmentj the village 
organisations are asked to identify small 
income-generating projects - to be carried 
out by themselves - and in return they 
receive financial and technical assistance 
from AKRSP. The obligations of the village 
organisations include maintaining each 
project, holding regular meetings and saving 
on a regular basis to establish village credit. 
The programme has now benefited 800,000 
rural people in Northern Pakistan. An 
independent World Bank evaluation in 
1986 (the first time the Bank had ever 
agreed to evaluate a Non-Governmental 
Organisation's project) concluded that the 
programme had "produced outstanding results" 
and recommended that it be used as a model 
for rural development. The following account 
is a summary of a report by Shoaib Sultan 
Khan, General Manager of the AKRSP. 
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Shoaib Sultan Khan 

T he founders of the Aga Khan 
Rural Support Programme 
(AKRSP), started in 1982, had 
two objectives in view, namely, 

to increase the incomes of the small 
farmers of Northern Pakistan and develop 
a replicable model of rural development. 
The AKRSP did not confine itself to only 
a few villages. It is an NGO but by its 
sheer scale of operations, it aims at 
influencing government thinking to 
reorganise its administrative infrastructure 
to respond more effectively to the 
demands of a genuine rural development 
programme. The Pakistan National 
Commission on Agriculture. has 
emphasised the need for an institutional 
framework of village organisations for 
rural areas and has also understood the 
importance of a support organisation to 
foster the village level institutions. 

The AKRSP identified two essential 
components for its rural development 
programme: 1, the conceptual package 
and 2, the programme package. The con
ceptual package comprises fundamental 
principles of rural development. 
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The Conceptual Package 

We were quite clear in our minds, as 
taught by our mentor and teacher in rural 
development, Dr. Akhtar Hameed Khan, 
that the theoretical framework of the 
Programme should be clearly spelled out. 
Designing a rural development program
me without this framework is like 
building a crooked wall. We knew that 
capitalist and socialist models of rural 
development were not relevant to our 
situation. It was the Raiffeissen model of 
cooperation which held the greatest 
promise for the smallholders of Northern 
Areas of Pakistan - and, we believe, for 

Opposite: Essential for cutting link roads 
or channels, pneumatic drills are purchased 
with the PPI subsidy. 

Below: Map of Gilgit and Chitral province 
in Northern Pakistan, with indications of 
the productive physical infrastructure (PPI) 
subsidy - the investment in village 
organisations made by the AKRSP as of 
June 1987. 
Courtesy of the Aga Khan Foundation, 
Geneva. 
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all subsistence agriculturalists throughout 
the third world. 

The Raiffeissen Model depends on 
establishing a development partnership, 
making collaboration and assistance 
dependent on villagers first fulfilling 
obligations, and then entering into a series 
of dialogues through village organisa
tions, to identifY their needs. Every village 
management group of AKRSP visited 
was offered a partnership encompassing 
the obligations of the villagers to: 1, 
organise and cooperatively manage their 
affairs 2, generate their own capital 
through savings and 3, upgrade their 
skills. The villagers were offered assist
ance in meeting their needs, as perceived 
by them, in return for fulfillment of the 
terms of the development partnerships. 

The Programme Package 
In six years of our work in the district of 
Gilgit and over three years in the district 
of Chitral and Baltistan, the villagers 
responded to the terms of the 
developmental partnership by organising 
993 village organisations (Vas), 
embracing over 50,000 households (nearly 
half a million people), and generating 
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over 50 million rupees as savings, kept in 
scheduled banks. An army of rural cadres 
was trained comprising 2000 village 
managers, over 4000 village level 
specialists in livestock, plant protection, 
marketing, poultry, forestry etc. - half of 
whom are women. The vas also 
responded to the call for evolving a 
programme package by identifying the 
following: 1, organisation and collective 
management 2, land development 3, 
increased productivity 4, credit and 
banking 5, marketing 6, reduction in the 
workload of women 7, coordination with 
social sector. 

Catalyst for Organisation 
Our experience has shown that, left to 
themselves the villagers are capable of 
identifying a need, fulfillment of which 
would bring va together and serve as the 
glue to bind them in a continuing 
relationship. This portfolio of needs has 
to be identified through a process of 
diagnostic survey, entailing a series of 
dialogues with every va. There is no 
shortcut to this process, in view of the 
micro variations between the villages and 
identification of the development needs 
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Left: A local village organisation meeting 
where the principal decisions are made 
concerning the development projects to be 
undertaken collectively. 

Right: Women have been involved actively 
in the development process, but on terms 
and conditions mutually acceptable: women 
are contacted by women AKRSP staff 
members, as shown here during a va 
meeting. 

does not lend itself to a distant planning 
process. The productive physical 
infrastructure (PPI) is the investment in 
organisation necessary for community 
participation. 

Concept of Self-Help 
Another feature ofthis subsidy is payment 
of wages to villagers. To many purists this 
amounts to complete negation of the 
concept of self-help. Our experience has 
been that to expect subsistence holders to 
contribute their labour free day in and day 
out, is really asking for the moon. 
AKRSP, therefore, redefines self-help as 
villagers' willingness to organise, to 
generate their own capital through savings 
(they agree to allocate 25 per cent of the 
wages as savings), to upgrade their skills, 
to take full responsibility for manage
ment including record keeping, 
implementation, completion and 
maintenance of the PPI. The wages paid 
are negotiated and are normally 20-25 per 
cent less than the market wage, for the 
simple reason that work is provided at the 
doorstep of the villager and his ultimate 
objective of self-help is to establish a self
reliant and self-sustaining system of 
management at the va level. 

Left: Perhaps the most vital infrastructure 
of the local environment are the water 
channels that bring water down from the 
mountains to the valleys. Here villagers in 
the Mastuj region of Chitral build a 
retaining wall to ensure the solidity of the 
channel (above) is maintained. 
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Investment in Organisation 
The amount of subsidy is determined on 
the nature of PPI as surveyed and 
estimated by the Engineering Section of 
AKRSP and is not an ad hoc figure. In fact 
the only criteria applied to determine a 
PPI is the capacity of the VO - what it 
can manage, implement, complete and 
maintain. The VO is forbidden from 
employing contractors or employing 
labour from outside unless VO members 
find it necessary. Since the critical factor, 
as a first step in ameliorating the condition 
of the rural poor is fostering an 
institutional framework or an economic 
and social infrastructure, AKRSP uses the 
subsidy in achieving the twin objective of 
responding to the identified need of the 
VO and strengthening the organisation. 
The small, one-time subsidy has proven 
a high payoff None of the 770 VOs 
where PPI subsidy was given came back 
for a second grant but nearly 300 VOs 
obtained loans, by providing savings 
collateral, to undertake productive 
schemes, such as land development, 
acquiring agricultural machinery, nursery 
development, fruit processing units etc. A 
number of VOs also undertook self
financed PPls. We feel that our trust in 
villagers that they are capable of acting 
responsibly once resources and 
responsibility is handed over to them, has 
been well placed. Without organisation 
the smallholders and the poor cannot rise 
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above the level of subsistence. Their 
biggest handicap is their smallholding. To 
overcome this handicap, they must pool 
their resources to get economies of scale, 
to cut down overheads and to get the best 
prices for their produce. 

Size of Village Organisation 
The VO is an interest group and therefore, 
there can be more than one VO in a village. 
However, to qualify to be a VO there 
should be, besides common interest, 
geographical proximity of households and 
willingness of over 75 per cent of the 
population to form an organisation. The 
membership of the VO depends on the 
size of the interest group and varies from 
8 households to 130. The majority of the 
VOs comprise more than 50 households 
or 450 people. The 8 households form a 
habitation geographically isolated and 
sustaining an autonomous agroecosystem. 
It would have been unfair and unrealistic 
to force them to merge with a bigger VO 
adjoining them because oflack of common 
interest and difficulties in communication. 
In many cases after the completion of a 
PPI and thus attainment of their common 
objective, VOs split off to form separate 
organisations, in the interest of regular 
meetings, savings and participation in 
other packages of AKRSP. The doubts as 
to whether VOs can be formed in other 
parts of Pakistan because of the larger size 
of villages, is not borne out by the facts. 
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Over 80 per cent of the villages in 
Pakistan have less than 2,000 population 
and over 90 per cent less than 3,000 (Rural 
Pakistan at a Glance: Ministry of Local 
Government and Rural Development 
publication). 

Equitable and Democratic 
Development 
A VO must meet as a general body 
regularly and not leave the affairs of the 
organisation to be managed by a few 
members. The VO does elect a President 
and a Manager as its office bearers, but 
it does not elect a committee to manage 
the VO. It may elect committees of 
members for specific activities, such as 
management of a VO tractor or 
machinery, resolution of disputes, 
enforcement of decisions of the general 
body on free grazings etc. It is through 
the regular meetings of the general body, 
which may be weekly or fortnightly but 
not less than monthly, that the supremacy 
of the members is assured. The role of the 
laymembers in keeping the VO on the 
right track has to be continuously 
emphasised. The members are urged to 
make sure that the office-bearers keep the 
members informed of VO accounts, 

Below: Bridges are very often the only 
means for establishing contact outside a 
village; they are built with community 
participation. 
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Left: A water channel, often many 
kilometers long, carries water from the 
glaciers down to the valleys to sustain life 
and to irrigate fields in Bombagh. 

Top left: Near the town of Booni, in 
Chitral, it was decided that protective 
barriers were needed to help avert further 
erosion of the river bank and the risk of 
losing cultivatable land above the river. 

Top right: In the village of Parwak, it was 
necessary to bring the water from the 
channel across the valley in order to 
irrigate more fields. Frequently it is only 
the pressure of gravity on the water falling 
from very high on the mountainside that 
suffices - no pumps are required. 

savings and other matters. The general 
body meeting ensures public knowledge 
of the affairs of the va and acts as a 
deterrent against corruption. It also acts 
as the most effective mechanism against 
hijacking of the va by vested interests. 
It also takes away the burden of resolving 
va disputes from the Programme staff 
and puts it fully and squarely in the court 
of the va. This helps the Programme 
personnel to devote their time and energy 
to substantive matters of programming, 
instead of getting involved in internal 

factionalism and power games of the va. 
These disputes have to be resolved by the 
va, as no outsider can do so. The 
Programme staff have to be patient. In 
some cases, it takes years before such 
issues get settled. Decisions or solutions 
forced from above, however, do not stand 
the test of time. 

Sustainability of Village Organisation 
Why should the va stay organised once 
its identified need, namely the PPI, has 
been fulfilled? There is an element of 
sustainability inherent in the PPI as the 
catalyst for organisation. If the PPI has to 
be maintained, to ensure continuing gains, 
the va has to survive to perform this 
function. However, what is more essential 
from the sustainability angle, is the 
development of a programme package for 
implementation by the va. It is here that 
the real challenge lies for the experts and 
specialists. The responsibility for 
developing viable packages lies with the 
management group (MG) in AKRSP. 
AKRSP has attempted to meet the 
challenge by recruiting high calibre staff 
at the management level and by drawing 
on outside expertise within and outside 
the country, to help MG in developing 
packages in different fields. Without this 
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input in the initial stages, sustainability of 
vas would be highly vulnerable. 

Another aspect of this technical input 
for sustainability of vas is grafting of 
scientific and technological improvements 
on to existing traditional activities in such 
fields as engineering, agriculture, forestry, 
processing of fruits and orchard 
development and the overall -management 
at the village level. 

The Role of Village Activists 
It is the village activist who helps the va 
understand the vision of development; 
takes programme messages to the general 
body of the va; brings about changes in 
the management system of the village; 
makes services provided by AKRSP 
accessible to the va members. His forum 
is the Vo. Our experience has shown that 
it is not impossible to find activists in the 
villages but they do need an institutional 
framework to come in bloom. The success 
or failure of a va is directly attributable 
to the va activist, usually the Manager 
of the organisation. In most cases he is 
supported by the President. In addition, 
there is a cadre of village level specialists, 
trained by Programme staff and 
remunerated by the va, who help in 
implementing programme packages. Thus 
the actual responsibility for 
implementation of packages, is borne by 
the va through its cadre of trained 
specialists. By way of illustration, a social 
organisation unit (SOU) of AKRSP (the 
lowest tier of its administrative 
infrastructure), comprising a social 
organiser (social scientist), a satellite social 
organiser and an engineer, has the support 
of nearly 350-500 rural cadres to 
implement and monitor programme 
packages in 75-100 villages. 

Phasing Out 
The issue of when to phase out the 
administrative structure supporting the 
vas requires very careful consideration. 
The functions performed by the support 

Left: Many areas have adopted a 
productive physical infrastructure project 
that involves reforestation in areas that 
were centuries ago covered with trees. 
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structure are of an ongoing nature and 
would not disappear. It is difficult to 
predict what form these entities would 
take; however, one could analyse the 
development in this direction and identify 
the trends to make plausible proposals. An 
important development has been the 
realisation by vas of their capacity and 
strength to manage supply of inputs and 
credit, at the supra village level or va 
cluster level, and formation of24 clusters 
of223 vas to undertake these functions, 
instead of dependence on AKRSP staff. 
The cluster would generate its own 
income through a service charge from the 
va members, to pay their cluster and va 
activists. This is the first step towards self
reliance, on terms of independence from 
the support structure of AKRSP. A 
second and more important step now in 
the offing is the setting up of a financial 
institution to take over the credit and 
banking functions currently being 
performed by AKRSP. This step has been 
made possible by the vas, firstly, by 
savings and secondly, by presenting an 
excellent track record of repayment of 
loans (99 per cent) . 

Availability of Funds 
There are two ways to find funds for PPI 
investment - either from national 
resources as part of ADP or from outside 
agencies and donors. The last Prime 
Minister's Five Point Programme had 
envisaged a layout of Rupees 18 billion; 
the current Government plans to spend 
Rupees 2 billion in 1989-90 alone on its 
Peoples Development Programme. 
Compared to the AKRSP outlay of 

Below: In Passu, Northern Pakistan new 
arable land has been made available and 
new vegetable crops introduced. The 
Women's Organisations often participate in 
the growing, harvesting and marketing of 
crops to generate cash income. 
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Rs 194 million including administrative 
costs, from 1983-88, the Northern Area 
ADP amounted to Rs 2250 million 
excluding administrative costs, for similar 
period and geographical area. If there is 
a will and commitment, there is no dearth 
of funds. The donor interest in AKRSP 
type programme offers another window 
for mobilising resources for such 
initiatives. AKRSP, in addition to Aga 
Khan Foundation network funding, was 
able to raise money from donor agencies 
including the Canadian International 
Development Agency, the Government of 
the Netherlands, the Overseas 
Development (UK) and USAID. 

Links and Coordination with 
Government, Social Sector Agencies 
and Other Institutions 
What links with government institutions, 
local councils and existing developments 
agencies are envisaged or could a 
programme survive without such links? 
As the name indicates, the programme is 
in support and not in substitution of 
existing services. Existing government 
services are inadequate. But this 
inadequacy is further worsened because of 
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Above: Thanks to the creation of roads 
and bridges where none existed before, 
trained women health workers can visit 
remote areas to treat but also to educate 
the population about health problems. 

the lack of accessibility of the majority of 
the rural population to the available 
government services by setting up credit 
institutions or operating new branches of 
banks does not necessarily mean that 
credit becomes accessible to all the 
smallholders and subsistence farmers. An 
AKRSP-type programme aims at 
rectifying the situation by firstly bringing 
the smallholders into an organised fold 
and thereby giving them access to existing 
government services. The most 
spectacular example of this type of access 
is the availability of credit to 50,000 plus 
small farm families in the Northern Areas 
where five years ago only a few hundred 
had access to it. The number of credit 
institutions and branches of banks had 
remained almost the same in the area. The 
Agriculture Livestock and Forestry 
departments of government agreed to act 
as trainers for village level specialists and 
whenever possible pooled the supplies at 
their disposal with AKRSP supplies to 
increase availability to villagers. The va, 
in fact, is a development forum for the 
whole village and any agency is welcome 
to go through it. The more agencies use 
it the stronger it will become. 

AKRSP welcomes the role of 
introducing the development agencies to 
the va, and after the initial contact prefers 
direct interaction between the two 
without using the AKRSP conduit. A 
very good example of this advocacy has 
been the evolution of relationships 
between the vas and the Northern 
Pakistan Primary Health Care Pro
gramme and to a lesser degree bet
ween vas and the Self-Help School Con
struction Programme of the Aga Khan 
Education Services. Both these examples 
also prove the efficacy and potential of 
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VOs as forums for both productive and 
social sector development interventions. 

The Role of Local Councils in Rural 
Development 
Attempts have been and are being made 
now to undertake rural development 
programmes through local councils or 
elected representatives. No one decries the 
importance of local council structure in 
political education, in planning, imple
mentation and maintenance of infra
structure above village level, coordination 
with development departments of 
goverenrnent and other agencies, taxation, 
inter-village planning etc. but the 
structure is not an economic unit for 
undertaking rural development of the 
village. This requires a broad-based 
structure at the micro level, namely, an 
institutional framework of village-level 
organisations. The conceptual package for 
rural development demands and requires 
involvement of every smallholder in the 
process of development. Indirect or 
remote participation through an elected 
local councillor (or an elected represent
ative) will not result in improving the 
economic situation of the rural poor of a 
village. It is not possible for the councillor 
or the representative to fulfill all the 
obligations of the smallholders of 
collective management, generation of 
capital through savings and upgrading of 
human skill. Not only in Pakistan but 
even in India, with a highly developed 
Panchayati Raj System, the record oflocal 
councils in undertaking rural development 
has been dismal. The explanation that 
paucity of resources and lack of funds at 
the disposal oflocal councils are the main 
reasons for this failure, is not wholly true. 

Women in Development 
Women form half of the population and 
without their involvement in the 
development process, little can be 
achieved in alleviating poverty or 
increasing the incomes of the family. In 
a conservative and traditional society any 
attempt to reach the women directly is not 
only met with resistance but proves 
counterproductive. There is, therefore, 
first a need to educate the men to involve 
the women in development. The AKRSP 
experience has been that where men were 
willing to involve women, the goal was 
to bring more benefits for themselves. 
Many advisers and consultants advocated 
segregation of women through separate 
programmes, but without first achieving 
emancipation of women, segregation does 
not work. In the case of AKRSP, which 
is a product sector programme, it was 
difficult to visualise programme packages 
which could neatly divide families, 
because such a unit works for the 
common good of the members. Even in 
the most conservative VO, there is no 
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opposition to involving women in the 
development process, on terms mutually 
acceptable, for example, women should be 
contacted by women staff, women should 
be trained in the village instead of being 
asked to travel to training centres etc. The 
evolution of programme package for 
women took into consideration 
improvement of their existing situation, 
namely reduction of their traditional 
work, for example, vegetable cultivation, 
poultry, fruit processing, spinning etc. We 
avoided introducing radical ideas and 
concentrated on helping women do things 
they were already doing more 
productively. We have also been flexible 
in allowing women to either form a 
separate group or to merge their 
membership with the VO. As of 
December 1, 1988,248 women's groups 
with 9667 members and a savings of Rs 
4.82 million kept their identity separate, 
within overall umbrella of their respective 
VOs. The initial obstacle of identifying a 
PPI equivalent for women has now been 
overcome with the development of 
women packages. Hundreds of VOs 
participated in the women's programme 
package directly. Thousands of women 
were trained in poultry management, 
plant protection techniques, dehydration 
of apricots, management skills etc. The 
challenge now is horizontal expansion, for 
which the main constraint is women field 
staff. Although a cadre of women 
workers is slowly building up, because of 
the need for staff well versed in local 
languages, the progress is slow. However, 

Below: In Booni, Chitral located not far 
from the Afghanistan border, orchards of 
fruit trees have benefited from modern 
techniques of pesticide control. 
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there is a continuous effort at innovative 
and alternative approaches to expand 
proven packages for women. 

Difficulties, Failures and Successes 
It is too early to pass judgement on 
success or failure of AKRSP. However, we 
can discern trends which give indications 
of the direction the programme is going. 
Our offer of partnership to the villagers 
has received a positive response. What 
gives us hope and confidence is the 
majority ofVOs' determination to move 
onwards towards the destination. The 
percentage ofVOs falling by the wayside 
has been very small. Of the 993 VOs only 
one decided to disband itself becaue of 
internal discord and factionalism. Of the 
770 PPI, initiated by VOs, only one was 
a flop and one was abandoned and some 
are taking much longer to complete than 
what was originally stipulated. 514 PPIs 
have also been completed and are being 
satisfactorily maintained. 185 PPIs were 
started in 1988. 256 PPIs are awaiting 
completion. More than 300 VOs have 
taken loans, on the strength of their 
savings, to initiate self-financed projects 
of land development, purchase of 
agricultural machinery etc. The 
cumulative savings of the VOs, kept in 
scheduled banks, amount to more than Rs 
51 million. In terms of building, their 
achievements are impressive: 

NEW IRRIGATION CHANNELS: 

206 measuring 633 km 

WIDENING AND EXTENSION OF 
IRRIGATION CHANNELS: 

192 measuring 576 km 

CONSTRUCTION OF LINK ROADS: 

131 measuring 409 km 

PROTECTIVE WORKS: 

98 measuring 26,956 m 

RESERVOIRS AND TANKS: 

48 measuring 505,912 (m3) 

Their most impressive achievements, 
however, have been in bringing about 
changes in the system of management 
at the village level. Other achieve
ments would not have been possible 
without organisation and collective 
management. _ 
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