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Planning for Development: Traditions and Alternatives

In his short story “The Rivers of our Youth”, Gabriel Garcia Marquez describes his journey back over the river that he used to travel often in his boyhood.  He describes the pollution and the damage to the river banks.  He mentions the water resource planner, who wasted half of his life working on a thirty volume master plan to clean up the river, and then in desperation, as nothing happened, wasted his other half, as he drowned himself in the same river.  

This story may not sound unfamiliar to professional planners.  Planning studies in developing countries - for which there is relatively easy donor money available - often turn out to be a substitute rather than a precursor to action.  This emphasis on planning studies is rooted in a normative notion of planning as applied science and rational decision making.  Analytic tools have been developed to assist professional planners in reviewing the interaction of several sectors in a confined area, like resource management models, geographical information systems, shift and share analysis, regional input-output tables and service centre analysis. Unfortunately, the outcomes of such analyses tend to stop short of being operationalised in policies and programmes. They do not translate into action and hence they are often felt to be rather clinical.

An extreme opposite notion of what planning is about is apparent to anyone who has spent time in a planning board or planning section.  Here the budget wheel is kept turning.  Much of the work is administrative, keeping track of allocations; monitoring progress.  Pressed by time-constraints and squeezed by pronounced yet fixed central government and line department policies and political commitments, there is little room and little scope for planning, apart from simple methods of priority setting.  The activities undertaken are often standardised, driven by short-term demands for manageable and popular interventions. Planning is not a science; at best planning is a game

Two recent trends however try to close this gap between the uninterrupted incrementalism of practitioners and the equally unsatisfactory study room exercises of researchers and analysts. The first trend is the growing emphasis on strategic rather than comprehensive planning, with a distinct focus on problems and burning issues, making it easier to rally various parties into action.  The second trend is the acknowledgement that widespread stakeholder consultation is essential to develop commitment and improve the quality of interventions, as a wide range of perspectives is taken into view. The challenge however is to keep stakeholders consultation manageable.

The strategic choice approach falls very well within these trends.  In many ways it is unfortunate that it has been slow to attract a wider following, because: 

· it allows one to tackle messy, open-sided, multi-sector problems in a structured manner;

· it works on creating a concept and a vision, the link often missing between information exercises and pragmatism

· the concepts and instruments are easy to grasp and the frequent use of graphs allows everyone to participate in the planning process.  For these reasons, and because it is issue-based, it facilitates consensus-building, which is as important a product of planning as the plan of actions itself.

· it forces one to ask what do we need to know; it stresses minimising survey and data collection efforts, by formulating the scope of these activities in an advanced stage of the planning process, instead of starting with it, as is done in much of the ‘applied science for decision-making’, witness the tremendous energy spent (and diverted) on resource models and economic models.

Applications in Aceh Province

This chapter briefly describes the application of the Strategic Choice Approach in two workshops held in 1989 in Aceh Province, Indonesia, in contributing to a plan for developing an agricultural zone in the southern and central part of the Province. Aceh is the northernmost Indonesian Province on the island of Sumatra. As a Province it had a special status at that time in recognition of its separate and separatist history, although at that time the movement for an independent Aceh was very much subdued. 

The initiative to designate this agricultural zone was taken by the Governor of the Province. The four districts concerned, Aceh Selatan and Aceh Barat in the southern part of the province and Aceh Tengah and Aceh Tenggara in the centre, were marked by bad access and little development, yet were considered to have considerable agricultural potential.  

The underdevelopment in these four districts was in contrast to the various districts on the north coast of the Province, that were far more accessible and either had a reasonably well-developed industrial sector, related to the exploitation of natural gas, or service sector. The development of a plan for the ‘agricultural zone’ was an initiative extraordinaire of the Governor, outside the normal routine of planning in the Province, which consisted of a rather mechanistic processing of project suggestions proposed from lower tiers in government. 

Within the Provincial Government the importance of broad consultation in the development of the plan was acknowledged.  In recognition of this, seminars on the agricultural zone had been organised in both areas, each attended by approximately 200 persons.  On those occasions, . basic data was presented about ongoing programmes and the potential for all type of crops, using generalised land evaluation data.  Subsequently, the audience was invited to make remarks.  Several ideas and issues were unearthed during these occasions, workable and non-workable, in addition to the normal predictable comments. 

However, a binding element was missing, and after the seminars neither concepts, policies or programmes had been formulated.  There was a general uneasiness about the agricultural zone; although much effort had gone into the seminars and expectations had been raised, nothing specific had come out of the exercise and the temptation was for professional planners to come up with proposals to fill the void.

Setting up Strategic Choice Workshops
In this context the strategic choice workshops were organised. The initiative was taken by a small project, that aimed at improving the quality of rural development planning in the Province. This project was implemented by a team of the Provincial Planning Board with the assistance of an external consultant. The approach taken in improving the quality of planning was building capacity by ‘learning as one moves along’. A major activity had been to introduce decision-based objective oriented planning at district level - using the familiar sequence of priority setting, building logical frameworks and budgetting, the elements of which were in the Indonesian planning instructions, yet they were there to be uncovered still. For planning at a more conceptual level and a higher geographical scale, it was assessed, however, that the objective oriented planning methodology was not visionary enough. The decision to follow the Strategic Choice Approach was taken, when the team came accross earlier material on this methodology - particular the first version of the very clear and self-explanatory ‘Planning Under Pressure’. Its authors, John Friend and Allen Hickling, after being contacted, provided more material - in particular the Brazilian case study (discussed elsewhere). This strenghtened the the confidence that the strategic choice approach would work outside the ‘nordic’ home territory, where it was developed.
The two strategic choice workshops that were organised for the Agricultural Zone had an identical set-up. The first workshop concentrated on the southern zone and the second on the central zone. To each workshop, twelve policy makers from the districts under consideration were invited.  In the absence of an articulate political culture in Indonesia, the participants were senior government officials representing the major departments responsible for the development of the Agricultural Zone: the Agricultural Department; the Department for Estate Crops; the Public Works Department; the Rural Development Department and the District Planning Boards. The invitations were issued by the Provincial Planning Board.. In the line of command for the planning and budgeting procedures, all proposals from the districts are screened by the Provincial Department, who also have to co-ordinate proposals, that cover the area of more than one district. For these reasons, the Provincial Planning Department was the most appropriate organisation to initiate the planning meetings.

Each of the workshops was facilitated by a team of three persons. Two of them were mid-level staff of the Provincial Planning Board, who had earlier helped to produce a guidebook to the Strategic Choice Approach in the Bahasa Indonesia language.  They were both ‘rising stars’ within the Provincial Planning Board; so despite their relative youth they were accepted by the district planning staff. The senior facilitator was the Vice Chancellor of the local university.  He was relatively unprepared and only took notice of the Strategic Choice Methodology the day prior to the first workshop, when he finally found time to study the translated documents. Even so, he mastered the process completely. 

Each workshop lasted five days. The first day was devoted to an exposure of the available socio-economic data and land suitability data. The latter issue was rather controversial, as estimates of land that might still be brought under cultivation differed widely, but were generally overly optimistic. It was thought important to start the planning sessions by bringing in a realistic perspective on the natural resources available, as the risk was that otherwise consensus plans would be made on the basis of non-existent agricultural potential.

The second day was spent on explaining the techniques of the strategic choice approach and training the participants through short exercises. With this background, the participants were asked to go through the different stages of the strategic choice approach over the next two and a half days.  In line with the Indonesian decision-making culture, the workshop concluded with a small seminar, in which the participants presented their findings to the chairman and senior management of the Provincial Planning Board.

The participants’ reactions to the workshops were encouraging.  The techniques of the strategic choice approach enabled them to tackle a many-sided problem by structuring the issues in a participatory way.  There were frequent reformulations of the suggestions that had first come to mind, and this process served to sharpen the thinking of the participants about development.  At first, they tended to formulate the decision areas so that they would match the domains of the different government departments – for example, the type of road network, the type of agricultural commodity to aim for; the preference for small holder or estate cultivation; and the geographical area in which to concentrate efforts.  Gradually, however, the deeper issues underlying the discussion of the agricultural zone became more clear, and the interconnectedness of decisions in one field to other could be discussed. 

The next step - the formulation of alternative options within the decision areas - turned out to be the most difficult intellectual exercise in the whole cycle.  It was difficult but stimulating to think in terms of contradictory and mutually exclusive solutions, instead of cumulative packages of possible interventions which actually implied postponing choices. This was a major departure from the normal process of planning, in which long lists of projects are put forward, only to be subsequently changed and reduced at the next level in the planning and budgeting process.  In this process there is no incentive to limit oneself, as the decision on whether the proposal is accepted is taken at the next level in the decision hierarchy.  

In using the strategic choice approach the participants were forced to think in terms of choices of priorities rather than in long lists.  For example, they had to consider whether more priority was to be attached to farm-to-market road roads or to main district roads. As soon as the different options were formulated, the analysis of compatibility of options across the different decision areas proved to be a very interesting pathway towards building common ground for planners who would more often engaged in designing separate sectoral policies.

The iterative nature of the strategic choice approach sometimes meant that, by progressing through the different steps, the participants found that concepts that had agreed earlier were not appropriate or precise enough, and so needed to be redefined. For instance, a discussion of options within a particular decision area would often induce them to go back and formulate that decision area more precisely. 

For the third major stage of the approach, the comparing mode, it was necessary to choose a set of criteria were chosen. The criteria chosen included estimated impact in terms of economic development, estimated impact on the resource base and ‘likelihood of success’, essentially the risk factor of a certain scenario. There was no long debate on which indicators to chose, but defining these ‘motherhood and apply pie’ statements in a way that allowed comparison, if not measurement, was thought-provoking. The impact of the different scenarios on the criteria was assessed, either in numbers or in qualitative categories. For some criteria an upper or lower limit was set, so that development scenarios falling outside these limits would not need to be considered further. After the comparisons, a limited number of scenarios remained that had a comparative advantage over the others. These remaining scenarios were compared pairwise in more depth, enabling the participants to get a better picture of the relative standing of the scenarios.

One of the distinctive features of the strategic choice approach is the way in which it asks participants to identify the uncertainties that get in the way of firm final decisions.  Another reason for the planners positive reception of the workshops was that they led to a tangible result.  The outputs included a set of development scenarios for further consideration, plus a list of uncertainty areas to be resolved. For many participants the whole concept of uncertainty proved to be an eye-opener. Prior to the workshop uncertainties were defined ‘ a priori’ and consisted entirely, in the strategic choice language, of ‘Uncertainties in the working Environment’ (UE) rather than Uncertainties about guiding Values (UV) or Uncertainties concerning Realted decision agenadas (UR).  The usual strategy in Aceh was to commission large data collection exercises, sometimes inadequately resourced at the cost of their reliability. Such  large census-type data collection exercises often misfired, as in spite of their wide coverage they usually did not answer specific questions. 

In both workshops the different scenarios were tied to specific areas within the districts of the Agricultural Zone.  For the different subareas, each scenario combined the preferred commodity; the investment in infrastructure required; and an outline of a promotion package. The costs and benefits of the different scenarios were also calculated. This proved to be cumbersome, as it was difficult to estimate the costs of investing in infrastructure with any amount of precision.  At the final seminar, this imprecision was seen by some as casting doubt over the credibility of the workshop outcome.  In hindsight it would have been better to estimate costs in orders of magnitude only, rather than appearing to aim for an unachievable level of precision.

What was the follow up? The four districts in Aceh continued to receive priority and the concepts of development, which had been formulated in far greater clarity and unity by the representatives of the departments, were then processed within their departments. It would have been useful to continue the co-ordination in a follow up round of workshops, but this did not happen.  A number of autonomous, unplanned developments also affected the Agricultural Zone. The most dramatic were the road connections made from Aceh Utara to Aceh Tengah and from Aceh Barat to the North Coast, in support respectively of a paper mill and a gold mining operation. Both roads were not planned in the workshops, but triggered off substantial, and often uncontrolled, agricultural development in the regions concerned. 

Lessons
The workshops were only two singular events in a large number of activities that affected agricultural development in the four backward districts of Aceh Province.  So it is not possible to trace precisely their impact on the Agricultural Zone.  However, the strategic planning workshops greatly helped in creating a shared concept of rural development, where previously there had been none.  Moreover, this was achieved through a focused effort within a relatively short period.

A second important positive result was that the Strategic Choice Workshops gave structure to the discussions between departments that on previous occasions, such as the earlier seminars, had tended to merely state their positions. This co-ordination and open discussion was also possible because the concept of the Agricultural Zone was endorsed from above and shared by all.  Had the discussions been marked by strong differences in interests, there would have been risks that the workshop participants might have tried to manipulate the discussion to suit their own objectives, rather than negotiate and seek a shared view.

Two other lessons concerned the workshops themselves.  The first concerns the importance of providing at least a modicum of shared information to avoid the tendency to formulate plans ‘out of the blue’. In this particular case, there had been a tendency that environmental constraints to the expansion of agricultural production could be conveniently ignored.  Interestingly, the discussion did not refer back to the presentation on the first day on available land resources, but the tone of planning within these constraints was set.

The second lesson concerned the role of the facilitators. It was remarkable that all three facilitators quickly mastered the different instruments of the Strategic Choice Approach, as well as the philosophy of discussion and reformulation.  As one of the facilitators remarked, this philosophy resembled the Indonesian preference for consensus seeking, the so-called ‘musyawarah mufakat’.  The facilitators performed very well in that they remained neutral to the process, respected, and free of any sense of a hierarchical relationship to the workshop participants. At one stage it had been thought to involve a consultant working on the subject matter as a facilitator.  However this idea was dropped, as it was felt that he would either bring his own ideas or would be expected to do so, in both cases undermining the openness of the discussions.

All in all, there appears to be much reason to use the Strategic Choice Approach on a wider scale in rural development planning and now more than ten years ago, when these workshops were tried out. In the last ten years there has been more and more recognition of the need for open planning processes. Besides ‘development’ is increasingly seen as the sum of efforts of many different stakeholders. The need for developing a shared perspective and commitment to action thus is taking centre-stage, but these processes need to be managed. The strategic choice approach merits wider application in other fields, such as integrated water resource management - where one tries to break out of the constraints of a sectoral approach to water management and instead seek compatibility and synergy between the different uses.    
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