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This is the 31st year of Rural Support Programmes (RSPs) in Pakistan but the 

misconception about the objectives of RSPs still persists in some quarters. Some 

think it to be doing credit delivery, some dub it as infrastructure construction and 

others who concede that its objective is poverty reduction but not economic uplift. I 

wonder how a programme can reduce poverty without economic empowerment. 

The raison de tere of RSPs is none of the afore stated objectives because there is no 

dearth of public and private ministries, departments, institutions and organisations 

which are engaged in these sectors. RSPs believe in the tremendous potential of the 

people, even the poorest women and men and their main focus is on harnessing 

their potential through a process of social mobilisation. 

You must be wondering where do I get the confidence and conviction in the 

potential of the people. More than half a century ago, as a young field officer in the 

then East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, I had met a visionary, one of the greatest social 

scientists this world has produced that I know of. I mean Dr. AkhterHameed Khan 

AHK), whom USAID in collaboration with Ford Foundation through Government of 

Pakistan helped to implement the world renowned Comilla Project from 1959-71. 

The unfortunate happenings of that year brought the programme to a standstill and 

subsequently some components of the Comilla approach were picked up by 

Grameen and BRAC. On AHK’s death in 1999, Nobel laureate Prof. Yunusworte to 

me: 

“It is not enough to say that he was a great man. He was one of the great human beings of 

the past century. He was so much ahead of everybody else that he was seen more as a 

“misfit” than appreciated for his greatness … We have a lot to discover and a whole lot to 

learn from him”,  

The conceptual package I inherited from my mentor I first implemented in Daudzai 

Pakistan, in Mahaweli  Sri Lanka , AKRSP in Pakistan, SAPAP in India and continued to 

advocate it through RSPN in currently in twelve RSPs in Pakistan. The theory of 
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development of subsistence holders, which AHK used to say is a distillation of the 

experience of successful programmes implemented since 1849 in Europe, Japan, 

Taiwan, Comilla and SamualUndong in Korea. 

In every location that I implemented these principles of development based on a 

holistic approach, there were small farmers, landless women, wage earners, 

subsistence holders, I found the same results be it mountainous areas of Pakistan or 

plains of India or islanders of Maldives or the plains and deserts of Pakistan. 

The million people AKRSP worked with in my 12 years stay at Gilgit, according to two 

assessments undertaken by the OED of the World Bank, had in real terms more than 

doubled their income, in India through UNDP supported SAPAP, AKRSP’s principles 

of development were introduced in the State of Andhra Pradesh by me as Senior 

Adviser to SAPAP in 1994. Now with the support of the World Bank, the State 

Government has taken the programme to 11 million households reaching 50 million 

people. In 2010, Government of India launched a National Rural Livelihoods Mision 

(NRLM), based on the Andhra Pradesh experience to reach 315 million poor people 

in 14 States of India allocating US$ 5.1 billion over 5 years. 

In Pakistan from 100,000 households of Gilgit-Baltistan and Chitral, the RSPN now 

covers 5.3 million households through its twelve associates. Unlike India, Pakistan 

did not get the same level of support from government or the donors. The support 

has been sporadic or ad hoc. Unlike AKRSP (Aga Khan Rural Support 

Programme)which reached 90% of the households; due to lack of resources, other 

RSPs are stagnating at less than 30% of the households leaving the rest to be 

organized to unleash their potential. 

Whether it is Pakistan or India, over the last 35 years out of the 6o years of my 

working life, I have been engaged in working with communities mobilizing them to 

take their development and their destiny in their own hands. Wherever I found 

success, it was the result of a) willingness of the community to get organized; b) 

identifying honest and competent activists from amongst themselves to take the 

organisation forward and c) a dedicated and committed support organisation 

facilitating unleashing of their potential and removing obstacles in their way to 

achieve and implement what the organized members of the community were 
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capable of doing individually at the household level and collectively at the 

community or village level and gradually at union level. 

The evolution of the Institutions of the People from CO (Community Organisation) to 

VO (Village Organisation) to LSO (Local Support Organisation) fostered by RSPs, who 

at best were only institutions for the people, has proved to be key to progress of 

Pakistan and its people. Peace and security, economic and social development and 

sustainable democracy all depend on a countrywide framework of Institutions of the 

People. 

Much as the role of donors is decried in the Third World countries, Pakistan 

included, my personal experience has been quite the contrary. The only agenda of 

donors that I have personally experienced is that they desire elimination of poverty, 

access to basic needs such as education and health, clean drinking water, electricity 

and other amenities. Without donor assistance, AKRSP would not have achieved its 

goal of doubling the income of the million people in ten years. SAPAP (South Asia 

Poverty Alleviation Programme )and SERP (Society for Elimination of Rural Poverty) 

in Andhra Pradesh would not be where they are today without donor support. 

My only regret with donor attitude is that they are only fair weather friends and too 

dependent on the goodwill of the governments they partner with. I think donors can 

play a major role in persuading governments towards pro-poor planning. Despite 

overwhelming empirical evidence both from India and Pakistan that a holistic social 

mobilisation approach is far more effective in reducing poverty and creating a 

peaceful, prosperous and stable society, some donors still think that income support 

is the best way forward and give example of Mexico despite dismal experience of 

the last government. 

I am happy to say that EU is an exception thanks to Brend de Groot fully supported 

by His Excellency Lars-Gunnar Wigemark. I have yet to come across an expatriate in 

the donor community with such passion and belief in the potential of the 

communities. I wish he would stay on in Pakistan for another five years and help EU 

to change the poverty profile in Pakistan. 
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I extend a very warm welcome to Director Dirk Meganack- and Ambassador Lars-

Gunnar Wigemarkon behalf of the Rural Support Programmes Network and express 

my gratitude and thanks for the support EU has given and continues to give to 

RSPN,SRSP and BRSP. 


