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ABSTRACT

Agragamee is the name of a development organization in Orissa which works among the tribals
and other deprived castes and classes. Its main area of activity has been the Kashipur Block of the
District of Rayagara, which is one of the mast backward blocks of India. Now, Agragamee’s work
covers 556 villages in 9 blocks of eight districts of Orissa. Agragamee has all along emphasised
upon empowemient of tribals and other deprived groups and has believed in creating capacity and
political awareness in them so that they can fight for themselves. Agragamee has conceived of its
role as a partner in this struggle. This article discusses the vision and activities of Agragamee with
a specific focus on its discourse on management of social transformation.
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Agragamee strives to embody the principle of decentralisation in its organisational design and functioning.
Agragamee has different field centers within Kashipur and has different projects in other districts of Orissa. These centers
and projects are encouraged to be autonomous. In fact, Agragamee self consciously tries to turn its field projects into

independent organisations.

The question of centralization and decentralisation in the study of a development organisation is also related to the
inheritance and a growth of the second line of leadership. How is this question taken up in Agragamee? The director of
Agragamee says that he now genuinely wants to hand over the leadership of the organisation to the local tribals. After
having established an adequate infrastructure for development work and having created a mobilizational basis for
developmental action, Das wants to withdraw. But at present he Is not confident that indigenous leadership is sufficiently
well developed to take up this task. Das is also interested in developing a second line of leadership within the group. He
says that he does not want to be the master of their group for ever.

Such an attitude of the top man in the organisation and his capacity for withdrawal has been a source of
encouragement to the young workers. They come to Agragamee for leaming and after a while they form their own
independent organisation with active support from the director. Sudhanshu Dalai is one such young activist of Agragamee
who has just started an organisation at Phulbant named BARD. But Dalal says that others in the organisation were

Jealous of him.

Regarding the question of Inheritance now there is a clear indication that after Achyut Das his wife Vidhya is not
going to take up his place. On both the question of inheritance and second line leadership, the following statement of
Achyut Das provides us a lot of Insights: Unlike the Gandhians we don’t want to build an ashram and be its prisoner. 1
must be in a position to give a deadline that by this and this day we must quit and that day is not very far. May be | will
be here but not within this structure. This structure has some limitations which | have realized. It is not going to initiate
radical social transformations in a time-bound way. The system Is not going to be totally identified by the people. They
can'tbe owned by people. |If people don't come up you can't sustain it by leadership from outside. That way | see the
danger of my continuation where leadership will be always from outside.

Along with the issue of centralisation, professionalism also poses an important question. One important research
question in this area is, “whether the development organisations need and want professionally trained manpower?
Whether the design of these organisations Is adequate to accommodate professional inputs?” (IRMA 1994: 24).
Agragamee needs and wants professionally trained manpower especially as it is expanding its activities and as it takes
up activities like watershed management which requires more technical collaboration. But hiring professionals implies
payment of higher salary to them than paid to the workers which is dangerous in the long run, destroying its organisational
structure which is based on equal salary. To combine this challenge of simultaneously meeting the need of professional
input and maintaining an organisational design based upon equaiity and dignity Agragamee has devised some creative
strategies. It has been Instrumental in the formation of groups such as Orissa Professional Development Consuiltants
(OPDC), Rayagara and Sikhya Sandhana, Bhubaneshwar. Those who work in these organisations have professional
training on educational and technical matters and they offer their services to Agragamee. They get their salaries from
these organisations but carry the spirit of Agragamee. In other cases, Agragamee hires the services of professionals
and pays them out of specific project grants. One such instance is the deployment of the services of professionals of a
Delhi-based consultancy agency named TARU for studying the environmental impact of mining in the locality. For this
Agragamee has managed a special grant from the donor agency HIVOS.

Funclioning of the Organisation

Planning for manpower is an important question in the research on management of development organisation.
How does Agragamee plan for its manpower? How dcas it Inculcate its values in the new entrants of the organisation?
Does it make any effort to maintain the moral of the team?

Usually Agragamee does not advertise for its position and those who join Agragamee do so having heard about it
from some of Its friends. Sometimes friends of Agragamee within the academy and in the other fields recommend their
students and other acquaintances to Agragamee. Thus recommenders play animportant role in Agragamee’s recruitment
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Similar was also the reaction of Achyut Das. Regarding the lack of 50% of female staff in the organisation, Das
says that because of its work in remote, inaccessible, and malaria-prone area, It Is not easy for Agragamee to get single
women. But he feels that now the situation is changing because more and more women are willing to join it because of
the unemployment problem for educated women in Orissa. it, however, encourages husbands and wives to work together.
At the same time, Das tells us that since the continuity of single women after their marriage is always a question, the
organisation is hesitant to invest in them. Agragamee feels that it is always a right thing to invest in the local tribal
women who are eventually going to be the leaders. He urges us to understand that even |f Agragamee does not have
many women workers “still women's issues have béen taken very strongly in Agragamee.”

Regarding the process of decision-making withinthe organisation Das says that maJor policy decisions are taken in
the general body meeting with the involvement of all the workers while the administrative decisions on which it is not
possible to consult everybody are taken by a small group. The broad policy frameworks like the salary structure, the
kind of activities to be taken up, etc., are decided by everybody. But Issues like firing and hiring of a person are decided
by a small group. Once the policy framework Is decided it is rigorously followed and all the administrative decisions are
as per the policy decision. To my question how the administrative decision-making is perceived by the staff, Achyut

Das said that it could be either autocratic or democratic.,

At the same time, Achyut Das shares with us some of his dilemmas in managing the intemal environment of
Agragamee. First, people work for a salary which is meager. Given the kind of problems workers with lower middle-
class socio-economic backgrounds have, this appears to be unfair, though one is not convinced of their capacities to
manage things in the best possible manner. The lack of professionallsm among the workers makes it ditficult to manage
the entire process. The intellectual gap between actors at different levels—for instance, between the field staff and the
tribals and that between the staff and the core Agragamee team—constitutes yet another challenge for effective
management. For Das, this lack of professionalilsm makes it difficult to decentralize the whole operation. Thus despite
decentralisation, there Is still dependency on the core group for decision-making and management.

Achyut Das makes it clear that this dilemma is a direct product of the contradiction that exists in Agragamee'’s
structure and sentiment, |.e., the existence of a mixture of radicalism and professionalism. in his words:

We are neither a radical group nor a professional social service group. If we were a radical $ocial action
group, we would not have been abie to build this infrastructure. Atthe same time, we don't want to build
huge infrastructure because we belleve it will corrupt us. But we can not dispense with the need for
professionalism in our management and functioning either.

Another aspect of Agragamee’s intemal environment that strikes immediately an observer is the issue of health
management. The campus of Agragamee at Kashipur suffers from lack of systematic attention to hygiene and cleanliness.
One sees a lot of dirt around. It seems Agragamee does not have any systematic and efficient mechanism for garbage
collection, sweeping and waste disposal in its campus. A related issue Is the consciousness regarding these on the part
of Agragamee workers. For Instance, Agragamee has issued notice to all Its workers that they should use mosquito-net
everyday without fail to protect themselves from malaria. But some field staff seem not to be very serious about this.

The Question of Performance

Agragamee's perspective on the measurement of performance of a deveiopment organisation is in line with the
prevalent view that there are considerable difficultles *in measurement of total output of the non-profit development
organisations.” Agragamee pleads for carrying out a soclal cost-benefit analysis of its activities and impacts, for instance,
finding out how much money-lending has been reduced by the introduction of grain banks? In Achyut Das's words:

Suppose you have constructed a water harvesting structure then whatis its social relevance? Now women’s
groups In our locality have become very active but we have not spent huge amounts of money for this.
How do we carry out the social cost-benefit analysis of our education programme? One way to do this is
to find out how many people we have taught. The other way Is to find out the social cost: what is the
enhancement in social relevance of a person now that he has become literate and can resist a particular

process which is wrong?
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structure of Agragamee. As mentioned above, Das lesls that the existing structure has its limitation In totally being on
the side of the people. This has become clear to all concemed during the ongoing antl-mine struggle in the locality (see,
above). He feels that the existing structure has some legal binding for which the organisation Is not able to provide total
support to people. Now It is constrained to support them from the behind only. Despite this, two of its workers have
been implicated in police cases. Das says that Agragamee has to make up Its mind what it wants to be. If it wants to
be on the side of the people during their crises then it has to be prepared for risks.

Agragamee’s president Chitta Ranjan Das also works as a source of perennial criticism for Agragamee. He says
that the workers of Agragamee must be prepared for self-criticism both as an Individual activity and one that Is carried
outin a communitarian setting. For him, the real test of Agragamee comes when people are ready for confrontation with
the existing systems. What Agragamee will do when people begin to confront the structures of the old society? On
whose side the workers of Agragamee will be? For C.R. Das, this decision cannot be an organisational decision since

this has to be personally anived at by everybody. This makes urgent the task of adequate preparation on the part of
each worker as an individual. C.R. Das also told me that a dlalogical forum within the organisation has been created
after a few years of experimenting to respond to the lack of free flowing and spontaneous interaction between the

- workers and the ieadership. On his suggestion, everybody started sitting together and discussing each others’ problems
as well as that of the organisation. This helped to create a dlalogical and reflective space within the organisation which
also helped to democratize the structures and functioning within Iit. Das also feels that given Agragamee’s central emphasis
on educabion, Its workers are not creative enough in writing and publications.

While discussing the strength and weakness of his organisationAchyut Das, however, stresses that the organisation
has never feit shy to own up Its mistakes. Transparency in the organisation and lack of vested interest in the leadership
to perpetuate itself have helped Agragamee to grow, Das remarks.

External Evaluation

The funding agencies of Agragamee — private and public — carry out periodically evaiuation of Agragamee’s work.
The Dutch donor agency HIVOS has been one of the consistent supporters of the activities of Agragamee. HIVOS has
carried out external evaluations of Agragamee, the first being In 1982. The last evaluative study by HIVOS entitled
“Agragamee: Food and Voice" was carried out in 1991 (Menen and Schenk-Sandbergen 1991). It states: “...there are,
no doubt, very effective activities in Agragamee, such as the training of an animator who reaches many villages, the
grain banks and the non-formal education and Innovative schools. However, the Impact team has the impression that
there are also shortcomings at different levels In the effectiveness of the organisation” (Menon and Schenk-Sandbergen
1991). The evaluation raises the following questions about Agragamee:

a) It can be asked If the expansion to so many districts has been effective. More Intensive work in a smaller area
might have been more fruitiul;

b) It can be asked If besides the collective approach a household and/or more Individual approach would not have
increased the effectiveness of certain activities, as e.g., access to all kinds of govemment loan programmes and

Individual loans from the village funds;

c) It can also be asked if the policy not to recruit technical professional skllled personnel from outside has tuned out
to be the right policy In view of the not succassful Impiementation of Income and employment generating projects;

d) itcan beasked If It was effective not to take an electricity connection at the headquarters when it was possible (too
luxurious). The capacity of the solar lightls limited; and

@) It may be asked If the policy not to implement social service programmes such as nutrition programme for children
in the NFE schools and preventive health programmes are justified in the context of malnutrition and bad health in

particular of women In the profect villages {Menon and Schenk-Sandbergen 1991: 26).

Agragamee felt that the methodology of this evaluation was not participatory and the Impact study team was bound
to its term of reference without trying to understand the process of Intervention with which Agragamee has been
associated. Regarding Its suggestion for attending to Individual needs Agragamee states that “a tribal as an individual
may get a variety of benafits but without a community ownership cannot enjoy this benefit.” It “can never believe that
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the outsiders. Das tells us that this marketIs neither a buyer's market nora seller's market. Tribals require cash for their
clothes and for drinks, etc, and they go to either the money fenders or the traders for procurement of cash. Both these

agents of market purchase the produces of the tribais at a throw-away price as distress sales.

Alasils an oil seed that tribals of Kashipur grow in abundance. (It Is such an important part of the life of the local
tribal that C.R. Das says that Alas/ is not a mere oll seed; It Is also an institution through which one can get a picture of
the life of the tribals). Tribals also sell their oil seeds to outsider merchants. Agragamee has calculated that every year
nearly five crore worth of Alas/is marketed out. Because of money lending, 50% of it goes out as distress sale. 25% of
itIs spent on liquor and 25% spent on purchase of consumer goods during the festival time. For Das, “So, this area Is
absolutely finished. We argue that if this five crore worth of money remalins inside Kashipur, then you do not depsend

upon anybody for your developments.”

Agragamee has mobllized people to demand for local processing of their produces so that there is a value addition.
It has the same strategy vis-a-vis local produces like the tamarind and the broomstick. The previous Government of
Orissa had agreed to people’s demand for installing oil-seed processing unit in each panchayat. In this regard, Achyut
Das urges us to understand that its Initlatives like the Kashlpur Vegetable Growers’ Association were formations to give
the tribals a better deal in the market. Initially it was able to fight with the vested interests to provide them a better price.
- But this co- operative could not function because of changes in co-operative law which allowed outside vested interests

to come in.*

For Agragamee, managing the market means Introducing more players Into the scene. “The question is whether
you are able to give that kind of skill so that people are able to manage their resources and the market. The long-term
goal is to enable pseople to control their market: once they glo it, it will solve 90% of their problems.”

Agragamee is now working on formation of small micro- enterprises in the tribal areas. It also stresses that it Is
Important to federate these micro-enterprises so that they can benefit from having things In common — for instance,
havinga common manager or a common transport. For Das, even all the grain banks should have their common stock
in one place so that even If one grain bank Is not successful it can borrow from the buffer stock lying at the panchayat
level. Similarly, he believes that all the Mahila Mandals can be part of a federal structure of a larger organisation. This
would help them control, for Instance, the entire broomstick market.

And Now.the;Target Group

Agragamee is dependent upon its target group for its very existence. Agragamee believes that it cannot work in
the area if the target group does not approve of it. I fact itis the target group which has provided strength and succour
to the organisation during Its hours of crises. One such crisis which threatened the very existence of the organisation
was the atlegation made by the then local M.L.A. on the floor of the Assembly of Orissa sometimes in 1992 that the
workers of Agragamee were molesting tribal women. An Inquiry commission was constituted by the State Government
to look into this. But the women of the locality came forward in thousands and told the authorities that this was a conspiracy
hatched by the vested interasts to malign Agragamee. In fact, the women in a village did identity a girl who had been
paid by the conspirators to give evidence before the commission supporting their allegation.

The target group is, no doubt, differentiated along lines of caste and gender. Whille in case of caste, Agragamee
stresseson differential empowerment simllar s not the case In case of gender. Agragamee consclously works towards
the empowermentof tribals vis-a-vis the extortion of the Harljans. Butin case of genderexploitationand gender inequality,
Vidhya Das herself makes it clear that Agragamee tries to consclously underplay gender difference so that the process
of developmental change is not hindered. She also helps us understand Agragamees'’s point of view:

Equality does not mean just doing the same thing. The moment you Insist that women should do the work
that men do you further undervaiue the work that women do. Thus you should fight for up-valuing the
work that women do. You also upvalue the volce of women so that whenever women say something they

‘are heard. We are not highlighting men-women contradiction. We don't say that women's Issues are
women's Issues alone, these are community issues., survival issues.

This is also the polint of view of C.R. Das. For him, the primary identity of a tribal woman Is one that bears the
marks of victimage and exploitation. In his intervention on this subject during the last general body meeting (in September
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questions any activity/programme only after asking why it is implemented.

takes up an activity/programme only after being fully aware of the pros and cons of the activity and after having
questioned its validity and relevance.

4. ATTITUDE TOWARDS PEOPLE

¢

[

i.
.

has a feeling of superiornity or inferiority towards his feliow workers.

is indifferent in this matter.
makes conscious effort towards equality amongst all the members of the staff.

iv.  has put people’s interest before seff-interest.

v. has the attitude to incorporate peopie's idea into community action.
5. LEADERSHIP

i. isafollower

fi. isa participant, i.e. the one who does not need any leader.

iii. is aleader in actual planning.

iv. is aleader in project implementation.

v. is aleader in creating other leaders in the community.

6. PERSPECTIVES/THINKING CAPACITY

I.
.

iv.

V.

has perspective for the work in which he is involved.

has a perspective for the whole programme of which his work is a part of and is able to relate his work to the larger
programme.

has a perspective about the whole project in general and is able to relate his work to the larger programmes, and to
the project objectives as a whole.

has a perspective about development and change affecting our target group.
has no perspective whatsoever.

7. ABRITY TO LIVE AND WORK IN A GROUP

Iv.

carries out his work in isolation and does not share his experiences and ideas with anyone.

shares his work, ideas and experiences with only a selected group of people.

makes an effort to share his experiences, work and ideas with all the members of the group, involves everybody in
his work.

shares himself with the target community in alt walks of life.
consults the group and abide by its decision before taking any step.

8. COMMITMENT TO WORK

I,

i,
iv.

has very little commitment to any work, loses interest half-way through an activily and is ready to hand over his
responsibilities to someone else or let the work stop.

loses interest in an activity undertaken half-way through its implementation but carries out the activity all the same
unwillingly
carries out any activity undertaken with full interest and involvement until its completion.

is totally committed to the causes of the deprived classes.
readily takes side with the oppressed in a conflict.
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9. COMMUNITY CONTACT

.
l.
be
.

"

V.

the person has very little relationship with the members of the target group andis notinterested in furthering it either.

the person has much interest in the target group as his particular activity requires.

the person has genuine concern for the problems and situations of the target group not necessarily limited to his
immediate activity.

goes to village himself to build up contact with the target community.

waits for the village to come to him.

10. ABILITY TO TAKE UP RESPONSIBILITIES

.
i

iv.

V.

can take up responsibilities for his work independently.
feels responsible for the entire activity or the project of which.his work is a part.

the person feels responsible for the project in general and is capable of making decisions in matters outside his
specific area of work whenever necessary. :

has already shown some lrresponsibllity in some areas of programme.
has the ability to identify his responsibilities without being told.

1. ATTITUDE TO THE PROJECT

i.
(13
I.

il
Iv.

V.

looks upon the projectas a stepping stone to furthering his career.

looks upon the project as providing a job.
looks upon the project as means of working with the deprived classes and thus furthering national development.

is aware of the project objectives and tries to work in accordance with them
is indifferent to the project objectives.

12. CAPACITY FOR EXPRESSIONS

iv.

the person is not very communicative and his work output is not much.

the person is full of theories and ideas and seems to be exceedingly well-informed on the development process but
does not have any significant work output.

the person has not much abillity to express himself and communicate in a group situation but is expressive and active
in the field.

the person has a good ability to communicate and express himself and is very active in the field.

the person doesn't believe the importance of expression.

13. INTELLECTUAL HONESTY

i

ve
I,

i,
iv.

there is much difference between one’s ideasAheories and his actions. For example, the person talks about poor
and poverty eradication, but doesn't averse the exploitation of poor for his own ends.

has no clarity about the process of development and poverty eradication, but carries out activities in the field.
can objectively look at his own short-comings and failures and make conscious efforts to change.

has high respects for others' suggestions. ideas and experiences.

has a very high opinion of his own callber.



