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Agricultural Service Responsiveness 
in Nepal
Christopher Root

Abstract
In this pilot study, we examined the responsiveness of local government 
agricultural services in Nepal. In particular, we analyzed the equitability of 
agricultural service responsiveness with respect to farmers’ gender, ethnic 
grouping, land size, and commercialization. Responsiveness is defined as farmers 
receiving the services they view as top priorities. We surveyed 200 households, 
divided evenly between two districts. The survey asked farmers to identify their 
top priorities out of a list of services provided by local government. It also asked 
them to identify the services they had received. We measured responsiveness 
as the percentage of services farmers received that they ranked as a priority. 
We used regression to identify significant associations between farmers’ 
characteristics and the responsiveness of local government in providing those 
services. We found that agricultural service responsiveness across all services 
included in the study was 59 percent. We also found evidence of inequitable 
service responsiveness: regression shows that farmer membership in lower 
socioeconomic groups is associated with lower responsiveness of between 11 
and 18 percentage points. Local government responsiveness can be improved 
by better understanding the differences between the priorities of different 
socioeconomic groups and by partnering with nongovernmental organizations 
that have mandates and resources to reach excluded socioeconomic groups.
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Introduction
The intent of our research was to measure the 
responsiveness of local government in delivering 
agricultural services to farmers. It was motivated 
by the convergence of several factors. One was the 
food price crises in 2008 and 2011, which increased 
undernourishment and prevented an estimated 
150 million people from escaping poverty (World 
Bank, 2012). These crises led to the re-prioritization 
of agriculture among host country governments, 
donors, and the research community. Another factor 
was the disintegration of the so-called Washington 
consensus amid increasing realization of the 
important role that governments around the world 
can play in overcoming the market failures that stunt 
economic development (Wiggins & Cabral, 2007). 
These developments have taken place against the 
backdrop of a world in which most countries have by 
now implemented some forms of democratization, 
decentralization, and other participatory governance 
practices in large measure to increase government 
responsiveness to citizens (Oxhorn, Tulchin, & Selee, 
2004).

Although the role for local government in agriculture 
is increasing, there is little research on how well 
local governments are fulfilling it. Indeed, little is 
known about how well efforts to increase government 
responsiveness to citizens across all sectors have 
fared. Part of the reason for this is that researchers 
have used different definitions of responsiveness and 
different, often indirect, methodologies for measuring 
it. This poses a challenge to researchers, governments, 
and donors looking to compare the effectiveness of 
countries’ efforts to increase governance effectiveness.

We attempt to fill some of this knowledge void 
by testing and reporting on local government 
responsiveness in Nepal using a direct definition and 
methodology to measure responsiveness, defined here 
as the local government, within its legal mandate, 
providing agricultural services to farmers matching 
those farmers’ service priorities. Responsiveness 
is measured simply as the percentage of farmers 
receiving the services they rank as top priorities. We 
also measure the equitability of responsiveness—that 
is, how responsiveness varies by socioeconomic 
characteristics, including ethnic grouping, gender, 

farm size, and whether a farmer sells his or her 
produce (i.e., is a commercial farmer). We look at a 
range of agricultural services, including production- 
related services such as extension and irrigation, as 
well as services to improve farmers’ access to inputs 
and their opportunities to market their produce.

The research took place in Nepal, where the majority 
of citizens depend on agriculture for their livelihoods 
and where most farms are small and unable to 
generate sufficient surplus to lift households out of 
poverty (USAID, 2012). Consequently, agricultural 
services are critically important to the country’s 
economic development and poverty alleviation goals. 
Nepal has taken steps to increase service delivery 
responsiveness. Deconcentrated line agencies, 
including the District Agriculture Development 
Offices (DADOs), are required to solicit the input 
of citizens in planning services and have those 
plans approved by the local government. Nepal’s 
recent Agricultural Development Strategy (ADS) 
will emphasize increasing extension coverage and 
improving rural infrastructure as well as improving 
the equity of these agricultural services (Ministry of 
Agricultural Development, Nepal, 2013).

The rest of this paper proceeds as follows. First 
we provide a brief review of the literature on 
government responsiveness and issues in measuring 
responsiveness. This includes a review of poverty, 
agriculture, and agricultural services in Nepal, 
including the two districts studied. Following that 
is a discussion of the primary survey design and 
analysis methods used. This is followed by the results 
of the analysis, a discussion of key findings, and our 
conclusions.

Background
This section provides a brief review of literature on 
government responsiveness as well as background 
on agriculture and local government in Nepal. First 
we discuss the determinants of responsiveness, 
particularly the equitability of responsiveness and 
how other researchers have defined and measured 
responsiveness. This is followed by an overview of 
agriculture in Nepal and the socioeconomic situation 
of smallholder farmers. The section ends with a 
review of local governance with respect to agriculture 
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and the primary agricultural services available to 
farmers.

Responsiveness
Over the past several decades, governments 
and donors around the world have attempted to 
increase government responsiveness to citizens’ 
needs and preferences. This was attempted through 
democratization and decentralization as well as 
other institutional initiatives to increase citizen 
participation in policy making and implementation. 
In addition to improving overall responsiveness, 
these institutional changes are supposed to improve 
equity of responsiveness by increasing opportunities 
for previously marginalized groups to participate in 
their own governance (Swanson & Samy, 2003; Speer, 
2012).

Scholars and policy makers have claimed that 
decentralization improves responsiveness primarily 
through electoral competition, that is, politicians 
responding to citizens’ preferences to win future 
votes. However, recent research has indicated the 
effectiveness of non-electoral participation, such as 
protests, lobbying, petitioning, and direct contact 
with government officials, in increasing government 
responsiveness (Cleary, 2007). They have also  
claimed that decentralization increases government 
responsiveness to citizens through three channels: 
First, decentralization brings people closer to 
their government and therefore is said to improve 
opportunities for citizen participation and to improve 
government’s knowledge of and motivation to act on 
citizens’ priorities (Swanson & Samy, 2003). Second, 
local governments are thought to be able to respond 
better to citizens’ priorities because the citizens of 
a subnational administrative area are likely to have 
more homogenous needs than the citizens of an entire 
nation (Faguet, 2004). Finally, scholars have claimed 
that decentralization improves service timeliness and 
efficiency by reducing bureaucratic bottlenecks at 
multiple levels of government involved in centralized 
service delivery (Seth, 2009). 

In addition to democratization and decentralization, 
participatory governance mechanisms that involve 
citizens in planning and evaluating government 
policies and projects are thought to promote 
government responsiveness (Speer, 2012). 

Participation is also thought to make services more 
pro-poor, although the literature does not consistently 
support this claim (Speer, 2012).

Increasing government responsiveness remains a 
challenge, with a mixed record of demonstrated 
success through all three channels (Rodden & 
Wibbles, 2012). Furthermore, service responsiveness 
is often lowest for the poorest members of society. 
The World Bank has attributed this to four factors: 
lower spending on services for the poor; little 
of this spending reaching the front lines; poorer 
performance of services delivered to the poor, 
including the reluctance of staff to serve in remote 
areas; and lower demand for services from the poor 
(World Bank, 2004).1 

More broadly, the responsiveness of local 
governments is constrained by four factors. The first 
is that local governments can be more vulnerable 
to elite and special interest capture, leading to 
misallocation of their resources in favor of those elites 
and special interests. The second is a broad array 
of incentive issues that lead, for example, to local 
governments’ being more accountable to the central 
government than to their citizens and local staff not 
having sufficient incentive to provide citizens with 
high-quality services. The third is that, as argued by 
social choice theorists, increasing participation may 
not lead to better responsiveness outcomes because 
the heterogeneous preferences of a group may not 
be accurately captured as a “collective will.” Fourth, 
citizens may not know which level of government is 
responsible for what, how they can participate in their 
governance, and other technical issues related to local 
service provision (Rodden & Wibbles, 2012).

Measuring Responsiveness
In addition to these constraints to the responsiveness 
of local government, there is no shared definition of 
responsiveness and consequentially no consistent 
way for researchers to measure it (Rodden & 
Wibbles, 2012). The implication of this is that results 
from different responsiveness research studies 
are not comparable, so little can be said about the 

1  The poor often do not have as high demand for services due to poorer 
quality services, poverty preventing them from accessing the services, 
and cultural factors.
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relative responsiveness of different governments or 
institutional arrangements. Likewise, governments 
and donors do not have a rigorous way to track 
and compare their progress toward increasing 
government responsiveness.

Definitions of responsiveness can be divided 
broadly into three categories. One category looks 
at politicians’ and local government service 
providers’ willingness “to register the preferences 
of constituents, that is, by paying attention to their 
requests and complaints” (Bratton, 2010). Bratton 
distinguishes this from representation, which 
he considers to be officials passing along citizen 
demands to where they can be addressed. Other 
researchers have looked at the responsiveness of 
public administration officials (Andrews & Van 
der Walle, 2012). Both of these studies measure 
responsiveness through questionnaires that 
ask service users about their perceptions of the 
responsiveness of local government service providers.

Another category of research looks at how well 
provision of services responds to measures of need, 
as defined by the researcher. This is typically at the 
local government administrative unit level, not the 
household or individual level. For example, Besley 
and Burges (2002) looked at how well the government 
of India’s food distribution and expenditures on 
calamity relief responded to people’s need, as 
measured by shortages in food crop production 
and areas that experienced flooding. Faguet (2004) 
examined decentralization’s effect on responsiveness 
in Bolivia, defining responsiveness by how well 
sector-wise public expenditures matched municipal 
needs in each sector. He defined need on a sector 
basis; for example, for agriculture, he used male 
malnutrition levels and for education, he used 
illiteracy levels.

The third category of research on responsiveness 
examines whether more civil society participation 
leads to better local governance responsiveness. In 
Mexico, Andersson and colleagues (2009) looked at 
how participation affects measures of responsiveness. 
They measured civil participation through the 
periodicity of meetings between community-based 
organizations (CBOs) and government, the presence 
of a forum for participatory planning, and the 

presence of mechanisms for implementing joint 
projects between CBOs and the government. They 
measured responsiveness using dummy variables 
to represent the presence of municipal technicians, 
whether agricultural services were produced in 
cooperation with CBOs, whether the municipality 
had positively responded to farmer requests, and 
whether municipal agricultural management had 
improved in the past 5 years.

Nepal
Agriculture is a key component of Nepal’s economy 
and the source of livelihood for the majority of 
citizens. More than one-third of Nepal’s gross 
domestic product is from agriculture, and more than 
three-quarters of its households are farm households 
(Asian Development Bank [ADB], Department for 
International Development [DFID], and International 
Labour Organization [ILO], 2009). However, wages 
are particularly low in agriculture; according to the 
2010/2011 Nepal Living Standards Survey (NLSS), 
of the 25 percent of Nepal’s population falling below 
the national poverty line, more than half are farmers. 
The incidence of poverty among agricultural wage 
laborers is nearly double that of the rest of the 
population (Central Bureau of Statistics, Nepal [CBS], 
2011). 

Low productivity in the agricultural sector is 
blamed on a number of factors, including small 
farm sizes (over half of Nepal’s farms are less than 
half a hectare), expensive transportation in the 
hills, and weak government services. The weakness 
of government services in agriculture has been 
attributed to the lack of a political voice among 
poor farmers and the consequential lack of political 
support for agriculture (ADB et al., 2009). This is 
corroborated by the 2010/2011 NLSS, which found 
that access to markets or agricultural centers is 
correlated with lower rates of poverty (CBS, 2011).

This paper looks at not only the responsiveness of 
local government to all farmers but also the equity 
of that responsiveness by ethnic group, gender, land 
size, and commercial orientation. As one might 
expect given their history at the bottom of the caste 
system, Dalits have a poverty rate nearly double that 
of the rest of the population, at 43 percent compared 
with 23 percent. Somewhat unexpectedly, female-



 Agricultural Service Responsiveness in Nepal  5

headed households have a slightly lower incidence 
of poverty than male-headed households. Poverty in 
Nepal correlates closely with land size. In rural areas, 
those having between 0.2 and 1 hectares are nearly 50 
percent more likely to fall under the poverty line than 
are those with between 1 and 2 hectares of land (CBS, 
2011). Finally, commercialization in Nepal is quite 
low; in 2009, only about 15 percent of agricultural 
output was sold (ADB et al., 2009).

Nepal’s Local Self Governance Act (LSGA) of 1999 
provided the legal framework for village and district 
governments to plan and deliver services, including 
agricultural services. By devolving responsibility to 
local governments to develop policies and programs, 
the LSGA aimed to spur equitable development by 
enabling the participation of all citizens (Government 
of Nepal, 1999). Currently line agencies, including 
the Department of Agriculture, are devolved to 
the district level through their District Agriculture 
Development Offices (DADOs). These district-level 
line offices are accountable both to the District 
Development Committee (DDC), headed by an 
appointee from the Ministry of Local Development 
(MLD), and to their central offices. The majority of a 
DADO’s budget comes from central offices but must 
be approved by the appointed DDC head; however, 
the DDC and the Village Development Committee 
(VDC) tend to use their budget, most of which is 
centrally dispersed, on infrastructure projects such as 
roads, schools, and sometimes market structures.

Although the LSGA provided for local elections, 
these elections were cancelled in 2002 because of 
the Maoist insurgency. Political parties nominated 
representatives for the Constituent Assembly, which 
was formed in 2008 to write the country’s new 
constitution. However, political participation by 
farmers—particularly smallholder farmers—is low, 
as they are not well organized to advocate for their 
interests. 

In the absence of elections and because farmers have 
a weak political voice, participatory planning is the 
primary channel by which farmers can articulate their 
preferences to local government. Annual planning 
and priority setting is carried out at multiple levels, 
from the sub-village level up to the district level, 
and is designed to incorporate the input of citizens 

through well-publicized planning workshops. 
However, we found that only 3 percent of farmers had 
provided input into planning either at a workshop 
or through a farmer group or cooperative leader. 
This low number likely reflects the fact that input 
is primarily given by leaders of farmer groups and 
cooperative representatives. These leader farmers 
and cooperative representatives may not formally 
request input from their farmers but still convey their 
farmers’ preferences to local government.

We also studied farmers who were affiliated with iDE 
(formerly International Development Enterprises), an 
international nongovernmental organization (NGO) 
that has worked in Nepal for over 20 years. iDE 
works to improve the incomes of smallholder farmers 
by improving their access to agricultural inputs, 
innovations in farming practices, and markets. A key 
part of iDE’s approach is helping farmers organize, 
and developing marketing and planning committees 
that manage wholesale markets. iDE helps these 
committees advocate for and obtain services and 
support from DADOs on behalf of their member 
farmers. In addition, iDE collaborates with DADOs, 
often implementing its programs through DADO 
staff.

Our study includes seven services provided to the 
agricultural sector in Nepal by the local government 
consistent with the guidelines set forth by the 
LSGA. Farmer group development and support, 
primarily provided by DADOs, involves forming 
new farmer groups and providing services that 
strengthen the group. Being a member of a farmer 
group and registered with a DADO is a prerequisite 
to receiving extension services. Extension services 
include classroom training on production and 
plant protection; lead farmers or the government 
conducting demonstrations, often involving the 
distribution of samples; exposure visits to commercial 
farms; seed multiplication training; and training 
in integrated pest management. Because limited 
resources allow DADO representatives to reach 
only a fraction of farmers, DADOs also provide 
training to input sellers. The idea behind this is that 
these input sellers will pass on embedded technical 
services to their farmer customers as a value-added 
service to increase customer loyalty. DADOs are 
to varying extents involved in maintaining input 
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quality and availability through activities such as 
supporting seed producer groups and seed banks, 
monitoring seed quality, and at times distributing 
subsidized seeds. Irrigation includes large- and 
small-scale surface irrigation, piped irrigation, and 
micro-irrigation technologies such as drip systems, 
sprinklers, and diesel and treadle pumps. Irrigation 
user groups manage irrigation water use and irrigation 
maintenance. DDCs, VDCs, and DADOs may 
construct and sometimes facilitate the management 
of markets where farmers sell their produce, either 
directly to consumers or through traders. Finally, we 
studied roads farmers use to get to and from market.

This research took place in two districts, Gulmi 
and Kapilvastu, both of which are in the Western 
Development region of Nepal. These were selected 
for this research for several reasons. First, they are 
in the Midhill and Terai (plains) areas, respectively, 
where most Nepalese live. Second, they represented 
strong and weak local governments, providing an 
opportunity to test this pilot methodology under 
different governance conditions. According to 
the Ministry of Local Development’s Minimum 
Conditions and Performance Measures (MCPM) 
assessment, Gulmi was the 4th-best-performing 
district in Nepal in 2010/2011, whereas Kapilvastu 
ranked 69th out of 75 districts (MLD, 2011). One 
key difference between the two districts that may 
explain some of the difference in governance quality 
is the number of political parties and the level of 
cooperation between them. The 3 or 4 political parties 
in Gulmi are viewed to be relatively cooperative, 
whereas in Kapilvastu the 15 or so parties mainly 
represent different ethnic groups, and the planning 
and provision of services and projects is more 
contested. Gulmi is also better off socioeconomically: 
25.6 percent of Gulmi’s population is in poverty, 
compared with 35.5 percent of Kapilvastu’s (CBS, 
2011).

Methods 
The primary method used for this study was a farmer 
service user survey with 200 respondents divided 
evenly between the two study districts. This survey 
asked farmers which agricultural services were 
the responsibility of government to provide. We 

conducted follow-up in-depth interviews with some 
farmers to add qualitative depth and context.

Identifying Services
To identify the services provided by local government 
to farmers in Nepal, we consulted with national 
and local government officials as well as NGO staff 
and reviewed policy documents. We considered a 
service to be the responsibility of local government 
if the service was delivered by the DDC itself or if 
there were formalized lines of accountability and 
coordination between the devolved line agency 
responsible for delivering the service and the DDC. 
From an initial list of 11 services suspected to be 
provided by local government, we eliminated 3 
that we found were not the responsibility of local 
government.

Survey Design
These identified services formed the basis of the 
farmer service user questionnaire. For each of the 
seven services, we designed a questionnaire to 
assess three dimensions of service effectiveness: 
utilization, quality, and priority. Utilization is whether 
a respondent uses a service provided by the local 
government. Quality, a dimension not investigated 
in this study, is how well the service fulfills its 
fundamental purpose according to the survey 
respondents. We assessed priority by asking farmers 
to select the five top priority services for them to 
receive. The question was, “Which of the following 
services are the highest priorities for you to receive? 
Please choose exactly five.”

This question does not distinguish between services 
respondents were receiving at the time of the 
interview and services they wished to receive in the 
future. By combining into one question priorities 
about current and future services, we aimed at 
simplicity and assumed that the priority is the same 
for continuing to receive an important service or 
receiving that service for the first time. However, we 
did not test this assumption, and it could be a source 
of bias if, for example, farmers are more likely to rate 
something they have not yet received as a priority 
over something they have received.
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Study Population and Sample
To test the methodology under a range of local 
government contexts, we purposefully chose two 
districts for this pilot study, one with a strong local 
government and one with a weak local government, 
as described in the Background section. The 
farmer service user survey design used a stratified 
cluster sample of 200 farmers, 100 from each of 
the two chosen districts. Within each district, we 
selected three VDCs—from 100 in Gulmi and 77 
in Kapilvastu. The three VDCs from each district 
represent three categories of VDCs:

•	 those where DADOs had a strong presence;

•	 those where research partner iDE was working; and

•	 those where neither DADOs nor iDE was present. 

For each of the three VDC types in each of the two 
districts, sample VDCs were selected randomly from 
a list that contained all the VDCs that were within 2 
hours from the district capital. This restriction was 
necessary because of time and resource constraints. 
Within each VDC in the study, three wards were 
randomly chosen out of the nine wards that constitute 
a VDC. Eleven or 12 farmers were chosen from each 
of the three wards in each VDC. In the DADO and 
iDE VDCs, these farmers were randomly chosen 
from a list. In VDCs characterized as affiliated with 
neither a DADO nor iDE, farmers were selected using 
a random walk method. Table 1 shows the number of 
respondents in each of the six VDCs.

Analysis 
Our analysis of local government responsiveness 
proceeds in four steps. First we describe the 
sample by farmer VDC affiliation and by district 
to understand the distribution of socioeconomic 
characteristics. This is followed by our analysis of the 
percentage of farmers who ranked each service as a 
top-five priority for them to receive. Following this 
is our analysis of local government responsiveness 
to those priorities, that is, the percentage of farmers 
receiving the services they rank as top priorities to 
receive. Finally, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) 
regression to analyze which farmer characteristics are 
associated with overall government responsiveness.

Throughout the analysis, results are disaggregated 
by seven population characteristics, which are later 
included as control variables in the regression: 
farmer affiliation, district, gender, ethnic grouping, 
land size, commercial orientation, and membership 
in a cooperative. We used farmer VDC affiliation—
DADO, iDE, or neither—to examine differences 
in responsiveness for farmers registered with their 
DADO, those working with iDE, and those not 
working with either. The variable district is included 
to allow for analysis of differences between Hill 
(Gulmi) and Terai (Kapilvastu) regions of Nepal, and 
also between districts with strong and weak local 
governments. 

Results
This section contains results in the form of four 
tables that describe sample characteristics, priorities, 
responsiveness rates, and farmer results.

Sample Characteristics
Table 2 shows the characteristics of the sample. 
The columns show the entire sample as well as the 
farmer affiliation and district characteristics used 
for the sample design, as described in the Study 
Population and Sample section. The rows show other 
characteristics of the sample used to determine the 
equity of local government responsivenessfarmer 
affiliation and district characteristics used for 
the sample design, as described in the Study 
Population and Sample section. The rows show other 

Table 1. Sampling for farmer service user survey

District District Type VDC

Farmer 
VDC 
Affiliation Respondents

Gulmi Stronger 
local 
government

Arkahle DADO 34

Hadineta iDE 33

Kharjyang Neither 33

Kapilvastu Weaker 
local 
government

Lalpur DADO 34

Sauraha iDE 33

Manpur Neither 33

2 districts 2 local 
government 
types

6 VDCs 3 VDC 
types

200 
farmers

DADO = District Agriculture Development Office;  
VDC = Village Development Committee.
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characteristics of the sample used to determine the 
equity of local government responsiveness.

In the entire sample, the majority (81 percent) of 
farmer respondents were males. Because of targeting, 
iDE served the highest percentage of female farmers, 
at nearly one-third. In the entire sample, 60 percent 
of respondents were Janajati, or native Nepalis. 
This ethnic group generally occupies the middle 
socioeconomic strata between the Dalits (lower 
class), who represent 10 percent of the sample, and 
what is labeled here as “Other.” This last category 
encompasses traditionally better-off ethnic groups 
such as Brahmin and Chhetri and made up 30 
percent of the sample.

Table 2 shows that DADOs served the lowest 
percentage of Dalits and the highest percentage of 
farmers belonging to the Other ethnic group category 
by a significant margin. iDE also reached fewer Dalits 

and more farmers in the Other ethnic group category 
than were in the VDCs that were served by neither a 
DADO nor iDE. In Gulmi, the majority of the sample 
fell under the Other ethnic group category, whereas 
in Kapilvastu the majority were Janajati.

In the entire sample, more than half of the 
respondents farmed less than half a hectare of land. 
iDE reached a slightly higher percentage of farmers 
with less than half a hectare of land (67 percent) 
than DADOs did (59 percent). Perhaps surprisingly, 
55 percent of the farmers who were affiliated with 
neither a DADO nor iDE (labeled “Neither”) had 
more than half a hectare of land. Despite containing 
the most traditionally disadvantaged ethnic groups, 
these VDCs had the fewest respondents with less 
than half a hectare of land. One tentative explanation 
is that these VDCs have lower land values, in part 

Table 2. Characteristics of the sample, by farmer Village Development Committee affiliation and district

Farmer Characteristics
Entire Sample  

(N = 200)

Farmer VDC Affiliation District

DADO  
(n = 68)

iDE  
(n = 66)

Neither  
(n = 66)

Gulmi  
(n = 100)

Kapilvastu  
(n = 100)

Gender

Male 81% 88%* 68%* 86%* 71%* 91%*

Female 19% 12%* 32%* 14%* 29%* 9%*

Ethnic grouping

Dalit 10% 4%* 10%* 15%* 8%* 11%*

Janajati 60% 47%* 62%* 72%* 33%* 89%*

Other 30% 48%* 29%* 12%* 59%* 0%*

Land size

<0.25 hectares 29% 22%* 38%* 29%* 46%* 12%*

0.25–0.5 hectares 27% 37%* 29%* 17%* 37%* 18%*

>0.5 hectares 43% 42%* 33%* 55%* 17%* 70%*

Commercial farmer

No 50% 43%* 20%* 89%* 52% 49%

Yes 50% 57%* 80%* 11%* 48% 51%

Member of cooperative 

No 70% 72%* 52%* 86%* 72%* 68%*

Yes 30% 28%* 48%* 14%* 28%* 32%*

*  Significant group differences (p < .05).  DADO = District Agriculture Development Office.
Note: In some cases detail does not sum to 100 because of rounding.
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because of their remoteness, which makes them more 
difficult for DADO and NGOs such as iDE to reach.

Half of the farmers in the sample grew commercial 
crops. Unsurprisingly, given the commercial 
orientation of iDE’s program, 80 percent of iDE 
farmers grew commercial crops compared with 57 
percent of DADO farmers and 11 percent of farmers 

Table 3. Priorities: percentage of farmers ranking services as a priority

Farmer  
Characteristics

Farmer Group 
Development

Extension 
Services

Embedded 
Technical Services

Input Quality 
and Availability Irrigation

Market 
Structures Roads

Overall (n=199) 37% 57% 53% 90% 82% 59% 41%

Farmer affiliation

DADO (n=68) 47% 56% 54% 90% 74% 54% 35%*

iDE (n=66) 33% 48% 56% 91% 86% 71% 27%*

Neither (n=65) 29% 68% 48% 89% 86% 52% 62%*

District

Gulmi (n=99) 57%* 32%* 69%* 84%* 66%* 41%* 29%*

Kapilvastu (n=100) 17%* 82%* 37%* 96%* 98%* 77%* 53%*

Gender

Male (n=159) 33% 60%* 52% 91% 86%* 62% 47%*

Female (n=38) 50% 42%* 61% 87% 68%* 47% 21%*

Ethnic grouping

Dalit (n=19) 32%* 79%* 32%* 89% 79%* 53%* 47%*

Janajati (n =117) 25%* 67%* 46%* 93% 94%* 68%* 53%*

Other (n=59) 63%* 31%* 73%* 85% 58%* 44%* 17%*

Land size

<0.25 Ha (n=58) 53%* 41%* 57%* 79%* 79% 47%* 36%*

0.25–0.5 Ha (n=53) 40%* 49%* 68%* 92%* 74% 53%* 26%*

>0.5 Ha (n=85) 25%* 72%* 42%* 95%* 88% 71%* 52%*

Commercial farmer

Yes (n=99) 39% 56% 56% 90% 78% 64% 31%*

No (n=100) 34% 59% 50% 90% 86% 55% 51%*

Member of a cooperative

Yes (n=60) 43% 62%* 48% 90% 82% 67%* 30%

No (n=76) 41% 39%* 62% 88% 71% 43%* 41%

* Significant group differences ( p < .05). DADO = District Agriculture Development Office; Ha = hectare.

affiliated with neither iDE nor a DADO. Finally, 
only 30 percent of the farmers were affiliated with 
a cooperative or collection center, which indicates 
increased market and political power. Nearly half 
of iDE farmers were members of cooperatives or 
collection centers, compared with 28 percent of 
DADO farmers and 14 percent of farmers affiliated 
with neither.
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Priorities
Table 3 shows findings for farmers’ service priorities. 
The columns show priorities for the seven services, 
and the rows show the priorities overall and 
disaggregated by farmer characteristic. The remainder 
of this section highlights overall priorities as well as 
statistically significant differences in service priorities 
by farmer characteristic.

Overall Priorities
The two highest-rated services were input quality and 
availability (90 percent) and irrigation (82 percent). 
Other high-priority services were market structures 
(59 percent), extension services (57 percent), and 
embedded technical services (53 percent). 

Farmer Affiliation 
The only statistically significant differences by farmer 
affiliation were for roads, which farmers who were 
affiliated with neither a DADO nor iDE prioritized 
nearly twice as frequently as DADO and iDE farmers 
did.

District
Statistically significant differences emerged in the 
service priorities of farmers between the two districts. 
In Kapilvastu, 98 percent of respondents prioritized 
irrigation compared with 66 percent in Gulmi. 
Kapilvastu respondents also prioritized extension 
services far more frequently than Gulmi respondents 
did (82 percent vs. 32 percent). On the other 
hand, Gulmi respondents prioritized farmer group 
development (57 percent) and embedded technical 
services (69 percent) more frequently than Kapilvastu 
respondents did (17 percent and 37 percent, 
respectively).

Gender
Men prioritized extension services, irrigation, and 
roads more highly than women did. The starkest 
difference was for roads, which were considered a 
priority for 47 percent of men compared with only 
21 percent of women.

Ethnic Grouping
Service priorities also varied significantly by ethnic 
grouping: 79 percent of Dalits and 67 percent of 
Janajatis prioritized extension services compared 
with 31 percent of those in the Other ethnic group 
category. By contrast, 73 percent of farmers in the 
Other ethnic group category prioritized embedded 
technical services, compared with 46 percent and 32 
percent of Janajatis and Dalits, respectively.

Land Size, Commercial Farmer, and Member of 
Cooperative
Larger-scale farmers (those with over half a hectare) 
prioritized market structures and roads at a higher 
percentage (71 percent and 52 percent) than did 
smaller farmers. The only significant difference in 
priorities between commercial and non-commercial 
farmers was that non-commercial farmers prioritized 
access to roads at 51 percent compared with 31 
percent of commercial farmers. Finally, cooperative 
members rated extension services (62 percent) and 
market structures (67 percent) as significantly higher 
priorities than did those not part of cooperatives (39 
percent and 43 percent, respectively).

Responsiveness
This section examines local governments’ 
responsiveness to farmers’ priorities, that is, the 
percentage of farmers who ranked each service as 
a priority who also received that service. Table 4 
presents this responsiveness and follows the same 
layout as Table 3, except that the final column shows 
total responsiveness. Total responsiveness is the 
weighted average responsiveness across all services. 
The remainder of this section highlights statistically 
significant responsiveness differences.

Overall Responsiveness 
The highest rates of government responsiveness were 
for input quality and availability (81 percent) and 
market structures (72 percent). The lowest rates were 
for farmer group development (35 percent) and roads 
(44 percent).
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Table 4. Responsiveness: percentage of farmers receiving services who ranked those services as a priority 
(number of eligible farmers ranking that service as a priority in parentheses)

Farmer 
Characteristics

Farmer Group 
Development

Extension 
Services

Embedded 
Technical 
Services

Input 
Quality and 
Availability Irrigation

Market 
Structures Roads Totala

Overall 35% (51) 53% (68) 64% (103) 81% (179) 57% (163) 72% (118) 44% (82) 59% (199)

Farmer affiliation

DADO 7%* (22) 26%* (34) 67%* (36) 87% (61) 58%* (50) 89%* (37) 46% (24) 54%* (68)

iDE 73%* (28) 87%* (31) 89%* (36) 93% (60) 89%* (57) 59%* (47) 50% (18) 85%* (66)

Neither 0%* (1) 0%* (3) 32%* (31) 62% (58) 23%* (56) 62%* (34) 40% (40) 37%* (65)

District

Gulmi 36% (36) 79%* (19) 53%* (66) 69%* (83) 52% (65) 71% (41) 3%* (29) 48%* (99)

Kapilvastu 33% (15) 43%* (49) 84%* (37) 92%* (96) 60% (98) 73% (77) 66%* (53) 69%* (100)

Gender

Male 38% (37) 51% (55) 65% (80) 84%* (144) 57% (136) 69% (98) 49%* (74) 60% (159)

Female 31% (13) 58% (12) 61% (23) 67%* (33) 54% (26) 83% (18) 0%* (8) 52% (38)

Ethnic grouping

Dalit 33% (3) 43% (7) 50% (6) 89% (19) 60% (15) 60% (10) 22%* (9) 49%* (19)

Janajati 35% (17) 44% (45) 68% (53) 93% (117) 54% (100) 72% (79) 52%* (62) 60%* (117)

Other 33% (30) 79% (14) 60% (30) 85% (59) 65% (34) 73% (26) 10%* (10) 58%* (59)

Land size

<0.25 Ha 43% (21) 67% (12) 59% (32) 79%* (58) 50% (46) 67% (27) 10%* (21) 47%* (58)

0.25–0.5 Ha 15% (13) 64% (22) 61% (36) 92%* (53) 56% (39) 64% (28) 36%* (14) 57%* (53)

>0.5 Ha 41% (17) 45% (31) 71% (35) 95%* (85) 63% (75) 82% (60) 64%* (44) 70%* (85)

Commercial farmer

Yes 39% (38) 62%* (47) 79%* (53) 97%* (89) 82%* (77) 94%* (63) 68%* (31) 78%* (99)

No 23% (13) 33%* (21) 48%* (50) 66%* (90) 35%* (86) 47%* (55) 29%* (51) 40%* (100)

Member of cooperative

Yes 48% (25) 72% (29) 82%* (28) 98% (54) 73%* (49) 70% (33) 61%* (18) 76%* (60)

No 31% (16) 83% (12) 54%* (46) 70% (67) 48%* (54) 85% (40) 29%* (31) 50%* (76)

*  Significant group difference (p < .05). DADO = District Agriculture Development Office; Ha = hectare.
a  Total includes irrigation user group development, which was ranked a priority by 12 respondents and received by 1 of those respondents.

Note: The numbers in parentheses represent the eligible farmers and therefore are lower in many cases than the total number of farmers who ranked the service as a 
priority. For example, only farmers in farmer groups (here, DADO and iDE) are eligible to receive farmer group development or extension services.
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Farmer Affiliation
Total responsiveness varied significantly by farmer 
affiliation, with iDE farmers experiencing the highest 
responsiveness at 85 percent, followed by DADO 
farmers at 54 percent and then farmers affiliated 
with neither at 37 percent. These differences in 
responsiveness are explained in part by extreme 
differences in farmer group development and 
extension services. Responsiveness to iDE farmers 
for farmer group development and extension 
services was 73 percent and 87 percent, respectively, 
compared with 7 percent and 26 percent, respectively, 
for DADO farmers, while farmers in the Neither 
category experienced zero responsiveness for these 
services. Embedded technical services responsiveness 
also differed by farmer affiliation: 89 percent of 
iDE farmers who prioritized embedded technical 
services received it, compared with 67 percent of 
DADO farmers and 32 percent of farmers affiliated 
with neither. Significant differences in irrigation 
responsiveness existed as well, with 89 percent 
responsiveness for iDE farmers, 58 percent for DADO 
farmers, and 23 percent for farmers affiliated with 
neither. The high responsiveness for iDE farmers was 
due to that program’s promotion of micro-irrigation. 
Market structure responsiveness was highest for 
DADO farmers at 89 percent, compared with 59 
percent for iDE farmers and 62 percent for farmers 
affiliated with neither.

District 
Total responsiveness was higher in Kapilvastu than 
Gulmi at 69 percent compared with 48 percent. A 
major difference was in responsiveness with respect 
to roads: hilly Gulmi experienced only 3 percent 
responsiveness compared with the plains district 
Kapilvastu, where responsiveness was 66 percent. 
Responsiveness in Kapilvastu was also higher for 
input quality and availability (92 percent compared 
with 69 percent in Gulmi) and embedded technical 
services (84 percent vs. 53 percent in Gulmi). On 
the other hand, extension service responsiveness 
was better in Gulmi at 79 percent compared with 
43 percent in Kapilvastu.

Gender
There was no significant difference in total 
responsiveness by gender. However, responsiveness 
for men was significantly higher than for women for 
roads (49 percent vs. 0 percent) and for input quality 
and availability (84 percent vs. 67 percent).

Ethnic Grouping
Total responsiveness was significantly different by 
ethnic grouping, with responsiveness for Dalits lowest 
at 49 percent, followed by 58 percent for those in 
the Other ethnic group category and 60 percent for 
Janajatis. However, roads were the only service for 
which responsiveness varied significantly by ethnic 
grouping: 52 percent for Janajatis, 22 percent for 
Dalits, and 10 percent for those in the Other ethnic 
group category. 

Land Size, Commercial Farmer, and Member of 
Cooperative
Responsiveness varied significantly by land size. 
Total responsiveness for farmers with less than a 
quarter of a hectare of land was 47 percent. For those 
with between a quarter hectare and a half hectare of 
land, total responsiveness was 57 percent, and for 
farmers with more than half a hectare of land, total 
responsiveness was 70 percent. At the individual 
service level, significant differences by land size 
existed for roads and quality and availability of inputs, 
with responsiveness increasing with land size.

Responsiveness was significantly greater for 
commercial farmers than subsistence farmers. For 
commercial farmers, overall responsiveness was 
78 percent, compared with 40 percent for non-
commercial farmers. This difference in responsiveness 
was constant and statistically significant across all 
services except farmer group development. 

Finally, total responsiveness was significantly higher 
for those in cooperatives (76 percent) compared with 
those who were not (50 percent). These differences 
were significant for embedded technical services, 
irrigation, and roads.
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Farmer Characteristics Associated With 
Total Responsiveness
Table 5 shows results from an OLS regression of the 
farmer characteristics used throughout this analysis 
on total service responsiveness. This regression 
analysis allowed us to identify the significance 

and magnitude of the association between farmer 
characteristics and government responsiveness. 
All of the farmer characteristics except cooperative 
membership were statistically significant in this 
regression at the p < 0.05 level. Being a DADO-
registered farmer was associated with a 0.19 increase 
in responsiveness, whereas iDE farmers were 
associated with a 0.46 increase in responsiveness. 
Being located in Gulmi was associated with a 
0.25 decrease in responsiveness, and being a 
female farmer was associated with a 0.12 decrease 
in responsiveness. Ethnic group differences were 
also significant, with the lower responsiveness for 
traditionally less privileged groups. The coefficients 
for Dalit and Janajati ethnic groups were -0.18 and 
-0.15, respectively. Land size was also associated 
with total responsiveness: farming less than a 
quarter hectare was associated with a 0.13 decrease 
in total responsiveness, and farming between 
0.25 and 0.5 hectares had a coefficient of -0.11. 
Finally, commercial farmers were associated with a 
0.15 increase in responsiveness

Discussion
In this pilot study, we measured the responsiveness 
of local government to farmers in Nepal. We 
assessed equity of responsiveness by analyzing how 
responsiveness varied across several socioeconomic 
categories, including gender, ethnicity, land size, and 
commercialization. We also looked at how service 
responsiveness and equity varied between farmers 
registered with a DADO, those taking part in iDE 
programs, and those affiliated with neither. Finally, 
we tested a direct measure of responsiveness, that is, 
the percentage of farmers receiving the services they 
ranked as top priorities to receive.

We found that total agricultural service 
responsiveness was 59 percent, which means that 
farmers received 59 percent of the services they 
ranked as priorities. We also found that service 
responsiveness varies significantly: farmers across 
all lower socioeconomic categories (Dalits, Janajatis, 
women, farmers with less than half a hectare of land, 
and subsistence farmers) received lower than average 
responsiveness. These differences were confirmed 
by multivariate regression, which found statistically 

Table 5. Total responsiveness regression results using 
OLS (n = 130 and R-squared = 0.65)

Farmer
Characteristics

Standard
95% Confidence

IntervalCoefficient Error P-value

Intercept 0.67 0.08 0.00 0.51 0.83

Farmer affiliation

DADO 0.19 0.07 0.01 0.05 0.32

iDE 0.46 0.06 0.00 0.33 0.58

Neither — — —

District

Gulmi -0.25 0.06 0.00 -0.37 -0.12

Kapilvastu — — — — —

Gender

Male — — — — —

Female -0.12 0.05 0.02 -0.22 -0.02

Ethnic grouping

Dalit -0.18 0.08 0.03 -0.33 -0.02

Janajati -0.15 0.06 0.01 -0.27 -0.03

Other — — — — —

Land size

<0.25 Ha -0.13 0.06 0.02 -0.24 -0.02

0.25–0.5 Ha -0.11 0.05 0.04 -0.22 -0.01

>0.5 Ha — — — — —

Commercial farmer

Yes 0.15 0.05 0.01 0.04 0.25

No — — — — —

Member of a cooperativea

Yes -0.04 0.05 0.44 -0.13 0.06

No — — — — —

DADO = District Agriculture Development Office; Ha = hectare.
a  All of the farmer characteristics except cooperative membership were 

statistically significant in this regression at the p < 0.05 level.
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significant negative coefficients ranging from 
-0.11 to  -0.18 associated with these socioeconomic 
characteristics. This means that, controlling for other 
socioeconomic factors, district, and farmer affiliation, 
farmers in these lower socioeconomic groups can 
expect to receive between 11 and 18 percentage points 
lower agricultural service responsiveness. These 
results suggest inequitable responsiveness to farmer 
service priorities, though research could test this 
more robustly by better controlling for confounding 
structural factors, in particular, distance from roads 
and towns.

Although our research does not focus on the 
reasons for this inequitable responsiveness, a few 
tentative explanations come to mind. One is that 
participatory service planning may not in fact solicit 
the views of farmers as well as it is intended to. Our 
research found that only 3 percent of farmers had 
knowingly provided input into agricultural planning 
either directly through meetings with the local 
government or indirectly through cooperatives or 
local politicians. This is a problem because service 
priorities vary significantly by socioeconomic 
category; consequently, to ensure the inclusion of 
priorities of these different groups, a larger number 
of farmers should be consulted. Furthermore, this 
research does not address the common criticism that 
even well-targeted services may be vulnerable to elite 
capture, which affects equity of responsiveness.

Another explanation that does not preclude the 
previous ones is more structural. Our research 
provides tentative evidence that those in 
disadvantaged socioeconomic groups are located in 
more remote places, making it more expensive for 
the government to respond to their service priorities. 
If this is true, it would present service providers 
with the unenviable choice of increasing service 
equity or responsiveness. The potential difference in 
remoteness may also explain why a low percentage 
of farmers from lower socioeconomic strata are 
registered with a DADO. These tentative hypotheses 
could be tested through future research.

We also found significant differences in responsive-
ness by farmer affiliation. Total responsiveness was 
highest for iDE farmers, at 85 percent, compared 
with 54 percent for DADO farmers and 37 percent 

for farmers affiliated with neither. The significance of 
these differences was confirmed by regression. The 
services contributing the most to this responsiveness 
discrepancy were farmer group development, 
extension services, and irrigation. These are core 
components of iDE’s program, indicating that at 
least some of iDE’s responsiveness is due to services 
it provides directly. This suggests that an NGO-led 
model may have an advantage in responsiveness 
compared with a DADO, although future research 
would need to take cost into account to measure 
efficiency of service delivery.

In measuring responsiveness, we also examined 
priorities and found that farmers affiliated with 
neither a DADO nor iDE ranked roads as a priority 
nearly twice as frequently as DADO and iDE 
farmers. This lends some support to the hypothesis 
that farmers in the Neither category were more 
remotely located. The only significant service priority 
difference between commercial and non-commercial 
farmers was roads, which are a higher priority 
for non-commercial farmers, perhaps indicating 
that they viewed roads as a key constraint to their 
commercialization. Another key finding was that 
although Dalits and Janajatis preferred to receive their 
technical assistance through traditional extension 
services, those in the traditionally better educated 
ethnic groups encompassed by the Other category 
preferred to receive their technical advice through 
their input providers. This indicates that scarce 
extension service resources may be allocated more 
efficiently by targeting groups such as Dalits and 
Janajatis.

We also looked at program targeting by socio-
economic characteristics and found significant 
difference in targeting by gender, ethnic grouping, 
and land sizes. iDE targeted a higher percentage of 
women, Dalits and Janajatis, and smallholder farmers 
than DADOs did. Nevertheless, both DADOs and 
iDE worked with a lower percentage of Dalits and 
Janajatis than are in VDCs outside their programs. 
However, both iDE and DADO farmers were more 
likely to have less than a hectare of land than were 
those farmers not in either program. A tentative 
hypothesis for these seemingly contradictory findings 
is that these areas are more remote and land values are 
lower.
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Conclusion
Nepal’s Agricultural Development Strategy prioritizes 
improved agricultural service coverage and equity 
of coverage. To achieve this with limited resources, 
Nepal will have to become more responsive in 
its provision of agricultural services. That is, it 
must become better at delivering to farmers the 
services they prioritize and avoid spending scarce 
resources delivering to farmers services that are 
not priorities. By better incorporating farmer 
input into participatory planning, Nepal can better 
target services, improving responsiveness to all 
citizens, including traditionally disadvantaged 
groups. Furthermore, future research may provide 
opportunities to efficiently improve services on the 
basis of socioeconomic and geographic grouping. 
For example, as the study found, Dalits and Janajatis 
prefer to receive their technical assistance through 
extension services, whereas those in the Other ethnic 
group category prefer embedded services. This is the 
type of information that could allow service providers 
to better target services and increase responsiveness 
within limited resources.

Another way to improve responsiveness is for 
local governments to collaborate more frequently 
with NGOs such as iDE. iDE’s collaboration with 
local government results in greater responsiveness 
and equity as it brings additional resources, along 
with donor mandates to reach a high percentage 
of disadvantaged groups and provide specialized 
expertise. Such collaboration, or at least coordination, 
if formalized, should be counted both as increased 
local government responsiveness as well as the NGOs’ 
achieving their donor targets.

Finally, a direct measurement of responsiveness such 
as the one used here is a straightforward way for 
governments, donors, and researchers to track and 
understand changes in responsiveness over time, 
both across subnational levels and between countries. 
This direct measurement can in turn improve 
responsiveness and equity through better targeting 
on the basis of the service preferences of different 
socioeconomic and geographic subgroups of service 
users.
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