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Most drought prone regions have certain cluster of disadvantages which have to be addressed together if any major dent has to be made in alleviating drought induced distress and deprivation. I submit that we should simultaneously look at the resources, skills and local knowledge systems in which the people inhabiting these regions are rich in.
It is a great tragedy that attention towards backward regions is paid only when people in these regions start 'creating law and order problems'. DPAP and DDP even with certain improvements in procedures and systems would make no dent on the problem. This realization has apparently dawned on the policy makers. Yet the will to make substantial departure from conventional approaches of relief and small rehabilitationery measures is yet to manifest. In this note, I enumerate certain policy imperatives without which I see no hope of any significant change occurring in the lives of some of the most disadvantaged communities.
Context:
Most drought prone regions are characterized by the following bundle of disadvantages:
a   The literacy levels are extremely low particularly among women with the
result most workers fill the lowest income niches in rural and urban
labour markets, 

b   The male emigration is very high and thus number of households
headed or managed by women are very large, 

c   The fluctuations in environment make people suffer both when
production is too little and when it is too high (through price decline for
want of efficient procurement system), 

d. The market forces as also public infrastructure are very weak. With
population density being very low, the transaction costs of providing
basic services are substantial. 

e   Political articulation in parliament as also some of the state assemblies
is very mute. Less than one tenth of the members were present in the
parliament when discussion on drought was taking place during 1987.
Similarly, the MPs and MLAs from non-drought prone regions are far
more articulate than the representatives from drought prone regions.
Even when they make demands, they make demand for more of the
same. At state levels, the debates are little more grounded in reality than in the parliament. At district level also in some of the drought prone districts, number of grievances from backward talukas are very low. Thus political pressure for making radical departure is not yet very strong.
Whether the public policies will continue to be weak on this account is an issue that we need to address.
Alternative paradigm:
I suggest that we make a definite break from the conventional approach of addressing only the disadvantages. Unless we add value to what people have instead of focusing entirely on what they do not have, we may continue to reinforce a patronizing attitude.
Some of the advantages are:
i   The knowledge about herbal pesticides, veterinary and human

medicine, vegetative dyes, vegetative tanins for processing leather, etc.,

together with the biodiversity providing the raw material. 

ii   Raw hides and skins., minerals, gums, etc., much of which are
processed in non-drought prone regions. 

iii   Silt of tanks and other low lying areas, some of which can become

useful raw material after grading for ceramics industry - an industry of
future. 
iv.
Sites where very good quality seed can be produced because of low

pathological and pest load for certain crops. 

v   Very rich repertoire of designs, crafts and other non-farm enterprises
based on local as well as external material. 

vi.
Some of the most precious sources of non-edible tree based oil seeds,
none of which of course are processed locally. 


vii  Both the wind and the solar energy are plentiful in these regions. Examples like Gopaldham near Rajkot are worth emulating if we want to integrate various energy sources for land and water conservation and reclamation.
There are numerous other opportunities which can be harnessed by building upon strengths of these regions rather than their weakness. But, if we want to ensure supply of cheap labour, should not we keep literacy as well as skill development low in these regions? The systematic bias against these regions in matters of literacy, health and other infrastructure cannot be interpreted in any other way.
Some questions that we need to answer to are:
a   Can the programs for women, water, wasteland and welfare of children be refocused on these regions? Or should all these programmes be
used to disperse resources thinly without producing any substantial impact anywhere?
b   Can JRY, IRDP and other such programmes be totally recast so that market forces are allowed to alleviate the poverty in high growth regions. And state focuses in collaboration with commercial sector (private, public, cooperative, voluntary) in high risk environments. The institutionalization of corruption through JRY by insisting wage work at minimum wage rates where labour is not available at those rates is agonizing. The lower level bureaucracy has to show double attendance for one day's work apart from other malpractices, just to achieve ill-designed targets in wrong places.
c   Can the credit policy be made more flexible and responsive both to the advantages and disadvantages?
We have come across large number of innovative artisans who have developed farm implements like groundnut digger, wheat sowing plate, single bullock drawn multi purpose tool bar, etc., none of which have ever received recognition or support from government or banks. Can a special venture capital fund be set up to support innovations by small entrepreneurs? There are organizations like TDICI for large scale science based entrepreneurs but there is no any organization for seeking and supporting small innovators.
Regarding the credit policy for overcoming disadvantages, the long repayment schedule, linkage with technology, both in farm and non-farm sector and retailing of small loans are some of the unanswered challenges. Even a small change like absence of insistence for a male coobligant for a woman borrower can go a long way in improving access of women headed or managed households to credit.
Can the agricultural research be reoriented to link research on trees, tools, crop and livestock more organically? Despite numerous attempts and exhortations, these linkages remain very weak. The result is development of technologies which do not generate viability at the level of household portfolio.
The purpose of this short note is to suggest rethinking of alternatives for development of drought prone regions. Andhra Pradesh Government has declared 1994 as a year of minor irrigation with focus on rejuvenation of tanks. I do not know how well designed the programme is, but there is no doubt that unless very substantial and simultaneous changes are brought about in related sectors, we may be precipitating the situation in these regions to acquire the proportion of serious 'law and order problem'.
I hope we will learn some lessons from the history and decide to make a bold departure from the conventional non-productive policies.
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