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FOREWORD

Research on labor market pol1c1es and employment programs that
allev1ate food 1nsecur1ty 1n the short run and encourage development and
growth 1n the long run lS an lmportant component of IFPRI's research
portfollo There lS growlng recognltlon that understand1ng the labor
market In an lncreas1ngly dlverSlfled economy lS as lmportant for food
and nutr1t1on pOllCy deslgn as understandlng the food market Labor­
1ntens1ve publ1C works programs slmultaneously address problems of food
1nsecur1ty, unemployment, and 1nadequate 1nfrastructure and other publ1C
goods

Th1S reVlew of Bangladesh's exper1ence w1th labor-lntens1ve publ1C
works programs lS part of a broader IFPRI research effort to understand
more clearly the llnk between employment and food securlty, and to learn
from the ASlan experlence wlth such programs A reV1ew of experlence
wlth publlc works programs ln Afrlca has already been publlshed (Labor­
Intens7ve Publ7c Works for Food Secur7ty Exper7ence In Afr7ca, Worklng
Paper on Food Subsldles 6), and research on thlS lssue lS In progress In
Nlger, Botswana, Ethlopla, Chlna, and other countrles

ThlS report reVlews the nch and long-standlng experlence that
Bangladesh has had w1th food-for-work programs, and evaluates theu
1mpact on econom1C development, 1nfrastructure construct1on, and food
secur1ty Lessons are drawn from the Bangladesh exper1ence for Bangla­
desh as well as for other countr1es

Th1S study bU1lds on earl1er research on food-for-work programs 1n
Bangladesh that was JOlntly conducted by IFPRI and the Bangladesh
Instltute of Development Studles ln the early 1980s, and on fru1tful
collaboratlon between IFPRI and the World Food Programme

Joach1m von Braun
Dlrector
Food Consumptlon and Nutr1tlon D1V1Slon
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1. INTRODUCTION

Bangladesh 1S a country of over 110 m1ll10n people crowded onto
144,000 square k1lometers of land Th1S overpopulat10n -- relat1ve to
ava1lab1l1ty of natural resources, frequent natural d1sasters, and the
absence of a V1 brant manufacturl ng sector -- has created some of the worst
problems of underemployment, poverty, and malnutr1t10n observed 1n the
develop1ng world Accord1ng to the latest off1c1al est1mates (GOB 1990,
BBS 1991b), one-th1rd of the ava1lable labor force 1S underemployed, and
poverty affl1cts 48 and 44 percent of the rural and urban populat10n,
respectlVely

W1th manufactur1ng account1ng for less than 10 percent of the gross
domest1c product (GDP), populat10n 1ncreas1ng at a rate of 2 percent per
year, and three-fourths of the populat10n be1ng llllterate, the
agr1 culture and 1nforma1 serV1 ces sectors have to absorb the growl ng
populat10n and labor force Urban areas are already overburdened 1n
prov1d1ng bas1c serV1ces and cannot accommodate any more people Nearly
80 percent of Bangladesh's populat10n llves 1n rural areas, attempt1ng
to get food and employment from 22 m1ll10n acres of cult1vable land and
from agr1culture-based nonfarm act1v1t1es Farm households generally
tend to share work among fam1ly members The 1andl ess, fac1 ng a
shortage of Jobs 1n the market, try to generate self-employment around
low product1v1ty act1v1t1es by transform1ng surplus labor 1nto commod1­
t1es and sell1ng them at low pr1ces Natural d1sasters such as floods,
droughts, and cyclones are frequent 1n Bangladesh and can push a large
proport10n of the populatlon below the Subs1stence level If such
calam1t1es str1ke consecut1vely for a number of years, th1S populat1on
can be exposed to fam1ne

A development strategy for such an economy must focus on programs
that 1ncrease employment and labor product1v1ty Technolog1cal change
1n food product1on has been the key for 1ncreas1ng both land and labor
product1v1ty, but because of llm1ted land resources, 1t has fa1led to
generate adequate employment However, d1ffus10n of new technology and
prof1 tab1l1 ty of 1ts adopt1on depend on 1nvestment 1n econom1 c and
phys1cal 1nfrastructure, Wh1Ch are st1ll underdeveloped The construc­
t 1on and mal ntenance of such 1nfrastructure through mob1l1 zat lOn of
labor can slmultaneously promote d1ffus10n of new technology, 1ncrease
1abor product1V1 ty, and prOV1 de re11 ef to people W1 thout assets by
generat1ng much-needed employment (Ahmed and Hossa1n 1990)

Publ1c works programs are publ1c programs that prov1de employment
and, typ1cally, generate publ1C goods such as phys1cal and soc1al
1nfrastructure through labor-1ntens1ve techn1ques (von Braun, Teklu, and
Webb 1991) The present publ1c rural works program 1S an attempt to
promote rural development by convert1ng surplus labor 1nto cap1tal,
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ra1s1ng the level of nutntlon of the landless and unemployed, and
prov1d1ng bas1c rural fac1l1t1es for ra1s1ng the product1v1ty of
agr1cultural labor and stab1l1z1ng crop Y1eld through protect10n aga1nst
natural d1sasters

Bangl adesh has along h1story of 1nvo1vement W1 th pub" c works
programs Dur1ng Br1t1sh rule, large landowners (zamlndars) used to
organ1ze peasants to develop and ma1nta1n rural 1nfrastructures t such as
farm-to-market roads t dra1nage and 1rr1gat10n channels, flood-protect10n
embankments, school stand commUnl ty meet1ng pl aces The peasants
prov1ded free labor and the zamlndars suppl1ed the requHed cap1tal
The m1grat10n of H1ndu zamlndars to Ind1a after the part1t10n of the
subcont1nent 1n 1947 and the abol1t10n of the zamlndarl system 1n 1950
adversely affected the organlZat lOn of such works through commUnl ty
part1c1pat10n and depr1ved rural areas of the leadersh1p and cap1tal for
ma1nta1n1ng eX1st1ng fac1l1t1es At the same t1me, a number of consecu­
t1ve d1sastrous floods dur1ng the 1950s forced the government to
organ1ze rel1ef programs for the poor

The 1dea that the tW1n obJect1ves of prov1d1ng short-term 1ncome
support to the poor and promot1ng long-term growth of the economy could
be s1multaneously pursued around development of econom1C and phys1cal
1nfrastructure was tested by the Com1lla Rural Development Academy and
was later adopted by the government 1n the early 1960s (Alamg1r 1983)
In the next three decades t Bangl adesh expen mented W1 th a number of
publ1C works programs, d1fferent1ated by obJect1ve t focus, and manage­
ment pract1ce

The a1m of th1S report 1S to reV1ew the nch expenence that
Bangladesh has had w1th publ1C works t and to evaluate the 1mpact of
these publ1C works on econom1C development, 1nfrastructure construct10n,
and food secur1ty In the course of th1S reV1eW t several quest10ns w1ll
be addressed

• What eV1dence lS there that publ1c works reach the poor?
• What lS the development 1mpact of publ1C works?
• What 1S the scope for expans10n of publ1C works 1n Bangladesh?
• What lessons can be drawn from the Bangladesh exper1ence that are

pert1nent to Bangladesh and to other countr1es contemplat1ng such
programs?

In order to h1ghl1ght the role of publ1C works, Chapter 2 g1ves a
br1ef overV1ew of the poverty and unemployment s1tuat10n 1n Bangladesh
and analyzes the employment-generat10n capac1ty of the economy through
normal market mechan1sms Chapter 3 traces the evolut10n of the two
1argest publ 1c works programs 1n Bangl adesh - the Rural Works Program and
the Food for Work Program Management pract1ces t allocat10n of
resources t types of act1V1 t 1es f1 nanced under these programs, and
phys1cal ach1evements of these programs are also rev1ewed 1n th1S
chapter The effect1veness of the publ1C works programs 1n ach1ev1ng
theH stated obJectlVes 1S evaluated 1n Chapter 4 Conclus1ons are
presented 1n Chapter 5



2 POVERTY AND UNEMPLOYMENT

INCIDENCE OF POVERTY AND FOOD INSECURITY

The head-count ratlos of poverty In Bangladesh estlmated by varlOUS
recent studles are presented In Table 1 (columns 1-6) 1 Whlle the
estlmates vary substantlally, they generally lndlcate a trend of
lmprovement In the poverty sltuatlon In the 1980s compared wlth the
1970s Varlatlons In poverty estlmates are attrlbutable to dlfferences
In underlYlng assumptlons related to mlnlmum calorle requlrements for
physlcal survlVal, ltems lncluded In a mlnlmUm dlet, pnces used for
costlng the mlnlmum dlet, and so forth The set of prlces used for
costlng the mlnlmum dlet lS the major source of dlscrepancles among the
varlOUS head-count estlmates 2

Glven the llmltatlons Just noted of the preVlOUS estlmates of rural
poverty and the dlfflcultles In formlng a clear ldea about the trend In
the past two decades, Hossaln and Sen (1992) developed an alternatlve
estlmate based on prlces they derlved from the Household Expendlture
Survey by uSlng data on quantlty and value of dlfferent food ltems The
study computes the poverty llne by costlng the normatlve food consump­
tlon bundle recommended for the average Bangladeshl person-whlch glves
a per caplta dally lntake of 2,112 calones-and addlng to lt a 30
percent allowance for nonfood baslc needs The poverty llne for rural
areas was estlffiated at Tk 4,340 (US$135) per caplta per year for
1988/89 Applylng thlS poverty llne to the dlstrlbutlon of populatlon
In the household expendlture scale, the study estlmated the head-count
lncldence of poverty to be 43 percent In 1988/89 (Table 1, column 7)
The head-count lncldence of poverty lncreased from 60 3 percent In
1973/74 to 77 4 percent 1n 1977/78 because of the destruct 1 on of
productlve capaclty durlng the War of Llberatlon, dlslocatlon of the
economy due to large-scale mlgratlon and resettlement of people, and

1 The Household Expendlture Survey perlOdlcally carrled out by the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statlstlcs lS the maln source of lnformatlon for most of the studles on rural poverty In Bangladesh
Dlverslty 1n the method of lmputatlon lack of panel data at the household level lack of unlform
methods for recordlng data flow and unrellabll1ty of memory recall data are some of the llmltatlons
of the surveys

2 The studles used prlces from market surveys In selected towns WhlCh are publlshed regularly
by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs The problem orlglnates from the lssue of whlch commodltles
to use to represent generlc ltems such as vegetables pulses frults meat and flSh The costlng
of vegetables for example lS carrled out by uSlng the prlce of potatoes of frults by uSlng the
prlce of bananas of pulses by uSlng the prlce of lentlls and of flSh by uSlng the prlce of carp
All of these are relatlvely hlgh-quallty commod1tles The aggregate effect lS an upward blas 1n the
estlmate of the poverty-llne expendlture and hence In the magnltude of poverty
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Tabl e 1 - Rural poverty measures 1n Bangl adesh
from d1fferent studles

a survey of est1mates

Year

Bangladesh
Bureau of
StatIstIcs
OfficIal
Est Imate

(1991)

Ahmed
and

HossaIn
(1984 )

Islam
and

Khan
(1986)

Muqtada
(1986)

Rahman
and

Haque
(1988)

HossaIn
(1989)

Hossa In

and
Sen

(1992)

(percent of rural poor populatIon)

1973/74 82 9

1976/77

1977/78

1978/79

1981/82 73 8

1983/84 57 0

1985/86 51 0

1988/89 48 0

55 7 47 7 55 9 65 3 77 3 60 3

61 1 62 3 68 2 78 9

67 9 77 4

68 7 65 8

79 1 77 8 55 3

49 8 52 1 46 3

47 1 49 9 37 3

43 4

Sources Based on data from Q K Ahmed and M HossaIn An EvaluatIon of Selected PolICIes and
Programmes for Allev1at10n of Rural Poverty 1n Bangladesh (Dhaka Bangladesh Inst1tute
of Development Stud1es 1984) I Islam and H Khan Income Inequal1ty Poverty and
SocIoeconomIc Development 1n Bangladesh An EmpIrIcal InvestIgatIon Bangladesh
Development Stud1es 14 (1986) M Muqtada Poverty and InequalIty Trends and Causes
1n Bangladesh--Selected Issues In Employment and Development ed R Islam and M Muqtada
(New DelhI ILO-ARTEP 1986) A Rahman and T Haque Poverty and Ineguallty In
Bangladesh In the EIghtIes An AnalysIs of Some Recent EV1dence Research Report 91
(Dhaka Bangladesh Inst1tute of Development StudIes 1988) M HossaIn Recent
Development Trends In the Rural Economy of Bangladesh 8angladesh Unnayan Samlkkha 6
(1989) M Hossa1n and B Sen Rural Poverty In Bangladesh Trends and DetermInants
ASIan Development ReV1ew 10 (1992) 1-34 Bangladesh Bureau of StatIstIcs Statlst1cal
Yearbook of Bangladesh 1991 (Dhaka M1n1stry of Plann1ng 1991)

natural dlsasters The poverty sltuatlon steadlly lmproved durlng 1978­
86 but then deterlorated over 1986-89 (Table 1, column 7) In 1988/89,
the latest year for Wh1Ch Household Expendlture Survey data are
avallable, the offlclal estlmate shows that 48 percent of rural
households had 1ncomes below the poverty llne (Table 1, column 1)

Mlcrolevel household surveys, however, show a hlgher 1ncldence of
rural poverty Two recent large-scale mlcro surveys carr1ed out by the
Bangl adesh Inst1tute of Development Studles (BIDS) on a nat lOnally
representat1ve sample selected from 62 vlllages estlmated the rural
head-count moderate poverty lncldence to be 61 percent 1n 1987/88 and 55
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percent ln 1989/90 (Rahman and Hossaln 1992) 3 Whlle moderate poverty
decreased durlng 1987-90, the head-count ratlo for hard-core poverty
lncreased from 26 percent to 28 percent 4 ThlS study showed that nearly
53 percent of the hard-core poor were concentrated In households havlng
no cultlvated land, and nearly 90 percent were ln households ownlng less
than 1 5 acres of land The lncldence of poverty was also substantlally
h1gher for households dependent on manual labor, such as agr1cultural
wage laborers and transport and commun1cat1ons workers, than for owner­
cultlvators, traders, and people engaged ln varlOUS serVlce occupatlons
Another SOCloeconomlC characterlstlc of the poor lS thelr lack of formal
school lng, 55 percent of the poor had no formal schoollng Incldence of
poverty was hlgh among female-headed households, whlle only 8 percent of
male-headed households were hard-core poor, 33 percent of female-headed
households fell lnto thlS category

Incldence of malnutrltlon lS an lmportant lndlcator of poverty
Anthropometrlc surveys of chlldren show that lncldence of mlld malnutrl­
tlon lncreased between 1975/76 and 1981/82, whlle that of moderate and
severe malnutrltlon decllned (Table 2) Between 1981/82 and 1989/90,
the lncldence of mlld and moderate malnutrltlon remalned unchanged, but

Tabl e 2 - Est,mates from anthropometr, c stud, es of nutr,t,onal status of
rural ch1ldren 1n Bangladesh

Degree of MalnutrItIon" 1975/76 1981/82 1985/86 1989/90

(percent of total sample)

MIld malnutrItIon

Moderate malnutrItIon

Severe malnutrItIon

17 7

53 0

25 8

28 8

46 1

15 1

33 1

52 0

9 6

38 8

47 9

7 4

Sources Data for 1975/76 and 1981/82 are from nutrItIon surveys carrIed out by the InstItute of
NutrItIonal and Food SCIence Dhaka UnIversIty 1985/86 and 1989/90 data are from the
Report of the ChIld Nutrltlon Status Survey carrIed out by the Bangladesh Bureau of
StatIstICS as part of the Household ExpendIture Survey

" MIld malnutrItIon IS at least 75 percent but less than 90 percent of NatIonal Center for Health
StatIstIcs reference medIan welght-for-age Moderate malnutrItIon IS at least 60 percent but less
than 75 percent of reference medIan welght-for-age Severe malnutrItIon IS defIned as less than 60
percent of reference medIan welght-for-age

3 The poverty lIne stood at Tk 4 790 per person per year In 19B9/90 whIch provIded for an
Intake of 2 112 calorIes per capIta per day plus 30 percent addItIonal expendIture for nonfood baSIC
Items

4 The poverty lIne stood at Tk 2 810 per capIta per year In 1989/90 whIch prOVIded for 1 740
calorIes per capIta per day 82 percent of the requIrement for moderate poverty
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that of severe malnutrltlon sharply decllned ThlS tends to support the
earller flndlng that the poverty sltuatlon lmproved In the 1980s
However, dlfferences In sample SlZes and methodologles between the
1975/76 and 1981/82 nutrltlon surveys, on the one hand, and the 1985/86
survey carrled out by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs, on the other
hand, ralse questlons concernlng the comparablllty of these measurements
over tlme Nevertheless, the observatlon that the lncldence of poverty
and malnutrltlon was very hlgh as recently as 1989 remalns unquestlon­
able

The major factors behlnd the pervaSlve poverty and low levels of
human development In Bangladesh are the large-scale unemployment and
underemployment of the 1abor force and the low wages The most
formldable challenges to Bangladesh's pollcymakers are how to clear
thlS backlog of unemployment and underemployment and how to create
enough Jobs for new entrants to the labor force, estlmated at more
than 1 mllllon every year

LABOR FORCE AND UNEMPLOYMENT

Accordlng to the Labor Force Survey of 1985-86 carrled out by the
Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs, the clvlllan labor force comprlses an
estlmated 30 9 mllllon persons, about 30 4 percent of the worklng-age
populatlon S However, the Slze of the labor force lS underestlmated
because the method used to defl ne members of the 1abor force - the
galnful-worker approach, WhlCh relles on the current status of lnvolve­
ment of people ln lncome-earnlng actlvltles-usually dlscounts labor
employed ln expendlture-savlng actlvltles ThlS leads to the exclUSlon
of a large sectlon of the worklng-age populatlon, partlcularly women who
would not normally classlfy themselves as galnfully employed but who are
nevertheless engaged ln economlC actlvltles wlthln the household

Females account for only 10 percent of all workers Offlclal
estlmates lnclude only those women In the labor force who devote the
maJor portlon of thelr worklng hours to lncome-earnlng actlvltles The
share of women partlclpatlng ln the labor force has lncreased slgnlfl­
cantly ln recent years, from about 5 percent ln the 1960s and early
1970s to 10 4 percent ln 1985/86 Many more women partlclpate In
economlC actlvltles than lndlcated by these statlstlcs

The urban labor force has also lncreased rapldly Whereas only
6 percent of the total labor force was located In munlclpal towns
accordlng to the 1961 census, by 1981 thlS share had lncreased to 13
percent The 1985/86 Labor Force Survey estlmated the urban labor force
to be 19 4 percent-IS 2 percent In munlclpal areas and 4 2 percent In
nonmunlclpal thana (subdlstrlct) centers

The total clvlllan labor force grew at an annual rate of 21

5 The Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs has recently publlshed the results of the 1988/89 Labor
Force Survey The data however cannot be compared wlth those from earller surveys because of a
change 1n the deflnltlon of female labor force
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percent dun ng 1960-73 The annual growth rate accel erated to 3 0
percent dun ng 1973 -86 The mal n source of the rap 1d growth 1n the
labor force lS a phenomenal lncrease ln female partlclpatlon, the number
of female workers ln the labor force lncreased at a rate of 12 percent
per year durlng 1974-86 Growlng landlessness and poverty, rapld rural­
urban mlgratlon, and lncreaslng lncldence of broken famllles were among
the maln forces drlvlng the lncreaslng female partlclpatlon ln the labor
force

It lS dlfflcult to arrlve at a rellable estlmate of the magnltude
and trend of unemployment 1n the country because of a very weak
stat 1st 1ca1 base and d1fferences 1n defl nl t 1on A Wl de range of
estlmates eXlsts regardlng the extent of unemployment ln Bangladesh
Accordlng to the Labor Force Survey, the unemployed make up less than
2 percent of the labor force, whereas, accordlng to the Plannlng
Commlsslon (GOB 1990), about 37 percent of the estlmated labor force,
or 8 mlll10n persons, was unemployed at the beglnnlng of the F1rst F1ve­
Year Plan (1973-78) Nevertheless, regardless of the exact share of
unemployed persons ln the labor force, the1r numbers lncreased over t1me
as the number of Jobs created was less than the number of new entrants
Targets (for both the publ1C and pr1vate sectors) were f1xed to generate
more employment than the number of new entrants 1nto the labor force ln
three succeSS1ve f1ve-year plans, but 1n none of the three plan perlods
were these targets real1zed (Table 3)

"Open unemployment" appears to be very low ln Bangladesh 6

Accord1ng to the Labor Force Survey, open unemployment 1n 1985/86 was
reportedly less than 2 percent of the work force, a f1gure that would
put many developed countr1es to shame But th1S def1n1t10n does not

Table 3-Employment targets and ach1evements 1n Bangladesh's f1ve-year
plans

New Entrants Employment Generatlon Addlt lOn to
Plan Peflod to Labor Force Plan Target Achlevement Unemployment

(mllllOns) (mllllon person-years)

FIrst Plan (1973-78) 3 5 5 4 3 0 o 5

Second Plan (1980-85) 4 0 3 7 3 2 o 8

Thlrd Plan (1985-90) 4 7 5 1 3 9 o 8

Source Government of Bangladesh Bangladesh Plannlng CommlSSlon Flve-Year Plan documents (Dhaka
Mlnlstry of Plannlng varlOUS years)

6 In deflnlng open unemployment the Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs follows the usual procedure
of taklng a one-week reference perIod and classlfYlng as unemployed only those persons who were
actIvely seeklng work but dld not fInd work at all durlng the reference week
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capture those who are forced 1nto low-product1v1ty self-employment 1n
fam1l y enterpn ses due to 1ack of employment 1n the formal sector
Slnce the poor cannot afford to rema1n unemployed, they engage 1n some
act1v1ty regardless of 1ts product1v1ty and return, and, hence, escape
th1S def1n1t1on It 1S presumably the educated unemployed who are
captured by th1S concept, but they are a very small proportlon of the
total labor force 7

More mean1ngful 1n th1S context 1S the concept of underemployment,
Wh1Ch measures the durat10n of t1me for Wh1Ch workers cannot f1nd work
The Labor Force Survey does not suggest that there 1S a h1gh degree of
underemployment 1n Bangladesh If 40 worklng hours per week lS taken as
the full employment norm, about 92 percent of the male workers and 81
percent of the female workers were fully employed 1n 1984/85 The
correspond1ng f1gures est1mated by the 1983/84 Labor Force Survey were
80 and 59 percent, respect1vely (Table 4) On average, male workers
worked 52 hours per week, a very h1gh f1gure by any standard

Thus, by the tlme cr1ter1on, there lS hardly any unemployment or
underemployment to be found ln Bangladesh In fact, the economlcally
dl sadvantaged groups put 1n more hours of 1abor than the better-off
groups ln the soc1ety The maln problems at thlS stage of the country's
development are the very low product1vlty of labor and the low wage rate
1n the 1abor market Sl nce the wage rate 1s so low that 1t cannot
provlde Subs1stence 1ncome even at full employment (by the t1me
crlterlon), the poor have no cho1ce but to engage 1n self-employment 1n
whatever actlv1tles they can f1nd, hence sacr1f1c1ng thelr le1sure t1me

Table 4-Est1mates of the extent of underemployment 1n Bangladesh from
labor force surveys

Manpower Labor Force Survey
Survey 1983/84 1984/85

Number of Hours Worked per Week 1979 Male Female Male Female

(percent)

8elow 20 4 4 2 0 8 7 o 5 1 0

20-39 16 4 18 4 32 7 7 4 17 2

40 or more 69 2 79 6 58 6 92 1 81 1

Average weekly worklng hours n a 52 4 44 7 52 8 48 9

Source Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs Labor Force Survey (Dhaka Mlnlstry of Plannlng varl0US
years)

Note n a means not avallable

7 The 1984/85 Labor Force Survey estlmated open unemployment at more than 6 percent for workers
having secondary school certlflcates or hlgher degrees compared wlth 1 3 percent for 1111terates
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Fa1lure to generate enough employment 1n agr1culture and 1ndustry
1ncreases the number of workers who are pushed to the 1nformal serV1ce
sectors and to 10w-product1v1ty self-employment 1n both rural and urban
areas Th1S depresses the product1v1ty of labor and 1ncome 1n those
act1v1t1es In 1985/86, nearly one-fourth of the total labor force was
employed 1n trade, transport, construct10n, and domest1c serV1ces, Wh1Ch
are very low product1v1ty Jobs Industry employed only 10 percent and
agr1culture about 57 percent of the labor force Dur1ng 1974-86, most
of the 1ncremental labor force was absorbed 1n nonagr1cultural act1v1­
tles, and agrlculture's share of employment decl1ned from 79 percent to
57 percent (Table 5)

RURAL EMPLOYMENT SITUATION

Employment ln rural Bangladesh cons1sts malnly of self-employment
Most agrlcultural workers are hlred on a da11y bas1s Slnce workers
change Jobs from one day to another, Sh1ft between self-employment and
wage employment, and move between agrlculture and other sectors,
accurate lnformatlon on employment can be obtalned only through a large
number of regul ar surveys covenng a short penod of t1me, so that
respondents can recall what they d1d durlng thlS per10d The natlonal
Labor Force Surveys collect lnformatlon only for the week precedlng the
1ntervlew date and, hence, shed very llttle llght on the employment
sltuatlon ln rural areas Instead, the maln flndlngs of a survey
conducted J01ntly by the Bangladesh Instltute of Development Stud1es
(BIDS) and the Internatlonal Food POllCY Research Instltute (IFPRI) on
16 vlllages over elght weeks durlng 1982 are hlghllghted here (Hossaln
1985, 1988b, Ahmed and Hossaln 1990)

Table 5-Employment 1n agrlculture and nonagrlculture, 1961-86

Year Agnculture Nonagn cu lture Total Agrlculture s Share of Total
(mllllon persons) (percent)

1961 14 2 2 6 16 8 84 5

1974 16 8 4 6 21 4 78 5

1981 15 4 9 9 25 3 60 9

1983/84 16 5 11 5 28 0 58 9

1984/85 16 7 12 3 29 0 57 6

1985/86 17 5 13 1 30 6 57 2

Sources Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs Popu lat lOn Census and Labor Force Survey (Dhaka
Mlnlstry of Plannlng varlOUS years)



- 10 -

The labor force part1c1pat1on rate was est1mated at 29 7 percent of
the rural populat1on Th1s rate 1S low, partly because the proport1on
of young people 1n the populat1on 1S large, but malnly because of the
vlrtual absence of women who engage 1n lncome-earmng act1v1t1es a
About 35 percent of the populat1on was less than 10 years of age, and
only 8 percent of the female populat1on part1c1pated 1n 1ncome-earn1ng
act1v1tles The SlZe of landhold1ngs and the level of educat10n of
workers were 1nversely related to the part1c1pat1on rate Labor force
part1c1pat1on was h1gher 1n technolog1cally backward v1llages than 1n
advanced v1llages Female labor force part1c1pat1on was h1gher among
landless and marglnal landown1ng households than among larger landhold­
1ng groups These character1st1cs of labor force part1c1pat1on suggest
that 1ntens1ty of work effort 1S dr1ven by poverty

The average durat10n of employment est1mated from the survey was
about 39 hours per week, or about 253 standard e1ght-hour days dur1ng
the year of the survey About 62 percent of the employment was
generated 1n agncultural actw1t1es, 33 percent 1n cultwatwg own
farms, 14 percent 1n wage 1abor on other farms, and 10 percent 1n
noncrop agncultural act1v1t1es Self-employment accounted for two­
thlrds of total employment - three-fourths 1n agncultural act1v1t1es and
one-fourth 1n nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es

Durat10n of employment was 1nversely related to Slze of land owned,
reflect1ng that at h1gher levels of 1ncome, people subst1tute le1sure
for labor Workers belong1ng to landless households worked, on average,
about 42 4 hours a week, compared w1th 38 2 hours for workers belong1ng
to households own1ng 5 or more acres of land Subst1tut1on of le1sure
for labor was more pronounced for arduous agncultural act1v1t1es
Labor supply 1n agr1culture was pos1t1vely related to the amount of land
owned by households, because of greater opportun1t1es for self-employ­
ment on larger farms In technolog1cally progress1ve v1llages where
1ncomes were h1gher, workers 1n farm households put 1n less labor than
d1d the1r counterparts 1n technolog1cally backward v1llages In
contrast, workers belong1ng to landless households suppl1ed substant1al­
ly more (80 percent more) labor 1n technolog1cally progress1ve v1llages
than 1n the backward v1llages, as more Job opportun1t1es became
ava1lable More employment opportun1t1es were ava1lable to landless
people for two maJor reasons modern crop var1et1es are more labor­
wtens1ve, and w1th h1gher lncomes, med1um- and large-scale farmers
Subst1tuted le1sure for labor

Slnce landless persons d1d not get enough employment on the land,
they engaged 1n more nonfarm rural act1v1t1es than d1d farm1ng house­
holds However, constra1ned by 1111teracy and lack of access to
cap1tal, the poor engaged to a greater extent 1n those nonfarm act1v1­
t1es that requlred more manual labor than phys1cal or human cap1tal

8 Women who devoted more than 50 percent of theIr labor to 1ncome-earnlng act 1V1t les were
regarded as partIcIpants In the labor force As theIr contr1but1on to expendlture-sav1ng econom1C
activities was not taken Into account the survey also underest1mated women s part1c1patlon 1n the
labor force
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Such actlvltles lncluded transport and constructlon rather than trade
and serVl ces Wl th technol Ogl ca1 progress and 1ncreases 1n 1ncome,
larger landownlng households wlthdrew thelr labor from low-productlvlty
nonagrlcultural actlvltles, thereby creatlng more employment opportunl­
tles for the landless

Most of the agn cultura1 1abor 1n the market was supp11 ed by
landless and marglnal landownlng groups Nearly three-fourths of the
total labor supplled by households that owned less than 0 5 acres was
marketed, compared wlth only 3 percent for households that owned 5 0 or
more acres Partlclpatlon ln the nonagncultural market was also
lnversely related to Slze of land owned The wage rate was hlgher for
nonagrlcultural labor than for agrlcultural and hlgher for male workers
than for females Women recelved wages that were 40 percent lower than
those of men The agrlcultural wage rate was 22 percent lower than the
wage for nonagrlcultural actlvltles

Respondent workers ln the survey reported that they were avallable
for work 345 days a year On thlS basls, the rate of underemployment
was estlmated at about 27 percent However, lf SlX days of work per
week lS taken as the full-employment norm, the rate of underemployment
accordlng to the tlme crlterlon would be 19 percent

Seasonal ltv of Rural Employment

Wlth 70 percent of the land cropped under ralnfed condltlons,
agncultural actlvltles depend largely on nature Slnce pnnclpal
actlvltles such as transplantlng and weedlng depend on tlmlng of the
ralns, WhlCh are erratlc and seasonally concentrated, crop productlon lS
characten zed by a marked seasona1 pattern 1n the demand for 1abor
ThlS seasonallty constralns maXlmum use of labor because at certaln
tlmes of the year a worker may remaln ldle, whlle at other tlmes the
labor requlrement becomes so great that a household may have to hlre
labor to asslst famlly workers or be satlsfled wlth less than optlmum
use of thelr labor The mode of hlrlng labor on a dally basls lS partly
a result of the seasonal pattern of demand

Slnce the BIDS/IFPRI employment survey was carrled out In elght
rounds throughout the year, lt permltted some measure of the seasonallty
of employment The survey found that February-Apn 1 and September­
November were slack perlods for agrlcultural employment, whlle December,
January, and May were peak months

Seasonallty of employment In a partlcular area depends on the
cropplng pattern of the area Aman lS the prlnclpal paddy (rlce) crop,
so the peak pen od of employment fall s 1n Jul y and August when aman
paddy lS transplanted and the premonsoon aus paddy lS harvested There
lS another peak perlod of employment ln December and January when aman
paddy lS harvested and the 1rr1gated dry season boro paddy lS trans­
planted F1gure 1 shows the est1mated employment generated 1n crop­
product1on act1v1ty per month under certa1n assumpt10ns of crop-calendar
and operat1on-spec1f1c labor use for var10US crops W1th the spread of
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Flgure I-Seasonal pattern of employment 1n crop-productl0n actlvlty,
1976 and 1990

Million person days

300

250

200

150

oL~----:~_-.L_--:-lL-_...L-----:~_--.-L_--=L----=+-_+_~_~
Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun

Month

Source Authors estImates based on crop calendar and allocatlon of land under dlfferent crops
as publIshed by the Bangladesh Bureau of StatIstIcs

1rr1gat10n faC111t1es, boro has become an 1mportant paddy crop Th1S
may have accentuated the December-January peak, and may have 1ntroduced
a new peak 1n March-May when the boro 1S harvested and the aus crop 1S
planted and weeded

Dur1ng slack seasons for agr1cultural act1v1t1es, rural households
look for employment 1n noncrop agr1cultural and nonagr1cultural
act1v1t1es The seasonal1ty of employment 1n the three types of rural
act1v1t1es-crop product10n, noncrop agr1culture, and nonagr1cul­
ture -- observed 1n the BIDS/IFPRI survey can be seen 1n Tabl e 6 The
coeff1c1ent of var1at1on 1n weekly employment was 18 7 percent for crop­
product1on act1v1t1es, 16 5 percent for noncrop agr1cultural act1v1t1es,
and 10 7 percent for nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es An 1nverse relat1on­
Sh1P was observed between employment 1n noncrop agr1cultural and
nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es and employment 1n crop product1on across the
seasons For e1ght observat1ons, the correlat1on coeff1c1ent of
employment 1n crop-product1on act1v1t1es wlth noncrop agr1cultural
actlvlt1es 1S est1mated at -0 57, and w1th nonagrlcultural actlv1t1es 1t



- 13 -

Table 6-Seasonallty of employment ln crop and noncrop rural actlVltles,
1982

Season Crop ProductIon Noncrop Agr1culture Nonagnculture Total

(hours of labor/week)

Early January 23 9 3 7 13 3 40 9

Late February 18 9 3 2 16 5 38 6

Early AprIl 19 0 3 8 15 8 38 6

Late May 25 6 3 7 12 9 42 2

Late July 21 4 4 9 12 2 38 5

Late August 19 7 4 8 14 8 39 3

Late October 13 4 4 8 14 1 32 3

Early December 26 0 3 4 12 3 41 7

Mean 21 0 4 0 14 0 39 0

CoeffIcIent of
varIatIon (percent) (18 7) (16 5) (10 7) (7 4)

Source Based on data from M Hossa In Labor Market and Emp loyment Effects In Development
Impact of the Food-for-Work Program 1n Bangladesh a report prepared for the World Food
Programme (WashIngton 0 C Bangladesh InstItute of Development StudIes/InternatIonal
Food PolIcy Research Inst1tute 1985)

1S est1mated at -0 49 Thus, the peak per10ds of employment 1n noncrop
agr1cultural and nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es generally c01nc1ded w1th the
slack seasons of agr1cultural employment, wh1ch helped to smooth
fluctuat10ns 1n overall rural employment The slack 1n the September­
November per10d, however, st1ll rema1ned qU1te pronounced

ALTERNATIVES TO RURAL WORKS ECONOMIC GROWTH AND CREDIT PROGRAMS

What 1s the prospect of sol V1 ng the employment problem through
normal market mechanlsms? To address th1S 1ssue, the Task Force on
Poverty Allev1at10n for the M1n1stry of Plann1ng made a slmple proJec­
t10n of the labor-absorpt10n capac1ty of var10US sectors of the economy
1n the 1990s, uS1ng ava11able 1nformat10n about technolog1cal changes
and the nature of demand for var10US goods and serV1ces (Hossa1n 1991)
The proJect1ons were made on the bas1s of two scenan os for 1ncome
growth a "buS1ness as usual" case, Wh1Ch assumed a rate of growth of
nat10nal 1ncome of 3 8 percent per year, a h1stor1c rate ach1eved dur1ng
1976-90, and an "opt1m1st1c case," Wh1Ch assumed a rate of growth of
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nat10nal 1ncome of 5 0 percent per year, as targeted 1n the Fourth F1ve­
Year Plan For crop-product1on act1v1t1es, the constra1nt on growth was
assumed to be the rate of expanS10n of 1rr1gat1on, dra1nage, and flood
control fac1l1t1es Expans10n of noncrop sectors was assumed to be
dependent on the 1ncome elast1c1ty of demand for the1r products and the
expected growth of 1ncome and populat1on

The exerC1se found that 1n 1989/90 there were probably about 10 1
m1lllOn person-years of employment of a very low product1v1ty type,
Wh1Ch could be categor1zed as res1dual employment (It was almost
equ1valent to the Plann1ng Comm1SS10n's est1mate of unemployment)
(Table 7) Res1dual employment 1S employment of last resort, taken by
workers when they fall to get a remunerat1ve Job 1n the market Under
the bus1ness as usual scenar10, 1t 1S proJected that res1dual employment
w111, 1n fact, 1ncrease to 11 4 m11110n person-years, or about 25
percent of ava1lable labor supply by the year 2000 Even 1f the
government succeeds 1n accelerat1ng econom1C growth to 5 percent per
year, res1dual employment w1ll st1ll rema1n slzable at about 15 percent
of the labor force Thus, the "tnckle down" effects of the normal
growth process are not expected to create enough Jobs for the under­
employed and new entrants to the labor force 1n the med1um term Th1S

Table 7 -ProJect10ns of labor absorpt10n 1n var10US sectors 1n the 1990s

1991-2000

VarIable
1989/90

(Benchmark)

Bus lness-
as-Usual Opt1mlstic
Scenar10 Scenar10

Supply of labor (mIllIon persons)
Total
Rural

Demand for labor (mlll1on person-years)
Crop productIon
Noncrop act1v1t1es
Manufactur lng
Trading
Transport
Construct1on
FInanCIal serV1ces
Personal and soc1al serV1ces

Residual employment (mIllIon person-years)

ReSIdual employment share of
labor force (percent)

34 50 45 60 45 60
25 50 29 60 29 60

24 42 34 24 38 84
7 54 8 62 8 96
6 12 8 19 10 18
3 58 6 51 7 02
2 75 3 94 4 38
1 55 2 30 2 63
o 79 1 32 1 63
o 35 o 56 o 6B
1 74 2 80 3 36

10 OB 11 36 6 76

29 20 24 90 14 80

Source Based on data from M Hossa1n (convener) Report of the Task Force on Poverty
AllevIatIon 1n Report of the Task Force on Bangladesh Development Strateg1es for the
1990s vol 1 (Dhaka UnIversIty Press Llm1ted 1991)
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exerc1se suggests a need for prov1d1ng "safety nets" to create add1tlon­
al Jobs through targeted employment-generat1on programs, for 1ncreas1ng
wage 1ncome for the landless, and for ra1s1ng the product1v1ty of
resldual employment through cred1t, tra1n1ng, and extens10n support

A maJor component of the strategy for rural development 1n
post1ndependence Bangladesh has been the generat10n of self-employment
for the funct10nally landless group through prov1s1on of access to
cap1tal, tra1n1ng for sk1ll development, and extens10n of 1mproved
technology for nonfarm act1vlt1es In1t1ally adopted by nongovernmental
organlZat1ons (NGOs), such programs have been spread throughout the
country by government organlzatlons Women are a spec1al target group
of these programs

Such programs are econom1cally Just1fled 1n a country at a low
1eve1 of development because poor households may undertake certa1n
economl c act1V1 t 1es that cap1 ta" st entrepreneurs woul d not - because of
a th1n market, underdeveloped 1nfrastructure fac1l1t1es, and 1nst1tu­
t10nally flxed wages-provlded that these poor households have access
to capltal (Hossaln 1988a) In condltlons of wldespread poverty and
underemployment, the opportunlty cost of emploYlng fam1ly labor may be
conslderably less than the wage rate Because of lnstltutlonal norms,
hlred laborers work for a speclfled perlod of the day But a household
that attaches hlgh costs to lelsure because of ltS poverty status can
extend work1ng hours by employlng famlly workers beyond normal hours In
such home-based act1vltles as llvestock and poultry ralslng and cottage
lndustrles In calculatlng economlC galns, a poor household does not
count labor as a cost, wh1le a capltallst enterprlse must deduct wages
pald to hlred workers when evaluatlng the vlablllty of the enterpr1se

Thls hypothesls has been substantlated by the Grameen Bank, a
target-group-onented credlt lnstltut10n set up to provlde loans to
rural households that own less than a 5 acres of land The members are
organlzed 1n groups and assoc1at10ns that meet every week and ldent1fy
vlable economlC actlv1tles for f1nanclng by the bank (Hossa1n 1988a)
They are tralned 1n credlt d1sc1pllnes by bank workers who attend these
meet1ngs Loans are advanced at an 1nterest rate of 16 percent per
year,9 and are collected In weekly lnstallments so that repayment does
not become a burden for borrowers The Grameen Bank's record has been
commendable by several crlterla coverage of the target group, tlmely
and convenlent dellvery mechanlsms, nonlnslstence on collateral
secunty, a h1gh rate of recovery of loans when due (more than 95
percent), expandlng coverage of women, and lnculcatlon of savlngs hab1ts
and promot1on of thr1ft Approprlate tra1n1ng and orlentatlon of the
fleld staff and thelr commltment to serve the sufferlng humanlty have
been cruc1al elements of the Grameen Bank's success (Hossaln 1988a) By
August 1991, the Grameen Bank had extended ltS operatlons to one-thlrd

9 The effect1ve rate of 1nterest 1S around 30 percent S1nce 5 percent of the loan 1S kept aS1de
as a contrl but lOn to a group fund and 25 percent of the Interest on the loan 1S cla 1med as a
contr1but10n to an emergency fund The borrower has no personal cla1m on h1S depos1t to these funds
(Hossain 19BBa)
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of the vlll ages 1 n the country. through nearly 900 branches One
mllll0n households have recelved credlt support from the bank Nearly
92 percent of the borrowers have been women Savlngs accumulated ln a
number of funds amount to nearly 62 percent of the loans outstandlng
wlth the borrowers

Encouraged by the Grameen Bank's success, a number of other NGOs
and government agencles have undertaken Slmllar programs to generate
product lVe seIf-empl Dyment The Bangl adesh Rural Advancement Comml ttee,
WhlCh lnltlally focused on the rural poor and on lmprovement of health
and educatlon, recently expanded ltS credlt programs to generate self­
employment and provlde 1ncome support to ltS members It focuses on
tralnlng for extenslon of lmproved technology In order to lncrease
productlvlty of labor ln self-employment actlvltles

The Bangladesh Rural Development Board 1s the major government
channel through WhlCh credlt 1S extended to landless people The board
ass1sts the rural poor to organ1ze themselves 1nto speclal cooperatlves
for nonfarm actlv1tles and for extens10n of populatlon control programs
However, loan s1ze 1 s very small, loan app 11 cat 1on procedures are
compl1cated, and lnnovatlOns are not encouraged These and other
credlt-based self-employment programs now cover nearly one-thlrd of the
estlmated 8 5 mllllon functlonally landless households, Wh1Ch lS thelr
target group A recent evaluatlon of selected programs shows that the
proportl0n of beneflc1ary households who could cross the poverty llne
varles between 33 and 60 percent (BIDS 1990)

A major constralnt to large-scale employment generatlOn through
credlt support lS the small Slze of the market for nonfarm goods and
serV1ces f1nanced w1th the loans Wlth expanslon of programs, competl­
tlon among nonfarm operators lncreases and borrowers need to count much
more on local markets, wh1ch lowers relat1ve prlces for thelr products
and serVlces and reduces prof1tabl1lty So a slmultaneous lncrease ln
agn cultural product 1on 1 S needed to expand the slZe of the market
(through lncreased demand for nonfarm goods)

Another llm1tat1on of the programs for self-employment generat10n
lS that although they are targeted to all funct10nally landless
households, the relatlvely better-off among them- those wlth some
entrepreneunal sk1lls-take advantage of the opportUnlt1es An
evaluatlon of the Grameen Bank found that ltS borrowers are those who
have had expenence 1n slmllar llnes of buslness and have had some
formal school1ng (Hossa1n 1984) There are few agncultural wage
laborers, who are the poorest of the poor 1n the rural populatl0n, among
the Grameen Bank's borrowers They are shy about com1ng forward because
of the rlsks 1nvolved 10 most self-employment buslnesses and the1r
llmlted capaclty to undertake that rlsk Thus, people In extreme
poverty are bypassed

NEED FOR RURAL WORKS

Programs for generatlng addltlonal wage employment around lnfra-



- 17 -

structure-bUll dl ng can reach those poor peopl e who are bypassed by

programs that generate self-employment Infrastructure-bulldlng
programs self-target agrlcultural wage laborers, as those people who are

not used to prOVl dl ng manual 1abor for others do not 11 ke to take

advantage of such programs These programs could be undertaken durlng

slack seasons for agrlcultural act1vlt1es so that labor does not have to

be wlthdrawn from other economlC act1v1tles By supportlng development

of lnfrastructure fac1l1tles, such programs could help lncrease

productlv1ty and prof1tab111ty of agrlculture and other nonfarm

product10n actlvlt1es, wh1ch 1n turn would attract pr1vate-sector

1nvestment 1n these actlvlt1es



3. PUBLIC RURAL WORKS PROGRAMS IN BANGLADESH

RURAL WORKS PROGRAM

The Rural Works Program was 1n1t1ated 1n Bangladesh 1n the early
1960s The Second F1ve-Year Plan of Pak1stan (1960-65) declared

The central 1dea of the Works Programme lS to put the under­
utlllzed manpower of Paklstan to work on natlon-bulldwg
proJects by the 11beral prOV1S10n of bas1c wage-goods (1 e ,
surplus agrlcultural commod1t1es ava1lable under PL-480) The
maln sectors benef1tt1ng from the programme w1l1 be coastal
embankments, low 11ft pump and small 1rrlgat10n schemes, low­
cost hous1ng, feeder roads, school construct10n, water supply
and dra1nages and reclamat10n (C1ted 1n Alamg1r 1983)

It was st1pul ated that although the maJor part of the program
dur1ng the lnlt1al stage would have to be mounted by the government at
the central and prov1nc1al levels, the ult1mate obJect1ve was to
decentral1ze adm1n1strat1ve respons1b1l1ty to the d1str1ct and subd1S­
tnct levels 1n order to strengthen local-level lnst1tut10ns and to
fac1l1tate mob1l1zat10n of local resources for 1nfrastructure develop­
ment

The Rural Works Program 1n East Paklstan was 1nst1tutlonallZed
through Government C1rcular No 60, 1ssued 1n Dhaka on July 15, 1965
It stated that the maln obJect1ves of the program were to (1) create
general publ1C enthus1asm for development work, (2) 1nduce farmers to
lnvest more 1n crop cultlVatlOn, (3) prov1de large-scale employment
dur1ng seasons when employment opportun1t1es are few, (4) tra1n local
leaders to conslder long-term programs on a planned basls, and (5)
st1mulate local self-government un1ts to more effect1vely serve the
people and work 1n partnersh1p wlth them Thus, 1nltlally, the focus of
the program was on promot1ng econom1C growth through 1mprov1ng 1nfra­
structure to ralse the product1v1ty of resources A rel1ef or poverty­
allev1at10n aspect was not expl1c1tly stated, although 1t was 1mpl1c1t
In the program content

From the outset, the Rural Works Program was completely f1nanced
w1th fore1gn ass1stance-surplus agncultural commod1tles, ma1nlywheat,
donated by the Un1ted States under the PL 480 program The Rural Works
Program's flrst proJects were ln1tlated by the Com11la Academy as an
actlon research proJect 1n rural development under the leadersh1p of
Akhtar Ham1d Khan (Thomas 1971) The mode of plann1ng, organ1z1ng, and
lmplement1ng the program was later developed through th1S actlon
research proJect, w1th only marg1nal changes Slnce then The government

- 18 -
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dec1ded to extend the program throughout East Pak1stan after a d1sas­
trous flood h1t the prov1nce 1n September 1962 Instruct10ns were
lssued to all local counc1ls, sett1ng forth the procedures (see below)
under Wh1Ch the program would operate In November 1962, off1Clal
sanctlOn was glVen to the program w1th a cash allocatlOn of US$21
m1ll1on Local counc1ls rece1ved the1r allocat1on 1n cash for 1mple­
ment1ng the1r plan

The standard procedures for p1anm ng and lmp1ement1ng the Rural
Works Program are as follows Pl ann1 ng beg1 ns at the lowest 1oca1
1eve1, known as a ward, wh 1ch cons1sts of up to three v111 ages,
depend1ng on the1r Slze The ward comm1ttee, Wh1Ch cons1sts of three
elected representat1ves who are also members of the un10n counc1l (the
lowest-level local government un1t) and an equal number of representa­
bves of farmers and landless laborers, lS respons1ble for planmng
program proJects Th1S comm1ttee proposes proJects for local develop­
ment but accepts them only after consult1ng w1th the general publ1C at
an open meet1ng that determ1nes the pr1or1ty of the accepted proJects
The ward-level pr1or1ty 11St of proJects lS sent to the un10n counc1l
for 1ncorporat1on 1nto the Un10n F1ve-Year Plan The plan lS approved
by the un10n counc1l 1n a meet1ng w1th other local leaders The un10n
plans are then sent to the upper t1er of local government, the thana
(upaZ17a after 1984) counc1l for 1tS approval The thana counc1l
(upaz77a par7shad) prepares a thana plan that 1ncludes, together w1th
approved proJects from the un10n plans, the thana's own proJects that
cannot be undertaken by an 1nd1v1dual un10n The thana plans are then
sent to the d1str1ct level for scrut1ny by the d1str1ct counc1l, the top
layer of the local government, Wh1Ch prepares a d1stnct plan The
d1str1ct counc1l plan lS approved by the M1n1stry of Local Government,
Rural Development, and Cooperat1ves, wh1ch channels government funds to
local bod1es for Rural Works Program act1v1t1es

ProJects under the approved un10n plans are 1mplemented by a ward­
level proJect 1mplementat1on comm1ttee cons1st1ng of the elected members
of the un10n counc1l from the ward and representat1ves of local school
teachers, model farmers, cooperat1ve managers, v1llage defense part1es,
soc1al workers, and landless laborers The comm1ttee lS respons1ble for
h1 n ng 1abor at the prescn bed rate of pay The comm1 ttee 1sal so
respons1ble for prepar1ng the t1me schedule for proJect 1mplementat1on,
a record1ng and account1ng system, and a method for check1ng est1mates
of the volume of work These become the baS1S for aud1t1ng by h1gher
author1t1es and 1nspect10n teams from d1str1ct and d1v1s10n levels

ProJects that extend beyond one ward are 1mplemented by umon
proJect comm1ttees that cons1st of 9 to 13 members drawn from assoc1ated
ward comm1ttees The un10n proJect comm1ttee lS headed by the un10n
counc1l cha1rman, and the secretary lS appo1nted from among the members
who are not elected un10n counc1l members

Both the ward and the un10n proJect comm1ttees must be approved by
the cha1rman of the thana counc1l, who lS the ch1ef execut1ve of the
subd1v1s10n (d1stnct comm1SS10ner Slnce 1984) The cha1rmen and
secretan es of the respect lVe comm1 ttees are to report regul arly on
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progress of proJects and on f1nanc1al accounts to the ch1ef execut1ve of
the thana, who 1S respons1ble for superv1s1ng the f1eldwork and
d1sburs1ng funds

The government allocates funds for the Rural Works Program d1rectly
to var10US local bod1es The allocat1on lS made 1n cash 1n a number of
1nstallments Each 1nstallment 1S released after a sat1sfactory report
of ut111zat10n of the preV10US 1nstallment 1S rece1ved The trend 1n
allocat1on of resources to the program can be seen 1n Table 8 Dur1ng
the 1960s, the all ocat lOn fl uctuated between 7 and 9 percent of the
total development expend1ture, Wh1Ch 1S a substant1al share when 1t lS
cons1dered that about 30 percent of the development expend1 ture was
allocated to agr1culture and rural development However, allocat10n of
resources to the Rural Works Program decl1ned by over 50 percent dur1ng
the last two years of the 1960s Th1S decl1n1ng trend has cont1nued
Slnce 1ndependence and has never been reversed Dur1ng the late 19805,
only about 1 5 to 2 0 percent of the total development expend1ture was
allocated to the program

The 1mplementatlOn of the proJect 1S coord1nated at the thana and
d1str1ct levels, respect1vely, by development and coord1nat1on comm1ttees 10

Table 8-Resource allocat1on to Rural Works Program, 1962/63-1989/90

Year
Allocat Ion for

Rural Works Program

AllocatIon as Share of
Total Development Gross Domestlc

Expendlture Product

1962/63

1967/68

1969/7D

1975/76

1985/86

1986/87

1987/88

1988/89

1989/90

(mllllon Tk at current prlces)

100

216

115

270

373

795

765

662

824

7 8

9 2

3 7

2 8

1 1

2 1

1 9

1 4

1 6

(percent)

o 50

o 70

o 30

o 20

o 08

o 15

o 13

o 10

o 11

Sources Up to 1975/76 M Alamglr A ReVIew of the Publlc Rural Works Programme of Bangladesh
1960-78 Bangladesh Development StudIes 11 (1 & 2 1983) 23 recent fIgures
Bangladesh Bureau of StatIstIcs StatIstIcal Yearbook of Bangladesh 1991 (Dhaka MInIstry
of PlannIng 1991)

10 ImplementatIon of projects lnvolvlng one or more unIons In a thana IS coordInated at the
thana leve 1 whi le for large projects lnvo lv lng more than one thana the Imp lementat lon 1s coord 1nated
at the dIstrIct level
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Table 9 shows the d1fferent levels 1n the adm1n1strat1ve h1erarchy and
the1r respons1b1l1t1es 1n 1mplementat1on of the Rural Works Program

Act1v1t1es f1nanced under the Rural Works Program can be class1f1ed
1n three categor1es

• Econom1c 1nfrastructure that d1rectly 1ncreases the product1v1ty of
resources Such 1nfrastructure can 1nclude 1rr1gat1on and dra1nage
canals, flood-protect1on embankments, coastal embankments for
protect1on of land from sal1ne-water 1ntrus1on, land reclamat1on,
excavat10n of tanks for f1sher1es or 1rr1gat1on, and tree planta­
t10ns

• Phys1cal 1nfrastructure that 1ncreases f1nanc1al returns by
fac1l1tat1ng 1mproved market1ng of product1on and 1nputs, thus
reduc1ng the trad1ng marg1n and transportat1on costs Construct1on
and repa1r of roads, br1dges, and culverts as well as development
and ma1ntenance of market places are 1ncluded 1n th1S category

• Soc1al 1nfrastructure, such as schools, commun1ty bU1ld1ngs, health
cl1n1cs, san1tat1on fac1l1t1es, and safe dr1nk1ng-water fac1l1t1es,
that 1mproves the qual1ty of human resources

Over t1me, there has been a Sh1ft 1n emphas1s from phys1cal 1nfra­
structure to econom1C 1nfrastructure (Tables 10 and 11) In general,

Table 9--Adm1n1stratlve setup of the Rural Works Program

Level

NatIonal

DIvIsIon

DIstrict

UnIon

Agency

Local Government Rural
Development and
CooperatIves DIvIsIon
(MInistry)

OffIce of the
COl11TlISSIOner

OffIce of the Deputy
CommIssIoner/DIstrIct
CouncIl/MunICIpalIty
Authority

CIrcle OffIcer
(Development)/
Upazlla Nlrbahl OffIcer
sInce 1984 Thana
Councll/ Upazlla Parlshad
since 1984

UnI on Counc I1

Role

FInancIal and admInIstratIve control allocate
funds Issue government CIrculars about
management of work

Convey CIrculars and dIrectIves monItor
progress In the dIVISIon partIcIpate In
InspectIon team

Convey dIrectIves dIsburse funds coordInate
and supervIse proJect ImplementatIon at the
dIstrIct level Implement large-scale proJects
coverIng more than one thana or requIrIng hlgh­
level technIcal supervIsIon

Pass on dIrectIves dIsburse funds to unIon
counCIls coordInate and supervIse proJect
ImplementatIon at thana and unIon levels
prepare proJects InvolVIng more than one unIon
audIt the accounts of unIon counCIl

DIsburse funds to proJect commIttees Implement
proJects at the unIon and ward levels
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Table lO-Physlcal achlevements of the Rural Works Program, 1962-77

Infrastructure
Total for 1962-67
New Repa Ir

Total for 1973-77
New RepaIr

Metal roads (mIles)

Dirt roads (mIles)

Embankments (mIles)

DraInage and lrrlgatlon canals (mIles)

BrIdges and culverts (number)

CommunIty bUIldIngs (number)

647

17 830

2 883

3 182

1 835

80 706

6 675

7 944

22 670·

6 3B9

67

514

92

290

14 360

n a

29

1 604

31

5 935

Sources FIgures for 1962-67 are from the Baslc Demographlcs and Local Government Department
Government of East Paklstan quoted ln J W Thomas The Rural Publlc Works Program In
East PakIstan ln Development POllCY II - The PakIstan Experlence ed W P Falcon and
G F Papanek (CambrIdge Mass USA Harvard Unlverslty Press 1971) 19B f19ures
for 1973-77 are from M Alamglr A ReVIew of the PubllC Rural Works Programme of
Bangladesh 1960-78 Bangladesh Development StudIes 11 (1 &2 1983) table 3

Note n a means not avallable

• The fIgure IS for 1965-70 as quoted In Alamglr 19B3 p 29

Table II-Physlcal achlevements of the Food for Work Program, 1975/76­
1986/87

Infrastructure

RIver/canal excavatlon (mlles)

Coastal and flood protectIon embankments (mlles)

DIrt roads (mlles)

BrIdge and culverts (number)

Tanks (number)

1975-80 1980-85 1985/B6 1986/87

(averages)

155 2 127 3 000 2 300

1 435 3 003 552 657

1 320 9 133 20 850 19 742

900 5 568 1 425 2 697

183 23

Source Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs StatIstIcal Pocketbook of Bangladesh (Dhaka Mlnlstry
of PlannIng varIous years)
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socul 1nfrastructure proJects have rece1ved very 11ttle attent10n,
presumably because of the h1gh mater1al-resources component of the work,
Wh1Ch cannot be f1nanced by allocat10n 1n the form of wheat Off1c1al
records show that some resources were ut111zed for the ma1ntenance of
commUnl ty meet1ng places 1n the 1960s but that no such work was
undertaken after 1ndependence However, the rea11 ty 1s that some
government off1c1als d1d sell the wheat for the works program 1n the
market, or allowed local author1t1es to do so, 1n order to undertake
repa1r and ma1ntenance of schools and san1tat10n fac111t1es

Deve1opment of phys1ca1 1nfrastructure, partl cul arl y roads,
br1dges, and culverts, was a maJor act1v1ty of the Rural Works Program
dur1ng the 1960s, but 1tS 1mportance dW1ndled dur1ng the 1970s Slnce
the early 1980s, road proJects have once aga1n been taken up by the Food
for Work Program The work has concentrated on the constructlon and
ma1ntenance of d1rt roads, as these actlv1t1es have the potent1al to
mob111ze maX1mum labor at low cost In 1980/81 the wage b111 accounted
for only 21 percent of the total cost of paved roads, compared w1th 96
percent 1n the case of d1rt roads (Table 12) Moreover, the un1t cost
of employment generat10n was about S1X t1mes h1gher 1n the former than
ln the latter act1v1ty (Table 12) Consequently, there has been
unplanned development of d1rt roads, often w1thout the necessary
appurtenant structures Th1 s has 1ed to use of scarce 1and and to
dralnage congest1on dur1ng floods The government has recogn1zed the
problem and now allows a portlon of the allotted wheat for the proJect
to be converted 1nto cash for construct1on and repa1r of appurtenant
structures for roads

Table 12-Est1mates of labor 1ntenslty and unlt cost of generatlng
employment, by type of proJect

Wage BIll Share UnIt Cost per Day
Type of ProJect of Total Cost of Employment Generated

(percent) (Tk at 1980/81 prIces)

Paved roads 21 1 104 43

Brldges and culverts 54 4 42 10

DIrt roads 96 2 17 32

Canals and embankments 84 9 25 08

Derellct tanks 96 7 18 91

Communlty bUIldIng 22 5 57 76

Source Based on data from M HossaIn and M Asaduzzaman An EvaluatIon of the SpecIal PubllC
Works Programme ln Bangladesh Bangladesh Development StudIes 11 (1 & 2 1983) 200
203
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DHectly product lVe proJects are 1ncreas 1ngly popul ar Wl th the
works program authorltles because not only do they help to moblllZe
unskllled labor at low cost) but they also have a V1Slble lmpact on
agrlcultural productlon and they help to create a contlnuous flow of
employment In the postconstructlon phase

Another notable characterlstlc of the works program lS that
resources are used mostly for repalr and malntenance work rather than
for new constructlon Durlng 1979-84) for lnstance, about 82 percent of
the wheat allocated under the Food for Work Program was for repalr and
malntenance) and only 18 percent was for new proJects (Table 13) Slnce
forelgn ald lS not normally avallable for the repalr and malntenance of
proJects that have been constructed wlth forelgn asslstance) the wheat
avallable for the publlc works program lS often utlllzed for thlS
purpose

Swce 1968) the Rural Works Program has dlmlnlshed severely In
scope and lmportance) but lt has nevertheless contlnued under the aegls
of vanous local governments Followwg lndependence, a stagnant
economy and frequent natural dlsasters that led to famlne In 1974 caused
rellef to become more lmportant, pushlng the development obJectlves of
the program to the sldellnes Consequently, the Rural Works Program
changed lts character, and a number of programs came lnto eXlstence wlth
dlfferent fOC1, dependlng on donor perceptlons of the problems to be
tackled SlX such programs have been ln operatlon at one tlme or
another

Table 13-Utlllzatlon of Food for Work wheat, by type of proJect,
yearly averages for 1979-84

RepaIr and Total Share of
Type of Project New Projects MaIntenance Allocat Ion Project Type

(1 000 metrIc tons) (percent)

DIrt road 3 2 29 3 32 5 21 3

Flood-protectIon embankment 15 7 20 6 36 3 23 8

Coastal embankment 5 3 13 5 18 8 12 3

RIver/canal excavatIon/embankment a 8 50 3 51 1 33 4

Road 1 1 5 2 6 3 4 1

Irrlgatlon/dralnage channel 1 7 6 1 7 8 5 1

Total 27 8 125 a 152 8 100 a

Source Based on data from M Asaduzzaman and B Huddleston An EvaluatIon of Management of Food
for Work Programme Bangladesh Development StudIes 11 (1 &2 1983) 46
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• The normal Rural Works Program that 1s a cont1nuatl on of the
program of the 1960s,

• The Speclal Publ1C Works Program 1mplemented 1n four d1stncts
uS1ng SW1SS a1d,

• The Intenslve Rural Works Program conducted In extremely poverty­
str1cken thanas w1th Swed1sh a1d,

• The Early Implementat10n Program, wh1ch executes earthwork under
the small-scale flood control and dra1nage proJects undertaken by
the Bangladesh Water Development Board, w1th external asslstance
from the Netherlands,

• The Food for Work Program that 1s run W1 th food a1d from a
consort1um of donors and 1S coord1nated by the World Food
Programme, and

• The Zllla road ma1ntenance program f1nanced w1th external aSS1S­
tance and techm ca1 support from the Un1 ted States Agency for
Internat10nal Development (USAID)

The most 1mportant of these programs, 1n terms of resources and
geograph1cal coverage, 1S the Food for Work Program, wh1ch has dom1nated
the rural works program 1n post1ndependence Bangladesh Except for the
Food for Work Program, workers 1n all programs are pa1d wages 1n cash

SPECIAL PUBLIC WORKS PROGRAM

The Spec1al Publ1C Works Program began as a three-year proJect 1n
1979, supported by the Internat10nal Labour Organ1sat1on (ILO) and the
Dan1sh Internat10nal Development Agency (DANIDA), 1n the M1n1stry of
Loca1 Government, Rural Development, and Cooperat1ves The program
a1med to strengthen plann1ng and 1mplementat1on capac1t1es at d1str1ct
and thana levels It f1nanced techn1cal tra1nlng for Rural Works
Program staff and acqu1s1t1on of mach1nery and equ1pment for 1mprov1ng
eff1c1ency of 1mplementat1on of publ1C works programs 1n 4 out of the 21
greater d1str1cts 1n Bangladesh The program was bas1cally a mechan1sm
for gett1ng add1t1onal support to 1mplement normal publ1C works programs
and to f1nance proJects that need more raw matenals and technlcal
support than 1abor An eva1uat1on of the program noted that paved
roads, br1dges and culverts, and commun1ty tra1n1ng centers accounted
for nearly two-th1rds of the proJects 1n1t1ated under the Spec1al Publ1c
Works Program (Hossa1n and Asaduzzaman 1983) The program was dlscon­
tlnued In 1985

INTENSIVE RURAL WORKS PROGRAM

The
plann1ng
proJects
country,

focus of the Intens lVe Rural Works Program was on better
of rural works programs and 1dent1f1cat1on of pr1or1ty
Instead of th1nly spread1ng l1m1ted resources throughout the

the program f1rst 1dent1f1ed a llm1ted number of econom1cally
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depressed upaz71as from ava1lable famwe maps 1n order to have a
slgn1f1cant effect on alleVlatlOn of poverty at the local level It
then carr1ed out deta1led techn1cal stud1es on 1dent1f1cat1on of
1nfrastructure-development proJects 1n selected thanas, preparat10n of
proJects w1th deta1led techn1cal des1gn and cost1ng, 1dent1f1cat1on of
benef1c1ar1es among d1fferent SOC1oeconom1C groups, est1mat1on of soc1al
cost-benef1t rat1os, and allocat1on of pr1or1t1es to proJects 1ncluded
1n a thana plann1ng report However, the Intens1ve Rural Works Program
lacked resources to 1mplement the plans, and only a few proJects could
be executed The second phase of the program placed more emphasls on
d1rect lncome-generatlng actlvltles for the poor than on lnfrastructure
deve1opment The t 1t 1e was also changed to Rural Sector Employment
Program ThlS conta1ns a small component on 1nfrastructure development
under Wh1Ch small-scale 1rr1gat1on schemes 1dent1f1ed as pr1or1ty
proJects dur1ng the plann1ng phase are taken up for 1mplementat1on

EARLY IMPLEMENTATION PROJECT

Th1S proJect f1nances earthwork components of the Water Development
Board's small-scale dralnage, flood control, and lrrlgat10n proJects
The emphasls 15 on more effectlvely reach1ng the target group, def1ned
here as households dependent on selllng manual labor for thelr llvell­
hood A spec1al target group of th1S proJect 1S d1stressed women from
landless or female-headed households Part1cular attent10n 15 pa1d to
proJect select10n Pr10rlty 15 glven to proJects located ln areas where
the pattern of land d1strlbutlon 1S less skewed, and where the maJor1ty
of the benef1c1anes are marglnal and small farmers In order to
m1 nlm1 ze 1eakages and to reduce the proport lOn of benefl ts gOl ng to
1ntermed1ary groups dur1ng proJect lmplementat1on, laborers are
moblll zed through 1abor-contract1ng soc1ell es Together W1 th NGOs,
these socletles organ1ze tra1nlng to 1mprove the sk1lls of the workers
1n eng1neer1ng technlques and to expand the1r soclal awareness so that
they can protect themselves from the system of exploltat1on character­
1zed by rural soclal structures Speclal efforts are made to mobl11ze
d1stressed women around the earthwork proJects to lmprove thelr economlC
condlt1ons and ralse soclal awareness A cons1derable amount of
expatr1ate techn1cal asslstance 15 provlded for lncreas1ng the eff1c1en­
cy of proJect 1mplementat1on

FOOD FOR WORK PROGRAM

The Food for Work Program was 1nltlated In the aftermath of the
1974 fam1ne As an lmmed1ate response to the fam1ne, the government
opened gruel kltchens for feedlng destltute people allover the country
Th1S actlOn was f1nanced mostly wlth food a1d When the fam1ne was
over, the government dec1ded to meet re11 ef needs on a more regul ar
baS1S through rural publlC works programs To meet th1S obJectlve, the



- 27 -

government recelVed ass1 stance from the Worl d Food Programme, Wh1 ch
1n1tlated a QU1ck Act10n Procedure, "Bangladesh 2197Q Rel1ef Works
Program for Land and Water Development II Wheat lS the off1c1ally
sanct10ned food aga1nst Wh1Ch work 1S done, although 1n some years when
the government has comfortable stocks of paddy from 1tS 1nternal food
procurement program, paddy 1S glven to workers 1n lleu of wheat The
proJects are adm1n1stered by the World Food Programme and CARE The
World Food Programme acts as both a condu1t and an adm1n1strator for
mult1lateral and b1lateral food a1d for the program MaJor donors
1nclude Canada, Austral1a, and the European Commun1ty CARE operates on
behalf of USAID to adm1n1ster proJects 1mplemented by wheat suppl1ed by
the Un1ted States

ProJects adm1n1stered by the World Food Programme are 1mplemented
by two government agenc1es the Water Development Board and the
M1n1stry of Rel1ef and Rehab1l1tatlon Water Development Board proJects
are often large proJects such as coastal embankments, flood protect1on
embankments along maJor r1vers, and reexcavat10n of canals under large­
scale 1rr1gat1on proJects These proJects are drawn from 1tS own long­
term water resource development plans The m1n1stry proJects are often
construct1on and repa1r of 1nter1or earth roads, and d1gg1ng and
reexcavat10n of small 1rr1gat1on channels D1rt roads dom1nate proJects
superv1sed by CARE

Adescr1pt1on of the prescr1bed procedures for select1on, approval,
and 1mplementat1on of Food for Work proJects, drawn from Asaduzzaman and
Huddleston (1983), follows The Water Development Board selects new
proJects from 1tS annual development plan For repa1r and ma1ntenance
proJects, the execut1ve eng1 neer, W1 th the ass1stance of the sub­
d1v1s1onal eng1neer and the sect10nal off1cer, selects the proJects and
prepares pro formas that are forwarded to the head off1ce of the board
through the d1str1ct agr1cultural development comm1ttee Ult1mately,
they are sent for approval to the M1n1stry of Rel1ef and Rehab1l1tat1on,
wh1ch coord1nates the ent1re Food for Work Program Members of parl1a­
ment are somet1mes unoff1c1ally consulted, and the1r V1ews taken 1nto
account before proJect proposals are forwarded to the m1n1stry

M1n1stry of Rel1ef and Rehab1l1tatlOn proJects are called local
1n1t1atlVe schemes They are selected from the updated and approved
thana counc1l plans that were descr1bed earl1er The proJects that are
taken up for 1mplementat1on under the Food for Work Program are chosen
1n a J01nt meet1ng of the thana counc1l, thana development comm1ttee,
and thana Food for Work comm1ttee, w1th the deputy comm1SS1oner of the
d1str1ct as the convener The number of proposed proJects depends on
the quant1ty of wheat allocated to the thana, wh1ch 1S determ1ned by
populatlon SlZe and by some 1nd1cator of econom1C cond1tlons Once
selected, the local 1n1t1at1ve schemes are sent to the proJect 1mplemen­
tat10n off1cer for preparat10n of proJect pro formas These pro formas
are scrut1n1zed by the subd1v1s1onal eng1neer of the Water Development
Board ProJect select10n 1S done by the Food for Work subd1v1s1onal
comm1ttee that forwards the proJects to the m1n1stry 1n Dhaka

After approval by the M1n1stry of Rel1ef and Rehab1l1tat1on, the
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World Food Programme scrutlnlzes the proposals for flnal selectlon of
the 11St of proJects to be lmplemented durlng the year If the lnforma­
tlon supplled lS lnsufflclent) the World Food Programme requests
addltlonal lnformatlon before the flnal selectlon lS made The 11St of
selected proJects lS then passed to the mlnlstry, WhlCh lssues govern­
ment orders to the dlstrlct-level executlve englneers ln the case of
Water Development Board proJects and to deputy commlSSloners ln the case
of Mlnlstry of Rellef and Rehabllltatlon proJects

After the government orders are recelved, the executlve englneer
(for the Water Development Board) and the chlef executlve of the thana
(for the mlnlstry) constltute proJect lmplementatlon commlttees for each
proJect after consultatlon wlth the unlOn panshad chalrmen, local
lnf1uentlal people) and concerned government offlclals Each commlttee
1s composed of elected un 1on pan shad members) 1oca1 soc1a1 workers,
members of v1llage defense partles, and representatlves for women The
chalrman of the un10n panshad 1n WhlCh the proJect lS located lS
usually the cha1rman of the commlttee If the proJect encompasses more
than one unlon, there may be one comm1ttee for each un10n Also, there
can be more than one proJect 1mplementat10n comm1ttee ln a unlon lf the
amount of earthwork 1nvolved lS very large (when the amount of wheat
allocated for the un10n exceeds about 190 metrlc tons) 11 The comm1t­
tee co11 ects wheat from the government stores, superVl ses earthwork,
measures the work done by workers, and dlstrlbutes the wage payment

Land requlred for the rlght-of-way for the proJect) or the rlght to
dlg up and deposlt earth belng moved, lS acqulsltlOned by the local
authorlty Compensatlon lS pald by the proJect author1ty at the average
preval11ng market rate for the last three years Land that lS requ1red
for llftlng and depos1tlng of earth lS also accessed by the proJect
authorlty, but no compensat10n lS pa1d on the premlse that the owner
retalns the rlght to the land after the proJect lS completed

Workers selected for the work are moblllzed by gang leaders
(sardars) and superv1sors They work 1n groups or gangs The govern­
ment clrcular prov1des that each gang should conslst of 20-30 workers
who would be headed by a sardar and that there should be a superVlsor
for flve gangs

The wage rate stlpulated for Water Development Board proJects 1S 40
k1lograms of wheat per 1,000 CUb1C feet of earthwork, plus a var1able
a11 owance that takes 1nto account such factors as the d1 stance over
Wh1Ch the earth has to be transported and ralsed In Mlnlstry of Rel1ef
and Rehab1l1tat10n proJects, payments for all led factors are consolldat­
ed Wl th the wage for the bas1c earthwork The wage rate van es
accordlng to the type of proJect and the sex of the worker For road
and embankment proJects, the wage rate 1s 47 kllograms of wheat for
1, 000 CUbl C feet of earth for men, and 65 kllograms for women For
canal excavatlon proJects, an addlt10nal wage of 4 65 kllograms per
1,000 CUblC feet lS pald Sardars are pald 2 33 k1lograms and superv1-

11 All tons In thIS report are metrlc tons
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sors are pal d 0 47 k11 ograms per 1,000 CUb1 C feet of earthwork done
under the1r Jur1sd1ct1on, prov1ded that each lS superv1s1ng the
spec1f1ed number of workers or gangs

In order to make the proJect transparent to the 1oca11 ty, each
proJect slte must have a slgnboard that glves the name of the proJect,
the resource allocat1on for the proJect, the volume of work to be done,
and the wage rates to be prov1ded to var10US categor1es of workers and
superv1sory personnel ProJects w1thout a slgnboard are techmcally
1nel1g1ble to rece1ve the wheat Three types of records are to be kept
by the proJect 1mplementat1on comm1ttee a muster roll for workers, an
attendance reg1ster, and a measurement book for superV1S1on and
mon1tor1ng by h1gher author1t1es

Coord1nat1on of all Food for Work Program act1v1t1es lS done by a
number of comm1ttees the Nat10nal Coord1nat1on Comm1ttee, the d1str1ct
steer1ng comm1ttee, and the thana Food for Work comm1ttee The last two
comm1ttees are 1nt1mately 1nvolved w1th the day-to-day problems at the
proJect slte The nat10nal comm1ttee dec1des upon vanous pol1c1es
regard1ng the program and reV1ews progress No spec1f1c prov1s1on lS
made for superV1S1on of work qual1ty, other than by the proJect
1mplementat1on comm1ttee and the labor superV1sors h1red to d1rect the
proJect However, the proJect 1mplementat1on comm1ttee (for the
M1n1stry of Rel1ef and Rehab1l1tat1on) and the sect10nal off1cer (for
the Water Development Board) are requ1red to ver1fy the quant1ty of work
completed each t1me a request 1S made by the comm1ttee for del1very of
wheat World Food Programme f1eld off1cers and government 1nspect1on
teams V1S1t proJect sltes from t1me to t1me

All ocat1on of resources to the Food for Work Program shows an
1ncreas1ng trend, part1cularly Slnce the late 1970s (F1gure 2) In the
1970s, resource allocat1on var1ed between 200,000 and 300,000 tons of
wheat, the value of wh1ch amounted to between 4 and 5 percent of the
total development expend1ture (Table 14) The peak allocatlOn was
917,000 tons 1n 1988/89, Wh1Ch amounted to 11 percent of total develop­
ment expend1tures The 1ncrease 1n allocat1on 1n the late 1980s was
partly 1n response to natural d1sasters such as the devastat1ng floods
of 1985, 1987, and 1988 Resource allocat1on was reduced to between
500,000 and 600,000 tons durlng 1989-91, wh1ch were normal productlon
years The value of wheat allocated came to about 6 0 percent of total
development expend1tures and about 0 5 percent of the natlonal lncome
In recent years, the Food for Work Program has utll1zed nearly one-th1rd
of the 1mported gralns (Flgure 2)

Thus, the ln1tlatlon of the Food for Work Program compensated for
the decl1ne ln allocatlon to the normal Rural Works Program In recent
years, the two programs have together recel ved about 7-8 percent of
total development expendltures, wlth the share r1slng to about 10-12
percent durlng years of natural calamltles

Flgure 3 shows the seasonal pattern of utlllzatlon of resources ln
the Food for Work Program Dur1ng normal years, nearly 85 percent of
the resources are utlllzed dunng January-May, WhlCh used to be the
tradlt10nal slack season for agrlcultural actlvltles and was therefore
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Figure 2-Trends 1n foodgra1n 1mports and allocat1on of wheat to Food
for Work Program, 1976-91
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Sources Estimated from World Food Programme Banqladesh Foodqra1n Forecast (Dhaka World Food
Programme September 1991) and Bangladesh Bureau of Stat1st1cs Statlstlcal Yearbook of
Bangladesh (Dhaka Mlnlstry of Plannlng varlOUS lssues)

percelVed by POll cymakers to be a pen od when employment and 1ncome
support were needed by the poor These are also months of 11ttle ra1n,
thus they are conven1ent for undertaklng earthworks Dur1ng years of
natural calamltles, resource utll1zatlon durlng September-November 1S
substantully hlgher than In normal years desplte the dlfflCUlty of
carry1ng out work durlng the ra1ns The peak perlod for ut1l1zat10n of
resources shlfted from March-June In the late 1970s to January-March 1n
the late 1980s, partly 1n response to the rapld expanslon of cu1t1vat1on
of lrrlgated boro paddy, WhlCh has made the Aprll-June perlod a
relatlvely busy tlme for agr1cu1tural act1vltles (Flgure 1) 12

12 The BIDS/IFPRI evaluat10n of the Food for Work Program recommended earller ln1t1at1on of
projects so that they could be completed before the peak agr1cultural season In May-June The follow­
up of the recommendat1on by the government of Bangladesh resulted In lmproved match1ng of the program
with the pattern of seasonal underemployment



- 31 -

Table 14-Resource allocatlon to Food for Work Program, 1975/76-1990/91

Value as Share of
Allocat lon Value at Development Gross Domestlc

Year of Wheat Current PrIces Expendlture Product

(l 000 metrlc tons) (mllllon Tk) (percent)

1975/76 209 430 4 5 o 4

1980/81 355 1 051 4 4 o 5

1985/86 500 2 365 7 0 o 5

1986/87 534 2 825 7 4 o 5

1987/88 743 4 064 10 0 o 7

1988/89 917 5 227 11 3 o 8

1989/90 599 3 570 6 7 o 5

1990/91 489 3 237 5 7 o 4

Sources EstImated from World Food Programme Bangladesh Foodgraln Forecast (Dhaka World Food
Programme September 1991) and Bangladesh Bureau of Statlstlcs Statlstlcal Yearbook of
Bangladesh (Dhaka Mlnlstry of Plannlng various Issues)

Flgure 3-Seasonal pattern of utlllzatlon of Food for Work wheat
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It was ment10ned earl1er that one of the obJect1ves of publ1C works
programs was to v1tallZe local government lnstltutlons and to traln
local pollt1cal leaders to plan and execute development projects
Table 15 prov1des lnformat1on on ut1llzat1on of works program funds by
dlfferent layers of local government The un10n councll, Wh1Ch lS the
lowest layer of local government and Wh1Ch 1mplements projects at the
vlllage level, had a small share of the works program funds, and the
share has become negl1glble 1n recent years The dlstnct counc1l,
whlch plans and 1mplements projects coverlng more than one un1on, has
also recelved relat1vely small amounts of funds, nearly one-quarter of
the share before lndependence, and about 5 to 6 percent 1n recent years
The munlclpal1tles, Wh1Ch plan and 1mplement projects 1n dlstr1ct towns,
rece1ved nearly one-tenth of the share of the works program funds before
lndependence, but 1n recent years they have clalmed nearly tWO-flfths of
the resources The thana counc1l used almost one-hal f of the funds
before lndependence and has managed to ma1ntaln lts share

The decllne ln the share of the unlOn counc1ls and dlstnct
counclls may have been compensated for by allocatlon of resources under
the Food for Work Program for projects lnltlated by these agencles
Data on utll1zatlon of Food for Work Program resources by local
government agencles lS not ava1lable, but lnformatlon complled by
Asaduzzaman and Huddl eston (1983) sheds some llght The Worl d Food
Programme shared the admln1stratlve responslbll1ty for supervls1ng ltS
program almost equally wlth CARE As ment10ned earller, the projects
supervlSed by the Worl d Food Programme are lmpl emented by the Water
Development Board for construct1on and malntenance of relatlvely large­
scale water resource development projects that may cut across more than
one thana under the Junsdlct10n of dlstr1ct counclls, and by the
M1nlstry of Rellef and Rehabllltatlon for locally lnltuted schemes,
where most projects are located wlthln a un10n ThlS 1S reflected In
the average Slze of projects Water Development Board projects were, on
average, about 11 tlmes larger than the mlnlstry projects

Table 15-Utlllzatlon of Rural Works Program funds by local government
agencles

Agency 1962-70 1986-90

MunicIpalIties

DIstrIct counclls

Thana counclls

Union counclls

(percent of total funds)

10 3 41 8

24 8 5 6

47 7 45 5

17 1 7 2

Sources Based on data from M Alamglr A RevIew of the PublIc Rural Works Programme of Bangladesh
1960-78 Bangladesh Development Studles 11 (l & 2 1983) and Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistlcs Statlstlcal Yearbook of Bangladesh (Dhaka Mlnlstry of PlannIng varl0US
years)
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The CARE-superv1sed program cons1sts mostly of relat1vely large
road reconstruct1on proJ ects that may cover several v1ll ages and be
under the Jur1sd1ct10n of the thana counc1l or the d1str1ct counc1l
About 10 percent of the wheat was ut1l1zed by M1n1stry of Rel1ef and
Rehab1l1tat1on proJects, Wh1Ch are 1mplemented by the un10n counc1l
Under the Food for Work Program, resources are ava1lable 1n the form of
wheat Th1 s d1 scourages the undertak1 ng of proJects that requ1 re
1nvestment 1n mater1al resources (such as br1cks and cement), mach1nery,
and equ1pment Hence there was a tendency for local government agenc1es
to f1nance such proJects as repa1rs and ma1ntenance of paved roads or
br1dges and culverts w1th resources from the normal Rural Works Program,
wh1le ut1l1z1ng the resources under the Food for Work Program for
proJects 1nvolv1ng mostly earthwork Th1S may be why 1n the post­
1ndependence per1od, a large share of the Rural Works Program funds went
to mun1c1pal1t1es that needed more mater1al resources to ma1nta1n the
1nfrastructures 1n d1strlct towns Wheat recelved under the Food for
Work Program was allocated to proJects ln1tlated by the d1strlct and
unlon counclls



4. EVALUATION OF PUBLIC WORKS PROGRAMS

Th1S chapter presents a reV1ew of the f1nd1ngs of maJor evaluat10ns
of the publ1C works programs conducted so far by 1ndependent observers
The flrst sectlon deals wlth the experlence of the Rural Works Program
In East Paklstan ln the 1960s, whlle the second seetlOn provldes an
overVl ew of the eva1uat 1on of the fl rst phase of the Food for Work
Program conducted by the Internat10nal Food Polley Research Inst1tute 1n
collaborat1on w1th the Bangladesh Inst1tute of Development Stud1es
dun ng 1981-83

RURAL WORKS PROGRAM

Management Aspects

Inadequate attent10n was glven to the plann1ng of the Rural Works
Program at both the local and nat10nal levels 13 Un10n and thana plans
were rarely based on adequate data and analys1s of local needs, and 1n
most cases they were h1ghly amb1t10uS, as the ava1labll1ty of resources
requ1red to 1mplement them was not cons1dered Pr10rlt1z1ng proJects
for lmplementatlon when resources became avallable was based more on
pol1t1cal pressure than on a careful reVlew of expected benef1ts 1n
relat10n to costs The plans were bas1cally a compllat10n of proJects
subm1tted by local el1tes to promote the 1nterests of the1r pol1t1cal
el1ents In many cases the proJects had faulty techn1cal des1gns due to
shortage of eng1neerlng sk1lls at local levels

Irregulanty 1n payment of lnstallments 1n the proJect budget
affected cont1nu1ty of work Many proJects rema1ned unf1n1shed because
of d1ff1cult1es 1n procur1ng add1t1onal funds to cover cost escalat10ns
due to unforeseen factors or underest1mat10n of costs when proJects were
prepared Somet1mes, w1thout pr10r lndlcatlon, the government reduced
actual d1sbursement of funds from the amount or1g1nally approved Many
proJects were not completed before the onset of the monsoons, when heavy
ra1ns would wash away large parts of the earthwork done Unf1n1shed
proJects would then be subm1tted afresh the follow1ng f1nanc1al year for

13 ThIS sectlon on the Rural Works Program IS based malnly on Sobhan 1968 Thomas 1971 and Khan
1977 Sobhan carrIed out a household survey In four purposIvely selected areas to Investlgate the
management aspects of the program and to assess ItS Impact on the workIngs of the local and natIonal
polItIcal systems Thomas attempted to estlmate the development benefIts of the dIfferent components
of the works program and carrIed out a cost-benefIt exercIse wlth data obtalned through a detaIled
study of 8 of East Paklstan s 413 thanas Khan provIdes valuable lnslghts lnto the plannIng and
management of the works program and ItS Impact on the rural power structure
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approval and fund allocat1on Thus, cons1derable wastage occurred 1n
1mplement1ng the Rural Works Program

Another common compla1nt was of leakages 1n resource ut1l1zat1on
through man1pulat1on of records on the number of workers employed and
amount of earthwork done Nearly half of the respondents of a survey
reported 1n Sobhan (1968) noted that funds were ml sappropn ated by
proJect commlttees or local government offlclals The maJor1ty of the
respondents also reported anomalles In the selectlon and lmplementatlon
of proJects, whlch lnhlb1ted full exploltatlon of the development
potent1al of the program

Development Effects

Nearly three-fourths of the Rural Works Program's funds were used
for constructlon and repa1r of roads (Thomas 1971) Although most of
the roads bU1lt had d1rt surfaces that could accommodate only b1cycles,
nckshaws, and 11ght ammal-cart trafflc, thlS 1nvestment la1d the
foundat1on for an adequate network of rural roads The sample survey of
e1ght thanas reported 1n Thomas (1971) showed that ln 1963 there were,
on average, 8 2 m1les of usable roads per thana, by 1967, th1S had
1ncreased to 60 5 m1les Wlth1n thlS flve-year per1od, the number of
vehlcles uS1ng the road lncreased 46 percent for anlmal-drlven carts, 88
percent for blcycles, and 3 5 tlmes for rlckshaws Few of the roads
were sU1table for trucks and buses, the number of trucks uS1ng the roads
ln the thanas surveyed 1ncreased from 10 to 65 and the number of buses
from 15 to 90

Roads encouraged farmers to 1nvest 1n an1mal-dr1ven carts and to
sell the1r produce at pnmary umon coune1l markets as well as at
secondary thana counc1l markets 1nstead of to 1t1nerant traders
(farlahs) The un1t cost of transport (all modes) 1n the e1ght thanas
dec11 ned by 40 percent The value of 1and adJ acent to roads bu1lt
through the RWP 1ncreased by 154 percent, compared w1th 44 percent for
land remote from those roads

Thomas (1971) also 1nd1cated that there was a substant1al 1ncrease
In the Slze of the prlmary and secondary markets as well as an 1ncreas­
1ng move away from Subs1stence to commerclal farm1ng and from market1ng
of agr1cultural produce through 1t1nerant traders to d1rect sales 1n
markets A survey of 158 markets showed that the average number of
traders 1ncreased by 97 percent and the dally rental fee of shops
1ncreased by 90 percent Table 16 h1ghl1ghts changes 1n the commerc1al­
lzat10n of productlon and marketlng revealed by a survey of 123 farmers

The dual-purpose dra1nage and lrr1gat1on canals ut1l1zed 5 percent
of the Rural Works Program funds ApplY1ng the est1mates of area
beneflted per m1le of dra1nage canals from the e1ght-thana study to the
total length of canals bUllt under the Rural Works Program In East
Paklstan, Thomas (1971) est1mated that 2 8 percent of cultlvated land
was saved from dra wage congest lOn Assuml ng 200 percent cropp1 ng
lntens1ty and a sav1ngs of one-th1rd of the potent1al loss of Y1elds due
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Table 16-Changes 1n commerc1al1zat1on of product1on and market1ng
patterns for 123 farmers, 1962-67

Farmers Growlng for Sales Sales PrImarIly ln the Market
Crop 1962 1967 1962 1967

(percent)

Rice 37 57 36 82

Jute 100 100 33 69

Vegetables 11 41 38 96

Sugarcane 100 100 62 76

Minor crops 12 29 27 83

Source Based on data from J W Thomas The Rural PubllC Works Program ln East PakIstan ln
Development Pollcy II-The Pak lstan ExperIence ed W P Falcon and G F Papanek
(CambrIdge Mass USA Harvard Unlverslty Press 1971) 210

to 1mproved dra1nage, Thomas further est1mated that th1S component of
the proJect m1ght have 1ncreased agr1cultural product1on by about 3 5
percent The flood-control embankments, Wh1Ch ut1l1zed another 5 percent
of the program funds, benef1ted 6 2 percent of cult1vated area and m1ght
have 1ncreased agr1cultural product1on by another 1 4 percent

Thomas (1971) est1mated the net annual benef1ts from all components
of the Rural Works Program at 3 4 t1mes the cost, WhlCh was cons1dered
h1ghly favorable 1n compar1son w1th alternatlve 1nvestment opportun1­
t1es G1ven the management problems c1ted earl1er, cr1t1cs argue that
Thomas' est1mate of the development 1mpact could have been b1ased upward
(Abdullah 1973)

The employment effect of the Rural Works Program was, however, only
marg1nal 1n relat10n to the needs Thomas (1971) est1mated that the
program generated, on average, annual employment of 173,000 person-years
dunng the constructlOn phase Th1S was only 3 4 percent of the
underemployment 1n the rural labor force dur1ng the late 1960s Thomas
d1d not, however, est1mate the longer-run employment effects from the
operat1on of the structures bUllt under the program

Pol1t1cal Economy Aspects

Sobhan (1968) concluded from h1S analys1s of the experlence of the
Rural Works Program that 1t was merely a means of bUY1ng pol1t1cal
support 1n rural areas for the party 1n power Thomas (1971) argued
that th1S was not the case dur1ng the ln1t1al per10d of expans10n (1963­
65) when local leaders and the Local Government Department controlled
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the program At that tlme, the managers of the program adhered
rlgorously to economlC prlorltles, enforced standards of honesty, and
frequently adJusted admlnlstratlve procedures to meet changlng condl­
tlons After the 1965 electlOn, however, the provlnclal government
sought to shape the Rural Works Program to serve the polltlcal purposes
of the reglme, and economlC factors became less-lmportant conslderatlons
for pushlng the program forward Identlflcatlon of proJects was gUlded
by local polltlcal lnterests, and checks on performance and audlt5 of
local councll accounts became less frequent In many lnstances, mlsuse
and even outnght dlVerslon of funds went unpunlshed lf the local
councll member had the rlght polltlcal afflllatlons (Thomas 1971)

It 15, however, wldely recogmzed that the Rural Works Program
contrlbuted greatly to strengthenlng local self-government unlts,
partlcularly thanas, whlch later became the focal pOlnt of all develop­
ment actlvltles The program provlded elected local leaders wlth an
opportunlty to thlnk about the development problems of thelr locallty
and to partlclpate In the preparatlon and lmplementatlon of local-level
plannlng The Thana Tralnlng and Development Centers that were con­
structed under the program became maJor lnstltutlons for tralnlng local
leaders and progresslve farmers In lmproved technologles and new
knowledge These centers later played a useful role In coordlnatlng
development actlvltles undertaken by varlOUS mlnlstrles and departments

The Rural Works Program was deslgned to beneflt landless laborers
and marglnal landowners and to ensure thelr dlrect partlclpatlon ln the
development process The grass-roots lnvolvement In the program
constltuted a flrst step In polltlcal partlclpatlon that could lead to
a bottom-up plannlng and development process The potentlal for thlS
lmportant change ln admlnlstratlon was, however, lost wlth the shlft
from an economlC to a polltlcal emphasls In the program

FOOD FOR WORK PROGRAM

Management Aspects

A hlgh degree of local-level partlclpatlon ln the lmtlatlon,
selectlon and deslgn of proJects lS expected under the Food for Work
Program 14 For large proJects lmplemented under the Water Development
Board, technlcal conslderatlons dlctate mlnlmum consultatlons wlth local
people Asaduzzaman and Huddleston (1983) found that lnfluentlal local
people partlclpated In the plannlng process In nearly half of the
proJects lmplemented by the Mlnlstry of Rellef and Rehabllltatlon and In

14 ThlS sectlon on management draws upon a crltlcal evaluatlon of the management of the Food
for Work Program especlally ltS adherence to prescrlbed rules and procedures that was done on the
bas 1s of an lO-depth survey of the management of 32 samp le proJects undertaken dunng 1982
(Asaduzzaman and Huddleston 1983) Most of the observatlons of thls survey are stlll relevant today
A government-appolnted task force on utlllzatlon of food ald made slmllar observatlons on the basls
of lts lnvestlgatlons durlng 1987-89
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nearly one-fourth of those lmplemented by the board People at half of
the project sltes felt that another project would have been more
beneflclal Englneers observed that when local people vlewed a project
as benef1c1al) thlS contr1buted to a h1gh standard of lmplementat10n

Delays ln the proJect-approval process were a major problem
ProJects that began late often faced dlfflcultles 1n completlng thelr
work before the onset of the monsoon season, 1f a proJect 1s not
completed durlng the season, a part of the work 1S washed away by ra1ns
and floods and has no longer-term benef1t There were two maJor factors
that caused delays after the lssuance of the government order
formatlon of proJect lmplementat10n comm1ttees) and acquls1tlon of land
for llft1ng and deposlt1ng earth at the project slte Pollt1cal mot1ves
for sat1sfY1ng local cllents were ment10ned as the major factor beh1nd
the delays 1n formlng project 1mplementatlon commlttees In many cases)
more than one comm1ttee had to be formed, even when the rules suggested
format1on of only one For acquls1tlon of land) Slnce most proJects
1nvolved reconstructlon or rehab1lltatlon of an eXlstlng structure,
compensat1on was not authorlzed for land from WhlCh earth was collected
local offlclals clalmed that such land was glVen voluntanly, whlle
local farmers complalned the project damaged standlng crops and sOll
quallty, and therefore compensatlon was needed Negot1at1ons wlth the
affected people for settl1ng the lssues take t1me

Asaduzzaman and Huddleston (1983) also noted that local-level
government offlclals could not glVe enough tlme to momtonng and
supervl s1ng proJects because they were overburdened Wl th many other
admwlstratlVe functlons Even the project lmplementatlOn offlcers)
whose maln responslb1llty 1S superV1Slon of publlC works programs, were
not able to V1Slt all the projects under the1r Jurlsdlctlon even once a
month As a result, lt was not poss1ble to measure the quantlty and
quallty of work done under the program, and there remalned scope for
malpractlce and substandard work Procedures for supervls10n are much
more h1ghly developed for organ1zat1on of work and payment of wages than
for techn1cal qual1ty of labor

Another maJor problem encountered by the program was a substant1al
leakage through underpayment of workers and overreportlng of work done
Workers worked longer hours and were more productlve than provlded for
ln the offlc1al estlmate of the amount of earthwork that could be moved
1n a day But they recelved, on average) less wheat per 1)000 CUblC feet
of earthwork moved than the offlc1ally speclfled rate Workers were
often not aware of the provlslons for addltlonal wage payments for all1ed
factors (for example, for movement of earth from longer dlstances), as
these were rarely reported on the slgnboards It was found that the
quantlty of wheat recelved by workers varled from one proJect slte to
another and tended to reflect more the local market wage rate than the
rate determl ned by the amount of work done The rate of underpayment was
estlmated at 24-27 percent for Water Development Board projects and 17-20
percent for Mlnlstry of Rellef and Rehabllltatlon proJects

Excess clalms for wheat over the actual payment to workers were
sometlmes made to flnance proJect-related costs that were not covered by
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the rul es and regul at1ons of the Food for Work Program Such costs
1ncluded payment of cash to workers 1n 11eu of wheat, coverage of losses
1n trans1t, excess transport costs, storage costs at proJect sltes, and
extra payments to off1C1als 1nvolved 1n management at var10US stages 1n
the process About two-th1rds of the proJect 1mplementat10n commlttee
members compla1ned that a proport10n of the wheat for WhlCh they had
taken rece1pt at the local storage depot d1d not arr1ve at the proJect
slte, and half of the thana off1C1als reported they had rece1ved such
compla1nts On average, the amount of wheat reported as not arr1v1ng at
the proJect slte was est1mated at 35 percent for Water Development Board
proJects and 18 percent for proJects of the M1n1stry of Rel1ef and
Rehab1l1tatlon

Long-Run Development Effects Econom1C Infrastructure and Phys1cal
Infrastructure

The development 1mpact of the Food for Work Program depends on
var10US factors the nature of the proJects f1nanced under the program,
the qual1ty of the work done, whlch determlnes the llfe of the lnfra­
structure as well as ltS 1mpact on the productlv1ty and profltab1l1ty of
resources benef1t1ng from the 1nfrastructure, and the pattern of
d1str1but10n of ownersh1p of resources If the 1nfrastructure fac1l1­
tates more 1ntens1ve use of the eX1st1ng resources, 1t may also generate
addlt10nal employment for the landless dur1ng the operat10nal phase It
1S a general percept10n that Slnce lnfrastructure 1ncreases the
productlv1ty of land, the ownersh1p of Wh1Ch 1S h1ghly concentrated
among a few, the longer-term 1mpact would be to make the 1ncome
d1str1but10n more unequal and to strengthen the eX1st1ng rural power
structure

A maJor study conducted JOlntly by IFPRI and BIDS 1n 1981-83
attempted to estlmate the 1mpact of econom1C lnfrastructure development
proJects on product10n, employment, 1ncome, nutr1t10n, and 1nvestment
two to three years after the complet10n of these proJects (BIDSjIFPRI
1985) The proJects that were subJected to evaluat10n 1ncluded (1) a
dual-purpose canal for 1rr1gat10n 1n the dry season and dra1nage 1n the
wet season, (2) f1eld channels for 1rr1gat1on to enable farmers to get
water 1n the1r f1elds from canals constructed under large-scale
wn gat1on proJects, (3) a coastal embankment proJect for protect1ng
crops from damages caused by 1ntrus10n of salt water, (4) a nver
embankment for protect1ng crops aga1nst normal flood1ng, and (5) a rlver
embankment for protect1ng agalnst premonsoon flash floods that occur In
areas adJacent to the h1lls 1n the eastern and northeastern part of the
country Lack1ng benchmark 1nformat1on on preproJect cond1t10ns, the
study est lmated the benef1 ts through "w1th" and "w1thout" compan sons by
selectlng a control group of v1llages that had slm1lar character1st1cs
1n the preproJect sltuat10n Later, when the survey data were be1ng
processed, 1t was found that the control v1llages for a number of
proJects had better econom1C cond1tlons before the proJect was 1mple-
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mented Th1S demonstrated that the Food for Work Program 1S generally
1mplemented 1n econom1cally depressed areas, Wh1Ch lS a pos1t1ve aspect
However, th1S f1nd1ng created problems 1n terms of evaluat1ng the 1mpact
of the program, and slmple compar1sons of values 1n project and control
vlllages falled to glve a rellable estlmate of project benef1ts 16

In order to overcome methodolog1cal problems, the study used
mult1var1ate analys1s to separate out the effects of other var1ables
that could lnfluence the outcome, but that were not necessarlly due to
the proJect Abr1ef report of the f1nd1ngs of th1S analysls follows

The employment effect of the project was arrlved at through an
analysls of varlance of the total number of days of employment across
households located 1n project and control areas It was assumed that
the number of days of employment and the nature of employment (self­
employment versus wage employment, or agr1cultural employment versus
nonagrlcultural employment) would be determ1ned by the SlZe of the
landhold1ng and the age and educatlOnal level of the worker The
d1fference across households should not be attr1buted to the project
These varlables were 1ncluded as covar1ates 1n the analysls of varlance
It was also postulated that the employment effect of the Food for Work
Program would vary wlth the state of development of physlcal 1nfrastruc­
ture 1n project areas The opportun1ty for employment, part1cularly 1n
nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es, would be greater 1n areas w1th better
transport and commun1cat10ns fac1l1t1es and w1th better access to
markets and f1nanc1al 1nstltut10ns than 1n areas lacklng these fac1l1­
t1es Dummy var1ables were used to represent the Food for Work proJect
var1able (1 for v1llages located 1n project areas) and 1nfrastructure
var1able (1 for vlllages w1th developed physlcal 1nfrastructure
fac1l1t1es) The coeff1c1ent of the dummy var1ables was expressed as a
percentage of the ar1thmet1c mean of the dependent var1able 1n order to
assess the relatlve contr1but10ns of the project and 1nfrastructure
The results are reported 1n Table 17

Total employment from all act1v1t1es was about 3 percent lower 1n
project areas compared w1th control areas The negat1ve effect on
employment 1n project areas was expla1ned 1n terms of a preference for
le1sure over labor at h1gher levels of 1ncome The 1ndependent
contr1but1ons of the Slze of the landhold1ng and the level of educat10n
of the worker to total employment were also negatlve, WhlCh lmplled the
eX1stence of a backward-bend1ng supply curve for labor The argument 1S
that as Food for Work projects lncrease the product1v1ty of resources
and augment household lncomes, households wlthdraw 1abor from low­
product1v1ty self-employment 1nto Wh1Ch they have been forced by
Subs1stence pressure Although the work effect by the t1me crlter10n
decllnes, the product1vlty of labor 1ncreases

1S The selectIon of proJect sItes was based on satIsfactory completIon of proJects that had
become operatIonal There were however varlatlons ln the degree of effectIveness wlth whIch the
project was operat lng whIch cou ld have been an Important factor for the magn 1tude of effects
observed
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Table 17--Effect of Food for Work proJects and lnfrastructure on rural
employment. estlmates from analysls of varlance

Olfference Oue to Food for Work ProJects
Olfference as

Type of Employment Percent of Mean F-value

Olfference Oue to Infrastructure
Olfference as

Percent of Mean F-value

Wage employment 16 1 16 7* 19 3 11 1*

Agrlculture 7 0 1 6 -3 0 9 5*

Nonagrlcu lture 23 2 15 1* 43 4 46 3*

Crop product lOn 4 1 2 1 4 1 2 2

Total employment -3 3 30 2* 9 3 58 0*

Source M Hossaln Labor Market and Employment Effects ln Oevelopment Impact of the Food-for
Work-Program ln Bangladesh a report prepared for the World Food Programme (Washlngton
o C Internatlonal Food POllCY Research Instltute 1985) tables 3 19 and 3 36

* Statlstlcally slgnlflcant at the 0 95 level of probablllty

The 1mpact of the program on employment for the landless and land­
poor was assessed by 1nvestlgatlng the effect on wage employment Wage
employment 1n the proJect areas was found to be hlgher by about 16
percent compared w1th the control areas The dlfference was statlstl­
cally h1ghly slgnlf1cant The poslt1ve effect was, however, reallzed
through greater employment opportun1t1es 1n the nonagr1cultural sector
than ln agnculture Nonagncultural wage employment was about 23
percent hlgher 1n proJect households than 1n control households

The state of development of phys1cal 1nfrastructure was also found
to have a slgn1f1cant effect on rural employment Total employment was
about 9 percent h1gher 1n vlllages w1th developed 1nfrastructure
fac1l1t1es As 1n Food for Work proJects, the pos1t1ve effects were
mostly through h1gher employment 1n nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es than 1n
agr1culture, and through wage employment rather than self-employment
Wage employment was about 36 percent h1gher 1n proJect v1llages w1th
developed 1nfrastructure facll1t1es (17 percent due to the proJect and
19 percent due to the 1nfrastructure) than 1n control v1llages w1th
less-developed phys1cal 1nfrastructure fac1l1t1es These f1nd1ngs that
Food for Work proJects and phys1cal 1nfrastructure have pos1t1ve effects
on wage employment rather than on self-employment lmply that the longer­
term effects through the labor market reach the relat1vely lower 1ncome
groups to a greater extent

The 1ncome effect of a proJect was est1mated by f1tt1ng a regres­
Slon equat10n wlth the household-level data, relat1ng lncome to ltS ma1n
determ1nants, and 1ncorporat1ng Food for Work proJect part1clpat10n as
a separate explanatory varlable It was postulated that the lncome from
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crop product10n (VA) would depend on the amount of land owned by the
household (Lo)' the amount of land rented 1n from others (lR)' the number
of fam1ly workers engaged 1n agr1culture (WA ) , and the value of flxed
assets other than land, that lS, agr1cultural 1mplements and draft power
(K) Two dummy var1ables were used to 1ncorporate the effects of the
econom1C 1nfrastructure created by the Food for Work proJects (P) and of
the state of development of phys1cal 1nfrastructure (1) Two var1ants
of the model were est1mated (1) the Food for Work proJect and 1nfra­
structure were excluded, and (2) the Food for Work proJect and 1nfra­
structure were 1ncluded The est1mated results are as follows

VA = 3106 + 2511 La + 576 LR + 970 WA+ 0 037 K
(14 9) (2 1) (3 6) (0 76)

R2 = 0 45, and

VA = 1496 + 2505 La + 648 LR + 1023 WA + 0 028 K
(15 0) (2 4) (3 8) (0 57)

+ 1912 P + 1130 I
(3 18) (0 76)

(1)

(2)

F1gures 1n parentheses are est1mated "til values of the regresslOn
coeff1c1ents

The 1nclus1on of the project and 1nfrastructure dumm1es d1d not
substant1ally change the value of the coeff1c1ents of other explanatory
vanables, only the value of the constant term was reduced Th1S
1nd1cates that development of econom1C and phys1cal 1nfrastructure
Sh1fts the 1ncome funct10n upwards

The values of the regress10n coeff1c1ents of P and I 1mply that 1f
the endowments of all other factors were the same, households 1n project
v1l1ages would have 1ncomes that were h1gher, on average, by Tk 1,912
than those of households 1n control v1l1ages Households 1n v1llages
w1th developed phys1cal 1nfrastructure fac111t1es would have 1ncomes
h1gher by Tk 1,130 than households 1n v1llages that lack such fac1l1­
t1es At mean values of the explanatory var1ables, the average agr1cul­
tural 1ncome 1n the control v1llages w1th less developed 1nfrastructure
fac1l1t1es was est1mated at Tk 7,372 The net contr1but10n of the Food
for Work project to agn cultural lncome was thus est1mated at 26
percent, and that of 1nfrastructure at 15 percent, of the mean 1ncomes
1n control v1l1ages

The growth 1n 1ncome from crop product1on lS llkely to st1mulate
1ncome from noncrop rural act1v1t1es such as llvestock rear1ng,
process1ng, trade, and serV1ces When 1ncomes from these sources were
added to the 1ncome from crop product1on, the followlng estlmates of the
1ncome model were obta1ned
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Y = 1319 + 2120 P + 2761 I + 1621 La + 566 LR
(2 87) (3 68) (8 39) (1 72)

+ 1967 W+ 0 205 K+ 723 E
(3 02) (5 26) (0 85)

(3)

The var1ables K and W1nclude cap1tal and workers employed 1n nonfarm
act1v1t1es, La 1ncludes land used for homestead and other purposes, E lS
a dummy var1able represent1ng educat10n (1 for household heads hav1ng
more than f1ve years of school1ng), and the other vanables are as
def1ned earl1er The d1fference 1n the coeff1c1ents of Wand K 1n
equat10n (3) compared w1th those 1n equat10n (1) suggests that labor and
cap1tal 1n rural areas lS more product1ve 1n nonfarm act1v1t1es than 1n
farm act1v1t1es

The coeff1 c1ent of the proJect dummy P suggests that household
1ncome 1n the proJect area was hlgher by Tk 2,120 than ln the control
area Recall1ng that the dlrect effect of the proJect on crop produc­
t10n was Tk 1,912, the study concluded from th1S slmple analys1s that
the 1nd wect 1mpact of the proJect on noncrop sectors was about 11
percent of the d1rect effect on crop product1on lncome The effect on
nonfarm 1ncome was est1mated to be greater 1n areas w1th developed
phys1cal 1nfrastructure Tk 1,637 per household compared w1th Tk 1,130
1n crop-productlon act1v1t1es Thus, the development 1mpact of phys1cal
1nfrastructure was denved more from st 1mul at lOn of rural nonfarm
act1v1t1es

Tabl e 18 presents a summary of the est1mates den ved from the
regress10n equat10ns of the 1ncome effect of the development of econom1C
and phys1cal 1nfrastructure ProJect areas w1th underdeveloped phys1cal
lnfrastructure had 25 percent h1gher 1ncomes than areas w1thout the
proJect The pos1t1ve lncome effect was about 59 percent 1n v1llages
w1th better physlcal 1nfrastructure fac1l1t1es

The Food For Work Program, however, had a less-pronounced effect on
rural cap1tal format1on (Ahmed 1985) A compar1son of mean values for
the proJect and control groups showed gross 1nvestment to be 27 percent
h1gher and net 1nvestment to be 64 percent h1gher 1n the proJect group
than 1n the control group The d1fferences were stat1st1cally h1ghly
slgn1f1cant From the multlVanate analys1s, 1t was found that the
effect of the Food for Work Program on 1nvestment was ma1nly through 1tS
1ndlrect but poslt1ve lncome effect When the effects of other
var1ables were controlled, the effect of the program on 1nvestment was
est1mated at 19 percent

The development of phys1cal 1nfrastructure had a slgn1f1cant
negat1ve effect on rural cap1tal format1on, part1cularly on land
development and acqu1slt1on of agncultural mach1nery and equ1pment
Land development 1nvolves employment of a substant1al amount of labor
In underdeveloped v1llages, surplus fam1ly labor lS often allocated to
land development because of low opportun1ty costs In proJect v1llages,
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Table IS-Effect of Food for Work proJects and lnfrastructure on rural
household lncomes estlmates from regresslon analysls

Income from Nonfarm
Area Characteristlcs Crop ProductIon Income

(Tk/year)
Without Food for Work proJect or

developed infrastructure 7372 974

With Food for Work proJect but wlthout 9 284 1 181
developed lnfrastructure (26) (21)

With Food for Work proJect and 10 414 2 819
developed lnfrastructure (41) (189)

Total
Household Income

8 346

10 465
(25)

13 233
(59)

Source Based on data from M A Quasem and M Hossa1n The Effect on AgrIcultural ProductIon and
Income In Development Impact of the Food-for-Work Program 1n Bangladesh a report
prepared for the World Food ProgralT1TIe (Wash1ngton D C InternatIonal Food PolIcy
Research Inst1tute 1985) table 2 21

Note FIgures m parentheses are percent of mcrease 1n 1ncome compared wIth the sItuatIon
wIthout the proJect

the scope of asset creatlon through prlvate lnltlatlve lS reduced by the
government's lnvolvement In such actlvlt1es as prOV1S1on of SUbs1d1zed
1rngat1on facll1tles and dlgg1ng of 1rngatlon channels Thus, the
Food for Work Program often Substltutes 1nvestment act1v1tles that would
have been undertaken w1th pr1vate and commun1ty ln1t1at1ves had there
been no prospect of government resources for such work

The preproJect nutrlt10n sltuat10n was worse 1n proJect v1llages
than 1n control v1llages (Kumar and Chowdhury 1985), venfy1ng the
observat1on that the Food for Work Program tends to reach econom1cally
depressed areas There was a greater prevalence of stunt1ng than
wast lng or stunt1ng-cum-wast 1ng 1n proJect V1ll ages Water supplles
were also poorer 1n proJect v1llages D1etary 1ntakes were, however,
h1gher 1n proJect v1llages than In control vlllages for all age groups
Ind1cators of change 1n nutrlt10nal status, as suggested by anthropomet­
nc measurements, showed an equal1z1ng trend In proJect sltes for
d1 fferences between boys and gl rl s at van ous ages The nutn t 1ona1
status of glrls, who were slgn1f1cantly worse off, on the whole, 1n the
younger age groups, 1mproved more 1n proJect v1llages than In control
v1llages Slnce the basel1ne 1nformat1on was worse 1n proJect v1llages,
a pos1tlve nutr1tlonal 1mpact was more than 1nd1cated by the compar1son

The level of food consumpt1on was h1gher 1n proJect sltes than In
control sltes for the entlre sample as well as for all 1ncome groups
The seasonal fluctuat10n 1n food 1ntake was, however, more pronounced 1n
proJect vlllages than 1n control vlllages Th1S was due to lmprovements
In employment and lncome 1n proJect vlllages dur1ng some portlons of the
productlon cycle (February-June) but not 1n others (September-November)
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For the landless and 10w-1ncome groups, 1mprovements 1n d1et c01nc1ded
w1th better harvests and w1th more extenslVe employment 1n nonfarm
actlvltles

The obJectlve estlmates of the development 1mpact of the Food for
Work Program obtalned from the f1eld survey data were checked wlth the
opln1ons of respondents about changes ln the1r economlC condltlons Slnce
the 1mplementat10n of Food for Work proJects Table 19 presents the
responses obta1ned from both proJect and control groups for d1fferent
types of proJects For all proJects, the economlC cond1t10n of people
In the control v1llages was unchanged, as one-th1rd of the respondents
reported lmprovement and one-th1rd reported deter10rat10n In contrast,
57 percent of the respondents 1n the proJect v1llages reported 1mprove­
ment and 21 percent reported deter1orat10n 1n the1r econom1C cond1tlon
The d1 fference 1n response between the proJect v111 ages and control
v111ages was stat1st1cally h1ghly slgmf1cant The largest pos1tlVe
ga1n was reported by respondents 1n flood-protect10n embankment areas,
95 percent of the respondents reported 1mprovement 1n proJect areas and
none 1n control areas The maJorlty of the respondents 1n areas w1th
lrrl gat1on channel s reported 1mproved econom1 c cond1 t 1ons, but the
response was not stat1st1cally slgn1f1cant

What 1S the nature of the d1str1but10n of longer-term ga1ns from
the development of rural 1nfrastructures? Responses about changes 1n
econom1C cond1tlon for d1fferent landhold1ng groups were comp1led
(Table 20) In control areas, only large farmers reported lmprovement

Table 19--Changes In economlC condltlons of respondent households
after lmplementatlon of Food for Work proJects

PrOject Area Control Area Value of Level of
Type of ProJect Improved Deterlorated Improved Deterlorated ChI-Square SIgnIfIcance

(percent of total cases)

DraInage and
IrrIgatIon canal 52 5 15 0 27 8 30 6 5 32 o 07

FIeld channel for
IrrIgatIon 57 5 17 5 50 0 32 5 2 54 o 28

Coastal embankment 25 9 44 4 25 0 50 0 o 17 o 92

Flood protectIon
embankment

Flash flood 65 8 23 7 30 0 25 0 10 10 o 01
Normal flood 94 7 o 0 o 0 40 0 35 30 o 00

A11 proJects 57 3 20 7 30 1 34 6 22 19 o 00

Source Based on data from M A Quasem and M HossaIn The Effect on Agrlcultural ProductIon and
Income In Development Impact of the Food-for-Work Program In Bangladesh a report
prepared for the World Food Progranme (WashIngton D C InternatIonal Food PolICy
Research InstItute 1985) table A 10
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Table 20-Changes 1n econom1C cond1t10ns of d1fferent landhold1ng
groups after lmplementatlon of Food for Work proJects

PrOject Area Control Area Value of Level of
LandholdIng Group Improved Deter lOra ted Improved DeterIorated ChI-Square Slgnlflcance

(percent of cases)

Functionally landless 37 6 35 8 22 2 29 6 7 96 o 03

Sma 11 farmer 53 8 19 2 25 7 37 1 7 14 o 03

Medium farmer 723 10 6 38 2 44 1 12 92 o 02

Large farmer 91 7 o 0 53 8 23 1 4 86 o 09

Source Based on data from M A Quasem and M Hossaln The Effect on Agrlcultural Productlon and
Income ln Deve lopment Impact of the Food-far-Work Program 1n 8ang ladesh a report
prepared for the World Food Programme (Washlngton D C Internat lona 1 Food POllCY
Research InstItute 1985) table A 11

1n the1r eCOnOm1C COnd1t1on, wh1le a maJor1ty of the households ownlng
less than 0 5 acres of land reported e1ther stagnat10n or deterloratlon
1n the1r econom1C cond1t1on In contrast, the condlt1ons of only the
landless and the near landless remalned unchanged 1n the proJect sltes,
the responses were equally dlv1ded between lmprovement and deterlora­
tlon However, a larger proport1on of the landless In proJect vlllages
reported lmprovement compared wlth control vlllages The maJorlty of
the landownlng groups In proJect areas, lrreSpectlVe of thelr SlZe,
reported 1mprovement In economlC condltlons, but the galns In compar1son
wlth control vlllages were hlgher for larger landowners The concluslon
of th1S analys1s lS that under condltlons of economlC stagnancy, as In
the control vlllages, the rlch become rlcher and the poor, poorer, but
under cond1tlons of growth as In the proJect area, lnequallty lncreases
but the poverty sltuatlon 1mproves as the poor galn In absolute terms

The reVlew of the development lmpact of economlC lnfrastructure
Just reported noted that the lmpact on employment and lncome was h1gher
In areas w1th developed phys1cal lnfrastructure and that addltlOnal
beneflts came ma1nly from stlmulatlon of nonfarm rural actlvltles A
comprehenslve study (Ahmed and Hossaln 1990) on the lmpact of lnfra­
structure on rural development In Bangladesh, whlch analyzed the same
data, reached Slmllar concluslons Ahmed and Hossaln est1mated that the
efflc1ency of agncultural productlon was about one-fourth hlgher In
areas wlth well-developed physlcal lnfrastructure than In underdeveloped
areas ThlS 1mprovement was achleved ma1nly because dlffuslon of modern
agrlcultural technology was facllltated The posltlve effect of
lnfrastructure was, however, more pronounced on lncome from nonagrlcul­
tural actlv1tles than agncultural actlVlt1es Income galns were
dl stn buted more 1n favor of the 1andl ess and sma11 er 1andowners,
contrary to the common bellef that development of lnfrastructure
accentuates 1ncome d1str1but1on
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Ahmed and Hossa1n (1990) def1ned phys1cal 1nfrastructure as
1nclud1ng paved roads, f1nanc1al 1nst1tut1ons, and pr1mary and secondary
markets, not all of Wh1Ch are f1nanced by rural publ1C works programs
The exclus1ve emphas1s of the works program regard1ng the development of
phys1cal 1nfrastructure was on development and ma1ntenance of dHt
roads, and br1dges and culverts on these roads There are few compre­
henS1ve stud1es on the development 1mpact of rural roads for Bangladesh

Hossa1n and Chowdhury (1984) attempted to assess the SOC1oeconom1C
1mpacts of rural roads by compar1ng land use, employment, agr1cultural
product1on, marketed surplus, product and 1nput pr1ces, road traff1c,
and transport charges between an access1ble and a remote thana 1n Bogra,
one of the most agr1culturally progress1ve d1str1cts 1n Bangladesh, as
well as between Bogra and Fandpur, a d1stnct that st1ll pract1ces
trad1t10nal agr1culture Data were collected through pr1mary surveys of
traff1c on roads and markets, 1nterv1ews w1th traders and transport
operators who used the roads, and a random sample of households from 12
v1llages purposely selected accord1ng to the1r access1b1l1ty to roads
and markets The study d1d not f1nd a slgn1f1cant relat10nsh1p between
cult1vat10n 1ntens1ty 1n the sample v1llages and access1b1l1ty of
v111ages to roads However, cropp1ng 1ntens1ty was slgmf1cantly
related to access1b1l1ty to roads The 1ntens1ty of modern1zat10n of
agr1culture was also slgn1f1cantly related to access1b1l1ty to roads
The area share under modern 1rr1gat10n and the use of chem1cal fert1l1z­
ers per acre of land were h1gher 1n Bogra than Far1dpur, and 1n Bogra
they were h1 gher 1n the thana W1 th the 1mproved road network A
pos1t1ve relat1onsh1p between access1b1l1ty of the v1llage to roads and
use of fert1l1zer 1n the v1llage was noted, but the relat1onsh1p w1th
ava1lab1l1ty of 1rr1gat1on fac1l1t1es was relat1vely weak Y1eld per
acre of n ce was about 87 percent h1gher, and the gross val ue of
agr1cultural product10n was about 25 percent h1gher 1n the most
access1ble v1llages 1n Bogra, compared w1th the most remote v1llage 1n
Fandpur

Nonfarm occupat10ns were more 1mportant 1n access1ble v1llages than
1n remote v1llages Nearly 30 percent of households 1n v1llages
adJacent to a road reported nonagr1cultural act1v1t1es as the1r maJor
occupat1on, compared w1th 22 percent 1n moderately access1ble v1llages
and 18 percent 1n remote v1llages The most str1k1ng d1fference was 1n
dependence on cottage 1ndustr1es and on transport serV1ces for genera­
t10n of nonfarm employment

Var1at10n 1n marketed surplus across v1llages was slgn1f1cantly
h1gher than var1at10n 1n Y1eld or value of agr1cultural produce per un1t
of land The amount of commod1t1es transacted per person was 19 percent
h1gher 1n the access1ble thana than 1n the remote thana 1n Bogra, the
d1fference was 17 percent 1n Far1dpur The volume of transact10ns was
about 66 percent h1gher 1n Bogra than 1n Far1dpur

The annual volume of traff1C per m1le of road was est1mated at
11,000 tons 1n the access1ble thana and 9,000 tons 1n the remote thana
1n Bogra For Far1dpur, the annual volume was 8,100 and 4,500 tons per
m1le 1n the access1ble and remote thana, respect1vely Markets located
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near the paved trunk roads accounted for nearly three-fourths of the
volume of goods traded

The unlt cost of transport per ton mlle was 19 percent lower ln the
accesslble thana than ln the remote thana Wlthln the same thana,
transport charges were h1gher durlng the ralny season than durlng the
dry season, and the seasonal dlfference was h1gher for the remote thana
than for the access1ble thana Wlth eXlstlng trafflc, 1mprovement 1n
the quallty of roads 1n Bogra would glve a user cost-savlng of Tk 78,000
per m1le, companng favorably wlth the Tk 15,000 per year of actual
lnvestment on road lmprovement for the prev10us four years Thus the
crude est1mate of the benef1t-cost rat10 was about 5 2, Wh1Ch must be
regarded as very h1gh by any standard

Hossa1n and Chowdhury (1984) found that 1mprovement 1n road qual1ty
led to a relat1vely advanced mode of transportat1on, that 1S, there was
a Sh1ft from trad1t1onal modes (human porters, an1mal backs) to
mechan1zed modes (r1ckshaws, trucks) that are faster and cheaper The
advanced modes of transport were run by pure transport operators, wh1le
the trad1t1onal modes, such as bullock carts, were run by farmers or
traders who were only part-t1me transport operators The former
belonged relat1vely more to the landless and smaller landown1ng groups
than the latter There was a h1gher proport10n of full-t1me transport
operators for all modes of transport ln the access1ble area than 1n the
remote area The study concluded that lnvestment for 1mprovement 1n
qual1ty of rural roads would stlmulate development of a commerclal trade
and transport sector, WhlCh would 1ncrease employment opportun1t1es for
the low-lncome group and, hence, would contnbute to allev1atlOn of
rural poverty

Hlgh rates of return on 1nvestment for constructlon and ma1ntenance
of rural roads and culverts were also estlmated by other studles
Table 21 reports the volume and nature of traff1c and the user cost of
transport as estlmated by Chowdhury and Hossaln (1985) for d1fferent
types of rural roads The volume of trafflc and savlngs 1n road user
cost vary dlrectly wlth road quallty The volume of traff1c was nearly
four to flve t1mes h1gher on d1rt feeder roads connect1ng v1llages to
the arter1al road system than on 1nter10r d1rt roads On paved roads,
the volume of traff1c was several t1mes h1gher than on d1rt roads, and
the add1t10nal traff1c was carr1ed mostly by mechan1zed transport The
road user cost was about 26 percent lower on 1mproved d1rt roads than on
deter10rated ones, and 55 percent lower on paved roads Improvement of
a feeder d1rt road generated a transport cost sav1ng of Tk 180,000 on
eX1st1ng traff1c and Tk 225,000 on generated traff1c, WhlCh compares
very favorably w1th the est1mated cost of Tk 50,000 per m1le per year
for 1mprovement and ma1ntenance of such roads

Hossa1n and Asaduzzaman (1983) evaluated the Spec1al Publ1c Works
Program and est1mated the beneflt-cost ratlo for reconstruct1on of d1rt
roads at 3 3, assum1ng a shadow wage rate for labor at 80 percent of the
market wage rate For construct1on of cul verts on rural roads, the
benef1t-cost rat10 was 5 5
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Table 21--Volume of trafflc and user cost of transport on dlfferent
types of rural roads

Road Type

Interlor dlrt road

Dlrt feeder road
Deterlorated
Improved

BrIck sollng road

Bltumlnous paved road

Share
Share of Carrled by

Annual Volume Nonagn cu1tura1 Mechanlzed
of Trafflc COl111lodltles Transport Cost of Transport

(l 000 metrlc (percent) (percent) (Tk/ton/mlle)
tons/mlle)

3 8 10 1 o 0 48 4

14 7 13 1 o 0 48 1
18 1 14 8 4 9 35 7

34 5 30 6 79 4 26 4

88 4 37 6 86 5 21 2

Source Based on data from 0 H Chowdhury and M HossaIn Roads and Development A Case Study
of Return on Investment In Rural Roads In Bangladesh (Dhaka Bangladesh Unnayan
Parlshad 19B5)

Chowdhury and Asaduzzaman (1983) made a qua11tat1ve assessment of
the 1mpact of 1nvestment for construct10n of dut roads and markets
under the Rural Deve10pment-1 ProJect lmp1emented by the Bangladesh
Rural Development Board 1n seven thanas 1n Bogra and Mymens1ngh
d1str1cts The reduct10n 1n un1t transport cost as a result of 1nvest­
ment on roads was est1mated at 23 percent for Bogra and 17 percent for
Mymens1ngh Road users reported an average reduct10n 1n trave11ng t1me
of about 38 percent 1n Bogra and 16 percent 1n Mymens1ngh, and an
average reduct10n 1n trave11ng cost of 80 percent and 5 percent,
respect1ve1y, for the two thanas

Techn1ca1 Cons1derat10ns

The substant1a1 development 1mpact of the Food For Work Program
depends on successful comp1et10n of the proJects and good qua11ty of the
work Good -qua11 ty work requ1res sound concept1on, correct des 1gn,
adequate resources for requ1 s 1te appurtenant structures, and careful
techn1cal superv1s1on dunng lmplementatlon However, an exceSSlVe
emphas1s on ach1ev1ng the rellef obJect1ve, relat1ve to the development
obJect1ve, results 1n qual1ty often be1ng sacr1f1ced for quant1ty An
eng1neer1ng evaluat10n of 31 proJects by N1shat and Chowdhury (1983)
found that for most of the proJects the structures were appropr1ate and
the qual1ty of des1gn was good, but conform1ty of execut10n w1th des1gn
and qua11 ty of work were often unsat1sfactory In some cases, the
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problem was serlOUS enough to prevent any development lmpact from belng
reallzed In the case of road and embankment proJects, for lnstance,
lnapproprlate technlcal deslgns of the proJects would lead to dralnage
congestlon, and durlng floods, local people would cut the embankments,
thereby reduclng the development lmpact

In other cases, poor quallty of executlon was expected to affect
the rate of deterloratlon and the frequency of repalr and malntenance
In only about one-thlrd of the cases was quallty of constructlon found
to be falrly good A resurvey of proJect sltes one year after the
lnltlal survey showed that half of the proJects had remalned lncomplete
It was observed that motlvatlon, especlally of proJect lmplementatlon
commlttee members and of local people, was closely assoclated wlth work
qual1ty

Impact on Short-Run Food Securlty

PubllC rural works programs should provlde lmmedlate beneflts to
workers by lncreaslng the number of days of employment and provldlng
hlgher lncomes ThlS should be reflected In hlgher levels of consump­
tlon of the target group By absorblng addltlonal labor, such programs
may help prevent a decllne In wages durlng the lean agrlcultural season,
WhlCh may lnduectly beneflt others In the target group who are not
partlclpatlng In the program

The BIDS/IFPRI (1985) evaluatlon of the Food for Work Program
estlmated that durlng the early 1980s the program had the capaclty to
provlde more than 100 mllllOn days of employment per year, whlch
translated to at least 17 days of addltlonal employment ln the construc­
t 1on phase for every 1andl ess worker Dun ng 1985-90, the program
spent, on average, 658, 000 tons of wheat per year Assuml ng a 30
percent leakage In the program and a wage rate of 4 kllograms of wheat
per day, the program may have generated about 115 mllllon person-days of
wage employment, equlvalent to about 10 percent of employment generated
for hlred workers In crop-productlon actlvltles

A comprehenslve study by Osmanl and Chowdhury (1983) of the short­
term lmpact of the Food for Work Program found, however, that the
employment generated by the program largely represented a Shlft from
self-employment and, to a smaller extent, from other forms of wage
employment (Table 22) 16 But Slnce the dally remuneratlon from the
program was cons 1derably hlgher than from other sources, espeClally
compared Wl th the margl nal return from self-employment, the effect
measured In terms of lncome was hlghly slgnlflcant The study estlmated

16 The employment and 1ncome effect was assessed by compar1ng values of these varIables for
sample households drawn from labor-sell1ng groups 1n proJect v11lages (Food for Work partlc1pantj
wIth those of control vIllages In fIve proJect sItes The sample consIsted of 245 and 246 households
respectIvely The employment survey was carrIed out 1n three rounds at an 1nterval of two weeks In
each round informat10n on employment was collected for the precedIng two weeks for each member of
the household In the labor force
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Table 22--Employment characterlstlcs of Food for Work partlclpant and
nonpartlclpant households durlng proJect lmplementatlon In
1982

Varlable
ProJect
Group

Control
Group

Statlstlcal Slgnlflcance
of the D1fferencea

Total employment per
household (hours)

Se If-emp loyment
Wage employment

Farm
Nonfarm
Food for Work

Hours of work per day per household
Se If-emp loyment
Wage employment

Farm
Nonfarm
Food for Work

Wage rate (Tk per hour)
Farm
Nonfarm
Food for Work

450 410 S
76 169 S

373 240 S
137 153 NS

61 87 S
175 0 S

5 2 5 3 NS
8 3 8 1 S
8 0 8 1 NS
8 0 8 0 NS
8 6

1 95 1 81 S
1 46 1 31 S
1 95 1 69 S
1 97

Source Based on data from S R Osman1 and 0 H Chowdhury Short Run Impacts of Food for Work
Programme 1n Bangladesh Bangladesh Development Stud1es 11 (1 &2 1983) 135-190

a S = slgn1f1cant NS = not slgn1f1cant

that the net wage lncome of partlclpant households was 55 percent hlgher
durlng the SlX weeks of the survey perlod compared wlth what they would
have earned durlng the same perlod ln the absence of the program The
net lncome galn amounted to about 10 percent of thelr annual wage lncome
and to about 7 percent of thelr total lncome ln the years precedlng the
Food for Work season

The study found a small lndwect effect of the Food for Work
Program on nonpartlclpatlng households wlthln the target group Nearly
four-flfths of the labor-hlrlng households reported that wage rates went
up due to the program, and 48 percent reported that they felt a labor
shortage The wage rate ln farmlng actlvltles was 11 percent hlgher ln
vlllages wlth Food for Work proJects than In control vlllages durlng the
program season However, there was llttle adverse effect on agrlcultur­
al productlon through the wage effect Only 18 percent of the labor­
hlrlng households had to cut down on the use of hlred labor because of
hlgher wages Moreover, 92 percent of these labor-reduclng households
reported worklng more themselves In order to compensate for the reduced
use of hlred labor
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The effect of the Food for Work Program on consumptl0n of partlc1­
pat1ng households was not as pronounced as the effect on 1ncome Only
those workers heav11y 1nvolved In the program (more than 50 percent of
thelr employment was derlved from the program) had marglnally hlgher
levels of foodgraln consumptl0n than nonpartlclpatlng workers A part
of the addltlonal lncome earned through the program could have been used
for nonfood consumptlon or loan repayment The study put forward the
hypothesls of staggered consumptl0n behavlor at Subs1stence levels of
lncome to explaln the apparent gap between 1ncome galns and h1gher food
1ntake It was argued that at low 1eve1s of lncome t people try to
ma1ntaln the m1nlmum Subs1stence food 1ntake even through borrow1ng t and
defer expendltures on other nonfood bas1c needs such as cloth1ng for
perlods when lncomes are recelved In lump-sum fashl0n Slnce Food for
Work wages are sometlmes pald at lntervals of several weeks t they may be
used for meet1ng lumpy expend1tures or for repaylng loans Hence t the
1mpact 1s not felton food consumpt1on dun ng the perl od of work
Nearly 54 percent of the households recelv1ng wheat as wages had to sell
some wheat for meetlng cash expendltures The total amount of wheat
sold was about 15 percent of the total recelpts

The Food for Work Program benef1ts d1d largely reach the target
group (Chowdhury 1983) About 50 percent of the proJect workers were
drawn from completely landless households, and 70 percent from those
w1th less than 0 5 acres of land About 85 percent of the workers were
lll1terate t and the1r average lncome was about half the level of the
natlonal per caplta 1ncome Slnce part1clpat10n In the program lnvolves
arduous manual work, 1t appears to be self-targeted t that 1S t the
employment opportun1t1es are taken up only by those who are 1n dlre need
of such employment

Effect on Prlces and Producer Incent1ves

Stagnat10n In the domest1c productlon of wheat Slnce the mld-1980s,
after a decade of rapld growth, 1S attrlbuted by many to large 1mports
of wheat for f1nanclng the Food for Work Program The macro analys1s of
the lmpact of the program on pr1ces lS based on the argument that an
1nfus1on of lmported wheat 1ncreases the domest1c supply of foodgra1ns
1n the market, and unless demand for wheat lS 1nduced to the full extent
of the 1ncrease In supply, the pr1ce of wheat wlll go down To the
extent that nce 1S a Subst1tute for wheat, the 1ncreased supply of
wheat may also brlng down r1ce prlces The counterargument 1S that the
supply of wheat under the Food for Work Program 1S expected to generate
ltS own demand t because the target group of the program lS extremely
poor households wlth unemployed famlly labor and, hence t wlth a large
unmet demand for food The purchaslng capac1ty generated by employment
1n the program lS matched by the supply of wheat as wage payments In
klnd t hence lt should not affect prlces Th1S argument lS explalned In
Flgure 4 Import of wheat ald Shlfts the domest1c supply curve from So50
to SlSlt and lf demand rema1ns unchanged, the prlce of wheat should go
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Flgure 4-Effect of addltl0nal supply of Food for Work wheat on prlces
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down from OPo to OP, But lf the worker who recelves the wheat as wages
consumes the entlre amount, and the addltlonal consumptlon 15 not at the
expense of domest1cally produced gralns, demand w1ll 1ncrease by the
same amount as supply (as shown by the upward Sh1ft of the demand curve
from 0000 to 0,0,), leav1ng pr1ces unchanged The effect on pr1ces w1ll
ult1mately depend on the 1ncome effect of the Food for Work Program as
we11 as the 1ncome e1ast1c1ty of demand for wheat and the pn ce
elast1c1ty of supply and demand Some eV1dence on the strength of these
factors 1S ava11able from the IFPRI/BIDS evaluat10n of the program,
Wh1Ch lS reported below

Osman1 and Chowdhury (1983) found the add1t10nal employment effect
of the Food for Work Program to be small but the 1ncome effect to be
qU1te substant1al, because earn1ngs from program work were h1gher than
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lncome foregone from self-employment actlvltles taken up when employment
opportunltles ln the market were llmlted EVldence suggests that demand
for foodgra 1ns woul d , ncrease as a result of the substant la1 1ncome
effect The strength of the demand Shlft would largely depend on the
extent to WhlCh the wages recelved ,n the form of wheat were used for
ralslng the consumptlon of foodgralns The IFPRI/BIDS survey found the
foodgraln consumpt,on effect to be rather weak (Osman, and Chowdhury
1983) Per caplta wheat consumpt,on ln partlclpant households was only
14 percent hlgher than that ,n the control group, and the top 50 percent
of households ln terms of employment recelved from the Food for Work
Program had consumptlon levels 29 percent hlgher than nonpartlclpants
The flndlngs lndlcate that a substantlal portlOn of the addltlonal
lncome generated from program employment was d1verted to meet nongraln
consumpt1on needs

One lmportant reason that Food for Work Program workers are pald 1n
wheat lS preclsely to mlnlmlze the pnce depresslon effect It lS
presumed that glven the same level of 1ncome, a worker who rece1ves
payment 1n foodgralns wlll consume more foodgra1ns than one who lS pald
In cash Th1S argument lS partlcularly valld 1f there lS a hlgh
transactlon cost In convertlng foodgralns to cash The IFPRI/BIDS
survey noted that 1n pract 1ce, however, workers frequently recel ved
payment In cash because of late arrlvals of foodgra1ns to proJect sltes
or for other reasons Nearly one-f,fth of the workers recelved thelr
wages entlrely 1n cash, whlle two-flfths recelved cash at some tlme or
other (Osmanl and Chowdhury 1983) Payment ln klnd per se would not
lead to greater consumptlon of foodgralns 1f the worker sells part of
the wheat and uses the sale proceeds to meet nonfoodgra1n needs The
IFPRI/BIDS survey found that nearly 54 percent of the households who
rece1ved some of the1r wages ln wheat durlng the survey per10d sold at
least part of the wheat, the amount of wheat sold equaled 14 percent of
total rece1pts Only 24 percent of the respondents who sold wheat
reported that the maln purpose of dOlng so was to Subst1tute wheat for
rlce 1n the1r dlets, wh1le 62 percent d1d so to meet urgent cash needs

The eV1 dence presented above suggests that due to a number of
leakages, 1nfus1on of Food for Work wheat mlght not lead to an 1ncrease
1n the effect lYe demand for wheat to the full extent Thus, wheat
pr1ces would be expected to be somewhat lower than they would have been
1n the absence of the program Even 1f wheat pr1ces are depressed, 1t
does not necessar1ly follow that the depressed pr1ces lead to stagnat10n
1n wheat productlon 1n the country Dur1ng the 1980s, the prlce of boro
r1ce, the compet1tor crop to wheat, was also on a downward trend due to
rap1d growth ln lrrlgat10n facll1tles, wh1ch allowed large-scale
expans10n 1n cult1vat10n of h1gh-Y1eld1ng boro r1ce

F1gure 5 presents the long-term trend 1n the wheat-nce pnce
rat10'7 and relates 1t to Bangladesh's total foodgra1n 1mports Except

17 80th prIces are averages for the postharvest perlod March-May for wheat and May-July for
bora rIce
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Flgure 5-Relatlonshlp between foodgraln lmports and wheat-rlce prlce
ratlo
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durlng 1980-82, the negatlve relatlonshlp between foodgraln lmports and
wheat-rlce prlce ratlo was falrly weak Also, there was no slgnlflcant
downward trend In the wheat-rlce prlce ratlo that would have lnduced
farmers to reallocate land from wheat to boro rlce In fact, the prlce
ratlo fluctuated around 60 percent durlng 1976-87, but Slnce then, wheat
prlces have lncreased at a faster rate than rlce prlces It seems that
technlcal factors may have played a more lmportant role In the recent
stagnatlon of wheat productlon In Bangladesh than depresslon In prlces
lnduced by the Food for Work Program



5 CONCLUSIONS

Publ1C works programs have the potent1al to serve both rel1ef and
development obJect lVes Development of rural roads, marketpl aces,
Hr1gat1on and dra1 nage channel s, flood-protect 1on embankments,
afforestatlon, and so forth, can create employment durlng slack seasons
for agrlcultural actlv1tles and, at the same tlme, can promote dlffuslon
of new agrlcultural technology, lncrease land and labor product1vlty,
facllltate marketlng, and provlde better lnput-output prlces to farmers
If economlC actlv1tles are stlmulated by developed 1nfrastructure
facllltles, a second round of employment and lncome would be generated
durlng the operatlonal phase ln both agrlcultural and nonagrlcultural
actlvlt1es

Bangladesh has experlmented wlth two types of publlC works programs
that have been dlfferentlated broadly by the mode of payment of wages to
workers The normal Rural Works Program that was lnltlated 1n the early
1960s was flnanced wlth cash resources, whlle the Food for Work Program
that was 1nltlated after the fam1ne 1n 1974 1S f1nanced w1th allocatlon
of wheat obta1ned as grants from donor countr1es The prlmary obJectlve
of the f1rst program was development, wh1le the second program focused
more on rellef by mak1ng employment maX1m1zat1on dur1ng the operat10nal
phase ltS pnme obJectlVe Both programs have, however, a1med at
developwg the plann1ng and lmplementat10n capaclty of local self­
government unlts and at promot1ng a part1clpatory development process

Both programs were flnanced wlth external resources and recelved
nearly 8 percent of the annual development expend1tures Inltlally,
more resources were allocated for development of physlcal wfrastruc­
ture W1th the passage of t1me, the emphasls sh1fted to economlc
1nfrastructure Very few resources were allocated to development of
soclal lnfrastructure or to proJects such as paved roads that requlred
more materlal resources than labor

In the postlndependence perlod, forelgn asslstance for publlc works
was avallable as grants 1n the form of wheat Donors preferred payment
to workers In wheat ThlS prov1ded an lncentlve to flnance proJects
that lnvolved mostly earthwork, WhlCh has the potentlal to mobll1ze the
maXlmum amount of 1abor at the m1 mmum cost The work had to be
organlzed durlng the dry season from January to May, whlch, durlng the
1960s and 1970s, cOlnclded wlth the slack season for agncultural
actlv1t1es The program has also been responslve to natural d1sasters
Resource allocat10ns have been hlgher ln years of natural calamltles,
and resources have been utlllzed for generatlng employment even dur1ng
the ralny season

In recent years, wage employment generated by the program has
accounted for about one-tenth of the wage employment generated In the

- 56 -



- 57 -

crop-product10n sector Eval uat10ns of the 1mmed1 ate effect on the
target group, based on household-level surveys, however, show that Food
for Work employment 1S ma1nly the result of a Sh1ft from 10w-product1v1­
ty self-employment Slnce the return per day of labor 1S h1gher 1n the
Food for Work Program than 1n other alternat1ve forms of employment
ava11able to workers, the program has had a pos1tlVe effect on the
1ncome of workers, est1mated at about 10 percent of the wage 1ncome and
7 percent of total household 1ncome Properly 1mplemented, the proJects
have also generated longer-term development 1mpact Econom1C 1nfra­
structure generates add1t10nal employment and 1ncome to a greater extent
1n the crop sector, wh1le phys1cal 1nfrastructure has a greater overall
1mpact

A maJor problem has been the h1gh degree of leakage 1n resources
dur1ng 1mplementat10n of the program Th1S has partly been due to the
payment of wages 1n k1nd The 1mported wheat has to be moved to the
work slte, th1S has a h1gh transact10n cost and 1nvolves a number of
layers of government off1c1als who try to extract rents Somet1mes the
problem has been due to a tendency on the part of the government to use
the resources to sat1sfy pol1t1cal cl1ents at local levels Th1S often
leads to select10n of proJects that are not h1ghly needed, 1nadequate
superV1S10n, and substandard work

Lack of techm cal expert1se at the 1oca1 1eve1 and POll t 1cal
obJect1ves of serv1ng the local cl1ents of the power-holders has often
led to select10n of 1nappropr1ate proJects, poor techn1cal des1gn, and
low qual1ty of 1mplementat1on, all of Wh1Ch reduced longer-run develop­
ment 1mpact Slnce the resources were ava1lable 1n the form of wheat,
the program has mostly f1nanced earthwork for bU1ld1ng and repa1r of
roads and embankments These lacked the necessary appurtenant struc­
tures, Wh1Ch has aggravated dra1nage congest10n dur1ng floods

The works program has also dampened commun1ty 1n1t1at1ve to
undertake small-scale proJects through mob1l1zat10n of voluntary labor
Because of easy ava1lab111ty of resources, local commun1t1es now walt
for the government to come forward w1th resources that prev10usly were
mob1l1zed eas1ly from w1th1n the 10cal1ty Some arrangement to prov1de
match1ng funds from the central government un1t to the local un1ts 1S
necessary to 1nduce mob111zat10n of local resources for proJects that
are concelVed as benef1clal to the local1ty Part1al fund1ng by the
10cal1ty may also ensure m1n1m1zat1on of leakages and better qual1ty of
work

A pos1t1ve slde effect of the Rural Works Program 1S that 1t has
1ncreased 1nteract10ns between var10US layers of the local self­
government un1ts and the central bureaucracy 1n charge of plann1ng and
1mplement1ng rural development programs It has promoted popular
part1c1pat10n 1n rural development act1v1t1es and has made people
conSC10US of and 1nterested 1n the funct1on1ng of the local government
However, th1S has also exposed to the publ1C eye the process by Wh1Ch
the dom1nant el1te 1n the v11lages explo1t the poor and the weak
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