BRGF
A NOTE
Regional development of backward areas has been attempted in a variety of ways in different parts of the world during the last six or seven decades.  Starting with single empowered agencies for a specified region as in the case of North-eastern Brazil, Southern Italy (SEEPZ) or backward region of Malaysia (FELDA), through large-scale transmigration of population as in Indonesia, it has also been undertaken through fiscal equalization, implementation of a large project in the hope of multiplier effects (cynically called “building cathedrals in the desert”) and also through specific interventions.  Disparity has also been pointedly increased in the short term (as in China) with a view to gaining sufficient fiscal and organisational strength to develop truly backward regions later.  The problem is complex in a country of India’s size  and diversity.  At a different level of development, the European Union would come nearest to the nature of the problem faced here.

Almost all types of programmes have been adopted at some time or other or in some part of the country of other, during the last six decades of planned development in India.  Without going into details, it can be stated as a general proposition that (1) in accordance with the scheme of the constitution, the problem was largely left to be dealt with by the state governments through their state plans and (2) the central interventions were of a token or inadequate nature and varied from time to time without sustainability.  Some states – Kerala and later Tamil Nadu – dealt with the issue on their own fairly successfully.  Some fast growing states, like Maharashtra and Gujarat, didn’t adequately use their strength to deal with backward areas.  In large states with a substantial population of SCs/STs any form of sustained approach to the problem was lacking.  The result was that in human development, infrastructure development and over-all economic development, large disparities arose as between states and within some states in large areas.  The over-all national indices continued to be very low compared to many other developing countries.

The reasons for special attention to backward regions of the country are thus obvious.  In them there is more poverty, low levels of literacy, education, health and economic activity and poor connectivity of all types.  Some of them, especially in the hilly areas are the seats of extremism.  Inclusive growth is therefore a must for national unity, security and development and this can be attempted only through determined efforts at balanced development of all regions and sections of the society.

During the last ten years and especially since 2004, massive efforts are being taken through central interventions in literacy, school education, public health and sanitation, drinking water supply, roads and other forms of rural connectivity, employment guarantee, etc., which are actually the states’ responsibility.  In the culture of departmentalism and in the context of growing coalition governments, these interventions have been largely vertical and departmental.  This is despite the constitutional amendments in 1992 regarding empowerment of local governments and the importance given to integrated district planning for development and social justice.  Thus, at the local level, national schemes, state schemes, externally-aided schemes and some local schemes are all being implemented, with little coordination.

After many earlier experiments the district has been chosen as a convenient unit of listing backward areas.  It is recognized that even in relatively well developed districts and urban agglomerations there are backward blocks, villages or pockets.   It is obvious that BRGF should focus its developmental efforts on such areas of districts.  Though the backward districts have been identified using a variety of activities and indicators (and some compromises),  as a basic factor it can be stated that each of them has a substantial proportion of SCs or STs and most backward sections of society.
BRGF was conceived as an intervention to try to bridge the gaps, that are inevitable in a plethora of uncoordinated programmes and also to strengthen the process of local planning and the capacity of local governments – to be able to coordinate the vertical shower of schemes at the local level.  It is an attempt at local coordination of the vertical shower of schemes, some even within the same sector.  The ideal approach would have been to lay down nationally, in consultation with states, the achievements to be made in a given number of parameters in each district, provide the funds as untied and periodically monitor and later evaluate the implementation.  But this not being considered possible in the given political and structure of governments in India, a serious attempt has to made at convergence, coherence and coordination at the local level through the active participation of local governments and the people.

The essential point to be borne in mind in the review of a Fund like BRGF is that it is not a stand-alone programme, with its own projected outcomes.  It is essentially an additional intervention, attempting at strengthening of local institutions and their capacity in backward areas, by bridging the gaps in local physical and social infrastructure and in service delivery in the existing development – largely vertical and departmental – programmes.

BRGF is a successor to RSVY.  An evaluation of the latter has been done by the PEO of Planning Commission and the Report is pending finalization.  BRGF itself has been recently reviewed by the World Bank in Eight States and the draft final Report (Synthesis Report) is pending finalization.  The eight State reports are valuable in bringing out the differences in the structure, systems and processes as well the weaknesses and a few strengths.
In an assessment of BRGF the basic questions to be asked in addition to the detailed ones, are:-

· Have the so-called ‘District Plans’ of different sectors been considered?

· How and what were the gaps identified in implementation of such ‘Plans’?

· Is there a feed-back mechanism from sectors, as to what is actually being done?

· What are the techniques adopted for participation of people and for conflict resolution?

· Given the dilemma between ‘pre determined’ goals and priorities (national and state) and local felt needs and vested interests, how to balance them in the process of planning and in approval of schemes and projects?

It should be obvious that ‘outcomes’, which are generally written in grandiose terms, cannot be assessed for each national programme.  A separate comprehensive study of all important programmes together would be necessary.  The objectives of each programme can however be assessed – and measured against targets – if the objectives are clear and realistic.  In the case of BRGF, the objectives are both clear and realistic.

The emphasis to be given and the determined efforts to be made in the immediate coming years are (1) Programmes to train and change the mindset and approach of concerned departments at state, district and local levels (Training for each of the sectoral programmes should include a common module on comprehensive district planning, role of local governments and methods of working with them).  (2) Increase the pressure on Comprehensive District Planning, through revision of all sectoral guidelines and calling their plans as ‘Sub Plans’.  (The TSIs should be specifically encouraged to insist on this) and (3) In addition to usual methods of capacity building, emphasize, assist and insist upon strengthening organisational capacity of local governments, by redeployment of existing departmental personnel and, better still, by adopting innovative means (using available local human resources of all types).  (4) Enhance the outlay for the programme and not only allow, but encourage states to prioritize and concentrate on blocks, village panchayat and small municipality levels (if need be, by rotation in a five-year period and not spreading resources thinly), leaving it to other programmes and “special packages” to deal with larger projects at the district and large city levels.
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Views on Recommendations of the First Independent Review Mission for Backward Region Grant Fund

	No.
	Issue
	Major Finding
	Major Recommendations
	Remarks

	I. DEVELOPMENT GRANTS
	
	

	1
	Volume of funds
	Insufficient to bridge the gaps and address backwardness.  It allows only for small investments per year per unit.
	Increase the BRGF allocation by 2-3 times
	This is desirable for more than one reason:

(i) the distribution of the amount allocated leads to very small amounts for each unit and (ii) the smallness of the amount leads to ‘disinterest’ and lack of attention to the other two objectives of improving district planning and capacity building.  In a sense, enhancement can be used as a form of incentivisation. 

	2
	Allocation criteria
	The district allocation is not targeting backwardness

Some of the states are using various criteria for backwardness in the inter-district allocation (horizontal allocation across PRIs and ULBs)
	Improve the targeting of districts, and include a few criteria for backwardness in the district allocation, based on experiences from the states (if funds are increased)
	Relative Backwardness, measured on a small set of parameters, should form the basic criteria for allocation of funds.  The criteria could be laid down nationally.

	
	
	
	Improve the allocation formulas and targeting within the districts and ULBs, and between the districts and the ULBs, using criteria such as number of SC/ST, BPL, illiteracy rates and child mortality rates
	Block should be taken as a basic unit for measuring backwardness and allocation of funds.  The criteria suggested are valid, but BPL is somewhat dicy, though important.

	3
	Allocation criteria and rewards
	The funding system is not performance-based as envisaged in the guidelines and there are lack of incentives to improve 
	Make a share of the fund allocation performance based using simple criteria for PRI/ULB performance and robust system for assessment
	Incentivisation is necessary.  This should be in addition to the Basic BRGF allocation and should be nationally fixed.

	4
	Allocation of resources to the different tiers
	In some states, the resources are not allocated vertically, but allocated per scheme
	Resources and mandates should be allocated to the different tiers as per the principle of subsidiarity and not kept at the district level
	This raises the question as to the level to be focused. Given the resource constraints and the presence of relative backwardness even within a district, the focus in initial years should be the village panchayat level and to a certain extent the block level.  District schemes can be taken up later or given more attention in the other programmes, including special packages.



	5
	Allocation of resources across tiers
	Not widely known
	Disseminate the allocation criteria, information on size of grants and justification prior to the start of the planning process and improve the information about all transfers
	Essential

	6
	Release and utilization of funds
	Delays in all phases of the releases of funds
	Earlier start on the planning process

Change system of release of funds towards quick bank releases (MP model)
	This may be adopted.  It would be effective if BRGF be made non-lapsable and funds be directly routed to LSGs through electronic transfer via state governments.



	
	
	
	Change the rules on the minimum required spending to ensure fund availability
	Agreed

	7
	Investment menu
	The investment menu is unclear for many PRIs/ULBs
	Clarify the investment menu (eligible expenditures) in BRGF guidelines
	This will help

	
	
	
	Ensure that it is clear how the 5% for functionaries can be used

Clarify that development funds should be used on public investment not private goods and livelihood
	The five percent of BRGF for functionaries be retained at district level for providing the required manpower to Gram Panchayats.  The provision should be made from drawing upon similar programmes and with a clear objective to enhance organizational capacity.  In other words, an integrated approach to building organizational capacity is essential.

	8
	Investment menu
	Maintenance issues are not properly handled.  Ownership, maintenance and assets management are issues not clearly handled at the PRI/ULB level
	Ensure that a certain % of the development grants can be used on maintenance of investments.

Promote PRI/ULB planning and budgeting for maintenance as part of the performance reward system.  Support development of coordination with sectors
	If made part of the development grant, this would be an additional charge on scarce resources.  The maintenance protocol should, however, be part of the approved programme with clear responsibility as to who will maintain and from what fund (own or from districts or state level)

	II.  CAPACITY BUILDING
	
	

	1.
	Strategy
	There is lack of links between the development grants, the CB support and incentives to use both components efficient
	Re-design the overall CB strategy to ensure that it is focusing more on demand driven modalities, combined with incentives to use the support effective, linked to CB need assessment and regular impact reviews
	Foundation and functional courses should be supply driven.  Subsequent CB will be on demand driven basis.

	2
	Supply versus demand
	The existing approach is supply driven, providing each PRI/ULB with the same support without local discretion
	Ensure that a significant part of the CB support is rendered as a CB grant to the ZP to ensure that they are more in the drivers seat and can get support adjusted to local needs
	Capacity Building Grant should be directly devolved to the designated Nodal Agency in every state as the expertise and experience will dictate content and modules which can be delivered as per TNA for every tier of LSGs. The nodal agency should put together the CB allocation of all similar programmes.



	3
	Assessments
	CB needs assessments and baselines have not been conducted
	Elaborate tools for CB needs assessments and performance assessments of PRIs/ULBs

Ensure regular assessments of performance, including impact assessments of the CB support


	May be adopted

	4
	Capacity building delivery
	In many places the CB is conducted without clear convergence of BRGF and other initiatives


	Convergence should be deepened
	May be adopted.  A clear mechanism and guidelines to be developed to pool the resources under various programmes at state level.

	5
	CB Providers Capacity
	In some states the capacity of the service providers, incl. Nodal institution is weak causing delays in implementation


	Make greater use of the outsourcing model

Training of CB service providers
	May be adopted

	6
	TSI
	The TSI support is required, but the quality has been missed and ownership from the ZP problematic in may places
	TSI should be contracted by the ZP from a list of qualified service providers
	The list of TSI should be prepared at state level by a professional group of advisers to ensure reasonable quality

	7
	Staffing
	The allowed use of 5% in the BRGF guidelines for functionaries is not clear for the states and it has not been properly utilised
	Improve guidelines on the use of the 5% for staffing improvements
	This has already been considered above.

	8
	ULBs
	ULBs have been left out of the most CB activities under BRGF
	Ensure that ULBs are adequately covered in all CB activities
	Essential, but may be initially focused on smaller municipalities and townships.
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