The Role of Market Towns in Mountain Develop-
ment

Market towns have the potential to play a number
of roles in bringing about the economic trans-
formation of rural areas. They can act as effective
and generative links between the overcrowded
primate cities and large urban centres and the vast
rural hinterland. They can also provide the critical
marketing link between larger urban centres and
dispersed and, often, disorganised local markets.
Many market towns already act as bulking and
distribution centres in their respective resource
contexts. Marketing remains an important but
often ignored link in the food system of rural
areas. This is particularly true in the mountains
where different micro-environmental conditions
necessitate specialised production systems respon-
sive to diverse environmental conditions. The full
potential of such systems cannot be realised, given
the absence of opportunities for marketing farm
produce and the lack of provisions for support
services, such as inputs and credit, which would
allow the eventual growth of secondary and
tertiary activities. Market towns can, therefore, not
only create conditions for augmenting farm
production but also provide a basis for structural
transformation of the economy.

As centres of commercial activities and social
services, market towns provide off-farm
employment, which is the key to relieving the
pressure of an increasing population on land
resources. For poor and marginal households in
particular, such towns can provide gainful wage
employment that supplements household
incomes. As marketing linkages are strengthened,
local and regional demands can induce the
indigenous development of productive sectors.
With appropriate infrastructural growth, many
market centres can become eventual locations for
small-scale industrial development. In the context
of the Hindu Kush-Himalayas (HKH), where the
increasing pressure of population on natural
resources has been creating many socioeconomic
and environmental problems, market towns can

play a vital role in the sustainable development of
this region.

1
INTRODUCTION

A major problem evident in mountain areas is the
inability of governments to provide basic services
such as health, education, drinking water, and
electricity to far-flung dispersed, smaller settle-
ments. In such instances, settlement agglomeration
may be a goal of spatio-economic planning. The
role of market centres and small towns in the
process of population redistribution and settlement
agglomeration can also be significant. Further,
market towns can play an institutional role, in
terms of providing the channel of communication
between rural producers and urban consumers
and decision-makers. Therefore, they can be view-
ed as facilitators of social, economic, financial,
and political communication within the national
space.

In spite of the significant role of market towns in
the evolution of hierarchically integrated regional
and national settlement systems; in organising the
production potentials of the vast rural hinterland;
in mobilising resources for regional development;
and in setting the pace for agricultural trans-
formation and bringing about a more balanced
development of the space economy, the promo-
tion of market towns, through appropriate policies
and programmes, has been neglected in the
mountain regions of the HKH. Several issues need
to be addressed in an effort to promote the growth
of such towns.

First, the generation of gainful off-farm employ-
ment is crucial to the whole question of mountain
development. Therefore, the potentials of different
locations to play this role need to be assessed and
articulated. Related to employment are the gender
implications of the growth of market towns. The
extent to which market towns can address the
needs of women, through expanded employment
opportunities, through training and skill genera-
tion, and through the recognition of their role as
the managers of the environment, also needs to be
assessed.

Second, infrastructural growth, particularly in
terms of road links, has been regarded as a major
constraint in the process of agricultural trans-
formation in the mountains. Often the productivity
and profitability of specialised agricultural and



horticultural production in mountain areas are
directly related to infrastructure. A proper

assessment of market towns can provide not only

the basis for prioritisation of infrastructural growth
in selected locations but also guide the
development strategies for infrastructural growth
in the region as a whole. This factor is currently
lacking in most of the mountain areas of the
Hindu Kush-Himalayas.

Third, the private sector is expected to play a vital
role in mobilising resources and in diversifying the
production structure, based on the comparative
advantage, in almost all the countries of the Hindu
Kush-Himalayas. It is generally found that
businesses in market towns have limited access to
inputs, credit infrastructure, and/or support
services which constrict their productivity and
profitability. Market centres can become the loci
of private sector initiatives provided that incipient
opportunities with potential are identified and a
coordinated public investment programme
operationalised as a guide to the private sector.

Fourth, rural areas are generally believed to be
resource scarce and, therefore, unable to generate
and mobilise resources. While the amounts of
resources generated in rural areas might be small,
there is enormous potential for resource mobilis-
ation, particularly of those tied to the provision of
services in market towns. This is an area requiring
careful assessment and attention because the
sustainability of public sector investment very
often depends on the tapping of such resources.

Fifth, the environmental implications of the growth
of market towns is another issue. It is necessary to
assess the vulnerability of market towns to
environmental disasters, such as landslides,
earthquakes, and flooding, in order to ensure that
the risks of public and private investments are
minimised. Similarly, environmental sanitation,
such as drainage, sewerage, solid waste disposal
and management, needs to be assessed before
substantial investments are made, because efforts
to take care of these problems at a later date are
less efficient and often very costly.

Last but not least, market towns have been
neglected in public investment programmes and
in charting strategies for infrastructural growth.
Broad-based investment, institutional, and policy
reform strategies related to market towns in
mountain areas have remained conspicuous by
their absence. Even when attempts are made to
address this gap, the objective conditions of

mountain areas (Jodha 1991) have tended to be
neglected. Mountain areas face the problem of
inaccessibility. They are also fragile in the sense
that inappropriate use or misuse of resources can
lead to irreversible damage to the ecosystem and
the environment. Mountain areas are diverse in
terms of physiography and resource bases and,
therefore, the sustenance of market towns must be
based on the proper utilisation of environmental
resources. As marginal entities in the political and
economic sense, mountain areas suffer from a lack
of the development of institutions and policy
strategies that would allow the growth of spatio-
economic nodes which can negotiate fairer terms
of trade vis-a-vis the plains.

While the benefits and linkages from market town
development have been acknowledged in
theoretical as well as empirical literature
(Rondinelli and Ruddle 1978, Taylor 1981,
Mathur 1984, Potter and Unwin 1989, Leinbach
1992, Bajracharya 1995, among others) efforts to
test methodologies for assessing potential market
towns in the hill-mountain context and preparing
specific plans for the promotion of such towns
have been lacking.

It was against this background that ICIMOD's pro-
gramme on Market Towns was initiated. The
programme was basically oriented to fill this
lacuna and provide a substantive basis for
advocating the promotion of market towns as an
essential corollary to integrated mountain
development.

Objectives of the Market Town Assessment
Studies

The present report is based on the market town
assessment work conducted and coordinated by
ICIMOD in China, India, Nepal, and Pakistan. The
China study was funded entirely by ICIMOD, and
the Regional Office of Housing and Urban
Development (RHUDO), USAID, provided
support for studies made in the other countries.

The following were the specific objectives in each
case.

) To develop a spatio-economic profile of a
district and assess the potentials of market
towns in terms of

- existing and potential infrastructure and
provision of services,



- ‘potential for diversification and specialis-
ation in agricultural production, process-
ing, and other secondary and tertiary
activities,

- opportunities that can be exploited by the
private sector,

- employment
concerns, and

- environmental impacts and disaster vul-
nerability and mitigation.

generation and gender

ii) To review and assess policies and program-
mes that have a bearing on the development
and growth of market towns.

iii) To develop guidelines and recommend
Action Programmes for the promotion of
market towns with the most potential in each
context.

The Study Areas

The four areas chosen for the study and the
development of the action programmes exemplify
the diverse economic and spatial context of the
Hindu Kush-Himalayas (Map 1). Dechang County
in Western Sichuan in China represents a
mountain context in which basic infrastructure,
built up during the socialist planned economy
period, is gradually being transformed to serve the
'socialist market economy'. The area is relatively
accessible with quite a number of mineral and
agro-based industries, government-operated
marketing cooperatives, and a number of urban
centres. Tehri Garhwal District in the Uttar
Pradesh hills of India, which stretches over the
middle and high mountains, has a number of
central and functional small towns which are
linked by roads and a variety of incipient
production activities. The area is impacted by the
flow of seasonal religious tourists. Dang District of
Nepal is an inner Terai valley surrounded by the
Siwalik and Mahabharat ranges. It is relatively
accessible with some established urban areas and
has also received considerable development
assistance in the form of the Rapti Integrated Rural
Development Project funded by the USAID.
Ghizar District in the Northern Areas of Pakistan
exemplifies a context in which the basic
conditions for the development of market towns,
by virtue of the problems of inaccessibility and
remoteness, have to be created by discreetly
identifying and providing for basic infrastructure.
The study areas also manifest the diversity in
physiography, climate, population process, and

production potential that is typical of the HKH
region. Dang District in Nepal is a latitudinal
valley surrounded by the lesser Himalayas,
whereas Tehri Garhwal District in the U.P and
Dechang County in China typify a diverse
topography with deeply incised valleys and ridges.
Though Dechang County in China falls within the
Monsoon regime, like Dang and Tehri Garhwal,
this area is characterised by a relatively high range
of temperature and longer periods of sunshine
creating different agro-ecological conditions.
Ghizar District of Pakistan lies in a rainshadow
area and has insular climatic conditions with very
little rainfall. Also, as in many other parts of the
HKH, the population density decreases from the
middle HKH both to the east and west.

Collaborating Institutions

The studies were undertaken by ICIMOD in
collaboration with national institutions in each
country. In China, the collaborating institution was
Chengdu Institute of Mountain Disaster and
Environment, Chinese Academy of Sciences; in
India, the Department of Architecture and
Planning, University of Roorkee; in Nepal, the
Central Department of Geography, Tribhuvan
University; and, in Pakistan, the Enterprise
Development Division of the Aga Khan Rural
Support Programme in Gilgit in the Northern
Areas. In the context of most HKH countries,
where the planning manpower is often top-heavy,
the studies were also intended to demonstrate the
partnership and complementarity that can be
established between academic institutions, rural
development institutions, and governmental and
other agencies responsible for the promotion of
small towns and market centres.

Organisation of the Report

The present report is based on the case studies
conducted in each country by the collaborating
institutions. This report is divided into four
substantive sections. The following section
presents the Approach and the Methodology used
in the studies. Next, a spatio-economic profile of
the districts under study is presented which
includes the identification and assessment of
market towns in each context. A comparative
perspective on Recommended Action Plans for the
development of market towns with the most
potential is then given. The final section presents
the main conclusion and recommendations.
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