Enhancement of Living Standards in the Autonomous Republic of Karakalpakstan, North-West Uzbekistan

Living standards in Karakalpakstan
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The Soviet legacy of inefficient and extensive use of water resources and toxic chemicals, notably in heavily  irrigated cotton producing areas has caused the loss of the Aral sea in Karakalpakstan  and the nature around and it and is still causing environmental and health problems today.  

The droughts of 2000 and 2001 exacerbated the situation and led to crop failure and loss of farmers’ llivelihoods. The production of state quota crops (cotton and grains), despite receiving almost all available water, decreased massively and in many cases the entire crop of cotton, wheat or rice was lost. Private crops such as vegetables and fodder, upon which the population depend heavily, suffered even greater losses. 

Access to water in rural areas In Karakalpakstan covers only 32% of the population. During the drought shallow wells dried up and people had to rely upon erratic supplies of rationed water or hand pumps. Water from the latter is poor in quality or highly saline, but there was no choice but to drink it, thereby risking exposure to water borne diseases such as typhoid and diarrhoea.

The ecological disaster caused by the drying up of the Aral Sea has also accelerated land and water salinization. Despite some progress in the recent years, there is a need to increase the proportion of people in urban and rural areas of Karakalpakstan with access to improved water sources. Also, salinization and desertification threaten to reduce agricultural productivity.

As a consequence, living standards are at risk in Karakalpakstan. Employment opportunities have shrunk, such as those in a fishing industry that once employed tens of thousands of people, but were lost in the 1980s as result of the Aral Sea drying up. 

An Integrated approach to addressing poverty
In response, the Enhancement of Living Standards (ELS) Project was established by the Government of Uzbekistan n Karakalpakstan in January 2005 funded by the European Union and implemented by UNDP. The project aims to improve livelihood opportunities for local communities, through the development of regional and local development strategies; empowerment of local communities to participate in their socio-economic development; and income generation, job-creation and access for the poor and farmers to finance.

Developing a Regional Development Strategy 

The Regional Development Strategy (RDS) for Karakalpakstan (2006-2010) may be used to initiate projects and programmes for a comprehensive regional development process. It will stress key regional and local links between the Welfare Improvement Strategy (WISP) and the MDGs, particularly in the areas of human security and development. The strategy also encourages increased community participation. 

In order to be of benefit to the Khokimiyats, Makhankanes and village councils and other regional and local stakeholders, the ELS project is working with local authorities and mahallas to develop a strategy that provides clear and concise information essential for regional governance in Karakalpakstan. The strategy should act as a mechanism for the Council of Ministers and the Khokimiyats at district level to communicate their needs and concerns to central government (thereby encouraging increased local accountability and autonomy of regional and district structures). 

The strategy should also encourage greater transparency at regional level, with the potential of helping the Council of Ministers and the Khokimiyats to earn attention and rewards from donors. The economic role of the strategy will be primarily to ensure an improved allocation of already existing resources, increased, coordinated donor support, based on clear priorities and improved institutions.

Local Development Strategies

After consultations between the major project stakeholders (EU, UNDP, Cabinet of Ministers and Council of Ministers of Karakalpakstan), in order complement the regional strategy, the ELS project has identified three pilot districts for development of Local Development Strategies (LDS). These are Shumanay, Kegeliy and Karauzyak in the northern part of Karakalpakstan. These districts count among the poorest. They are located away from the water of the Amu Darya River. Indeed access to clean potable water is one of the main problems of all three districts.  
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The support provided to the ELS project by the Council of Ministers and the Department of Aid Coordination has been crucial in identifying these districts and choosing them from the 12 districts of Karakalpakstan to work with the project.  The support received from the authorities has also established the project as the main vehicle for donor coordination in the region along with major donors including the World Bank and Asian Development Bank. Also, the willingness of local authorities and communities to work together and contribute resources to meet community challenges is a major feature of the project which will be reflected in the cooperation mechanism s of the regional development strategy.

The ELS promotes Local Development Strategies, because by involving local populations and civil society in the development processes, they will make future planning more effective. The local development strategy preparation will also provide improved data and poverty mapping techniques. The ELS project has involved since its beginning in March 2005, regional and district authorities, together with local partners in identifying priorities (based upon MDGs), assessing local and community needs and developing small, manageable community projects aimed at increasing living standards. 

The project focuses on issues that can be tackled at district and community level and which are understandable and affordable by communities and local authorities. Thus, organizational forms of self-assistance that are culturally acceptable and understood by the communities are encouraged (such as the tradition of hashar, the organization of community works in residential areas, which has been utilized in previous UNDP-supported community projects, for example to address the consequences of the drought).

Within the three districts, the ELS project has assessed on a competitive way 100 poor communities. Fifty among those who demonstrated interest and willingness to cooperate were identified for future community projects such as repair of schools, community buildings, health points, wells and so on. In the assessment particular attention was paid to equal participation by men and women. Gender balance (MDG3) is a major issue, as communities do not seem to attach much importance to it. 

A rapid needs assessment analysis conducted by the ELS has revealed that limited access to and poor quality of drinking water, together with high localized rates of tuberculosis, are the major concerns for the districts and communities. The communities also believe that renovation of schools, improvement of irrigation and agricultural practices, rebuilding and repair of roads and bridges and refurbishment of health facilities are clear priority areas for rapid intervention and support by the ELS project.

Community project implementation

In view of the lack of reliable and consistent data on socio-economic conditions at regional and community level, the ELS, together with the Business Women Association and Mahalla Fund, have conducted a rapid MDG-based assessment/appraisal of community needs. Data collected will be integrated with that of an MDG-based socio-economic survey to be undertaken by the end of the year and used to identify appropriate development projects for 2006. In the meantime, the ELS project has initiated a number (12) of highly visible, pilot development projects to be completed before the end of 2005. The ELS project and the communities will use the lessons learned from these projects for future interventions.
The Social Investment Fund
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The ELS project, local authorities and the mahallas have been exploring the possibility of setting up, either a Social Investment Fund or a small grant programme for implementing community devolvement projects.

Social funds have proved most useful when delivering emergency aid to vulnerable populations, when the problem is identifiable (i.e. food and infrastructure to Tsunami-affected areas). In other cases, funds must be deployed in a way that reflect local choices, particularly for those who would otherwise not have options; they must galvanize a working relationship between communities, local authorities, and to a lesser extent, small and medium-sized enterprises, based upon joint decision-making, in-kind contributions and use of local labour; and there must be inherent flexibility in types of support, governing principles, and disbursement mode.   

Currently, setting up a social investment fund in Karakalpakstan and/or in Uzbekistan and within the tight time frame of the project, is unfeasible, as, apart from the high transaction costs and management, the banking infrastructure is not amenable to rapid-disbursement as required for such a fund. Also, the novelty of this kind of financing mechanism and the limited experience of area-based development within rural communities and the civil society, are complicating the issue. There is a danger that if not properly set up and well thought out, a social investment fund may be unsustainable, isolated, and unnecessarily bureaucratic. While more work is being done on social investment funds and their feasibility in Uzbekistan, in agreement with all stakeholders, the project has proposed that a small credit scheme be implemented directly by UNDP and out of the project budget. 

Income generation 

The low income level in the three districts and the need for improved quality and quantity of water, suggest that present income-generation mechanisms such as micro-credit, may be diversified and linked to grant assistance, in order to be effective and sustainable. For example, micro-credit should include mechanisms to support: a) public works to generate maximum local employment, through the use of local contractors and labourers; b) a continued credit facility to encourage the growth of small business, whilst focusing on improving women’s access to credit; and c) pilot sanitation improvement programmes involving local labourers in the construction of latrines and other facilities. 

Ultimately, the success of the project depends upon its ability to create sustainable income-generating opportunities. This requires strengthening the capacity of existing micro-finance institutions and establishing new institutions, such as rural cooperative enterprises. The ELS project has just completed a review of the microfinance climate and how it can be more effective at regional and local level in improving living standards. 

The project has identified three local non-government microfinance institutions, for disbursement of loans. At the same time and in parallel, the ELS is also conducting a review of the regulatory and legal environment of farmers and dehqan enterprises to assess the feasibility of rural cooperatives in Karakalpakstan.  The project plans to disburse funds for microcredits to three local non-government organizations by the end of 2005.

Communicating project aims and working with other projects 
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Visibility is a priority for the project. Information materials, photographs, brochures and website stories have reached the attention of wider audiences both locally, nationally and internationally through seminars, roundtable and UNDP networks, whilst television/radio programmes and newspaper articles have featured the project. 

The ELS project has encouraged partnerships and cooperation with the sustainable income generation programme of UNDP to review and assess the potential of microcredit organizations in Namangan. Also, during 13-15, October 2005, the ELS and the Nuratau Kyzylkum Biosphere Reserve projects organized a study tour on community development to the Nuratau-Kyzylkum biosphere reserve in Djizzak, Samarkand and Navoiy regions.  Interested readers can find more in the news section (link).
Working with civil society

Similarly to what the ELS project has done in Namangan, the project has conducted an assessment of how the civil society can work to address development issues in the regions. The ELS project has prepared a directory of civil society organizations in Karakalpakstan, their specialisation and field of work for future reference. To maintain a direct and trusted link with communities, the project is now closely working with the Mahalla Fund and its braches in the regions.

Karakalpakstan in the European focus 
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Links to Italy and Albania have been created and have put Karakalpakstan’s development efforts in the European focus. The Administration of the Emilia Romagna Region in Italy and the UNDP Country Office in Tirana, Albania have organized study tours on regional and local development strategy formulation and implementation for an Uzbek delegation . The visit to Albania, a country with substantive experience in developing RDSs based on the MDGs, will serve as a reference for future efforts by the project in the development of a regional strategy for Karakalpakstan, whilst the visit to Italy is the basis for future partnerships and support to community environmental projects.





PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS


Training on RDS, sustainable development planning, participatory appraisal techniques and MDGs organized for 180 representatives of government, local institutions and media.


Town hall meetings and workshops conducted to review socio-economic concerns and community development in three districts for 67 local government representatives, community leaders, farmers association representatives and women’s groups.


RDS and LDS institutional set up and endorsed at national and regional level.


Regional priorities agreed and basic socio-economic data at district level collected.


3 districts and 100 communities identified for participation in community projects .


25 government officials/CSO members trained on effective support to development of CSOs. 


Regional institutional set up for microcredit activities in place and agreed with all stakeholders. 


14 local government representatives and members of CSOs trained on CGAP principles and micro-credit as instruments for improving living standards  


35 representatives from CSOs, Mahalla Fund, research institutions, community leaders  and 4 members of farmer associations  involved  in the identification of micro-credit programmes for the improvement of living conditions in 3 districts and communities.


3  microfinance partners institutions identified and microfinance disbursement palns pprpered 








