
 

 

 

 

Shifting from paternalism towards longer lasting development! 
 

Some experiences with the “positive deviance approach” to promote rural development in Tajikistan  

 

Since Tajikistan’s independence in 1992, a large number of programs have been implemented to raise 

agricultural production and living conditions of the country´s predominantly rural population. However, 

in practice most rural development initiatives have not only failed to develop and promote sound natu-

ral resource management approaches, but -by applying paternalistic working approaches- in many 

cases contributed to weaken and undermine local self-help potentials.   
 

In 2007, within the context of the EU-TACIS co-financed “Integrated Rural Development Project in the 

Kzyzlsu Watershed Area”, deliberate efforts were undertaken to substantially raise quality- and lasting 

impact of project interventions. Covering some of the poorest and most degraded areas of Tajikistan, 

the project was supposed to engage in a mix of different activities aiming at improving rural liveli-

hoods.  
 

Compared to conventional project approaches from the onset a number of important changes were 

introduced. Instead of engaging in conventional “community needs assessments”, interventions were 

planned on the basis of thorough “potential analyses” to foster local self-help capacities and the sound 

management of locally remaining natural resources.  

 

The project also didn’t follow the widespread prac-

tice to offer to the local population large amounts of 

inputs either for free or at rather symbolic own con-

tribution. Instead- to get access to different types of 

material support from the project, local families and 

communities had to assure from the onset substan-

tial, including financial-, own contributions.  In line 

with the “positive deviance concept”, the project 

didn´t intend to cooperate from the onset with “as 

many people and communities as possible” but to 

identify and support in first place already existing 

self- help activities of the most open minded, pro- 

active and innovative segments of the population/ communities- and to use their experiences for up- 

and cross-scaling of sound natural resource management practices. 

                                                                                                                           

For both: rural communities, used to get access to project benefits mainly through the extensive -and 
often exaggerated- description of their “poverty” and “needs-“ status as well as for staff members, 
which were initially taken over from a predecessor project, where they used to derive a major part of 
their authority at community level from handling the distribution of project support (almost) for free, at 
the commencement the new approach was alarming. Reflecting this situation, one of the most fre-
quent comments to be heard during the first weeks at staff level was: “…thhe new approach sounds 
nice and might be successful in other parts of the world- but here in Tajikistan people will not accept 
for sure!”.   
 

Large parts of Tajikistan´s semi-arid rainfed areas are highly degraded  
 



However, as the management of the project recon-

firmed the importance of established changes as a 

precondition to raise the quality and sustainable im-

pact of project work, each project team member had 

to find a way to best adjust to the new working situa-

tion.  

 

It did not take long time until the information reached 

the office, that while some small farmer families and 

rural communities were showing signs to reluctantly 

accept the new approach, others openly refused to 

cooperate with the project under the newly estab-

lished guidelines.  

 

This feed-back from the field showed, that the intended “filtering” process between farmers/ communi-

ties interested in a sincere cooperation and those mainly interested in securing their access to free 

input supply, started to work. A similar “filter” was applied at staff level and for cooperation partners: 

only for those who over the first few months showed a growing understanding and ability to work in 

line with the new approach, contracts were renewed, whereas those unable to adjust were replaced.   

   

Guided assessments at community level about present land management dynamics revealed, that 

many of originally planned project interventions to improve agricultural production, such as the distri-

bution of chemical fertilizer or improved seeds, though popular at community level, were actually not 

appropriate to sustainably address the underlying root causes of decreasing productivity. Instead it 

became obvious, that to reverse soil degradation in the semi-arid, predominantly rainfed area, the ap-

plication of a more integrated working concept designed to address in parallel soil erosion, soil´s de-

creasing organic matter content and deficient crop diversification, was crucial. Particularly capable and 

committed farmers were asked to assist the project on a freelance basis for “farmer to farmer exten-

sion” activities.  

 

Complementary studies showed, that most of the large amounts of locally available animal dung 

wasn´t actually used for soil improvement but as major domestic fuel source in highly inefficient stoves 

and bread ovens. In order to allow larger amounts of animal dung to be used for soil improvement, 

viable options of more efficient cooking-, baking- and heating facilities were developed and dissemi-

nated in a participatory manner. Some of the outcomes like the “heat exchanger”- a simple however 

highly efficient structure to improve the efficient of winter heating systems, received even international 

attention. 

  

Also, in the field of infrastructure works, the project remained firm in its approach to focus its support 

on communities, that were ready to actively think in more sustainable solutions and to assure substan-

tial own contributions in cash and kind for the implementation of infrastructure works. The rehabilita-

tion of drinking water supply systems was for example only supported by the project, if local communi-

ties presented a thorough plan for future water source protection plus around 50% of the foreseen 

investment costs.  

 

  Guided joint reflections about existing major development 
potentials and constraints for the improved management of locally 
remaining natural resources 



To ensure the expected financial contribution from the community site, wealthier local families as well 
as economically well-equipped family members living in urban areas or abroad were asked to make 
substantially higher financial contributions than the majority of resource poor families. 
 

The fact that individual families and village com-

munities regularly had to assure high own contribu-

tions in order to be able to benefit from various 

project offers, contributed, that local community 

members themselves step by step developed a 

higher level of self-esteem and turned out to be 

more demanding with regard to the quality of pro-

vided professional- and economic assistance pro-

vided by the project.  

 

At the end, the project, which was initially designed 

for a 24 months implementation period, lasted al-

most three years and generated during this period 

a number of unusual developments and results.  

 

The integrated approach for the more careful utilization of local resources at domestic and field level 

helped to create including for the majority of local resource poor farmers’ viable perspectives to grad-

ually improve their livelihoods from own efforts.                                                                                                                                               

Obtained results underline, that even regions commonly referred as to be “among the poorest” and 

“with low development potential”, in fact count often still with considerable potentials for the restoration 

of land productivity.  

 

In order to achieve sustainable improvements, rather than mainly engaging in treating symptoms, it is 

important to identify and address root causes of existing problems.   

 

With its focus on simple, but highly efficient tech-

niques, the applied technical concept for the im-

proved management of locally remaining natural 

resources, is also of high relevance for the large 

number of “disaster prevention” and “climate change    

adaptation-“ projects, that are implemented in the 

country. 

 

With regard to work methodology, it is important to 

note, that widespread paternalistic tendencies are 

not an inevitable ‘fate” – but a consequence of the 

persisting habit of many development initiatives, 

that seek to secure the approval and expected level 

of participation of local actors through lavish “incen-

tive packages”.  

 

 
“Heat exchanger”: a simple tool, which can help rural families to 

substantially cut their fuel requirements for winter heating and 

cooking.  

 Local farmer, who successfully managed to raise the produc-
tivity of his land applying a set of simple techniques such as  
improved domestic energy use efficiency, efficient rainwater 

management, increase of soils` organic matter content and crop 
diversification   



Paternalistic work approaches do not contribute to strengthen- but to undermine and weaken local 

populations´ dignity, self-help capacities, ownership and sense of responsibility - and hence ultimately 

increase the risk, that activities initiated will project support will be discontinued after its end.  

 

Overall the applied technical and methodological working approaches helped last but not least the 

project itself, to use available funds much more efficiently and effectively for the benefit of local fami-

lies and communities.  

 

An ex-post assessment of the project, commissioned by EC Delegation to Tajikistan, concluded,  

among other, that: 

  

”…..the project was outstanding in involving commu-

nities in the implementation of micro- projects by 

obtaining cash and in-kind contributions.” 

 

“…local ownership of the activities and outputs is 

strong among the beneficiaries. The main reason for 

this was the strong participation and involvement of 

the beneficiaries and communities in the provision of 

financial and in-kind contributions to project activi-

ties.” 

 

“The population of most of the target communities 

realized, that they are capable of undertaking differ-

ent types of self-help activities given partial financial support”.  

 

High impact projects rarely arise by chance, but are in most cases the result of deliberate efforts 

based on quality-oriented technical and methodological work.  

 
Positive changes will not come from alone- but require vision, sincerity, commitment and persever-
ance.  
 

It´s time to create more encouraging examples!   
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Inauguration of a drinking water system that was implemented 
with a high level of community own-contribution 
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