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1 Preamble

The RIO+10 Assessment for the West Bengal Sub-Regional Forum was held in the rural township of Bashirhat on November 10th 2001. It was conducted at the Meeting Hall of the Administrative Building, Office of SDO, Bashirhat (within the Bashirhat Court Compound), which is located by the side of the picturesque Ichamati River - 10 minutes by rickshaw or van from the Railway Station and 3 minutes walk from the Bus Stand.

We thank the Office of SDO, Bashirhat and the people of that community, and we are especially grateful to Mrs. Utpala Misra, a leading social worker in Bengal, for their unstinted help in making this assessment process at Bashirhat a success. 

1.1 Participants

There were more than 24 participants representing a broad spectrum of society, including village residents and farmers, Government representatives, NGOs and others social workers.

A list of participants is annexed for reference, including pictures of some of the participants.

2 Objectives and Methods

The objectives of this West Bengal Sub-regional Forum were to: 

· Exchange experiences and discuss common concerns and issues;

· Consolidate recommendations for action; and 

· Explore opportunities for sub-regional cooperation to advance implementation with respect to mutual sustainable development concerns.  

… and to measure the progress made in:

· Implementing the local strategies for sustainable development;

· Identifying the implementation problems, weaknesses and barriers; and to

· Recommend solutions to make the local action programs more efficient, ensuring all the benefits to the primary and secondary stakeholders.

2.1 Assessment Methodology

The discussions were held with chairs placed in a wide circle to facilitate the free exchange of information and ideas, as well as to enable participants to share their experiences so that a rich blend of ideas and suggestions for action could emerge at the end of the consultative processes.

A few examples of the review features that were pursued are as follows: 

· Identify the critical issues that impact the daily livelihoods of the people.

· Prioritize the critical issues, based on the extent to which these issues influence livelihoods.

· Identify the actions to address the critical issues at the ‘local’, ‘district’ and ‘state’ levels.

· What was the role of stakeholders (such as NGOs, Panchayati Raj Institutions, Government and international agencies) in the planning, implementation and post-implementation phases?

· Has there been any strategy formulated and implemented to address the identified issues? If yes, information on its

· Organizational and management systems

· Institutional capacities

· Resource allocations made (in terms of human, natural and financial resources)

· Political support received (from MLAs, MPs, local leaders)

· Legislative and institutional support received from government and regulatory bodies

· Were the desired results achieved? 

· Identification of the most relevant issues and the best practices for their resolution;

· The most important lessons learnt during program implementation.

· What were the weaknesses, barriers and problems in the implementing strategy?

· Identification of creative and generic measures to overcome implementation failure scenarios.

· Suggestions of major course corrections to help solve the prioritized and critical issues.

3 Overview of Assessments

The multi-stakeholder assessment consultations that were conducted at Bashirhat on November 10th 2001 revealed the following issues, with respect to West Bengal in general, and the Bashirhat community in particular, including an inventory of remedial actions that were articulated during the discussions:

3.1 Rural Issues

The critical rural issues that were identified are:

3.1.1 Transfer of agricultural land to fisheries development

a) It is now more profitable to use the land for fisheries than to cultivate rice; however, once the agricultural lands are given over to salt water prawn and fisheries development, the possibility of returning the land to agricultural in the future use is destroyed 

b) The rice farmers are not getting an adequate return as cost of agriculture has increased drastically:

· Cost of agriculture labor has increased due to migration of people to cities, which has induced a labor scarcity.

· Fertilizer prices have gone up substantially; on the other hand, the quantum of natural manure produced by falling numbers of livestock cannot meet the demand for fertilizers for the scale of agricultural production in the region

c) The increasing frequency of natural calamities, such as floods, discourages the farmers from investing their scarce resources in agriculture, which has become unreliable as a source of income; on the other hand, fisheries development assures them 

3.1.1.1 Problems caused by prawn farming processes:

a) Widespread prawn farming has led to a general loss of biodiversity, since other fishes and lifeforms have been considerably devalued, thereby disturbing the ecological balance.

b) The fishes and other lifeforms that are caught along with the prawn are indiscriminately disposed in habitable areas, rather than being returned live into the water. This leads to the rotting of marine carcasses on land, leading to various kinds of diseases and illnesses.

c) The above problems are exacerbated by the use of nylon nets, which is far more devastating as a catching medium than the conventional wicker baskets, which used to let the smaller species get away.

d) It was observed that, in the larger context, MNCs and large corporations have monopolized fishing in international waters to the detriment of local fisherman, and aerial reports reveal that the amount of prawns and other fishes are being exhausted at an alarming rate.

e) Political influence: It was revealed that those political partymen who once protested and fought against the conversion of agricultural land to prawn farming on  – have completely reversed their position once they have come into power, and having tasted the economic benefits in supporting and collaborating with the profitable prawn farming institutions. Moreover, even the government agencies who are supposed to be protecting society is turning a blind eye to the socio-economic and environmental problems of prawn farming, as long as it earns substantial ‘royalties’ and earns taxes and other gratuities from the prawn farming industry.

Remedy: It was suggested that a Social Cost-Benefit Analysis should be performed, which would highlight the costs of socio-economic and environmental externalities, in contrast with the economic benefits of shrimp farming, to determine government and funding policies for large-scale shrimp farming projects. Another suggestion was that NGOs should address the problem of lop-sided development strategies as their most important work

3.1.2 River bank erosion due to:

a) The natural flow of river water destroys the weakened and poorly maintained embankments, especially during the monsoons;

b) The frequent ingress of river water into agricultural lands during floods loosens the topsoil, which is then washed away – which in turn leads to silting of river beds;

c) Oil spillage from tourist and other motorized boats kills off the ‘Sundari’ trees which line the rivers, and this aggravates the topsoil erosion problem

3.1.3 Loss of soil fertility

a) Indiscriminate use of chemical fertilizers, which

· Exhausts the natural yield of the soil;

· The uncontrolled use of chemical fertilizers leads to degradation of soil quality; there is no support from block development offices for measurements and testing to scientifically determine the correct quantity of fertilizers to be used

b) The source of fresh water inland is undermined by the ingress of salt water from the sea, which is partly caused by the shifting of rivers due to the peculiar land topology of this region (which slopes from the East to West, whilst the river water flows from the West to East)

c) The participant from Murshidabad said that the water absorption capacity of the soil is low in his locality.

3.1.4 Conspicuous Consumption

A number of participants raised the issue of the rise of conspicuous consumption, including:

· Villagers fall prey to disinformation spread by advertisements of manufacturers of high profile products like toothpaste and aerated water; acquiring these products become a matter of a status symbol; eventually; eventually, villagers and rural folk allocate a disproportionate amount of their income to the purchase of these high-priced products, which have numerous locally available alternative products which are not only much cheaper, but provide higher value as well; examples cited were ‘neem’ and ‘nimbu-pani’ in place of toothpaste and ‘Coke’.

· The inducement to use commercial products like ‘Surf Excel’ and others like them - mainly promoted by the multinationals – may have enhanced the quality of life in certain instances, but the harmful sociological effect has been that the villagers have turned away from their traditional and indigenous products, goods and services that they have been using reliably and economically or centuries. Conspicuous consumption has led to the proliferation of non-biodegradable products (such as plastic water bottles and bags) despite the fact that local and indigenous environmental friendly products – such as earthen ‘kullars’ – exist and provide useful employment opportunities.

‘Remedy’: To prevent clogging of drainage, stop plastic production at the source.

3.1.5 Women’s issues

a) Lack of support from the male members of the family when they return home, either from work or from any capacity building or education and training program. 

b) Lack of education still persists in matters relating to:

· Sanitation; 

· Health;

· Pregnancy (including pre-natal and post-natal care) and 

· Family planning (about 35% are aware of the issues involved)

c) A positive development is the observation of the increase in the levels of awareness of women, especially for those from the Muslim community. These women nowadays feel ashamed of the large numbers of children they have. They have come out of their homes and have actually secretly approached the social organizations and NGOs to teach them about family planning.

d) Another positive development is that infant mortality has gone down. As an example, in a population sample of about 127,000 people, there were only 4 cases of infant mortality.

e) Another positive development is that women can now write their names.

f) However, not much progress has been made in sanitation programs, principally because of a general lack of awareness of the issues involved. 

g) A number of nutritional and health development programs are operational (food @ Rs0.80 per child is provided by government agencies), but the focus is more on the provision and availability of food, rather than on the more important concept of providing and making available food of the proper nutritional value.

3.1.6 Arsenic problem

The Arsenic contamination of ground water supplies have been identified to be a major problem in Bashirhat as well as other rural areas of Bengal. 

Remedy: The Municipal representative at Bashirhat mentioned that deep tubewells that go as far down as 1000ft and more are being installed, to provide arsenic free water. 

3.1.7 Lowering of ground water levels

The water level at Bashirhat has fallen from 20 ft below the ground to as far down as 60–70 ft; during the summer months, it falls even more.

In Murshidabad, submersible pumps are banned to save the water level. However, there is rampant illegal drawing of water in several areas of Birbhum, Bankura and Murshidabad.

Another anomaly that was discussed was that there is plenty of water in some places – in fact, so much that it causes damaging floods – whereas other places at the same time suffer from drought. Conversely, the place that suffers from floods during the monsoons, undergoes drought-like conditions in other parts of the year

Remedy: Initiate and institutionalize appropriate surface water management methods and techniques, including:

· Conserve rainwater during the monsoons

· Ensure its availability during the dry season

· Recharge the water table.
3.1.8 Lack of infrastructure

a) Lack of roads: The participant from Murshidabad reported that, in recent times, the local ‘black & red’ soil system has changed. Possibly because of the indiscriminate and uncontrolled use of fertilizers, the land tends to split by itself, leading to the destruction of even concrete structures – such as roads and buildings. The results are:

· Only mud houses can be built, as concrete floors crack and are irreparable. This has led to severe problems in building construction planning and implementation.

· In the absence of roads, the only way to walk in the slushy mud is to – as he put it – ‘crawl’ about in a way that is unique to his community, since slippers and ordinary footwear are unusable; physiologically, it even alters the shape of the feet of his people, in the sense that the toe nails spread as they have to dig into the muddy and slushy earth to get a grip, and all sorts of diseases are rampant from the dirt and filth that accumulates between their toenails, etc. 

Remedy: An item called ‘Morham’ – which is similar to ‘shoorki’ – is better than concrete in building roads. The item is available naturally in Bankura and Birbhum.

b) Lack of potable drinking water;

c) No latrines; this leads to lack of hygiene and spread of diseases;

d) Lack of electricity; where it is available, the supplies are erratic and unreliable;

e) Lack of infrastructure to transport goods and provision of services.

3.1.9 Government interventions

A key focus area of the government at Bashirhat was to stop the proliferation of plastic bags, which destroys the drainage systems of the community.

It was also stated that the state Government’s approach and design of sustainable development and sustainable livelihoods programs in villages are still virtually centralized at Writers’ Building (i.e. at the state capital). 

Although there are plans to involve the stakeholders at the grassroots levels in the local decision making and planning processes, the government representative at the meeting said that upto this point at Bashirhat, village and grassroots-level stakeholders are not yet consulted in the program development, design and implementation processes. They hope to do that soon enough, though.

It was also mentioned that lack of funds was one of the main problems standing in the way of the state government’s plans to promote sustainable development and generate sustainable livelihoods by the provision of basic infrastructural components in rural and village communities, such as:

· electric connections to rural areas, 

· supply of potable and clean water supplies

· construction of roads for the transport of goods and services

· primary education facilities

· health centers

One participant remarked that about 80% of the funds received by the local government and municipality are spent on paying the salaries of people employed at these offices, which therefore leaves very little resources for developmental activities on the ground. (Another view was that only 5% of funds allocated to government departments ultimately reached their destination). The government officials who were present did not agree with this assessment, but they could not give any answer to the central question as to why basic infrastructural facilities are still not available in rural and village communities, as required for sustainable development and the generation of sustainable livelihoods.

3.1.10 Other issues that were raised

a)    Floods: It is believed that the consumption pattern of food, mainly for tribal populations, has shifted from millet to rice (For example, in AP, the Rs 2 per Kg rice ‘giveaway’ has exacerbated this situation). This has resulted in the requirement of much greater quantities of water supply for paddy cultivation. This has resulted in the demand for dams, which has in turn led to silting and the raising of the river bed by as much as 2 to 3 feet above the level of the plain. This leads to frequent and unpredictable floods.
Another reason for floods is the unplanned discharge of water from dams, which is a man-made disaster and entirely avoidable. Since crops are stored in their houses, these are also washed away during these floods.
Therefore, the planning and construction of housing units, especially the elevation at which to build to avoid washing away during floods, has become difficult to determine, because of the unpredictable quantum and location of the floods. 

Remedy: As in Section 3.1.6, initiate and institutionalize appropriate surface water management methods and techniques, to:

· conserve rainwater during the monsoons

· ensure its availability during the dry season

· recharge the water table.

b) Socio-Economic factors:

· The rice and vegetables grown in rural areas are despatched to the cities and towns, where they get better prices. The negative aspect is that the local, rural people are deprived of local produce and the fruits of their own agricultural cultivation, and they often go hungry as a result.

· Inadequate capacity building; farmers are often unaware of the advances that have been made elsewhere, especially of methods and techniques of cultivation that have been proved to be applicable in similar scenarios

· Farmers generally feel that the government ought to be provide more resources and infrastructural facilities to them, for enhancing their productivity as well improving their quality of life.

‘Remedy’: In order to find remedies to the villagers’ problems, the social worker will have to come down and mix intimately with the villager; sleep in the villagers’ mud-thatched house (and even catch lice in the hair in the process, if need be) in order to be able to generate solutions that work on the ground.

c) Computers: The concern was voiced that the introduction of computers in everyday lives is destroying our humanity by making our approach to problem solving and decision-making processes more mechanical and less humanistic

d) City dwellers: It was felt that city dwellers are destroying village livelihoods, by the brazen application of their immense purchasing power and the power of their socio-economic influence over village residents (such as hiring of domestic help). As a result, rural families are getting decimated, and the social fabric in the rural areas is breaking down

e) Hunger: It was stated that ‘… hunger is causing the greatest ecological crisis’. This relates to the eagerness with which farmers switch to prawn farming, knowing the dangers lying ahead.

f) Cold storage: There are inadequate cold storage facilities in the rural areas for storing agricultural produce.

g) Overseas customers: Foreign institutional customers at one time discouraged the use of natural products, in order to market their own product lines that use artificially produced items. In the example of a participant representing a textile manufacturer, it was revealed that foreign customers now prefer natural dyes, but they are unwilling to pay for the higher prices needed to produce natural dyes. Instead, they are pursuing a price cutting strategy for our products. This example may have enormous international trade and export policy ramifications for getting better prices from foreign buyers.

3.2 Urban Issues

‘Slum Development’ was the major urban issue that was discussed at the forum. The critical issues in this area are: 

3.2.1 Lack of infrastructure

There is a dearth of sanitation, health, education and awareness among the people living in the slums of Calcutta, today.

It appears that the older slum dwellings were more livable, as:

· Unplanned and illegal development of the modern slum areas have led to unhealthy and poorly ventilated living conditions;

· Minimum involvement of people at the grassroots level in determining their future; a long term point of view needs to be inculcated;

· Although the superior ‘closed drainage systems’ are now in place in many slums, it appears that the older ‘open drain system’ was more appropriate, as the former can be faulted for not taking the population explosion in these places into consideration during the design phase. 

· The culture of conspicuous consumption has also distorted the slum dwellers’ survival pattern. The enormous influence of the media that tends to spread disinformation and to distort the information for the benefit of MNCs and others needs to suitably counteracted, so that there is a lessening in the demand for items that are inherently detrimental for the socio-economic and environmental well-being of the slum environment and the people living in them.

3.2.2 Government interventions

There are at present about 3,000 slum areas in Calcutta, with a total population of between 3 to 4 million people

It was also stated that city slum dwellers are generally solving their own problems, with minimal intervention from either government sources, or other designated sources, such as Habitat Reach, etc. There is also a general lack of coordination between NGOs and the Government. 

The prevailing political system and dispensation has prevented the stakeholders from participating – directly or indirectly - in the plan, design, control and implementation of the slum improvement programs. There is a tendency for the bureaucracy to be rigid in its approach and to control every aspect of the implementation process; instead the people at the grassroots level should usurp this function, if their interests are to be met.

Finally, it should be realized that the RIO guidelines have to be understood and dealt with by the state. The NGOs cannot do it.

3.2.3 Other issues that were raised

NGO Networking: It was felt that there is very little coordination between NGOs, as well as ineffective networking between them. 
There ought to be better integration of NGOs in the implementation of slum dwelling improvement programs, to prevent duplication and wastage of efforts made. Finally, there is a need for critical evaluations of the different policies by the people involved in implementing those policies.

Allocation of resources: About 95% of the resources raised for slum dwellings inevitably go to the rich segments of slums.

Quality of materials used: The quality of materials used in implementing slum dwelling improvement programs is generally poor. Special care should be take to propagate recycling of waste products and the reuse of indigenous inputs and materials. 

Project financing: Projects can either be self-financed or the entire slum community may be mobilized to raise small amounts of funds from the stakeholders themselves. There is a need to bring back community development initiatives and to involve all the bigger and better funded NGOs to solve the current spate of problems for slum dwellings.

Waste removal: There is a serious need to resolve the matter of removal of biological, solid and medical waste products from the slum dwellings.

Foreign source of funds: Foreign funding agencies and policy makers may not always have the interests of the slum dwellers uppermost in their minds. Instead, participation from the stakeholders at the grassroots level should be encouraged. 
However, foreign sources of funds should not be discouraged completely, as they usually provide the initial thrust towards achieving sustainable development and sustainable livelihoods. 
We may be able to uncover the hidden agenda of foreign Funding agencies, if any, by increasing the level of awareness among partner organizations working for the people living in the slum dwellings.

4 Recommendations

The recommendations and remedies to make the local action programs more efficient and to ensure that the benefits accrue to the primary and secondary stakeholders are included where available in Section 3: ‘Overview of Assessments’.

Due to a shortage of time during the forum, the solutions to many of the issues raised in the previous section could not be discussed in detail. Some of these conjectures that were discussed informally are as follows:

Cold storage: There are inadequate cold storage facilities in the rural areas for storing agricultural produce. A possible solution would be to adopt the double-walled earthenware cooling system  developed by the Nigerian winner of last year’s Rolex Awards, Mr Mohammed Bah Abba; his energy-free device enabled the villagers of his Nigerian community to store their tomatoes and other vegetable produce for more than a week at a time. The cost of his device, which is similar to the earthen pots we use domestically to store drinking water, is about 40 US cents a pair. The full project can be downloaded at: <http://www.rolexawards.com/laureates/pdf/laureate0006.pdf>

Migration from rural to urban areas: There are three suggestions that were briefly reviewed:

· Dependence on external agencies for starting rural sources of retention programs

· Create awareness and education programs that critically evaluate government policies

· Combat the disinformation campaign that promotes this migration in the first place

Computers: The concern was voiced that the introduction of computers in everyday lives is destroying our humanity. However, the advantages of computer mediated communications cannot be ignored. The learning processes at initiatives like TARAhaat.com (www.tarahaat.com) and other initiatives should be widely disseminated to counteract the legitimate fear that computers are ogres that destroy humanity.

5 Conclusion

It is hoped that this multi-stakeholder assessment program held at Bashirhat will help to:

· reorient education towards sustainable development;

· increase public sensitivity to environment and development problems;

· foster a sense of personal environmental responsibility and commitment towards sustainable development; and 

· promote and strengthen the training and development functions.
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	#
	Name
	Organization
	Address/contact details

	1
	Dr Aditi Haldar
	Environment Systems Branch,

Development Alternatives
	B-32, TARA Crescent, Qutab Institutional Area

New Delhi 110016, India

Tel: 91+11+696-7938

Fax: 91+11+686-6031

e-mail: aditi@sdalt.ernet.in 

	2
	Mrs Utpala Misra
	National Council for Women
Child & Family Welfare Committee
	Basumati Bhavan, 166 Bepin Bihary Ganguly
Calcutta 700012, India

Tel: 350 3586

e-mail: utpalamisra@yahoo.com

	3
	Dr Sudhendu Mukherjee
	Chairman,

Calcutta NGO Forum
	11/B Rammohun Bera Lane, Calcutta 700046.

Tel: 329-1367

e-mail: NA

	4.
	Mrs Bashori Ghosh
	Project-In-Charge

CINI
	CINI GRAM, Daulatpur, P.O. Stoplane, 24 Parganas (N), Calcutta 700046, India

Tel: 469-8192 / 1206

e-mail: cini@vsnl.net.in

	5.
	Dr Jatisankar Bandopadhyay
	Sr Organizer,

Development Research Communication and Services Center
	18B Gariahat Road (South), Dhakuria
Calcutta 700031, India

Tel: 473-4364

e-mail: patheya@vsnl.net

	6.
	Mr Mazharul Haque
	Governing Body Member,

FOCUS
	6 Tiljala Road, Calcutta 700046, India

Tel: 240-5088

e-mail: NA

	7.
	Mr Mohd. Alamgir
	Joint Secretary,

Tiljala Society for Human & Educational Development
	6C Rifle Range Road, Calcutta 700 019

Tel: 2802681 , 2409733

Fax: 91-33-2806104

e-mail: tished@cal2.vsnl.net.in

	8.
	Mr. Nalikanta Mahapatra
	Field Officer

SASHA
	1C, Chatubabu Lane, Kolkata 700 014, India.

Tel: 2449761 , 2449776

e-mail: sasha@giascl01.vsnl.net.in

	9
	Mr. Anindya Bhattacharya
	Secretary

Think MAN
	Address: NA

Tel: 411 0446 , 440 776

e-mail: thinkman@cal3.vsnl.net.in

	10
	Mr. Jamini Bhushan Ray
	Chairman,

Bashirhat Municipality
	NA

	11
	Mr. Pintoo Das


	Vice-Chairman,

Bashirhat Municipality
	NA

	12 
	Ashish Das
	Incharge, Public Health

Bashirhat No 2 Panchayat Samity
	Ghonapotha, Bashirhat

Tel: 49238 , 55092

	13
	Mr. Rajesh Chakravorty
	Social Worker, Child & Family Welfare Section

NCWI
	166 Bepin Bihary Ganguly, Calcutta 700012.

Tel: 350 3586

e-mail: NAmailto:utpalamisra@yahoo.com

	14
	Mrs Reena Roy
	Social Worker,

Samaj Kalyan Daftor
	Hasnabad, Shushangoto

Shishu Bikash Seva Prakalpo

	15
	Abu Zaffar
	Social Worker,

NCWI
	Ghoranash

P.O. Zafarpur, Bashirhat 734428

Tel: 03217 40692

	16
	Smt Upma Dey
	Social Worker,

NCWI
	166 Bepin Bihary Ganguly
Calcutta 700012, India

Tel: 350 3586

e-mail: NA

	17
	Mr Anath Kumar Mondal
	Farmer
	Raghunathpur, P.O. Bashirhat, 24 Parganas (N)

	18
	Mr Dipankar Mondal
	Farmer
	Raghunathpur, P.O. Bashirhat, 24 Parganas (N)

	19
	Mr Mansoor Ali Mondal
	Farmer
	Raghunathpur, P.O. Bashirhat, 24 Parganas (N)

	20
	Mr Sohakab Seiko
	Field Worker,

NCWI
	P.O. Gorran, Gokarna,

Kandi, Murshidabad

	21
	Shri Md. Mofizuddin Sk.
	Field Worker,

NCWI
	Village: Patenda, P.O. Gobarhati, 

Kandi, Murshidabad

	22
	Mr Sankar Deb 
	Nature Environment and Wildlife Society
	117, Karnani Mansion, 25A Park Street, 
Calcutta – 700016, West Bengal, India.
Tel: 91-33-2290079 
Facsimile : 91-33-2290429 
e-mail : vispub@vsnl.com 

	Participants from Sankalpa Trust:
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	Dr Subhrankar Mukherjee
	Managing Trustee,

Sankalpa Trust
	P6 Cluster 2, Purbachal, Salt Lake, Calcutta 700 097, India

Tel: 335 9812

Fax: 00-91-33-3347528
e-mail: subhmukh@vsnl.com 

URL: http://sankalpa.tripod.com

	2
	Ms Rima Ganguly
	Research Associate

Sankalpa Trust
	161-B, Kankulia Road, Calcutta 700029

Tel: 440 9168

e-mail: rimsg_2000@yahoo.com

	3
	Ms Priyanka Bhowmik
	Research Associate

Sankalpa Trust
	59C Maharaja Tagore Road, Dhakuria, Calcutta.

Tel: 98301 75605

e-mail: r_priyanka@hotmail.com


Note: Pictures of some of the participants are shown in the next two pages
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