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PAKISTAN - THE AGA KHAN RURAL SUPPORT PROGRAMME 
 
 INTERIM ASSESSMENT OF PERFORMANCE AND IMPACT 
 
 BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES
 
1.The establishment in 1982 of the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme (AKRSP) as a private, non-profit 
company to serve as a catalyst for rural development in a particular area of northern Pakistan was based on 
five premises: 
 
 (i)  that government capacity to effect the stimulation of development in the Northern 

Areas is limited by shortage of funds and staff as well as by the relatively slow 
response of government agencies. 

 
 (ii)  that local opportunities and initiative for development exist throughout the region but 

are hindered in their realization by lack of effective local organizations, skills, 
technology appropriate to local conditions, capital and a working infrastructure. 

 
 (iii)  that special attention needs to be paid to the long-term environmental impact of 

development activities because of the fragile nature of the ecology of the region and 
because of its significance for the rest of the country. Local people, subjected to the 
pressure of poverty, are unlikely to be able to take full account of these 
considerations, while government activities are undertaken principally within the 
framework of short-term plans and budgets. 

 
 (iv)  that a wide range of donor agencies (multilateral and bilateral, government and 

private) have funds and technologies available for Pakistan, but often experience 
difficulty in finding properly prepared projects on which to use these resources. 

 
 (v)  that a small, private and flexible organization (staffed by Pakistanis and the highest 

calibre available) can achieve much in drawing together the aspects mentioned 
above and in acting as a development entrepreneur to make strategic interventions 
to promote local initiative and to mobilize outside resources to assist in that process. 

 
2.The broad objective of AKRSP was set as increasing the capacity of local people in the project area to 
make use of opportunities for improving their welfare and to overcome the problems facing them. It was 
intended that AKRSP should promote development in an equitable and sustainable manner in the project 
area. In the first instance, the project area was defined as Gilgit district, subsequently expanded to embrace 
Chitral district and then Baltistan district: the three districts are referred to throughout this paper as "the 
Northern Areas", an inaccurate but convenient term. During its first few years, AKRSP was expected to focus 
its development efforts on income-generating activities, though the possibility that it might later expend into 
social sector activities was not excluded. 
 
3.It is important to recognize that AKRSP was conceived, from the outset, as a self-liquidating organization. 
That is, it was expected to be approximately 10 years, leaving in place a set of local institutions and skills that 
would facilitate continued progress towards the AKRSP objective. By the time this transition had occurred, it 
was hoped that AKRSP would have contributed substantially to at least a doubling of per capita income in the 
project area, with at worst, no significant increase in income disparities. 
 
 
 
4.In order to achieve its broad objective, AKRSP was expected to fulfil the following six functions:



 
 (i)  to organize local people to meet common needs and to provide or obtain services in 

a cost-effective manner; 
 
 (ii)  to train local people in a range of management and practical skills; 
 
 (iii)  to seek to introduce new activities and technologies to enhance incomes; 
 
 (iv)  to assist in the identification and preparation of development projects and in the 

mobilization of resources for these projects from the public and private sectors; 
 
 (v)  to work to develop a strategy for optimal long-term use of available natural resources 

at a high level of productivity; and 
 
 (vi)  to undertake technical and socio-economic research, where necessary, to support 

the previous functions and to measure progress towards them. 
 
5.In all these functions, AKRSP was expected to complement and supplement the activities of government 
and other agencies, rather than to duplicate or replicate them. This meant that AKRSP should coordinate its 
programme closely with other agencies, relying on their resources wherever possible, seeking to function at a 
different level (i.e. directly at the village level), and working in fields in which AKRSP could develop special 
strengths stemming from its private nature. 
 
6.These premises, objectives and functions of AKRSP were established before the organization began work. 
Its specific approach, methodology ad programme were deliberately left vague, to be determined by the 
company's management when selected, and to be refined in the light of actual experience in the field. The 
General Manager (GM) Mr. Shoaib Sultan Khan, was appointed in December 1982. Mr. Khan's previous 
experience combined with the institutional foremost of AKRSP and lessons learned in the field, have all 
evolved a set of principles on which AKRSP has been its programme activities. The most important of these 
principles are: 
 
 (i)  that small farmers in isolated communities require a village organization (VO) to 

promote increase in productivity, since an organization allows small farmers to 
overcome the disadvantages of small scale; 

 
 (ii)  that these Village Organizations can increase equity among rural families if steps are 

taken to ensure that control is not gained by one section of the community (e.g. 
through supervision by a highest level body and by ensuring that all members of the 
village regularly attend and participate in meetings); 

 
 (iii)  that Village Organizations are an efficient, effective and equitable mechanism, 

because of the genuine participation they promote, for disseminating technical 
innovation, distributing services (inputs, marketing, credit etc.) to promote 
agricultural production and encouraging initiatives and planning by the villagers; 

 
 (iv)  that villagers can most effectively be organized on a permanent basis around 

productive, rather than social, sector activities in the first instance; 
 
 
 (v)  that an effective entry point for the organization of villagers is a productive physical 

infrastructure (PPI) project which can both raise agricultural productivity for the 
majority of households and serve as an opportunity for villagers to learn and 
exercise skills in collective management; 

 



 (vi)  that, in order to have the PPI projects implemented quickly and efficiently, without 
exploitation within the village, and as a contribution to the poverty problem, village 
labour employed in the PPI projects should be paid; 

 
 (vii)  that regular savings, however small, are an essential part of the discipline of 

collective management and serve as the basis for long-term development through 
the creation of capital which can be used as collateral for loans; 

 
 (viii)  that numerous members of the Village Organizations can quickly and cheaply be 

given specific skills (both managerial and technical) which make the Village 
Organizations effective, provide readily available and cost-effective services for all 
small farmers and for which other villagers are prepared to pay; and 

 
 
 (ix)  that Village Organizations, formed in accordance with these principles, can be 

encouraged and taught simple techniques to take responsibility for long-term, 
sustainable development of the resources at their disposal. 

 
7.From these principles, it will be clear that AKRSP regards the establishment of effective Village 
Organizations as the key to successful development of the Northern Areas. In order to achieve this goal, the 
Village Organizations enter into a formal partnership with AKRSP, under which the latter is prepared to offer 
technical and financial assistance in the form of programmes. These programmes include: 
 
(i)  the development of organization skills and discipline; 
 
(ii)  the first PPI project; 
 
(iii)  land development and longer-term resource management planning; 
 
(iv)  agriculture and livestock development; 
 
(v)  savings and credit; 
 
(vi)  marketing; 
 
(vii)  women's development; and 
 
(viii)  monitoring, evaluation and research (both socio-economic and technical). 
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 Issues to be Reviewed
 
 
1.Among the issues to be reviewed by the evaluation team, are the following: 
 
(i) Village Organizations
 
 - To what extent are the Village Organizations now viable, likely to be self-sustaining, and 

effective in meeting the needs of the people of that region? 
 
 - Are the Village Organizations capable of absorbing and implementing the wide range of 

services already available to them from AKRSP? Can they become multi-purpose units at 
the village level, or should they concentrate more narrowly on a small range of functions? 

 
 - After the initial enthusiasm of the investment in the PPI project, are the Village Organizations 

capable of sustaining themselves against the pressures from specific interest groups? 
 
 - AKRSP walks a narrow line, trying both to create a new all-embracing institution that can 

change relationships between groups and to bring along existing power elites (the remands 
of feudal leadership, elected councillors, etc.). How serious are the potential conflicts in these 
approaches to the objectives of AKRSP? 

 
 - Does the existence of the Village Organizations contribute towards equity in the development 

process in the area? 
 
(ii) Supervision
 
 - AKRSP has a structure of village supervisors covering a group of Village Organizations, as 

well as its field Social Organization Units, covering 50-70 villages. The demands on these 
field units are intense - supervision of VO meetings, accurate reporting of problems and 
successes, stimulation of local initiatives, transmission of technical advice, supervision of 
savings and credit etc.- all over the large area in difficult circumstances. To what extent is the 
supervision adequate in terms of frequency, skill composition, quality of service and 
contribution to the general functioning of the VOs? 

 
(iii) Productive Physical Infrastructure
 
 - Assess the costs of these projects in relation to other similar projects being undertaken by 

other agencies in the area. 
 
 - Assess the quality and benefits of PPIs by type, including the impact on equity. 
 
 - Assess the effectiveness of operations and maintenance of PPI projects by the Village 

Organizations. 
 
 - To what extent has the paying of labour on PPI projects helped to overcome the problems so 

often inherent in traditional "self-help" projects? 



 
 - Has the AKRSP principle of not paying more than the same originally agreed with the VO for 

a PPI been detrimental in those cases where the costs were underestimated? 
 
(iv) Resource Management
 

- The fragile ecosystem of the Northern Areas contains numerous threats to its stability and 
sustainability (earthquakes, avalanches, overgrazing, fuelwood shortages, erosion, 
introduction of new crops and agronomic techniques, growing use of pesticides, etc.)  

 
- Assess the adequacy of AKRSP analytical techniques, staff capacity and programmes to 

tackle these potential dangers, with particular reference to the tree planting, livestock 
development and pest control programmes. 

 
 - To what extent is the land development programme of AKRSP likely to counter the incipient 

"bankruptcy of agriculture" in the Northern Areas? Would the land be developed as rapidly 
and effectively in the absence of land development loans from AKRSP? Are the loans and 
loan terms adequate? 

 
(v) Agriculture
 
 - The AKRSP agricultural programme is relatively new. Assess the extent to which it has 

developed suitably adapted technical packages that are acceptable to local farmers. 
 
 - Is the balance between research, demonstration, extension and input supply appropriate? 
 
 - To what extent can the agricultural functions of AKRSP be handed over either to government 

agencies or the private sector? 
 
(vi) Savings and Credit
 
 - The savings programme of AKRSP has shown remarkable achievements and is one of the 

strongest indicators of the viability of the Village Organizations. To what extent is this 
performance a direct result of the initial investment of clash for the PPIs? Is it likely, or even 
desirable, that the initial rates of savings should be maintained over time? 

 
 - The savings are used as collateral for short and medium-term loans. Are these 

arrangements and terms adequate both to stimulate entrepreneurial behaviour on the part of 
Village Organizations and to provide sufficient margin in the event of default? 

 
(vii) Marketing
 
 - The marketing programme is also new, and has many elements. Assess the potential 

benefits and costs of the major elements. 
 
 - To what extent is it desirable to encourage the Village Organizations to undertake the various 

marketing functions as opposed to relying on private sectors? 
 
(viii) Women's Program
 
 
 - Despite the existence of nearly 100 Women's Organizations, the AKRSP strategy for the 

development of women is only beginning to evolve. The original premises of this program 
were that, because of the traditions of the area, women would require separate organizations 



and  that these could also work on income-generating activities. Both these premises are 
now being questioned. The issues involved are central to women's participation in AKRSP 
and should be assessed. 

 
 - To what degree are the existing Women's Organizations genuinely independent entities that 

have potential to grow and take on more functions? 
 
(ix) Research
 
 - Assess the priorities and directions or the Rural Sciences Research Program in terms of its 

potential contribution to the objectives and programmes of AKRSP. 
 
(x) Relations with Government
 
 - The possibility exists of jealousy, competition and conflict between AKRSP, on the one hand, 

and government departments and the local government structures, on the other hand. 
Assess the state of the relationship between these agencies, with particular reference to the 
use by government and the AKRSP system, and especially of the Village Organizations for 
the delivery of services. 

 
(xi) The Future
 
 - Assess the AKRSP proposals for formalizing the Village Organizations and for creating a 

local superstructure of apex institutions gradually to take over the functions of AKRSP. Is it 
realistic to assume that this hierarchy of institutions could be self-supporting financially and 
could hire the calibre of staff necessary? 

 
 - AKRSP pays high salaries and provides good logistical support, giving it a high recurrent 

expenditure. Assess the value of this investment and of the proposed patterns of staffing for 
the future. 
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