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8 Engaging elite support for the poorest?
BRAC’s Targeted Ultra Poor
programme for rural women in
Bangladesh

Naomi Hossain and Imran Matin

This article draws preliminary lessons from the experience of engaging village elites in support

of a BRAC programme for ultra-poor women in rural Bangladesh. It describes the origins,

aims, and operation of this programme, which provides comprehensive livelihood support

and productive assets to the extreme poor. Based on field research in the rural north-west,

the article examines the conditions under which elites can support interventions for the

ultra-poor, and the risks and benefits of such engagement. It describes the impact of committees

mandated to support ultra-poor programme participants, and attempts to understand the some-

what paradoxical success of this intervention. Conclusions and lessons from the experience

involve revisiting assumptions that dominate scholarship and programmes relating to the poli-

tics of poverty in rural Bangladesh.

KEY WORDS: Social Sector; Labour and Livelihoods; Aid; Methods; South-East Asia

Introduction

This article concerns the Targeted Ultra Poor (TUP) programme of BRAC (originally known

as the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee). We first outline the background to the

programme and explain the decision to experiment with village elite support for rural

women through Gram Shahayak Committees (GSCs, or Village Assistance Committees).

We go on to examine the impact of these committees and to explore factors underlying

this impact. We end by drawing some conclusions and lessons from the experience, which

entails reassessing assumptions that have dominated scholarship and programmes relating

to the politics of poverty in rural Bangladesh. The conclusions suggest the need to modify

these assumptions, as there are situations in which elite involvement in anti-poverty pro-

grammes may be beneficial to the poorest. This is particularly true for the ultra-poor,

especially women, because they do not necessarily enjoy the benefits of horizontal networks

that support the moderately poor.
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The article is based on a series of field-research activities undertaken by the staff of BRAC’s

Research and Evaluation Division (RED). These include a survey of 160 GSCs in April–May

2004; interviews and focus-group discussions with programme participants and staff in three

northern districts in January–June 2004; and Process Documentation Research on the TUP tar-

geting and selection processes (in 2002) and on the formation of GSCs (2003). We also draw on

programme-monitoring data and secondary literature. Unless otherwise stated, data cited in the

paper are drawn from these studies.

The context of the TUP programme

Depending on the measurement methods used, it can be said that between 20 and 34 per cent of

the Bangladeshi population lives in extreme poverty (BRAC/RED 2004b). This is an issue

requiring immediate and special attention if Bangladesh is to meet the Millennium Develop-

ment Goals (MDGs). Yet this group of extremely poor people faces a complex structure of con-

straints that mainstream development approaches have found difficult to address. For instance,

while microfinance has provided an important opportunity for moderately poor households to

overcome poverty and reduce vulnerability (Khandker 1998; Morduch 1998), these approaches

largely bypass the extremely poor. Other market-related opportunities may also miss this group,

because the extremely poor lack the human or social capital needed to participate and benefit

from them. Because they live in areas, or belong to ethnic groups that are bypassed or excluded,

their lack of voice and representation in policy-making structures is exacerbated.

By all the standard measurements of poverty in Bangladesh – landownership, food security,

health, and nutritional and educational status – the ultra-poor are substantially worse off than

the national average in rural areas.1 But efforts to improve their livelihoods are frequently

thwarted by their low social capital, which constrains their participation in markets and in

local social and political life. The dimensions of poverty in Bangladesh generally include

‘poverty in people’, and in this respect the ultra-poor are markedly worse off than the

average. While 8 per cent of rural households are headed by women, 40 per cent of the

ultra-poor households targeted by BRAC are headed by women. Again, while only 2 per

cent of rural households comprise one person, as many as 12 per cent of the ultra-poor are

single-member households.

Social capital in Bangladesh is typically a mixed blessing, because social relations are ordered

substantially along hierarchical patronage lines. Thus for the poor, incorporation into valued

social networks tends to come at the high price of exploitative, yet reasonably secure, forms

of dependency (Wood 2000). A defining characteristic of the ultra-poor is their inability to

achieve even this perverse incorporation into relations of dependency, an incorporation which

may at least provide some security, albeit at a high cost. As with the moderately poor, ultra-

poor women who depend on patrons for their security may be expected to reciprocate with pol-

itical and factional support. But ultra-poor women tend to have even less to offer potential

patrons, often lacking the able-bodied male household members that might be valued for their

labour or political support. To the extent that the ultra-poor attract support at all, it is usually

as objects of charity. The costs of such support to the ultra-poor include the expectation that

their household members should provide free or highly subsidised services to patron households.

Such obligations may endure over generations and tend to be unusually demeaning or arduous.

The origins of the TUP: reaching down to the poorest

In January 2002, BRAC started its Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction/Targeting the
Ultra Poor (CFPR/TUP) programme. As one of the world’s largest Southern non-government
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organisations (NGOs), BRAC has been concerned with the extreme poor since its beginnings in

1972. It was known first for its relief work, and later for its programmes helping poor women to

build sustainable livelihoods through credit, training, and enterprise development. The extremely

poor are explicitly targeted in BRAC’s microfinance programme, for instance, while BRAC

expanded the definition of eligibility (now adopted by most microfinance institutions), from

‘less than 50 decimals of owned cultivable land’ to include households ‘selling at least 100

days of manual labour per year’.

However, BRAC came to realise that while microfinance was a suitable entry point for the

moderately poor, it was not an appropriate intervention for the extremely poor. Severe malnu-

trition and hunger typically characterise this group, but without immediate attention to these

problems microfinance would fail them. Yet food aid provides short-term relief without build-

ing any foundations for sustainable change. This was the driving motivation for BRAC in

approaching the World Food Programme (WFP) in 1985, requesting that it pilot a ‘laddered,

strategic linkage’ approach that would transform the organisation’s existing feeding programme

for the extremely poor (then called Vulnerable Group Feeding Programme or VGF) into the

nationwide Income Generation for Vulnerable Group Development (IGVGD) programme.2

The idea was to use the two-year food-aid period supported by WFP as the basis of a multi-

faceted programme involving income generation and social development training, regular

savings, the provision of small amounts of microcredit, and the offer of eventual inclusion in

BRAC’s mainstream development programmes through membership of its village organis-

ations (VOs).

What began as a BRAC pilot to bring the extremely poor into the fold of its microfinance and

other development programmes is today a nationwide programme, working with more than 1.2

million extremely poor and vulnerable women. Almost 70 per cent of the women who join

BRAC’s VOs through the IGVGD programme progress into membership of the microfinance

programme. However, those who do not continue as stable microfinance members tend to be

the poorest and the most vulnerable (Webb et al. 2001). Moreover, many extremely poor

women lack the social networks necessary to obtain Vulnerable Group Development member-

ship of the IGVGD programme, which is decided by representatives of local government

(Union Parishad) (Matin and Hulme 2003).

BRAC’s IGVGD experiences were central to the development of the new programme for the

extremely poor. The basic idea of laddered, strategic linkage is also used in the CFPR/TUP pro-

gramme. However, the approach is more systematic, intensive, and comprehensive, covering

economic, social, and health aspects. The main components of the CFPR/TUP programme

are summarised in Table 1.

Aim of the TUP

The aim of the CFPR/TUP programme was to build a more sustainable livelihood for the extre-

mely poor, by providing a solid economic, social, and humanitarian foundation which would

enable this group to overcome extreme poverty in a sustainable manner. The CFPR/TUP
programme consists of the following components:

. targeting the ultra-poor using a combination of targeting methods (see Matin and Halder

2004 and BRAC/RED 2004a for a description);

. transfer of income-generating assets such as poultry and livestock;

. intensive training in rearing the transferred assets, and regular follow up;

. health empowerment and linkages with government health facilities;

. social awareness training, mobilising village elites, and social communication.
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Initial results

While it is too early to comment on the long-term success of the TUP programme, independent

reviews in 2003 and 2004 both concluded that the programme had to date shown good results. A

2004 review concluded that the programme had produced solid results in terms of enabling

extremely poor women to improve their livelihoods; had been relatively cost-effective; and

had been more effective than comparable initiatives in improving the livelihoods of extremely

poor women in rural Bangladesh (Posgate et al. 2004).

The programme aimed to reach 70,000 ultra-poor women in the poorest districts of the

country by 2006. By 2004, it operated in 14 districts with 20,000 participants.

The decision to engage village elites

Weak social networks are an important dimension of extreme poverty in rural Bangladesh.

Therefore the original programme design envisaged a process of building up the social networks

of TUP participants through a strategy of creating links with other groups and organisations.

These were to include existing BRAC VOs of microcredit borrowers, who tended to include

poor, but rarely ultra-poor, women members. Local government officials were also to be

encouraged to take an interest in the programme through a targeted advocacy and communi-

cations strategy, designed to highlight its achievements in addressing the most severe and

chronic forms of poverty. That is, social capital was to be built through stronger horizontal net-

works among the poor, but also through links to official structures.

However, early on in the process of distributing assets to TUP participants, BRAC staff recog-

nised that the programme faced a number of problems. One was that participants began to appeal

directly to BRAC staff for assistance, sometimes travelling long distances in order to do so, and

in effect treating BRAC staff as patrons. A second was that assets given to these extremely poor

women appeared to be at risk from theft or damage, sometimes at the hands of other community

members, who were jealous of the TUP programme beneficiaries. In the initial stages of asset

distribution, there were instances when BRAC microfinance-group members displayed resent-

ment against TUP participants. They felt that the new beneficiaries were receiving gifts from

BRAC, while they as conscientious BRAC microfinance-group members had received no

such gifts. In the early stages it was not clear that TUP participants were likely to gain strong

Table 1: The CFPR/TUP programme components and their purpose

Component Purpose

Integrated targeting methodologies Target the extreme poor

Income-generating asset transfer Build economic asset bases

Income-generation training and regular

refreshers

Ensure good return from asset transferred

Technical follow-up of enterprise operations Ensure good return from asset transferred

Enterprise input and support Ensure good return from asset transferred

Monthly stipends Reduce the opportunity costs of asset operations

Health support Reduce morbidity

Social development Raise knowledge and awareness of rights

Mobilisation of local elites for support Create an enabling environment
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support from BRAC microfinance-group members – after all, many of them had previously

excluded the ultra-poor from their credit groups. These divisions among the poor suggested

that the scope for horizontal networks between them was less likely to apply where ultra-poor

groups were involved. Therefore with little support from the poor within the community,

ultra-poor women were unlikely to be able to protect their newly gained assets.

It was clear that TUP participants needed an intervention that could provide enduring, day-to-

day, on-site support. Drawing on their considerable expertise, BRAC staff recognised that

despite the limited scope of customary sources of social support, the programme should

avoid weakening or duplicating what did already exist. Undermining older, village-based prac-

tices of assistance to the poor would be an undesirable side effect of the programme, because it

would reduce the existing sources of support. A more practical concern was the need to ensure

that such assistance was readily available within the local community. Not being community

members or residents, BRAC staff were not in a position to provide all the support and protec-

tion needed by ultra-poor households, and indeed it would not have been appropriate for them to

do so.

Against the background of an innovative pilot programme evolving to tackle problems as they

emerged, BRAC programme managers proved responsive to the concerns and views of its field

staff. The decision was taken to engage village elites in the programme, with the aim of main-

taining or even strengthening customary systems of social support for the poorest. At the

same time, this intervention was designed to provide more systematic, community-level protec-

tion against the social and environmental risks characteristically faced by the rural ultra-poor.

The decision was significant because it challenged long-held theories of how to design and

implement rural anti-poverty programmes in Bangladesh. These theories derive from the 1970s,

when BRAC and other organisations learned hard lessons from their efforts to reduce poverty

through community-wide programmes. These resulted in the capture of benefits by elites, in

some cases leading to tighter control by the village rich over the poor. Studies such as those

by BRAC (1980) and Hartmann and Boyce (1983) used class struggle andMarxist-inspired ana-

lyses to show how entrenched structures and practices, including the vicious cycle of impover-

ishment that resulted from money-lending practices, enabled the landed rich to oppress the

increasingly landless poor. The chief lesson of this thinking in terms of development pro-

grammes is that efforts to tackle rural poverty should seek to organise and target the poor sep-

arately from the rest of the community, and that this should be done in ways that seek to break

the control of village elites over the poor.

Over the years, BRAC staff have recognised that in practice poor people depend to some

degree on the patronage, protection, and charity of village elites. With their considerable knowl-

edge and experience of working within rural communities, BRAC staff understand the important

role played by village elites in the lives of the rural poor. A calculation of the risks and benefits of

engaging village elites in a guided intervention resulted from the belief that the TUP programme

would on balance benefit from this. Local or village elites are elected representatives at the lower

levels of government, as well as landed and wealthy locals who enjoy some traditional authority

and respect as local social and community leaders, or VO federation (Palli Samaj ) leaders. In

this context, the term ‘elite’ does not refer to district and sub-district level government officials,

although community-based school teachers may count as village elites.

Verbal directives from BRAC’s head office guided the establishment of Gram Shahayak

Committees (GSCs, or Village Assistance Committees). These volunteer committees had

seven members, including the BRAC staff member responsible for social-development activi-

ties in the area, a representative of TUP participants, and, where possible, two representatives

from another organisation within the BRAC family, that of the Palli Samaj. The remaining

members were to be drawn from among respected individuals in the local community
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through a process of guided selection. Process-documentation research indicates that GSC for-

mation involved the transmission of messages about the traditional responsibilities of village

elites with respect to the poor, through village-level discussions organised by BRAC staff.

GSCs are mandated to protect TUP participants in crisis; help them to resolve their problems;

to ensure provision of health services, food, advice, and protection; provide them with sanitary

latrines, clean water, and housing repairs; and ensure that school-age children of TUP partici-

pants are enrolled in school.

The impact of village elites on the TUP programme

Each village where the TUP programme operates is expected to form a GSC, as a result of the

advocacy and motivational and organisational efforts of BRAC staff members. There is con-

siderable variation in the degree of activity among GSCs. An aggregate picture of their contri-

bution to improving the livelihoods of the ultra-poor can be gained from figures reported by the

local area offices and gathered from the BRAC representatives of the GSCs (see Table 2).

This aggregate report includes data from newly established GSCs, and it can be sup-

plemented by other information sources, including an independent review in early 2004

(Posgate et al. 2004), and a survey of the 160 older GSCs (established in 2002), undertaken

by BRAC’s Research and Evaluation Division in mid-2004. While there is considerable vari-

ation in the degree of activity among the older GSCs across districts, the 2004 survey indicated

that on average GSCs established for more than two years had mobilised resources in cash and

kind amounting to more than Tk 6,000 (US$ 100). They had repaired or built five houses in each

village, installed four sanitary latrines and two tubewells for TUP members, and spent around

Tk 200 (US$ 5) on medical treatment for each TUP member.

Some impacts of the GSCs are difficult to observe. These include the protection – whether

latent or active – afforded by public knowledge within the community that members of the local

elite oversee and protect participants and their assets. The difficulty in gauging the actual impact

of an individual GSC in this respect is that all villages in which the TUP programme is in oper-

ation have GSCs that are to a greater or lesser degree active in supporting the TUP participants.

However, the process of forming the committees ensures community-wide knowledge that

members of the local elite are involved in the programme. This knowledge significantly

reduces the risk that assets, in particular, will be damaged or stolen. Where TUP members’

Table 2: GSC activities (up to July 2004)

Number of GSCs formed 1013

Funds mobilised (in US$) 36,160

Number of tubewells installed 457

Number of latrines installed 1001

Number of houses repaired 1424

Number of ultra-poor supported for medical

treatment

1926

Number of children from ultra-poor household

enrolled in schools

2102

Number of ultra-poor child births registered 3697
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assets have been damaged or threatened, GSC members have taken direct action in some cases

by calling on shalish, or traditional dispute-resolution courts, to resolve the problem.

The GSCs appear to bestow a degree of local legitimacy and ownership on the TUP pro-

gramme. Interviews and discussions with GSC members reveal some pride in the achievements

of these ultra-poor women; their living conditions and prospects were previously so poor that

they were routinely written off as beyond help. It is perhaps because GSCs have mobilised com-

munity resources that there is a sense of the programme as a local success, rather than merely an

external intervention. The local legitimacy of the programme also appears to derive substan-

tially from the careful process of targeting and selection, in which communities participated

in mapping and wealth-ranking processes to select participants (see Matin and Halder 2004;

BRAC/RED 2004a).

The GSCs also appear to have contributed to qualitative changes in the lives of the ultra-poor,

such as widening their social networks and increasing their inclusion in community social life.

TUP participants report being invited to festivals and weddings; previously they had routinely

been excluded from such events, being seen as ‘marginal sorts’ such as beggars and domestic

servants. ‘Now they call us to eat’ is a common comment. It is worth recalling that the ultra-poor

had even been excluded from village institutions to which the moderately poor had access, such

as credit groups, and they may have needed the extra leverage of their elite supporters to make

this leap. BRAC field staff describe dramatic transformations in which ultra-poor women have

learned how to behave, dress, and eat like the moderately poor, which they can now afford to do.

Transformations like these signal their new membership and inclusion within village society.

Such inclusion is significant, because it may also entail access to charitable gifts and forms

of protection associated with religious duties.

In some cases, the responsibility of GSC members to ensure that TUP women receive health

care entails accompanying them to health facilities beyond the immediate village area: for

some, these accompanied visits are an introduction to the world beyond their homes. TUP repre-

sentatives on the GSCs are also exposed to the highly male sphere of village-level decision

makers, through their regular contact with the important and respected local persons who con-

stitute their fellow committee members. While it is undoubtedly the case that the most confident

among the TUP participants are selected for this role in the first place, these women tend to be

considerably more outspoken, articulate, and capable than expected, given their extremely poor

rural backgrounds. In a discussion with one GSC, we were told that the eloquent TUP member

‘had not been able to speak before’, reflecting the reality that poor rural women in Bangladesh

are routinely silenced in public spaces.

However, greater inclusion within village society also brings with it greater reliance on patron-

age. Evidence suggests that the TUP participants who benefit most from the activities of the new

committees are those who had the best social relations with GSC members before the TUP pro-

gramme started, and who were most likely to have had some support in the past. GSC members

themselves explain their activities as in line with, or as an extension of, traditional social-

welfare activities, which in most cases also means activities associated with rural patronage.

But the GSCs are different in key respects. Their activities extend beyond those of traditional

patrons, in both style and substance. We see, for example, that ultra-poor women who previously

had no chance of gaining access to local government resources (such as warm clothes in the cold

weather, and relief goods) are now better placed to secure such statutory rights. Ultra-poor women

are also able to conduct their livelihood activities with a greater sense of security, knowing that

their assets are at least nominally protected by powerful village elites. In these respects, GSC

activities move beyond the acts of patronage to become corrective measures against the worst fea-

tures of bad governance that most afflict the poorest at village level.
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In addition, more of the ultra-poor are now benefiting from village elite protection than was

previously the case. As noted above, a defining feature of extreme poverty in Bangladesh is

exclusion from the net of patronage. To some degree, engaging village elites in support of

the TUP programme is a means of getting the basic benefits of elite protection for TUP partici-

pants. These may be the extra benefits of charity or patronage, but are often simply the oppor-

tunity to build livelihoods in an environment that would otherwise be hostile to such attempts.

There are slight but definite suggestions that the more active committees have a wider impact

on the lives of the village poor and local institutions. In the 2004 survey of 160 GSCs, 75 per

cent reported having discussed helping other poor people in their village, and 43 per cent

reported actually helping other poor people, suggesting that some GSCs extend their remit

(or view their responsibilities as extending) beyond the immediate programme aims. Some

are clearly more successful and active than others. In a classic example of success breeding

success, analysis of survey data shows that those GSCs that raise support from a greater

range of sources are also more likely to expand their remit to cover other poor people. By pro-

viding a community-level institutional basis for mobilising resources and support for the village

poor, the GSC appears to provide an institutional focus on the poor which was previously

lacking.

One final village-wide impact of interest is the use of GSCs as a vehicle to promote awareness

of the need for sanitation facilities for the poor. One clear incentive for GSCs to support the

poorest was created by BRAC staff explaining how everyone – not only the poor – is affected

by the diseases associated with the lack of sanitary facilities. This appears to have been new

information for many village leaders, and it helped to galvanise them into providing sanitary

latrines for the poorest. Similar experiences with advocacy among village elites are also

reported by Kar (2003) through the Village Education Resource Centre (VERC) approach to

total sanitation in other parts of Bangladesh.

Understanding elite support for the poorest: factors underlying GSC
effectiveness

Elite motivations

It is worth reiterating that GSCs (Village Assistance Committees) are committees of volunteers

who do not receive even token remuneration, and whose activities are rarely publicised beyond

the village. Their modest but concrete results, not least the creation of an enabling environment,

have been achieved with few additional resources from BRAC. An understanding of the reasons

why village elites have supported the TUP programme and of the factors underlying the effec-

tiveness of the GSCs will be of interest to researchers, NGO staff, and activists seeking to work

with the poor, and in particular the even more challenging group of the ultra-poor.

It is not obvious what motivates village elites in Bangladesh to support anti-poverty interven-

tions, as the common assumption is that the rich oppose efforts to reduce poverty because they

benefit from its persistence. However, on balance, most village elites appear to accept the TUP

programme as a positive intervention. Moreover, a study of elite attitudes towards the ultra-poor

also suggests that they are likely to support interventions of this kind because they believe that

such programmes enable the ultra-poor to build livelihoods through hard work, and thus avoid

fostering dependence (Chowdhury et al. 2003). Nevertheless, it is worth considering how

village elites might be adversely affected by the programme.

Field research and independent reviews suggest that there are village elites who believe that

their material interests or status have been adversely affected by the TUP programme. TUP par-

ticipants, other villagers, and the local rich routinely express the view that the programme has
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reduced the availability of cheap labour. In one village, wages for day labourers were reported

to have risen. In another, a TUP participant declined a request to work in a wealthy household,

on the grounds that her labour was now worth far more than before the programme started

(Posgate et al. 2004). However, the picture is more complicated than this might suggest.

When the village rich complain that they find it difficult to get cheap labour, they also know

that this means a reduction in the burden of charity that they are legitimately expected to

bear. For rich households, the availability of cheap labour is an economic resource but also a

cost. Rich women frequently claim that they give poor women work mainly as a form of assist-

ance, saying that they could in fact manage well enough by themselves.

This exchange of labour for charity is the substance of rich–poor relations at the village level,

but it involves far more than a relationship between employee and employer. It is the primary

exchange involved in the relationship of dependency so necessary to the poorest rural house-

holds, if indeed they are fortunate enough to have a patron. Significantly, some TUP

members still occasionally work in their former employers’ houses, highlighting the importance

of other, non-wage benefits from the patronage relationship. In any case, it seems that at least

some village elites have accommodated themselves to this aspect of the programme, recognis-

ing that the costs are balanced against some wider benefits.

While the programme may have some adverse consequences, there are certainly positive

motivations for elite involvement. One motivation derives from the overlap between wealth,

influence, and the requirements of local social and political leadership. In the moral

economy of rural Bangladesh, leadership is defined by the willingness to make provision for

the poorest, particularly during crises (Greenough 1983). Village elites frequently stress the

continuity between their GSC activities and the charitable acts that they customarily perform

for the poor. Given that village leadership depends on the demonstrated capacity and willing-

ness of leaders to provide for the poor, the GSCs provide a new channel through which they can

fill that remit: they are thus a welcome addition to the apparatus of village leadership.

Local politicians are also keen to become involved in these committees, although BRAC

makes efforts to exclude them. Publicly this is on the grounds that local politicians are too

busy to give time to voluntary activities, but it also results from a fear that the village commit-

tees may be reduced to party-political machines or become a source of corruption. Perhaps local

politicians are initially attracted to the GSCs because all local institutions are correctly seen as

being under their authority. It is still to be seen whether GSCs remain attractive as sources of

local political legitimacy beyond the life of the programme, and also if the inclusion of GSC

activities on local political agendas actually results in adverse effects with respect to the

ultra-poor. The outcomes are likely to vary according to the local contexts, and to depend con-

siderably on the personalities involved and the local political traditions.

In any case, process-documentation research on GSC formation reveals that BRAC staff

cannot impose their preferences for apolitical members, and indeed it would be inappropriate

for them to do so. In addition, village elites characteristically hold overlapping positions of

power, status, and wealth, so it is more than likely that those in a position to provide the

support services required by the GSC membership will also be involved in other organisational

activities. Our survey revealed that 34 per cent of GSCs had members currently holding local

government office, while an additional 53 per cent of GSCs had members who had held office at

some time. Fully 82 per cent of all GSCs had members who were also involved in other local

committees, such as the mosque, haat (market), or school management committees. This

suggests that GSC membership fits within local notions of appropriate behaviour for village

social and political leaders.

The benefit of establishing a committee to undertake what is widely seen as customary social-

welfare activities is that the GSC format institutionalises and gives a structure to what already
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goes on. Some village elites feel that the burden of assisting the poor falls more heavily on a

few, and this happens particularly in areas where there are not many rich residents. The GSC

offers a more systematic and transparent means of pressurising others among the village elite

to give their share of support to the village poor. It also makes it possible for GSC members

to claim resources from local government, local committees, and other NGOs. In the case of

provision of sanitation facilities, it seems clear that these required collective rather than individ-

ual action. Simply institutionalising and formalising actions required by local expectations

appears to have had some impact on the willingness of village elites to act.

While the programme itself tackles extreme poverty, it does not obviously present any chal-

lenge to the substance of rich–poor relations, nor indeed to that of gender relations. The

language used and meanings assigned to the activities of the GSC affirm that the rich do not

suffer from the programme. BRAC field staff and GSC members explain their activities in

ways that link closely with local understandings of the traditional and religious duties and cus-

tomary practices of support for the poorest that are incumbent upon the village rich. The process

of establishing GSCs similarly appeals to the benevolence and generosity of the respected and

‘bountiful’ elite. Prejudices against the involvement of women in public decision-making and

committee activities are similarly honoured, however, to the detriment of the involvement of

both poor and elite women in GSC activities.

Local ownership

The importance of GSCs being rooted within, genuinely owned by, and responsive to the local

community is highlighted by a number of interesting characteristics of successful, active GSCs.

For example, the more active and successful committees are also those that are more likely to

have poor women among their membership. The survey found that 22 per cent of GSCs did not

have TUP members, (despite BRAC’s directives), and that only 10 per cent had representatives

from the Palli Samaj (primarily because these are not present in all locations). Those with Palli

Samajmembers were more successful at raising cash resources, while those with TUP members

were more likely to extend their remit to others among the poor. While these findings may

suggest the value of having poor representatives on the committees, they may also reflect the

fact that those committees in which representatives of poor people are actively sought and

retained are also those more likely to display pro-poor tendencies. In any case, it is clear that

the presence of poor representatives on these otherwise elite committees has something of a

catalytic effect on their activities.

In addition, GSCs in which the elite members have salaried or other jobs that take them

outside the village appear to be somewhat less effective at raising resources, presumably a

reflection of their greater detachment from village life. Similarly, although the analysis did

not show this to be significant, GSCs with a high proportion of members who had previously

held local government office or sat on other local committees appeared to be less successful

at mobilising resources for the GSC. This may be because GSC work competed with their

other fundraising activities, or because they are too busy to devote much time to the committee.

On the other hand, the degree of elite membership does not necessarily detract from the effec-

tiveness of a GSC, as those committees where higher education was more common were also

more likely to expand their remit to include other poor people within the community.

On balance, the most effective committees appear to be those in which the benefits of power-

ful elite membership are matched by genuine responsiveness and some kind of accountability to

the poor. One way of viewing this is to see the more effective GSCs as examples of successful

coalitions, linking the interests of the poor to those of elites. As one long-term observer of

Bangladeshi rural politics observes:
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The point for a pro-poor agenda . . . is not to displace elites, for they will always be there

and will always (except on occasion in the short term) get the greater share of benefits.

Rather, the objective is to obtain significant benefits for non-elites on a continuing basis

and to steer as much as possible of that benefit stream to the poor. (Blair 2003: 1–2)

Harry Blair acknowledges the need for the poor to make tactical alliances with the non-poor and

elites on initiatives with potentially wide benefits. This is on the grounds that, if it is true that

elites continue to dominate rural affairs, ‘It will be difficult – and in all likelihood impossible –

to cobble together a constituency large and powerful enough to realize the pro-poor agenda on

any exclusive basis’ (Blair 2003: 13).

The BRAC experiment with GSCs could thus be seen as an example of an intervention that

creates social capital, by helping to build pro-poor coalitions through the agency of an external

actor.

The BRAC factor

As the country’s largest NGO, BRAC has an image and status among rural people unrivalled by

other NGOs and second only to that of the government. In addition to its microfinance

programmes, which reach more than 3.5 million borrowers, BRAC has 34,000 schools,

clinics, and schemes providing seeds and agricultural inputs, and other vital producer and con-

sumer goods. BRAC’s power and influence is well known to rural people, including the village

elite. The GSC intervention connects village elites to a large-scale development programme

which has brought tangible benefits to at least some of the community. While we do not as

yet know precisely how BRAC is viewed, it seems likely that village elites view connections

with BRAC as an investment with potential pay-offs. There is evidently some prestige to be

derived from helping BRAC to help the poor.

Conclusions and lessons

BRAC’s attempt to engage village elites in support of the poorest evolved in response to per-

ceived threats to the success of the TUP programme, emanating from the extreme vulnerability

of programme participants themselves. To date the modest success of the Gram Shahayak com-

mittee experiment highlights gaps in our knowledge about how to work with both the ultra-poor

and the village elite. There are no templates for such engagement, and BRAC’s TUP pro-

gramme has relied on responding to needs as they emerge, through a combination of exper-

iment, knowledge of local conditions, and ongoing action-oriented research (including the

research on which this article is based).

We also lack information about how to work with the ultra-poor, a group characterised by its

extreme vulnerability and needs that are not being met by standard anti-poverty programmes. In

the TUP programme, one emerging concern is that improved livelihoods for the ultra-poor in

rural Bangladesh may come at the cost of increasing dependence on patrons. To some extent

this may be the unavoidable consequence of the inherent character of extreme poverty in

rural Bangladesh, which involves substantial exclusion from patronage relationships. As the

ultra-poor move up into the ranks of the merely poor or non-poor, they will necessarily rely

on an increasingly wide circle of social networks and relationships, vital to the sustainability

of rural livelihoods. Drawing on some parts of those networks and relationships will involve

becoming embedded in patronage relationships. As yet we do not know how this will affect

the ultra-poor in the longer term, although it is unlikely to strengthen their autonomy. While

it is desirable that the TUP participants should develop to the point that they do not need to
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depend on patrons for mere survival, it is not yet clear whether it is reasonable to expect that

women emerging from extreme poverty will be able to shed such ties. From the point of

view of this group, patronage may be seen as a gain from the programme, offering valued

guarantees of protection. It will be important to see how patron–client relations involving

the ultra-poor evolve beyond the life of the programme – an issue that merits further research.

BRAC’s experiment with engaging village elites also raises questions about the dominant

theories guiding the politics of rural anti-poverty programmes. While there are concerns

about the longer-term consequences of what has become a necessary engagement with

village elites, in the short to medium term the pay-offs appear to have been worth the effort.

Through careful coalition-building, based on advocacy and a good understanding of local

social practices, it appears to be possible to engage village elites in support of the poorest.
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Notes

1. Baseline data indicate, for example, that 48 per cent of BRAC-targeted ultra-poor households cannot

afford two meals a day, as compared with the national rural average of 8 per cent. Only 20 per cent

of these households have a literate member, as compared with 58 per cent of the national rural average.

2. For reviews of the IGVGD programme, see Hashemi (2001), Matin and Hulme (2003), and Matin and

Yasmin (2004).
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