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New Horizons in Dewvelopment Planning
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In the last two decades, politicians and administrators
have believed that an economic development plan in the
form of a deccument is pecessary before a programme
of work is launched to rapidly deve!ap the country.
Practically every government other than the United
National Party administration ol 1960 to 1965 and the new
government that was elected this year have prepared
devetopment plans.  The firstsystematic plun was brought
out in 1955 and was cntitled a Six Year Programme of
Investment. The M.E.P. government that came 1nto
power in 19356 was dissatisfied with the contents

and the strategy outlined in the Six Year Programme
anditset up machinery to prepare a plan motre in alignment
with its cconomic philesophy.  The task was entrusted
to the Planning Secretirial. and in 1958 the Ten Year
Plan was released.  The Plan was hailed as a thorough
picce of work by academics.  But. like its predeccssor
and those that succeeded it never got off eround and the
Two Year Implementation Progrom was issucd shortly
after. The next great experiment in planning was the
much talked about Five Year Plan issued in 1972,

A great deatof optimism and fanfare accompanied

the release of this Plan, and on the surfuce it gave the
impression that it would provide answers to the mest
urgent problems ol the day of which unemployment

wis the most important.  Since none of the plans
could even be partially implemented, various cxcusers
were piven for their Tailure.  These included (he
inadequacy of financial resources particularly foreign
cxchange. the maognitude and long gestaltion period
of projects and the lack of implementation capacities.

Several previous  governments  allowed o
considerable amount of time to be Spent on the
preparation ol plans and ithe development precess
seems to huve come to a standstitl until this was done.
For example, the M.EP. government elected in 1956
devoted two years to the preparation ol the Ten Year
Plan.  Similarly. the S.L.F.P. government that tcck
office in 1970 spent two years preparing a plan.  The
planners and the administrators believed that the mere
preparationof a document would belp to solve the country’s
problems and that the people could be rest assured that
all was well il such a decument was issved.  Unlike
today. in the filties. the cconomy was not confronted
with serious problems.  Unemployment was less
than one-fourth of what 1t is today and the country
could have well altorded to spend time in prepuaring
plun.  The cconomy was [reer, the foreign exchange
situation not unfavourable, goeds were relatively cheap
and (here were no shortages; as a result people were
notimpatient. there was little or no discontent or agitation.

On the other hand, the Five Yeur Plan of 1972
was brought out 1o an entirely different political and
economic context.  One factor which hastened the release
of rhe Plan was the insurgeney of April 1971,

Government tock certain major decisions: one was the
implementation of the land refoim progremme on the
advice of an [.L.O. team of experts led by Professor
Dudley Seers. The other was the issue of the Five Year
Plan and the confidence placed init.  All this was dcne
because the government belicved that the Plan would
h>Ipto solve basic problems and that the masses could

be won over by policies which were designed to hit

the landowner and the entreprencur end to redistribute
wealth. To a government guided by an ideology, the
impact ¢l these pelicics on employment. inceme generation
and productivity appeared to be secondary. It had
faith m an ideclogy which preached the destruction of

the capitalist class and paved the way for sccialism,
What it fatled to sec was that (he messes were more
imterested in the basic necessitics of hife. particularly
fcod and clothing, than in policies dominated by idcology,

These who preparcd the Five Year Plan ol 1972
do not seem to have given thought to the fale of the
earlier plens. Fach of the carlicr plars failed because
they consisted of a large number of very ambitiovs and
related large prejects and very Hittle wes said hew
implementaticn was going to take place.  Furthermare,
by the time it had come to implement the propesals the
financial resources that were carmarked were not
available due to worsening ol the balance of payments
outleok. In fact. the planners ol 1972 should have
made a study why carlier plans failed.  Their first task
should have been to lock forward and to make fairly
accurate projections of future resource availability heth
frem exports and other sources.

The mest important part of the planning exercise
1S to produce a realistic estimate of {inancial resources
and to make projections on less optimistic assumptions
that the cutturn would be far worse than one would
expect. Theirtask would have been to prepare a programme
of modest dimensions ¢n the assemption that a minimum
amountof resowrces would be uvailuble.  The lailure of
the Five Year Plan was again otuibuted to foreign
exchange difficultics Scon after the onset of a world
econemic crisis feliowing the increase in oil prices by the
OPEC countries, and thereafter, by the acute global
shortages and sharply rising prices of feed grain mainly
due to crop failure.

No plan could receive mass public support. nor can
it win the confidence of the youth unless it is formulated
with their active participation. In (act, alihcugh claims
have been mude (hat the Five Year Plan of 1972 was
prepared in consultation with the masses. this was
far from the truth.  The pericd devoted to the preparation
of the Plun was one of considerable difficulty when
marked differcnces emerged between the administraticn
and the vouth due to the insurrecticn of 1971; all
channels of cammunicaticn ketween the reople ard



their elected representatives in Parliament had been
almost completely severed.  In consequence, the planners
had no alternative but to follow the stereotyped technigue
ol assembling a large number of projscts and putting
down the kev variables such as growth rate, per capita
income. annual levels of new emplovment created us the
principal objectives. In a developing country, effective
planning can only be based on pragmazic considerations.
This is cven more important in a country like that of Gl
Lanka where the rural sector predominales and where
the bulkofthe people liveinthatsector. Inother
cconomies with a predommantly industrial population.
orthodox planning technigues have morc meaning
because they relate Targely to industrial activity and
within that ramework government influence and  the
participation of bureaucracy in planning 15 not so
difficult.

in the past. the development strategy was centred
[areely on the growth of the modern urban Sector with
a heavy bias towards foreign aid and technology.
Development was conceived in terms ol large projects
with very long gestation periods and this had hardly
any impact on the village econemy.  The only exceptions
were river valley and irrigation  projects which benefitted
the rural cconomy.  Elsewhere the, public carperation
was the typical instrument of this type of development.
Public corporations in Sri Lanka have had an
unparalleled record of low productivity. incfliciency,
corruption and waste, ’

In Sri Lanka where more than thiee-fourths of the
people live in the rural sector. a plan must give considerable
weightage to the needs and aspirations of the people
in the villages. and it is through this process that
people’s participation can become a reality. Normally,
the channels of communication between the burcaucracy
and the rural population are lar teo weak and there
is a natural bias among officials towards the urban
sector and the industrial community.  The town-based
burcaucracy is not often sensitive and not geared to
respond to the people’s aspirations and their felt needs
and are therefore notin a position to seck the best way of
solving their problems. A strategy for the active participa-
tion of the village population in the development process
has been markedly tacking in all the previous plans.
Many ol them have hardly made any reference to the
rural sector or even attempted to analyse the sccie-
cconomic conditions in the villages.

The new strategy for development should begin with
a greater sensitivity to the aspirations and the feft needs
ol the people in the villages, Central planning of
the kind that Sri Lanka has copied from the West
cannot solve the problems nor meet the needs of the
people in the village. [t can do so only if the principal
plan consists of a synthesis of micro-level plans pertaining
to the villages along with the larger and more sophisticated
projects. This 1$ something that conventional planning
cannot uchieve in the timespan available to the
wrbanised  planners. They will need a long time
becapse o large number of surveys and studies pertaming

to a village or groups of villages will have to be undertaken
before plans are drawn up. An administraticn which
will be in power for a pericd of 5 to 6 years will find it
extremely difficult to preduce a plan of (his type unless
itis prepared to implement the programme simultanceusly
with the preparation of projects at the village Jevel.
Ifsome importance is going Lo be given to central planning
at the national level its object should be to conceptualise
the broad wvisien of the new sceiety to be created and
provide the necessary [inancial and (echnical suppoits

to the village. In mobilising and allccating financial
resources the conventionaj practice of first centralising
and thereafter decentralising all funds for lecal expenditure
should be simplified through provisicn for Jccaily
generated funds to be spent lecally.

Tt is unbikely that the present government would
spend a lot of time preparing a plan on orthedox lines.
i1 this is done. it would cbviously take at Jeast a ycar or
more. and the danger is that everyone may decide to do
nothinguntil the planisready. A conventional plan.
because itis primarily concerned with very large projects,
cannot give adequate weightage to the smaller projects,
at the village level which are likely to provide the
ercatest spread cflect and generate more cmployment
opportunities.  The district level decentraliscd
administration which the government propeses to intreduce
shortly is the basic administrative prerequisite for
rapid rural develoyment. For the first time. the
government has recognised that the greatest results
would be forthceming threugh o decentralised planning
mechanism spearheaded by a district Jeve) organisation
under a minister.

Hitherto, in the implamentation of deveiopment,
programmes the channels of communication with the
village were through various government ¢ flicials
like extension workers. cultivation officers,  bandicralt
advisors. divisional revenue cfficers and others who
cither functioned in an administrative capacity or oliered
specialised services (o improve productivity in agricolture
and rural industry.  Due to serious shortcemings jn
the administrative framework, these officers never went
down o the village population,  Surveys done in the past
have shown that cfficals such as extension workers,
who are required o play a critical role in agricultural
development, hardly ever visited the villages with the
result that they have had a minimum mpact on
agricultural development.

In the planning organisation that is suggested here,
the task of the burcaucracy and specialised cfficials
would be to train educated people frem the village itsell
who would then act in ligison with groups at the village
Jevel. They could be called change agents or link cadres.
The latter would undergo a pericd of intensive training
depending on their speciality. Assuming that there
are aboul 20.000 villages and 5 Tink cadres will be
necessary for cach village, this in itsell will gencrate
100,000 jobs. People in the villages would be
willing to work more clesely with people who are
Lnown to them and who reside in the village itsel!



and are one of their own, than those who are alien to
the community with a different cultural, sociclogical
and linguistic background. These trained village cadres
would be the principal link between the village and the
upper echelons of the administration. Fach village,
depending on its size, will have about 4 to 5 of these
specialised cadres trained in skills which are essential
for the kind of industrial or agriculture] projects in

the village.  The trained cadres will provide the technical
assistance that village level projects need and they will
overSee progress. Some villages will need cadres
that have had specialised training in agriculture

while others in arcas such as transportation or in
exploitation of minerals.

The most suitable kind of local government cum
development institution at the village level has to be
worked out and this may invelve modification to the
present organisation of local government. If the whole
village is going to participate in development, then the
village must meet and elect its officials. In the proposed
scheme the whole village will meet and elect its chairman
who will be the principal administrator and development
authority for the village. There would be no representation
on the basis of wards but the village committee would
represent the whole village and not individual divisions.

The function of the village Assembly would be to
conceive, formulate. implement and evaluate projects
through the participation of crganised village Sroups.
The link cadres will provide the catalytic element in this
process and establish a two way link between the village
community and the expertise available outside the village,
for the transmissicn of appropriate krcew-Low,
information and rescurces.

The overall co-ordinaticn of the development effort
at the district level would be overseen by the District
Minister who willcover several electorates that come .
within the district. He will have a Secretariat which will
be fully equipped to service the reeds of the elccterates
and villages. The District Minister’s Ccurcil would
include the Mcmbers of Parliament representing
electorates within the district. Below this, there would
be an Electorate Assembly consisting of chairmen who
would be elected from each of the Village Council; the
Electorate Assembly would be presided over by the Mémber
of Parliament of the electorate. In development planning,
the function of the District Assembly under the District
Minister would be to establish liaiscn between the
electorate and the village level and the higher
administrative machinery in the country which includes
numerous government departments handling specialised
areas of work and the appropriate Cabinet ministers
that stand above them.

The most important unit in this framework would
be the Village Assembly, The bulk of the new

employment generating ectivity hss to te created
through the-Village Assembly. Tt should have a large
amount of autonemy in planning, decision-making
and in execution. The Village Asscmbly should
initiate work through village crganisaticns with specific
interests such as co-operatives, youth clubs and peasant
organisations. The first task of the Village Assembly,
with the assistance of specialised cacres attached to if,
would be to make a survey of rescuices in each village.
To do this effectively they may have to depend on the
sexvices of specialists frem cutside.  The cbject of

the resource survey would be to ascertain not cnly the
moSt abundant resource but these that could be used

to proeduce gocds and services which are easily marketable
and could form the nucleus of viable industrics.

Consideration willhave to be given to the mappcwer
absorptive capacity of projects beeavse in mest villages
surplus labour would be the mest abundant rescurce.

There would 2lsc be excepticss to this particularly in the
plantation villages in the hill country where adequate
employment opportunities are availuble in the surrcunding
plantaticns. In mest of the Dry Zone, the situaticn
would be quite different and labour-intensive projects
will have to be planned. The most impertant thing

in planning investments is to think in terns of relatively
simple projects which are going to fulfil basic censumer
needs. This might mean that the initial ¢florts may be
directed towards rudimentory activitics such as grewirg
fruits, vegetables or the preduction of other fecdstufls
which have a ready market in the village itselfand in

the neighbouring towns. Particularly in villages clcse
to the cities, there is tremendous score for growing
vegetahles and fruits because these are items with a
steady demand and high turnover. It also rEQUires
litle capital and provides sustenance to fzmilics

in the rural areas centinuously over the year$ bccause
unlike paddy and other lengterm creoyps they are net
seasonal but could be grown right round the year. The
prebleni in develorment planning is that recple often
tend to think in terms of grandicse projects while
overlcoking the simpler oncs which are likely to bring
in quick and tangible results.

Once a resource survey has been ccmpleted the
task would be for the Village Assembly to discuss the
projects laigely in terms of their necds, asSpirations, the
availability of inputs, the gestation pericd and the extent
to which they would contribute fo .raise inccmes
rapidly in the district. Once a project has been adequately
formulated, the next task would be to set up an
organisation which will ensure rapid implementaticn
and see that material inputs and cquipment frem outside
will be forthcoming with minimum delay, Indeed, this
would be the maost difficult task because the project in the
first instance, would have to be cleared by the District



Minister and his staff if it is going to become a charge
On competing resources.

Unless there are adequate means of financing all
projects there would be obvious difficulties in obtaining
financial support for every project. In the present
circumstances, the district development programme
will have to provide resources for at least two projects in
each village and this will mean that approximately
40,000 projects would be simultaneously launched
in the 20,000 odd villuges. Assuming that on the
average each project would directly or indirectly give
employment to 10 persons which of course, is a very
conservative estimate, this is likely to create employment
for 400,000 persons. If the projects chosen are of a very
modest order the capital resources and the equipment
could be casily procured and this would not tax the
central budget. But on the other hand, if the central
budget cannot provide the resources, the village level
development effort would have to turnto other sources
for financial support.

This is where plantation and private sector
organisations could come in. Assistance could be
obtained either in the form of financial grants or cesses
on successful enterprises in the district, This would be

possible where largescale privately owned or government
industries operate. The village authoritics sheuld
have the authority to levy taxes cn enterprises or ¢n
the services provided in the area and these funds necd
not flow through the central budgel. ‘There is also
scope for village organisaticns to receive equipment

in kind or have them fabricated at industries or buSiness
concerns which are operating nearby. Since the
whole village cannot be entrusted with the management
of projects the best talent in the village will have to be
entrusied with implementation and daily management.
The people will have to select from among themselves
those who are most capable and talented for this
purpose and with so much of unemployment among the
rural educated this is not goin®1to be a difficult task.

Village level development is the moest effective way
of regenerating the village and stemming the drain of
manpower to the urban cities. [t is the quickest way of
providing jobs for the unemployed in their own villages
and raising rural incomes. To the youth with the
highest aspirations it would give an opportunity to
provide opportunities of leadership and a sense of
responsibility and direction which would be unknown to
him had he taken employment jn an wban industry or in
the central administration,
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