Minutes of First Meeting of
The National Advisory-cum-Review committee on BRGF

10th October, 2009 
The first meeting of the National Advisory-cum-Review Committee on Backward Regions Grant Fund (BRGF) was held at National Institute of Rural Development, Hyderabad on 10th October, 2009 under the Chairmanship of Shri V Ramchandran. 
Shri B K Sinha, DG, NIRD cum Member convener, extended a hearty welcome to the members and invitees. He drew the attention of the members to some issues by making a brief presentation. In the presentation, he underlined the tasks before the committee including

a. Some functional issues/deadlines he indicated that the first report of the Committee has to be submitted in three months before the MoPR. He requested Sri Sudhir Krishna, Additional Secretary, MoPR to clarify the expectation of the ministry during his discussion. DG, NIRD proposed that the items such as the number of reports to be written, the closure period, life of the committee and time frame of the completion of task should be taken up for discussion. 

b. DG also urged upon the members to highlight the methodology to be used to carry out the report to particular focus on interaction with planning commission members, MPs, MLAs , EPRs, District officials, BDOs, and also on seminars and questionnaires required thereof.

c. DG, NIRD also informed the members about World Bank’s review of BRGF and mentioned that Sri Sudhir Krishna will make detailed presentation on it.

d. Other important aspects highlighted by DG, NIRD include data collection and analysis, study tour and visits, library and other logistical support essential to carry out study tour. He requested the committee to form a body to write the report. He also proposed to conduct a national seminar on the findings before submission of the report.

e. He informed the members about action taken so far in terms of creation of dedicated website and e-mail, hosting on Solution Exchange.  He indicated that data collection and analysis can be done by senior faculty members and consultant of NIRD. Finally, he informed that preliminary issues relating to the Committee, has been framed and circulated among members.

Important points raised by in the meeting are as follows :
Shri Sudhir Krishna, Additional Secretary, MoPR, extended his thanks to the Chairman and members for joining the committee proposed by Ministry of Panchayati Raj. He said that the expectation of the Ministry from the committee was clarified by DG, NIRD during his presentation. He considered the draft synthesis report of World Bank as an impartial as well as good work within the limited time frame. The Additional Secretary, MoPR assured full cooperation to conduct evaluation studies of BRGF including financial assistance.
Shri. V Ramachandran, Chairman, in his address, mentioned that it was possible to circulate only the draft synthesis Report of the World Bank, among the members of the committee, as the final one was yet to come up. He suggested that the Additional Secretary, MoPR to provide some more time to the World Bank team to finailse the report. While mentioning about the background of BRGF, he said that the idea of channelizing funds from the Central pool to the State Governments in certain areas considered to be the domain of the States, became necessary in view of vast regional disparities. He particularly indicated the large scale disparities among states in terms of development indicators like education, health, infrastructure etc. He stressed the need for prioritizing human development and rural development and suggested planned use of central funds and initiatives to minimize these disparities. He further pointed out that economic development, being concurrent subject; centre has to take pro-active initiatives in cases where there is wide range of diversity in terms of development parameters; even if state governments’ priority lie elsewhere because of social and  political reasons. 
Shri Ramachandran further indicated that, even if manifold increase in funding is done, the problems related to regional disparities will exist, unless some specific strategies are adopted.  He also pointed out that, since sixties there have been discussions on local level planning, but little has been achieved in terms of practice so far. Hence, he underscored the need of developing comprehensive local plan taking into consideration of all available resources. He also pointed out that large scale inter-sectoral and intra-sectoral divergence in the local/district planning process, is leading to wastage of resources and duplication of activities. In his address he also stressed that the NIRD has to play a vital role in facilitating field visits, research studies, seminars, workshops etc. so as to help the committee to suggest necessary modifications in the arena of local level planning as well as in the BRGF guideline, before the Ministry.

Shri B N Yugandhar, former Member, Planning Commission, pointed out that there is a need for integrated district plan with state plans as experienced in Maharashtra. He also expressed that it is not fair to go for evaluating BRGF only after one and a half year of its implementation. He suggested that, an interim report based on the field experiences could be brought out by mid December and submitted to the ministry to bring about necessary modifications in the programme guidelines as well as in the next union budget proposal. 

Shri M N Roy, Principal Secretary, PR & Rural Development, West Bengal pointed out that in most of the states, permanent District Planning set up  is still absent; and urged upon the committee to consider about development of permanent planning set up at district level. He also proposed that, incentives to districts from Planning Commission in terms of additional resources can facilitate development of such structures. He said that there is need to establish a permanent secretariat for implementation of BRGF under DPC, and suggested formation of a dedicated cell at the district level with 4-5 staff. In response to that, Shri Ramachandran indicated that creation of an isolated cell might not facilitate coordination among various departments, and may in turn hurt the spirit of convergence. Shri Roy further advocated for creation of resource centres at the district level for data management involving the District Planning Officer and District Statistical Officer. The need of imparting training to the members of DPC as well as functionaries involved in the planning process was emphasized by him. He opined that, in absence of strong will power on the part of the State Govt., disaggregation of District Planning funds for decentralized structures will be extremely tough. He also pointed out that the present system compels local bodies/districts to wait till announcement of sector wise central allocations, resulting into considerable delay in initiation of planning process. He therefore advocated for early intimation regarding sector wise allocations. He mentioned that, although Planning Commission guidelines are not followed in toto in the State of West Bengal and, and though separate scheme wise District Plans are designed, some degree of convergence has been achieved owing to active subject committees within strong Zilla Parishads.
Shri. Kamleshwar Singh, PRIA, expressed that the DPCs are formed because of BRGF, but not meeting and not functioning effectively as it is headed by local Ministers who do not find time to convene the meeting. There is a big gap between vision and plan preparation and also people’s demand and actual approved plan. He also suggested that the capacity building component should be included in the plan itself. 
Shri. Rajesh Tandon of PRIA sent his views through a letter.
1. BRGF was designed to promote decentralized, bottom-up and integrated planning for enhancing the development of backward communities and pockets.  This perspective on Integrated Decentralized Planning is crucial to our appreciation of use of BRGF so far.

2. The process of devolving planning to local levels is facing, understandably, a set of constraints due to lack of understanding, commitment and capacity for such an approach, not just in Depts of PR & RD, but also in other line departments/ministries interfacing with local governments.

3. Integration across these silos of ministries/depts and building of capacities at DPC and other levels is going to demand time and resources.  It is, therefore, important to review the progress of funds distribution and utilization against such objectives.

4. The constraints of BRGF funds utilisation need to be understood from the decision-making structures at the state govts as well.

5. The Committee may identify strategies for more effective use of BRGF funds and mechanism in light of the commitments made during the January 18, 2009 meeting of DPC Chairpersons with Hon’ble Prime Minister, Dr. Man Mohan Singh.

Shri. Phanikumar, Commissioner, APARD, opined that the resource centres may be established in the block level also, by involving officials from the Statistics Department. If necessary, services of village level assistants / Sevaks may be utilised for collection of village level information. He also suggested hiring some experienced university faculty for facilitating data management and planning processes. He said that BRGF takes care of urban local bodies also. Hence uniform emphasis must be given to ULBs. In the context of capacity building training, uniform curriculum has to be developed irrespective of BRGF and non-BRGF district functionaries.
Shri.R K Shahi, Director, Resource Centre, ADRI, informed that the DPCs are getting postponed often due to lack of quorum. He also acknowledged that segregated planning in different sectors leads to duplication and wastage of resources, hence, he suggested comprehensive planning consolidating of all sectoral plans.
While interacting in the meeting, Shri Sumedh Gurjar, Director, RCD, YASHDA, underscored the importance of process based capacity building of the functionaries as well as elected representatives, on planning for successful implementation of BRGF, and in this direction he mentioned that SIRD has to play a vital role. He opined that imparting training to a large number of people will facilitate planning at the Gram Panchayat level. Finally, he suggested integration of different units at the district level for coordinated planning processes.

Referring the points of the Chairman, Shri. L P Sonkar, Advisor, Planning Commission (MLP), stressed that restructuring of BRGF should be done without diluting the objectives of the programme. He also expressed that the planning processes should be of three components viz. state, districts and blocks. For which the provisions must be made in the guidelines. In response to this, Shri Yugandhar said that the planning process should be only at the district level by covering all development indicators of the district concerned. 
Shri.R K Singh, Director, SIRD Chhattisgarh, informed that in the state of Chhattisgarh, DPC as well as Gram Sabha are functioning regularly to design local/district plan. Mention of Gram Sabha dates in the district plan has been made mandatory in relation to sanction of the plan. He also observed that, since last two years the level of participation has increased. He stressed upon need resource convergence. He indicated that by and large the district plan focuses on infrastructure aspect and is prepared based on available resources under BRGF. The important issues flagged by Shri Singh include: participation power asymmetry, gap between political and technical rationalities and absence of induction programme for government officials. He also raised his concern about movement of resource envelop from district downwards. He also highlighted the need of capacity building of officials at Gram panchayat, Block Panchayats and Zilla Panchayats level and advocated that hiring could lead to market failure as only few service providers are there. He suggested that in order to evolve better implementation plans government institutions may perform theorization and analysis of experiences. He further stressed on the need of knowledge workers who can collect and collate the data in usable form.

Shri. K Ashok Vardhan Shetty, Principal Secretary, RD (TN) expressed his views to increase the fund allocations the district under the BRGF, since the number of panchayats in a district are more in Tamil Nadu, simplification of scheme procedures, allocation of more untied funds that delegate more functional autonomy and powers to the local bodies. He also requested to allocate certain percentage of funds to meet the administrative expenditures. While explaining the implementation of various Rural Development programmes in Tamil Nadu he informed that the Human Development programmes are more as in the case of China. He felt that, the degree of politicization is very high but the conceptualization of development and planning is lagging to the elected representatives. He also stressed that capacity building institutions have to be established in each district (DIRDs) by earmarking adequate fund support to appoint / engage qualified faculty members to impart training to the local bodies. Since the state has already completed the activity mapping exercise, the principal secretary requested the state need not be insisted upon for re-doing such exercise again. He also informed the house that Tamil Nadu enacted Panchayati Raj Act in 1958 wherein all civic amenities were under the purview of panchayats. Till 1977 this system worked well. But due to some political reasons, elections were withheld for nine years. Though since 1996, elections are regular but many areas starting from agriculture were taken out of the purview of panchayati raj. Under this context, achieving convergence at grassroots level becomes difficult. Moreover, the chain of planning is rather too long and should be stopped at district level. There found to be disconnect between stated objective and reality. The reason being a) funds are deficient b) planning is not in the light of spirit.
Dr. Deepak Prasad, Secretary PR, Bihar, while explaining the experiences of BRGF in Bihar, he appraised that the BRGF is doing well and taking care of provision of basic needs. It generated enthusiasm among PRIs and it created conducive environment to the people to take part in planning exercise at the grassroots level. He mentioned that BRGF capacity building fund has been distributed among the three tiers as per the recommendations of state finance commission. He described that the BRGF is a most effective tool of empowerment as local governments have right of decision making which is hitherto is not a feature of any other scheme. Here he also made distinction between NREGS and BRGF. In NREGS, local planning is subject to labour capital ratio and it can be diverted to line departments. He admitted that convergence is not perfect in planning and hence restricts optimum utilization of resources. He informed that the member wise appropriation or rather misappropriation of fund is more rampant at the district level, but at the Gram Panchayat level utilization of fund is relatively prudent and planning has been realistic. He emphasized the need of administrative support to the DPC as planning is a continuous process. In Bihar, District Development Commissioner function as secretary and District Planning Officer act as additional secretary to the DPC but often lacking coordination. He informed the house that a task force has constituted by the Government of Bihar to suggest strengthening the panchayats. In the presentation, Dr. Prasad envisaged to set up an appropriate mechanism for project management and monitoring. He admitted that EPRs are not enthusiastic about the capacity building as of now because of their shortsightedness. Since the capacity building efforts requires more fund, he requested the MoPR to relax the five percent cap and allow the state to spend as per the requirement. Here Shri Sudheer Krishna clarified that nothing prevent state to make effort in the direction of capacity building but the only condition is that the payment / expenditure should be made through Panchayati Raj bodies. Dr Prasad suggested the need for establishment of block level resource centers also apart from district resource centres. He viewed block at the fulcrum, so execution ends could be met better as that level. He also advocated the setting up of project implementation unit at state level.

Shri. B.N.Yugandhar stressed that the convergence among Department of Panchayat Raj, Department of Agriculture and the Department of Finance is vital in relation to effective planning. While discussing on the evaluation of BRGF, he suggested that the diversity among states in India should be kept in mind. He urged upon the members, to come up with the unique and viable solutions for the problems identified in the backward regions. He also suggested that different successful Micro Level Planning Models have to be studied to identify the process developed in each of these cases, to workout suitable strategies to tackle the challenges ahead in the BRGF.   
Sri Sudhir Krishna, in the post lunch session responded to the concerned raised by the esteemed of the committee. About DPC secretariat, he said that existing guidelines permit it under capacity building component, which is grossly underutilized. He clarified that BRGF cannot support permanent secretariat as it is in force today but may not be there tomorrow. There also concerns about the domain under which this secretariat will fall whether it will be MoPR or Planning commission or some other department. He stated that guidelines are flexible enough to accommodate district resource centers. He also informed that data in the form of maps are available at nominal price with census department. He informed that an exercise of developing indicators at block level is underway and it has been done in the state of Andhra Pradesh on pilot basis. He pointed out that BRGF require states to develop a normative formula but no state has come up with any such formula at yet. He underscored the need of study to be carried out to ascertain time lag between funds sanction from government of India to its arrival at panchayat level. He also explored the possibility of looking into fund flow mechanism and improvement if any is possible in the scene. He expressed his concern over surrendering of over Rs.1000 crores per year of BRGF grants. He listed out variety of reasons for this for example absence of DPCs in Uttarakhand. He also urged the committee to look into the possibilities of diverting this money to the district, which has potential to spend rather than surrendering back.

Shri Krishna Prasad Mukherjee, Training Manager, NIRD, made a short presentation on the planning process adopted by villages in the district of Kalahandi, Orissa.

Dr. E. Venkatesu, Asst. Professor, CPR, NIRD, also made a brief presentation on Functioning of Standing Committees in Panchayati Raj Institutions. In the presentation two points were raised. (1). Honorarium to the elected public representatives of PRIs may be equalent to minimum wage of the respective state government and (2) Standing Committee wise budget. 
Prof. Rajakutty raised an issue that under SGRY PRIs had the flexibility of taking up work and funds utilization, but in NREGS and BRGF that privilege is not there.
At the conclusion of the first meeting of the Committee the following action points were finalized:
Action Points emerging from the first Meeting of the Committee of the National Advisory-cum-Review Committee on BRGF 10th October 2009

1. BRGF is a part of the paradigm shift in union funding for social services, beneficiary-oriented and rights-oriented programmes during the last 6 or 7 years. It was desired that the total allocation and utilization for 8 or 9 such “flagship programmes” would be compiled for information of the committee. 

[Action: NIRD/Planning Commission

Time: 20.10.2009]

2. The year 2010-11 would be crucial for BRGF from the point of budget allocation and programme implementation. The Committee prime facie feels that BRGF has a critical role among the programmes for removal of regional, social imbalances with larger implications in terms of stability and order. It was decided that the Committee should submit its recommendations in terms of improvement in planning process, capacity building and implementation by December 2009.

[Action: Review Committee

Time: 30.11.2009]

3. It was decided that the Committee should get material of good practices relating to Convergence, Village and District Planning and Capacity Building. The States could be requested to make presentation on this subject and to provide other materials relevant to the subject. 

[Action: Convener
Time: 31.11.2009]
4. It was brought to the notice of the Committee that there was a proposal before MoPR to integrate two schemes with BRGF. The Additional Secretary, MoPR, was requested to provide the details relating to the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Yojana and Panchayat Mahila Shakti Abhiyan operated by the Ministry, including the programme structure, the EFC note, the fund allocation, utilization and review made if any.
[Action: Additional Secretary

Time: 10 days]

5. The Planning Commission was requested to provide the details relating to the Special Package for KBK districts and the State Government of Bihar right from the inception along with district wise fund allocation, utilization and findings of evaluation if any. 

[Action: Shri LP Sonkar,

Adviser, MLP

Time:  20.10.2009]

6. The Committee was informed by the Adviser, Planning Commission (MLP) that an independent evaluation of RSVY has been made. It was decided that the Planning Commission would arrange a presentation at the next meeting of the Committee by the independent agency that made the evaluation.

[Action: Planning Commission

Time: 31.10.2009]

7. The Members of the Committee and the Special Invitees  were requested to forward their views and suggestions on email to the DG, NIRD regarding one or more of the following, in about a week :-
i. Village Level Planning;-
ii. Simplified Process of Approval;
iii. Fund flow mechanism;
iv. Best Practices and
v. Findings of synthesized Report of the World Bank
[Action: Members /Special Invitees

Time: 17.10.2009]

8. It was brought to the notice of the Committee that Studies were conducted on Departmental Committees like Water Users’ Committee, Village Health Committee, Village Education Committee, etc. The Members were requested to provide such materials to the Committee.
[Action: Members/Special Invitees

Time: 20.10.2009]

9. It was decided that the Ministry of Panchayati Raj would provide an updated Statement of Utilization of BRGF funds-district wise, if available. 

[Action: Min. of PR

Time: 15.10.2009]

10. It was decided that a Study Tour would be undertaken first in the States like Chhattisgrarh, West Bengal, Bihar and Jharkhand. The Committee would constitute sub-committees for undertaking the tours.

[Action: Committee

Time: 31.10.2009]

11. It was suggested that 2 National level Conventions in respect of BRGF districts would be organized.

[Action: DG, NIRD

Time: 30.11.2009]

12. It was suggested that the NIRD might under take studies on Backwardness and Regional Development Planning. A literature search would also be made and annotated bibliography prepared. This would be useful in future.

[Action: Registrar, NIRD and his team

Time: 15.11.2009]

13. The Principal Secretary, RD and PR, Government of West Bengal was requested to provide the information on the exercise made in the state to delineate backward villages. He would also make a presentation on it in the next meeting.

[Action: Principal Secretary, West Bengal

Time: 31.10.2009]

14. The Commissioner, APARD, was requested to make a presentation on providing training to all the elected Panchayat Representatives and the best practices adopted for the same and to provide a write-up.

[Action: Commissioner, APARD

Time:  31.10.2009]

15. It was decided that the next meeting will be held on 31.10.2009 at NIRD campus, Hyderabad. All the Members would be requested to come prepared to stay until the next day.

                                            Approved by Chairman
                                                                                                              DG, NIRD

                                                                                                          Member-Convener 
National Advisory-cum-Review Committee on BRGF
The meeting ended with an appreciative note by Shri B K Sinha, DG, NIRD for the efforts made by the Chairman and members to make the first meeting successful.
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