
Rural Planning: General 

The heading 'rural planning' as a sector or government 
involvement is often absent from plan documents in 
many countries. But policy and legislation related to 
agricul tural, transporta tion and comt11unica tions, 
education, health and human services. and social 
welfare, sectors generally addressed in plans, have had 
far reaching and profound impacts on the physical 
conditions of, and infrastructure availabilitv in, rural 
areas, They have also determined the range a;ld quality 
of services accessible to rural populations, When 
headings such as rural planning, rural development, 
integrated rural development are present in plan 
documents. as discrete sectors requiring attention and 
having related funding lines in national and state 
budgets, these sectors are often defined in terms of 
engagement with social welfare agendas. The goals of 
such sectoral policies have often included statements 
about the need to redress inequalities in access to 
public services and redistributive justice. A broader 
definition of rural planning as encompassing policy 
that has both explicit and implicit intention to impact 
rural conditions, economic, social, and physical is 
adopted here. 

During the formative period of the United States in 
the nineteenth century, agriculture production was a 
central element in its' robust growth and development. 
Similarly, an agriculture-based economy and a pre
dominantly agrarian population was the legacy of 
heavily populated, newly independent. countries like 
China and India, which faced the task of nation 
building in the second half of the twentieth century, 



But over the years these ceountries have differed 
~ignificantly in their approach to rural The 
I eir governments in t tor 

of strategies and approaches, from 
control to indirect, market-driven 
ore, their strategies, which took 

divergent paths at the start of nation formation, have 
over time sharply changed direction. 

The United States (US), India, and China provide 
examples of ceountries that have developed rural 
planning--related policies based on uite differing 
id . a . g and the role reas in 
na Their positions e 
from the e, aissez faire orientation I 
of 'First odd' countries like the US to poliCIeS of 
'Second World' countries like China that adopted a 
centralized, cooperatives ba el of rural plan
ning ofthe Soviet Union. re intermediate 
path between these two extremes were countries like 
India, a founding member of the block of so-called 
'Third World' countries that sought to chart a distinct 
path to developmenL Examining the development of 
the rural planning concept in countries like the US and 
India provides a glimpse of the differing inter
pretations of rural planning that have been evolving 
around the world in countries where the gove 
ability to control, pla~ and implement· has 
limited by, and has been cognizant of, the significant 
role of the private sector in the farming endeavor. 
Study of the China model provides insight on the 
strengths and limitations of sustained, centralized 
efforts to control developments in rural economy and 
society. 

1. The United States Model ofRural Planning 

The US is acknowledged to be one of the most open 
and laissez faire economies in the world. Within the 
US, the idea that attention needs to be tnmed speci
fically to rural planning is not a widely embraced 
concept. But models of economic growth that guide 
policy are accepted and in these the agricultural sector 
is factored as an integral component of the national 
economy. Historically, US agricultural policy has 
defineda.nd shaped rural conditions and had far
reaching consequences on the development of rural 
areas, but it has not been recognized as an instrument 
for rural planning. 

This American ambivalence towards acknowledg
ing the existence of rural planning is understandable 
given historical antecedents, After American inde
pendence, the feudalistic land law that prevailed under 
British rule was replaced with a freehold land tenure 
system under which public lands were sold to raise 
cash for the new government To facilitate sales the US 
Congress ordered a land survey in 1785 that es
tablished a grid system of land division as the 
dominant pattern for the area west of Pittsburgh. Its 



In response to the worldwide Depression of 1929 
NeW Dcal agricultural economists created the Agri
'ultural Adjustment Acts of 1933 and 1938, to set the 

C rice and allowable level of farm production. The 
~entralthcme in these legislative efforts was to stabilizc 
~g,rieultural priccs and income by offering subsidy 
p~lyments to lanners. to reduce productIon, pnce 
support measures. and commodity storage. In the 
postwar period from 1945 to 1975 the modern Llrm 
'volved In the context of rapid advances in national/ 
fnternational transport the emergence of the United 
States as a major world power, and the corrcsponding 
change in its domestic and foreign policy. and 
tremendous advances in scientiflc/technological farm
ing, in the United States including development of 
high-vleld hybrids. fertilizers. pest controls, and ex
tel;sive mechanization. The modern farm featured 
larg,e-seale production for national and international 
ma"rkets Cultivation for sale rather than family 
subsistence became the central production objective of 
the farm enterprise. However the ideological under
pinnings of the ~arlier time of minimum government 
control In the farm enterpnse persisted. There was 
support for government to be an agent responsible for 
presenting new options and alternatives which might 
voluntarily be subscribed to, or not. by the American 
farmer 

1.2 Corporate Farming ill the US' 

A shift from modern to corporate farming after 1975 
was trigt'ered bv changes in the role the United States 
played il; worlLfatTairs~\I1d the tack it took with respect 
to its foreign policy following World War II. The 
United States emerged as a leading proponent of 
global free trade. This posture meant that the highly 
efficient farms in the US began to function as the 
'world's breadbasket.' Farmers produced and ex
ported crops to India. Russia, and other countries 
when thesc countries faced domestic shortt~11ls in food 
production. Advances in national and international 
transport aided this expansion of the market. 'Green 
revolution' technology packages of high-yielding hy
brids. super fertilizers. and pest controls were de
veloped leading to unexpectedly large crop yields, 
SpeciaiJ/ation and mono-crop farms become com
mon. Althoui.:d1 energv intensive in their lise of new 
products anl machil~ery, they were viable as energy 
costs Ilcre kept relatively low by the government. A 
process of consolidation of family and modern t~lrIns 

into larger and larger vertically and horizontally 
Integrated corporate entities occurred. The resulting 
corporate super farms have changed the rural land
scape tremendouslv as fewer and fewer farms account 
for more and mor~ of the of total farm sales and total 
farm profits in the United States. This concentration is 
apparent in the fact that in 1997 two percent of all 
[arms in the US produced 50 percent of total farm 
sales. 

1.3 Scrl'iccs-oricntcd Rural Plallnillg 

In the 1980s and 1990s it has been increasingly obvious 
in the United States that although the link between 
agriculture policy and rural planning has traditionally 
been very strong it may be less important in the 
emerging 'global' economy of the twenty-first century, 
Today the link that needs to be forged for rural 
planning is with economic sectors such as manu
facturing and services. The emerging 'new economy' is 
based on the growth of the service sector and geared to 
the information industry that has centralized popu
lation in metropolitan areas. The impact of this 
centralization on populations that remain rural and 
dispersed is significant. For example in rural areas 
public services in education, health, and social welfare 
provision are of lower quality than in metropolitan 
areas. Currently US rural planning efforts have fo
cused on providing quality services despite the delivery 
difficulties posed by lower population densities that 
mean that greater distances must be covered to reach 
targeted rural populations. A second strand of rural 
planning pertains to national settlement patterns and 
the belief that it is important to maintain numbers of 
people in rural areas. Planning efforts creating rural 
enterprise and empowerment zones have involved job
training programs as an economic development policy 
to attract entrepreneurs. The second element of this 
strategy aims to reduce costs for entrepreneurship in 
rural areas by programs that make capital available 
for business development. The scale of such efforts is 
however quite modest. Finally, the current paradigm 
of rural planning focuses on equalizing rural com
munication and infrastructure with urban. Supporting 
the expansion of Internet and high-speed communi
cations links. wireless, and satellite connections all 
aimed at linking dispersed populations are an integral 
part of this agenda. 

1 The 'Third World' Approach to Rural Planning 

Numerous countries attained independence from 
European colonial rule at the end of World War II. 
Some, like the Peoples' Republic of China, became 
'Second World' countries that adopted planning 
models emulating Soviet style control by a strong 
central government. Another block of countries at
tempted to forge a separate third path to development 
differing from United States style capitalism and 
Soviet stvle socialism. This 'Third World' forged 
constituti~)ns endorsing centralized planning by g~)V
ernment to attain modernization by facilitating rapid 
industrialization of both the private and public sectors. 
In these models rural planning tended to be a key 
element in national economic development. Rural 
planning measures aimed to increase production but 
also to redistribute wealth on the grounds of social 
justice and human welfare. The latter provided legit
imacy for governmental planning which was essential 



in countries recently released from colonization. Fur
thermore the majority of these nations' populations 
were rural. In approaching the development of rural 
areas many of these countries emulated the US model. 
They aimed to increase and improve agricultural 
production through the application of scientific re
search that was to be developed, disseminated, and 
implemented in farming practice through agricultural 
extension services. This was seen as the modern way 
for rural planning to support national economic 
development. 

Third World countries aimed to use agricultural 
production to raise capital for industrialization and 
the development of related infrastructure, as well as 
for the provision of urban as well as rural based 
populations. However they tempered their desire to 
increase agriculture production with the broader 
objective of bringing about an increased living stan
dard and quality of life for economically disadvan
taged populations in the countryside. Their emphasis 
on rural planning for human development reflected 
their recognition that the majority of their populations 
were rural, asset poor, involved in subsistence pro
duction, and members of lower status social groups of 
social structures that were feudal in character. Over 
time, these countries evolved a planning model for 
'integrated rural development' that recognized gender 
and class differences and attempted to address social 
inequalities in access to rural resources; a process 
differentiated from earlier production oriented agri
cultural development models. This more recent ap
proach to rural planning attempted to combine and 
balance between agricultural and economic devel
opment and social welfare and redistributive justice. 

3. The Indian Model 

At the point of independence from British rule India 
embraced rural planning directly. Initial Indian 
national-planning efforts to achieve rapid socioecono
mic change concentrated on industrialization at 
chosen metropolitan centers, on the assumption that 
the benefits would 'trickle down' through the econ
omy. Planners believed that although initially benefits 
would be concentrated in the core cities they would 
spread to rural areas. However, they also recognized 
the need to promote complementary rural planning to 
reduce existing and anticipated urban-rural disparities 
in wealth. 

Rural planning measures in India conspicuously 
emulated the US model of agricultural development. 
They included: irrigation projects; the promotion of 
scientifically developed cash crops through the pro
vision of improved seeds, equipment and fertilizer (the 
so-called Green Revolution approach to making 
agriculture productive); providing credit for agricul
tural investments to stimulate agricultural production; 
and, the establishment ofa system ofextension services 

to introduce scientific farming techniques at t 
level. They also regulated markets to stimulat 
agricultural commodities; invested in roads a 
munications; and founded cooperatives to buy 
agricultural products and facilitate the mark 
goods in rural areas. 

3.1 Redistribution and Equity 

The national policy of investing in indus 
commercial agriculture increased the gap 
those involved in the corporate formal secto 
economy, urban and rural, and those in the i 
traditional, subsistence sectors. Rural land 
land poor, squeezed out of traditional pos 
village society, migrated to the city in unpre 
numbers. Cities were unable to accommo 
massive influx of displaced, often unskille 
laborers and their families and urban envir 
deteriorated as slum settlements of the po 
ferated. Responding to this phenomenon in 
new set of rural planning policies. Stemming m 
to the city by improving rural life and diversif 
rural economy emerged as prime planning ob 
Making rural living more attractive included p 
of postal service, healthcare facilities, clean d 
water, and electricity in the countryside. As thi 
evolved, its objectives also expanded to incl 
creasing equity and distributing the benefits 
velopment to the poor more explicitly. This 
inspired such planning measures as putting a 
on individual land holdings, reforming ten 
enhance the rights to the land of those who cu 
it, initiating programs to support traditional 
with better tools, establishing credit and m 
networks to allow them to compete with indus 
least sustain them until alternative jobs were c 
Finally, the Indian government emphasize 
mandatory elementary school education thro 
rural areas to improve skills the poor nee 
compete for development benefits. 

In 1976 A. T. Mosher an international agri 
development expert summarized the various p 
Indian rural development planning in Thinkin 
Rural Development. He described some commo 
acteristics. They were: 

(a) Recognition that although economic de 
ment is important it is not an essential precondi 
the social transformation that is considered the 
objective of a rural development strategy; 

(b) Attention to increasing efficiency with t 
nical revolution offertilizers and high yield vari 
cereals. The attempt was to boost both food 
production and commercial crops and mono 
production of commodities for which there 
international market; 

(c) Development ofprograms that addressed 
and asset redistribution; and 



(di i l]h~lncing rural citi/en's participation in the 
c'I,,[Uliilli i)f locally appropriate pl~lnning programs, 
!k'lilc'llIS of these ph~lSes of rural pLlIlning policy and 
)hle'CII\,'\ III Imkl moral and sOCIal translormatlon, 
~'l\)I](ll1i11 elhciencv, redistribution and social justice, 
elJ1d I""I"I[~II partlclJi:ltlon IndecISion maklllg . are to 
he' kllillc! 111 the rural planning approaches 01 many 
cllllllllle', Ilround the world although there is a great 
de'ell 1'\ \ ~lllllt\()n both In emphaSis In policy and m the 
clil'lll'll" I,) implement. 

.f. (/i/llll! Priori!i1'\ ({lid ,4/)/)I'II({1'//(,\ ill Rul'll/ 

1'1111111 II !': 

f{urll[ 11nlng oriented to improving physical infra
,tllll'lli lind the quality of lire for rural populations 
\\,Is 1II1 lillportant policy agenda in developing coun
[Ill's III I e~lrlier periods of their post-independence 
11Isll)lll\ I\lore recently, as rates of urbanization have 
Il'm:11 high in these countries and citics have 

hyper growth. despite efforts to stem rural 
1111~111[ lind population increases. rural planning in 
m,;n\ 1!'Ulltl'ICS has become a lower priority endeavor, 
lhe '1I"rldwide Iiberali/ation of economies attention 
Is ["Clhld on World cities of over 10 million people, 
.Ind, lis ,I result. notions of intervention in rural areas 
I" Il11plO\e rural conditions have been given far less 
sl ~nlli\'~II1l'l', 

'Collll'lnS about the long-term negative impacts of 
lhe ,( ,IC','II Revolution' have emerged in many parts of 
the Willld, They are related to degradation of soil 
lJUltlll\, depletion of groundwater tables: the long
term sli\t:llnability of modern agricultural cultivation 
on plillie land: amI, as supply of such land is 
eVhlllhi'"L about the viability of applications of this 

pllekage on poorer quality, more fragile 
1III1lk II Iising concern about genetically modified 
\Tnps l'IIl,'nng the food system of human populations, 
I he,\' L'cln\'l'rns have led to calls for a modi/iec], mixed 
,Ippmll,h 10 rural development that recognizes tra
dilll1nlli"ustainable practices, In context,. of risk 
prnn,' ,',]\ Ironmenls, developmcnt planncrs arc de
'l'llhln~l II need for a rural planning strategy in which 
'Inp dl\11 II sCience driven Green Revolution strate~ies 
Ollllle'lhl[\ ing agricultural cultivation are tempe~'ed 
1\llh Ih, ullderstanding that can be attained by tapping 
lhe' k kd~e of rural cultivators who arc followin!! 
[r:ldlll\\llliI, ,'elf sustaining forms of agricultural pro~ 
dlll'lli)1l i I'll'!1(lIl et al. 1999), This positioll, labeled 
'thllll!1.1 hie i1gricul ture'. has stimula ted rural plan ning 

"11"11\ hll',,'d Oil more traditional modes ofagriculture 
I I Rc'seil rch Council 19K9), The task of helpi ng 

hilS been defined lIS iI set of two com
Pk l1ll'III:1 cOllcerns related to h011 people will e:lrn a 
III II ,Ipplng ct al. 19K9) ,md how they will do it so 
lhlll lie! :l1~Li, elllirunmellt,1I resources will be con
'C!ll'd is,lt2'ellt et 111,1991), 

III the 'First World' rural pl~mning is coming full 
circle, From a 'universalistic' modern-science driven 
notion of development and progress there is a renewed 
orientation to the specificities of the local. rural. asset 
base of both physical and human capital. In much of 
the developillg world, I~lcing the W:lves of change 
engultln2' countries in the throes of economic liberali
Iiltion. rural planning has been placed much lower in 
priority to programs that address issues of rapid 
urballization and globalization, Thus programs IT
lated to social Justice, participatory decision making, 
sustainability, and rhe environment have taken second 
place to economic tr,msformatioll of rural production, 
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