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Chapter-2
DECENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE IN INDIA- THE EVOLliTION
Decentralization has been a popular theme in development thinking and
practice for last few decades. In recent years there has been a dramatic
flowering of decentralization initiatives among the developing countries of
Asia. India is one of them who adopted the decentralized governance system
after its independence.
Since India's independence, our national policy makers adopted
democratic decentralization as a basic theme of our national policy . Several
committees have been appointed for the purpose to recommend about the
nature and mode of our democratic decentralization process. The committees
have recommended local self-government, as the most suitable agency tor
participatory planning to bring administration and development programmes
closer to the rural people.
Democratic decentralization is a concept based on the recognition of the
right of the people to initiate and execute the policy decision in an autonomous
way. It is liberal, democratic, political , ideal, the concretized form of which is
the local self-government. People's participation is the li fe-blood of democratic
decentralization. It is their participation, which gives the people the real taste of
democn.cy, increases their democratic consciousness and educates them about
their roies and responsibilities as citizens (Datta, Prabhat, 1998).
t Tnderstanding the basic ideal of democratic decentralization, the
contemporary Indian policy makers have laid emphasis on establishing
democmtic goals through modernizing India's political and administrative
institutions, which existed since 400 l3.C. Almost every ancient lndian village
had a self-governing body of its own pattern and style. The British government
in lndia had slowly demolished the system of government introducing the
Ryotwari system and centralization of executive and judicial powers (Chitlangi,
B.M, 1998). Though some attempts have been made to strengthen the local
self-government bodies by Ripon Resolution ( 1882), Royal commission on
Decentralization, 1907, government of India Act, 1919 and government of
India Act, 1935, but the result remained unsatisfactory. They were for
entrenchment and maintenance of British Regime (Bhattacharya, M, 1991 ).
During the days of the struggle for India's independence, the nationalist
leaders had promised to give the people of rural lndia after independence
vibrant system of village Self- Government to be known as Panchayats.
Gandhiji felt that greater was the power of Panchayats, the better it was for the
people. For him, decentralization was essential for the realization of the ideal
democra·; y and for enabling each individual to participate in decision-making
and impiementation process. Gandhiji believed that India lived in its villages
and so c:ecentralization of power was the best and perhaps the only way to
ensure grass ;-oot participation in democrati c process. Article 40 in Part - IV of
the lndi a11 constitution also states that, the state shall take steps to organize
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village Panchayats and endow them with powers and authorities to function as
units of local Self- Government (Singh S. K, 1994).

DECENTRALIZATION: THE CONCEPT:
The word "Decentralization' has a Latin root which means "away from
the centre (Mac Mohan, 1961 ). It also means the transfer of aJJ sorts of
authority - legislative, administrative, or judicial - from a higher level of
government to a lower level (White, D, Leonard, 1959).
Decentralization may take any of the following four forms (Sundaram,
Meenakshi, I 994 ).
I. Deconcentration: - Handing over some amount of administrative authority
to lower levels.
II. Delegation: - Transterring responsibility for specially defined functions
to organizations that are outside the regular bureaucratic structure and
indirectly controlled by the Central Government.
III. Devolution: - Creation and strengthening of sub-national unit of the
government activities of which are substantially outside the direct control
of the Central Government.
IV. Privatization: - Passing all responsibility for functions to nongovernmental organizations independent of the government.
The word 'decentralization' thus relates to the
devolution of powers resulting from the creation of bodies separated by law
from the national centre to local representatives (Sundaram, Meenakshi,
1994).
DECENTRALIZATION: DIFFERENT FORMS:

Decentralization may be defined quite broadly to mean the transfer of
planning, decision-making, or administrative authority from the central
government to its field organizations local administrative units, semi
autonomous and parastatal organizations, local governments, or nongovernment organizations. So, decentralization may be of following four major
fonns (Rondinelli, A. Dennis and cheema, G. Shabbir, 1983 ).
1) DECONCENTRATION: - Deconcentration involves the redistribution
of administrative responsibilities only within the ceniral government.
Deconcentration is merely the shifting of workload from a central government
ministry on agency headquarters to its own field staff located in offices outside
the national capital, without also transferring to them the authority to make
decisions or to exercise discretion in carrying them out.
2) DELEGATION TO SEMI-AUTONOMOUS OR PARASTATAL
ORGANIZATIONS: - Another fom1 of decentralization is the delegation of
decision making and management authority for specific functions to
organizations that are not the direct control of central governm~nt ministries.
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Often the organizations to which development functions are delegated have
semi-independent authority to perfonn their responsibilities and may not even
be located within the regular government structure. Delegation implies the
transfer or creation of broad authority to plan and implement decisions
concerning specific activities- or a variety of activities within specific spatial
boundaries- to an organization that is technically and administratively capable
of cari"Y1ng them out without direct supervision by a higher administrative unit.
3)' DEVOLUTION TO LOCAL GOVERNMENTS: - Devolution is
another form of decentralization which seeks to create or strengthen
independent levels or units of government for performing functions and
enjoying authority. Through devolution the central government relinquishes
certain functions or creates new units of governments that are out side its direct
control. Devolution implies th e need to develop local governments as
institutions in the sense that they are perceived by local citizens as
organizations providing services that satisfY their needs and as governmental
units over which they have some influence. Devolution is an arrangement in
which there are reciprocal, mutually beneficial, and coordinate relationships
between central and local governments; that is, the local government has the
ability to interact reciprocally with other units in the system of government of
which it is a part.
4) TRANSFER OF FUNCTIONS FROM GOVERNMENT TO NONGOVERNMENT INSTITUTION S: - Decentralization takes place in many
countries through the transfer of planning and administrative responsibility, or
of publi~ functions, from government to voluntary, private, or non-government
institutions. ln some cases, government may transfer to 'parallel organizations'
- such as national industrial and trade associations, professional or
ecclesia ~tical organizations, political parties, or co-operatives - the right to
license, regulate, or supervise their members in performing functions that were
previously controlled by the govemment. This form of decentralization is often
called 'Privatization'.
DECENTRALIZATION IN ANC IENT INDIA :
Since ancient periods, India had developed a member of systems of
community-based management of local affairs. Self - governing village
communities characterized by agrarian economies had existed in India from the
curliest times. The Rig Vedas and other evidences reveal that the ancient
Hindus used to lead a corporate li te. And as parts of corporate life there existed
village 'Sabhas' (Councils or assemblies) and 'gram in is' (Senior person of the
village) until about 600 B.C.
The village in India has been considered as the basic unit of local - selfadministration since the Vedic times (Prof. Apte, 1973). The village has been
the mainstream of rural India throughout centuries. The village was called as
' grama', ' Kshetra', 'Urbara' which from the Rig Vedic period denoted plough
land. The- villages were prosperous. These villages were administered by the
'gramik' or 'gramini' or 'grampal ' who were the elders in the villages and thus
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leader or headman of the villagers there was no state interferences in their
activities. The villages were free from central control. The gramini and other
village officials were appointed by the community and were accountable to
them (Banerjee, I 985). The viJiage communities were Self- Sufficient, Selfreliant and independent. Sir Charles Matcalfe has called these autonomous
India village communities '"the little republics".
These local governments, flourished in ancient Indian villages, were not
the cre~tions of a central government, but they had an independent origin. They
were the most democratic institutions in the world.
The Epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata, Manusmriti, the literature of
Buddhist and Jainas, and the Arthashastra of Kautilya also referred to the
existence of a highly organised system of local government in ancient India.
The renowned historian K.P . Jayaswal has found from the Vedas that " the
national life and activities in the earliest times on record was expressed through
popular assemblies and institutions. "The greatest institution of this nature was
the "Samiti" of Vedic times".
Prof. A.S. Alteekar has referred to the popular assemblies of the villaged
by those different names - "Sabha Samiti", and •Vidhata', J ayaswal also refers
to the village assemblies of the Vedic period as 'Sabha', 'Samiti' and 'vidhata'
Valmiki Ramayana and Mahabharata narrated that the there was two types of
villages - ' ghosh ' and 'gram', 'ghosh' where bigger in size and the gram were
smaller. Both were administered by an official, called the 'gramini' who was
general-ly appointed by the king and enjoyed a very high status. Through the
'gramini ', was the nominee of the king, still he had to work strictly on the
advice of the village elders known as 'the gram vridhas', the ' Samiti', the '
Sabha', or the 'Panchayat'. (Mukherjee, R.K. 1958).
During the period of Buddhism and Jainism, the villages were classified
on the basis of size and mode of habitation. The villages were Self-Sufficient
and Self-dependent. The village headman was known as 'Bhojak' whose duty
was to collect the revenue for the state and to organise the constructive
programmes the 'Bhojak' was selected by the villagers on the basis of local
customs and traditions. During this period, several occupational panchayats
were also in existence. Each group had their own panchayats. The sarpanch of
the Panchayat was known as 'Pramukh' (Chairman) (Jataka, 3/397, 2/12-52,
Ibid, P-9).
In some Jaina texts, the village Panchayats have been described as ' dear
to all vamas because of their equitable treatment. "The religious orders founded
by Buddha and Mahavina observed highly democratic procedures in arriving at
decisions. There was no interference of the control government in the inftemal
affairs of the religious institutions. In the Post Buddhistic period, the sarpanch
or headman of Panchayat was known as •Jethak' (Elder Brother)".
During the rula of Mouryan Emperors, village administration witnessed
some changes. Under Chanakya's system, villages were classified according to
population. And the village administration during the period 324 B.C. to 236
B.C. was closely associated with agriculture. Then the village administration
was composed of the following staffs: -
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The Headman (Adhyaksha),
The Accountant (Samkhayaka),
The village officials of different grades (Sthanikas),
The village courtiers (Jamgha Karika);
Veterinary Doctor (Anikastha),
Village Medical otTicer (Chikitsaka) and
Horse Trainer (Ashwa Dhamak),
During the Mouryan rules, decisions on local matters taken by the
assembly consisted of village elders called 'Gram Vridhas'. To sum up, the
village 1~mder the Mouryan period, was efficiently organised.
Even during the reigns of Harsha Vardhana, in the sixteenth century, the
village panchayats were very active. And the traditional elders role in village
Admnistration was an important feature of the Gupta Rule as it was found in
the Vedic Age.
Thus, the researchers and historians have shown the fact that in ancient
India, there flourished a well-settled, well-organized and more or less highly
developed system of local government. They enjoyed a state of splendid
isolation, having very little to do with the affairs of local government outside
their domain. The central government did not bother itself about the local
affairs. It had guaranteed perfect autonomy to them (Bhatnagar, S, I 978).
In ancient India, though the society was running by monarchial regimes,
yet the democratic values were respected by the kings and the whole
governmental process was based on the assent and dissent of the masses
(Mishra, S. N. 1980). Thus the village Panchayats had their roots in the ancient
India and have been the back bone of the Indian rural socio-economic system
(Hansraj, 1992).
DECENJRALIZA TION UNDER THE MUSLIM REGIME IN INDIA:
\Vith the passage of time, India came under the regime of sultans of
Delhi and later under the Mughal Emperors. The Sultanate of Delhi was a
militarist\c feudal state which vested all legislative, judicial, executive and
administrative powers in the hands of the Sultan. Within this autocratic
political system. There was no scope of local self governing institutions though
the rural communities continued to manage their own locaJ affairs to a great
extent and preserved the continuity of India ' s experience of local autonomy.
The Sultan of Delhi took a laissez - faire policy towards village self governing communities which helped to keep alive the traditions of local selfgovernment in the Indian masses ( Quereshi , J.H . , 1942 ) .
The Mughal rulers , on the other hand, were an Urban people whose
feudalistic attitude wants for larger finances for the state, made them to
centralize the administration. The Mughal rulers introduced a new land policy
which brought the provinces, districts and villages under the charge of the
centrally appointed subedars, arnalguzars , muqaddarns and patwaris. (Malviya,
H. D., 1956)

'

-~~~~~ .. ---~-~~-~ . ~-- ~-~~- -~ -·· . .-.--~~~~,.J

45

However, Akbar , the great Mughal Emperor , reorganized the whole
revenue system by establishing direct relation of the state with the cultivators .
The village head - man known as Chaudhari , Mukhiya or Muqaddam - was
the main link between the government and the viJlage . The government dealt
with the peasants through him . So, the village headman was the most
important person in the general economy of the village. (Tripathy, R. P. 1969)
Thus, the researchers have shown that the traditional village system of
administration successfully survived during the Mughal rule . But there was
anarchy or military despotism throughout wide areas of India between the
disintegration of the Mughal empire and the advent of the British Raj . In this
intermission the ties of the social framework were loosened, and in many
places local institutions had been prevented before British officials had any
opportunity to access their value (Zamora, Mario, D, 1947-62).
DECENTRALIZATION UNDER THE BRITISH COLONIAL RULE IN
INDIA:
Vhth the advent of the British in India, the Self-Contained village
communities and Panchayats thereof, disappeared. Later, they were forma1Iy
constituted as an accountable representative institution, by the British rulers.
A revolutionary change had occurred in almost all aspects of Indian life
after 1830, Roads, Railways, telegraphs and other means of communication
were set up allover the country. The advancement of education in English was
also expanded throughout the country. The colonial government felt the
necessity for providing the basic amenities of life to the Indian masses. In this
situation, the government had to face the historic Sepoy Mutiny. Meeting in the
year 1857. After the mutiny, the government had been put into severe financial
hardships. To overcome this financial stringency, the government took the
policy of devolving more and more powers to the provinces (Bhatnagar, 1978).
This was an example of decentralization of power by the British government.
1. Mayo Resolution: - In 1870, the then viceroy of India, Lord Mayo took
a resolution to bring about administrative efficiency in meeting the demands of
the peopie and to add to the finances of the "existing imperial resources which
will not suffice for the growing wants of the country'' (V enkatarangaiya, M,
and Pattabhiram, Meds, 1969). Though out of a fiscal compulsion Mayo' s
Resolution on local Self-government case to be adopted, still, it was a landmark
in the ev:llution of the British regime's policy in the sphere of decentralization.
It was in the wake of this resolution that the first significant step to revive the
traditional village Panchayat system in Bengal was taken in 1870 through the
Bengal chowkidari Act.
2. Ripon Resolution: - The most remarkable innovation in regard to the
decentralization of power in India was the Resolution adopted by lord Ripon,
the then viceroy of India, in the year 1882, In India, democratic
decentralization as a means to political development was the guiding
Philosophy of Lord Ripon's resolution of 1882. He was the first ruler who
wanted to initiate decentralization discourse during the British imperial rule.
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Ripon pleaded for developing local self-government for the purpose of training
the Indians in the art of governance. Ripon wanted to develop local government
institution as a means for etTecting improvement in administration as well as an
instrument of political and popular education of the people. Thus, his resolution
stood for decentralization of a large network of local Self-governing bodies. He
emphasized that local bodies should have- a) elected non ot1icial majority: b)
non-official chainnan; and c) elastic and suflicient financial resources. He was
against the government's control over the local self-governing bodies to be
exercised from without. Ripon wanted for a) Training the Indian people in the
art of governance, b) enabling them to learn from experience, and c) Opening
up avenues for political participation of educated people, urged for an early
establishment of the local boards not only in cities but also in rural areas
(Dutta, P, 1995).
As the successors of Ripon were not ready to accept Ripon's version of
local self-government, and as they questioned the competence of the Indian
masses to govern themselves, Ripon's Resolution for establishing local selfgoverning institutions, went to Cold Storage. The Practical conditions in rural
India were also not feasible for implementing Ripon's model of local selfgovernment. The village economy was under the control of landed gentry. The
provincial bureaucracy was also dead against of sharing power with the rural
Indian people. Thus Ripon's Resolution on local self-government, which is
considered to be the 'Magna carta' of local democracy in India, remained on
paper only.
3. Royal commission Report, 1907: On the basis of the demand of the Indian National congress, under the
presidentship of Dedabhai Naoroji in 1906, for establishing 'Self-government'
in the country, the British government constituted a Royal commission on
Decentralization in 1907. The commission elaborated further the principles of
Ripon Resolution, 1882 and released its report in 1909 which recognized the
importance of Panchayats in the Indian context. The commission recommended
that "it is most desirable, alike in the interests of decentralization, and in order
to associate the people with the local tasks of administration, that an attempt
should be made to constitute and develop village Panchayats for the
administration of local affairs". (Malaviya, H.D. 1956). In the same year
( 1909), the Indian National congress in its twenty fourth session at Lahore
adopted a resolution urging the government to take early steps "'to make all
local bodies from village Panchayats upwards elective with elected non-official
chairman" and "to support them with adequate financial aid" (Malaviya, H.D.
1956 ).
But due to caste and religious disputes and vested interests of the
landlords, the recommendations of Royal commissions also remained largely
on paper. Dr. Annie Besant, the then congress president blamed in the year
1917, the •inefficient bureaucracy' for not doing even the little that was
suggested in the Report of the Royal commission on Decentralization.
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4. Montagu- chelmsford Reforms Act, 1919: In the above background the Montagu - chelms ford Reforms Act, 191 9,
under the proposed scheme of diarchy, made local self-government a
'transferred subject' that is, local self-government was brought under the
purview of Indian Ministers in the Provinces. To make local self-government
both fully representative and responsible, the Reforms Act. had suggested that
there should be, so far as possible, complete popular control in local bodies and
the largest possible independence for them of outside control (Khanna~ R.C.,
1972 ). lnspite of various constraints, eight provinces and some native states
had passed the Acts for the establishment of village Panchayats. Though these
statutory panchayats covered only a limited number of villages, and had, a
limited !lumber of functions .
5. 0overnment oflndia Act. 1935: The Government of India Act. 1935, which introduced provinc ial
Autonomy, marked another milestone in the evolution of Panchayats in the
country. Almost all popularly elected provincial governments realized the
necessity for passing laws for further democratization of local self-government
institutions, including the village Panchayats. The Position of these local selfgovernment institutions remained unchanged till August 15' 194 7 the moment
of achieving India's independence.
6. Gandhi on Democratic decentralization in India: The quest for greater autonomy to rural local bodies rece ived conceptual
strength with the advent of Mahatma Gandhi on nationalist movement as he
held that national development was only possible through autonomous rural
organization which he desired to buildup on the lines of ancient Panchayat
system in India. Addressing a Missionary continence in Madras on February
14, 1946, Gandhiji said that India lived in its villages and pleaded for the
distribution of power among rural masses in India. He insi~1ed on the people ' s
democracy and sovereignty at the gross root level which he called Panchayati
Raj. Gar~dhiji felt that greater the power of Panchayats, the better it was for the
people (Gandh i, M.K. 1947). For Gandhiji decentralization was essential for
the real ization of ideal democracy, in which every one can participate in the
decision -making and implementation process Gandhiji's concept of
decentralization implies the basic principle of Self-sufficiency in respect of
basic needs of men and the absence of exploitation .
Gandhiji advocates for decentralization of both political and economic
power. He thought of a village government which was a Panchayat of five
persons, male and female - annually elected by the villagers. This Panchayat
would have legislative executive and judicial powers where perfect democracy
would be found on the basis of individual powers where perfect democracy
would be found on the basis of individual freedom . He holds that through the
improvement of agriculture, village and cottage industries, khadi, handlooms
etc . Indian masseswould uplift their economic condition and thus 'gram swaraj'
would be established .
He emphalized 'Swaraj' from below saying '1ndependence must begin
at bottom', thus, every vi llage will be a republic (Gandhi , M.K. , 1933-55).
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Gandhij i pleaded for decentralization as an essential precondition for the
relation of true democracy to enable each individual to participate in the
decision making and implementation process. His concept of self-sufficient
village, both economically and politically, inspired most of the Indian leaders.
Thus, Panchayats were developed by non - official agencies under the
constructive programme of Gandhiji, and these bodies become units of national
movement.
DECENTRALIZATION AFTER INDEPENDENCE IN INDIA:
India's nationalist movement got momentum with the creation of the
Assembly of India in 1946. But despite the nationalist movement's
commitment for the creation of Panchayats and Gandhiji's unequivocal
propagation of the ideal, the first draft of India's constitution made no mention
about village Panchayats. Learning the matter, Gandhiji remarked that this was
certainly an omission calling for immediate attention if India's independence
was to ret1ect the voice of the people. But the matter generated a sharp debate
among the members of the constituent Assembly. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar was dead
against the inclusion of Panchayats system in the Indian constitution, "a den of
ignorance, narrow mindedness and communalism". He argued that such a
village could not constitute a unit of government. Countering Ambedkar's
arguments, members, like K.M. Munshi,Madhava Rau etc. highly advocated
for the inclusion of Panchayat system in the constitution.
After a deliberate discussion, the issue was resolved through an
amendment motion moved by k. Santhanam which formed a part of Article 40
in the Directive principles of state policy under part- IV of the present Indian
constitution. Article 40 ~;cads, "the state should take steps to organize village
Panchayats and endow them with such power and authority as may be
necessary to enable them to function as units of self-governments". Another
place of the Indian constitution, i.e., item no-5 of the schedule seven, list- 11 of
the state List, also mentioned 'local government which says' "Local
government, that is to say, the constitution and powers of municipal
corporations, improvement trusts, district boards, mining settlement, authorities
and other local authorities for the purpose of local self-government or village
administration".
The Gandhians considered Panchayats both a means as well as an end
and sincerely believed in their immense potential for democratic
decentralization and for devolving power to the people. Thus the inclusion of
the 'Panchayats' in the Indian constitution provided a new lite to this field and
nearly half of the Indian villages came under the preview of Panchayats by mid
20th century.
constitu~nt
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THE FIRST GENERATION PANCHA YATS: THE BALA VANTRA Y
MEHTA COMMITTEE REPORT, 1957:
The first phase of village Panchayat institutions grew up in India in the
last part of fifties of the 20 111 century India not as a by Product of Ariicle 40 of
the constitution of India, but as a part of the recommendations made by the
Balvantray Mehta committee.
Indian state started development work through community development
programme (CDP) and National Extension Service (NES) in the early fifties
without taking cognizance ofGandhiji's idea of 'Gram Swaraj'. But very soon
they realized the necessity of effective instruments for people's participation.
As a result, the committee on plan projects constituted a study team headed by
Balvantrary Mehta, a Member of Parliament, in January, 1957, to suggest an
institutional set up to secure such Participation in both the community
development programme (CDP) and National Extension Service (NES). The
team expressed its view by saying that without an agency at the village level
which could represent the entire community, assume responsibility and provide
the necessary leadership for implementing development programmes, real
progress in rural development could not come out all (Government of India
Report of the team for the study of community development projects and
National extension service, 1957).
The Ba1vantray Mehta committee submitted its report on 24the
November, 1957, with a recommendation of three tier Panchayat system. The
Proposed three tier Panchayat system was the village or gram Panchayat at the
lower level which would be consisted of directly elected member on the basis
of adult franchise; Panchayat Samiti, the middle tier, would be directly elected
by the village Panchayats at block level with the B. D.O. as its Executive
Officer. At the top level, there would be a Zilla Parisad, which would be a body
comprising Presidents of the samitis, member of legislative Assemblies
(MLAS) and members of parliament (MPS) representing the area and district
level off~ cers . The committee had provided a list of compulsory functions
related to civic amenities to be performed by gram Panchayats. The gram
Panchay" ts would also act as agents of the samitis for executing development
programmes. The samiti would act as a primary unit of development activities.
The Zilla Parisad would act as a co-ordinator between the samitis in the district.
The Partsad would further approve the budget of the samitis, allocate
government funds among the samitis and guide their activities.
The main emphasis of the Balvantray Mahta committee Report was on
democratic decentralization. It refers to a system organically linking people
from the gram sabha to loksabha. The committee made an effort t0 shift
decision making nearer to the people, to ensure people's participation and to
bring bureaucracy under popular control of the locality. The govemment of
India had accepted the report of the Balvantray Mehta committee in 1958, and
by 1959, all the states had passed Panchayat Acts, and by the mid 1960s,
Panchayats had reached all Parts of the country. Rajasthan was the first state to
inaugurate Panchayati Raj after the Balvantray Mehta study i.eam's

50

recommendations. Rajasthan was followed by Andhrapradesh, Prime Minister
Jawaharlal
Nehru inaugurated independent Indian's first Panchati Raj
institution on 2 October, 1959, at NAGAUR, about 260 Kms away from Jaipur,
the capital of Rajasthan.
EVALUATION OF FIRST GENERATION PANCHA Y AT:
Through the Panchayat Raj institutions had been successful in several
aspects in Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh, still the system was failed to provide
desired welfare to the rural people. The domination of high caste and landed
gentry over the rural India, the bureaucratic neglect and inadequate stature to
make Panchayat bodies representative, responsive and strong, meager source of
income of the Panchayats, enactment of subsidiary laws for censoring decision
making power of elected bodies and the structural inadequacy were the main
causes for the failure of first generation Panchayats. During the first generation
period, the Panchayati Raj institutions were not given a stable democratic basis
and proper administrative care. The devolution of financial and administrative
powers to the Panchayats was only a slogan. Thus the first generation
Panchayat institutions could not grow as it was expected . They were killed
before they were truly born.
The Panchayati Raj institutions emerged formally but declined shortly,
so, the Ashok Mehta Committee had identified there distinct phases in the
evolution of Panchayats in the country- I) The phase of ascendancy ( 1959-64 ),
II) The phase of stagnation ( 1965-69), and III) The phase of decline ( 1969-83).
Modem scholars spoke of another phase of Panchayati Raj, i.e. , the phase of
revival (1983 onwards) (Ambedkar, S. Nagendra, 2000). The L.M. Singhvi
committee had also expressed the same view: "There was a climate of
optimism and resurgence, but within years of the inauguration of a new era,
Panchayati Raj Institutions began sag , stagnate and decline"(L. M. Singhvi
committee Report, 1986).
With reference to the Balvantray Mehta committee Reports, Several
State Governments decided to appoint some specific committee to review the
functioning of Pancheyati Raj Institutions in their own states. These are the
some of the committees appointed by the concerned state governments. V.P.
Naik Committee, 1961 of Maharastra, Sadiq Ali committee, 1964 of Rajasthan,
Hardayal Singh Committee 1965 of Himachal Pradesh and Ramurti Committee
of 1965 appointed by the government of Uttar Pradesh Ali ofthese Committees
gave suggestion to place Zilla Parishad at the central Position in the system of
Panchayati Raj Institutions, and at the sometime held that district would play a
key role in the process of development of rural areas of the country.
SECOND GENERATION PANCHYAT: THE ASOK MEHTA COMMITIEE
REPORT, 1978
The second phase of Panchayat system started in India in a changed
political scenario at the centre in the year 1977. The decline of the fi rst
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generation Panchayat system became an issue of serious debate and lively
discussi.on in 1977 following the formation of a non-congress Janata
Government at the centre headed by Morarji Desai. In pursuance of its electoral
promise, the new Janata Government appointed a high-powered committee
chaired by Ashok Mehta to make an overall review of the Panchayat system
and to suggest steps for its revitalization. The committee was set up to enquire
into the working of the Panchayat Raj Institutions, and to suggest measures to
strengthen them to enable a decentralized system of planning and development
to be effective.
In August, 1978, the committee submitted its report which gave
emphasis on regular election, and devolution of more powers to the P:mchayat
bodies. Acknowledging the grass root reality and making an attempt to set the
Panchayat baby on their own feet, the Ashok Mehta Committee recommended
a Party based Panchayats.
The Ashok Mehta Committee laid emphasis on the functional necessity
of decentralized administration nearer to the people. The Committee held that
decentralized administration was an inevitable necessity for the improvement
of the lot of the rural people and hence Participation of millions of people in
the decentralized administration was to be ensured.
The Ashok Mehta Committee recommended for the introduction of a
two-tier Panchayat System in lieu of existing three-tire system. The committee
wanted to make the Zilla Parishad as an executive body; under which there
would be a Mandai Panchayat to be constituted by grouping a number of
villages. The Mandai Panchayat would act as an agent of decentralization
process below the district level. The committee had further recommended for
an "open Participation of political Parties in Panchayat Raj atTairs". (Yasin, M,
1990).
The Ashok Mehta Committee Report ( 1978) was a seminal document
which sought to make Panchayat an organic, integral Part of our democratic
process. The Panchayati Raj institutions which came into operation in certain
states after the Ashok Mehta committee's recommendations could be
considered the second generation Panchayats. States like west Bengal,
Karnataka, Kerala Andhra Pradesh and later Jammu and Kashmir gave a new
life to the Panchayati Raj institutions, either by revising their existing
Panchayat Acts, or passing new Acts. West Bengal government took an
initiative in 1978 to inject a new life to its existing Panchayats on the line of
Ashok Mehta committee and remained successful in this matter. After 1983,
the non-congress governments at Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and West Bengal
made appreciable efforts to rejuvenate the Panchayati Raj institutions in their
respective states. Thus the phase of revival of Panchayati Raj started in India
with this efforts in 1983. The most important feature of the second phase
Panchayat was that the Panchayat institutions emerged as a political institution
from a development organization at the local level. The emphasis shifted from
the bureaucracy to the Political elements.
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EVAlUATION OF THE ASHOK MEHTA COMMITTEE REPORT:
But most of the state governments rejected the proposal of party based
election to the Panchayat and the creation of Mandai Panchayat. A meeting of
the chief Ministers of different states took unanimous decision on :May19,
1979, to continue the existing structure of three-tier Panchayats fbr a definite
term of five years. The meeting also held that the recommendation~ of Ashok
Mehta Committee were inadequate for the total transfer of power to the hands
of the local bodies in achieving decentralization a real one. Thus the Panchayati
Raj institutions created after the Ashok Mehta Committee's recommendation,
failed to become as the unit of .. village-government'' in the truest S~!nse of the
term. Dissatisfaction borne in the minds of the Indian people over the Ashok
Mehta Committee's recommendation for the abolition of mid tier hlock level
body, i.e., the Panchayat sumiti. Congress-ruled state governments als<;> took
the recommendation with o less importance as the Ashok Mehta Committee
was appointed by the Janato government (1977-80) (Maheswari, 1979). Other
states had been able to secure marginal achievements. In west Bengal, the
emergence: of social composition of leadership replacing the old patterned rural
leadership·· was the distinctive feature of the second generation Panchayat
(Datta, P, ' 993).

THE G.V.K. RAO COMMITTEE REPORT ( 1985):
Enthused and encouraged by developments in non-congress states for
the revitalization of Panchayati Raj , Rajiv Gandhi took interest in Pnnchayati
Raj to involve them in muinstream politics. This process led Rajiv Gandhi to
the formation of series of ~ttcps which included the appointmtmt of s~veral
committees. One of them was the G.U.K. Rao Committee which wus appointed
in 1985 to review the existing administrative arrangements fbr Rural
Development and Poverty AJieviation Progranunes.
The committee in its report, submitted in 1985, emphasi7.cd a unified
development administration slructure at the district level and below. lt stressed
on the need of development and held the necessity of bringing planning,
decision making and implementation process nearer to the people through
democratic bodies. The committee recommended that all the development
departments at the district level and below shouJd be brought under the Zilla
Parishad. The budgets, non-plan and plan, of these departments and the funds
for various special schemes implemented at the district level on below should
be transfen: ·xi to Ziiia Parishad from the district budget. The committee wanted
to restore i•1tegrated development at the block-level through a directly elected
body~ Panchayat Samiti to be responsible for planning and implementation of
development schemes under the guidance of Zilla Parishad. There should be
reservation on this body for scheduled castes, scheduled tribe and woman .
The committee suggested for another model for the cons t.llution of
Mandai Panchuyats for a gwup of villages with a population of 15,000 to
20,000. This Mandal Panchayats would be composed of directly elected

53
members with reservations for Scheduled Casts, Scheduled Tribes and women.
There should also be a 'Gram Sabha' at the village level consisting of all the
voters of the village.
.
'!'he suggestions made by the G. V.K. Rao Committee for democratic
decentr'ftlization of development functions led the country to take the tirst
important step towards a 'district government'.
L. M. S!NGHVI COMMITTEE ( 1986):

Rajiv Gandhi's enthusiasm on bringing Panchayati Raj Institutions to
mainstream politics was further expressed in the appointment of L. M. Singh vi
Committee in 1986. The Singhvi Committee was appointed in 1986 to prepare
a concept paper for discussion at a national workshop to review the growth,
present status and functions of Panchayati Raj Institutions and make them truly
effective instruments in the constructive task of rural development and nation
building. The Singh vi committee criticized the role of existing Panchayati Raj
Institutions as convenient tools of administering development programmes.
The committee held that the Panchayati Raj Institutions had been failed to
become self-government institutions tor the lack of conceptual clarity, absence
of political will and denial of national priority.
The Singhvi committee regarded Panchayat institutions as basic units of
self-government. The committee emphasized that the Panchayati Raj
Institutions had to be organized as a part of the process of democratic
decentrc.lization which would become an institution of 'Self-government'
through people's participation in the process of planning and development. The
Committee further recommended that local Self-government should be
constitutionally recognized, protected and preserved by the inclusion of a new
chapter m the constitution (Ambedkar, S, Nagendra, 2000).
All state governments had accepted the major recommendations of the
Singhvi Committee, 1986 which ultimately paved the way for the presentation
ofthe 64th Constitution Amendment Bill in the Parliament, in 1989.
SARKARIA COMMISSION REPORT OF 1987 ON CENTRE-STATE
RELATIONS:
The Sarkari a commission, in its report, submitted by the end of 1987,
emphasized the necessity of ensuring legal provisions analogous to those in
Articles 172 and 174 of the constitution for holding of regular elections of the
Zilla Parishad. This would rectifY the dysfunctioning of the local selfgoverning bodies (Ambedekar, S, Nagendra, 2000).
The Commission held that uniformity in these aspects of law throughout
the territory of India was essential. The Committee observed that power of
enacting such a law vests under entry 5 list-11 exclusively in the state
legislature (Datta, P, 1998).
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THUNGON COMMmEE ( 1988):
A sub-committee of the parliamentary consultative Committee attached
to the ministry of personnel, public grievances and pensions was set up in I 988
under tl:·e chainnanship of Mr. P.K. Thungon, to consider the 'type of political
and administrative structure in the district for district planning'.
1he Committee recommended for the constitutional recognition of the
Panchayati Raj bodies. The committee suggested to set up three-tier structure
for Panchayati Raj with village Panchayat at the bottOil\ mandai or block
Panchayat in the middle and district Panchayat at the top level where it was not
already existed. The committee wanted to place the Zilla Parisad as the only
Planning and development agency in the district. The Committee suggested for
the inclusion of MPS and MLAS within the Zilla Parishad . The committee
fixed the tenn of Panchayati Raj Institutions for a period of five years.
64th CONSTITUTION AMENDMENl: BILL, 1989:

Due to the lack of Constitutional recognition of the Panchayati Raj
Institutions and several other factors, the Panchayati Raj bodies became weak
and ineffective in many states. Understanding the need of Constitutional
provisions for the revitalization of Panchayati Raj Institutions, the then prime
minister Rajiv Gandhi introduced the 64th constitution Amendment Bill in the
Parliament, in 1989. The following are the some of the important features of
the 64th Constitution Amendment Bill.
I)
There would be three-tier Panchayats in alJ states but those states
would have tow-tier system whose population were within the limit of twenty
lakhs.
II ) All seats were to be filled by direct election.
III) All Panchayat bodies of three tiers would be of 5 years fixed
tenure;
IV) Seats would be reserved for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes according to their population.
V) Thirty percent seats would be reserved for women including tribal
women.
VI) Panchayats were to be given powers and responsibilities for the
preparation of plans for economic development social justice.
VII) A Finance Commission would be appointed after every five years
in the states to review financial position of the Panchayat bodies.
VIII)There would be a new schedule in the constitution to specifY the
subjects in which the states must devolve powers to the Panchayat. Twenty
nine subjects, such as, agriculture, minor irrigation, an imal husbandry,
fisheries, education, primary health centers etc. were included in that sched ule.
However, the 64th constitution Amendment Bill was passed in the
Loksabha and was rejected by the Rajya Sabha.
Ati:er the rejection of the Bill, a new government named National Front
government came into power in 1989 under the premiership of V. P. Singh.
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The National Front government introduced the 74th Amendment Bill (a
combined Bill on Panchayats and municipalities) on 7 September 1990 during
its short tenure in office but it was never taken up for discussion.
THIRD GENERATION PANCHA Y AT:
AMENPMENT ACT, 1992:

THE

73rd

CONSTITUTION

A pro-Panchayati Raj climate was being created in the country in the
beginning of nineties which supported constitutional amendment constitutional
amendment for strengthening Panchayat Raj Institutions. In such a favourable
climate, the Congress government at the centre, under the leadership of P.V.
Narasimha Rao introduced the 72nd (Panchayats) Constitutional Amendment
Bill in September 1991, in the Parliament. The Parliament passed the Bill in
December 1992, more than half of the state assemblies ratified it subsequently
and then it received presidential assent on 20 April 1993. The Bill finally came
into force as the Constitution (Seventy Third Amendment) Act, 1992, on 24
April, 1993 (Mathew, George, 1994 ).
Thus the journey from the 'local self-government' idea of Lord Rippon
to the 'institutions of self-government' concept in the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment took more them a century. However, with the passage of the
constitution (73rd Amendment) Act, the journey of third generation Panchayats
in India began.
THE MAIN FEATURES OF THE 73rd CONSTITUTION AMENDMENT
Act, 1992:
Before the enactment of the 73rd constitution Amendment Act, 1992, it
was tht-: responsibility of state government to determine the formation,
structure, composition, power and functions, and the election procedure of the
Panchayati Raj Institutions. With effect of the 73rd constitution Amendment
Act, the legislative, administrative and executive power of the state
governments in regard to Panchayats came under the provision of Part-IX of
the constitution (Rama chandran, V, 1993 ). The main features of the 73rd
constitution Amendment Act were as follows (Mathew, G, 1994 ).
I)
There wiJJ be a three-tier Panchayat system, at viJJage, Block and
District levels;
II) Panchayats will be institutions of self-government;
III) Seats in Panchayats at all leaves shall be filled by direct election
from concerned territorial constituencies.
IV) There will be a 'gram Sabha' for each village or group ofviliages.
V) Members of Parliament, Members of legislative Assemblies,
Members of Legislative Councils can be member of Block on District level
Panchayat bodies.
Vl) Seats in all tiers of the Panchayats will be reserved tor scheduled
castes an·:J scheduled Tribes in proportion to their population, even the offices
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of Pradhans I Sabhapatis I Chairpersons (Sabhadipatis) will also be reserved
accordingly.
VII) One third of total seats in respective three tiers will be reserved for
women. One third of reserved seat for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
will also be reserved for women.
VIII)State legislatures will have the liberty to provide reservation of
seats and offices of chairperson to the backward classes.
IX) The tenn of all sorts of Panchayat bodies will uniformly be of five
year. E!ection will be held before the expiry of present term. In case of
dissolut'on of any body, election will be held within six months of dissolution.
Y) No Panchayat will be dissolved before the expiry of its duration,
unless any amendment Act is passed in this regard.
XI) A person will not be able to become a member of Panchayat who
has been disqualified by any law for election to the legislature of any state.
XII) Specific responsibilities will be entrusted to the Panchayats to
prepare plans for economic development and social justice in respect of 29
subjects listed in the XI (eleventh) schedule of the Constitution.
XIII)Panchayats will receive adequate funds from the State Government
to carry out these fimctions.
XIV) Panchayats will be authorized to levy, collect and appropriate
such taxes, duties, tolls, and fees in accordance with the law of the state
legislature.
XV) A finance commission will be established in every state to
determine the Principles on the basis of which adequate financial resources
could be provided for Panchayats.
XVI) Provisions will be adopted for the maintenance of accounts by
Panchayats and the auditing of such accounts.
XVII) An independent Election commission consisting of a state
Election commissioner shall be appointed by the governor of every state for the
superintr~ndence, direction and control of the election process to the Panchayat
bodies.
POWERS AND FUNCTIONS OF PANCHA YATI RAJ INSTITUTIONS
UNDER.THE 73rrl CONSTITUTION AMENDMENT ACT, 1992:
Article 243G of the 73rd constitution Amendment Act has empowered
State Governments to Provide requisite powers and functions to the Panchayati
Raj institutions. So that they can - (a) function as institutions of local selfgovernment and (b) adopt plan and implement Schemes for economic
development and social justice including those 29 subjects enlisted in the
Eleventh Schedule of the constitution l. Agriculture, including agricultural extension.
2. Lord improvement, implementation of land reforms land conso!idation
and soil conservation.
3. Minor irrigation, water management and watershed development.
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4. Animal husbandry, dairying and Poultry.
5. Fisheries.
6. Social forestry and farm forestry.
7. Minor forest produce.
8. Small scale industries including food-processing industries.
9. Khadi, village, and cottage industries.
10. Rural housing.
11. Drinking water.
12. Fuel and fodder
13. Roads, culverts, bridges, ferries, waterways and other means of
commur~ication.

14. Rural electrification, including distribution of electricity.
15. Non-conventional energy sources.
16. Poverty alleviation Programme.
17. Education including primary and secondary schools.
18. Technical training and vocational education.
19. Adult and non-formal education.
20. Libraries.
21. Cultural Activities.
22. Market and fairs.
23. Health and sanitation, including hospitals, primary health centres and
dispensaries.
24. Family welfare.
25. Women & child development.
26. Social welfare, including welfare of the handicapped and mentally
retarded.
27. V/elfare of the weaker sections and in particulars of the SIC & SffS.
28. Public distribution system.
29. Maintenance of community assets.
PANCHAYAT AND WOMEN:
The main objective of the third generation Panchayats in India was the
empowerment of women. Gandhiji viewed that it was unjust for men to deprive
women or deny them equal rights on the ground of illiteracy. Rather education
must be given to women for enabling them to capture their natural rights to
improve their knowledge (Gupta, A, 1994). Despite their numerical strength
women in India occupy a marginal representation in political institutions.
During the colonial period women's participation in local bodies was
denied. In independent India the constitution guarantees equality to women in
all spheres, left their political representation to their own willingness. The
Central Council of Local Govt. in its meeting in 1957 recorded that the elected
representatives, about 20 in number in each block Panchayat ''will co-opt two
women who are interested in work among women & children". The Balwantray
Mehta Committee had also expressed the same view in 1957.
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In the decade of I 980 the issue of women's reservation in Panchayat
bodies r~ached at the highest peak. The National Perspective Plan (I 988) and
the state sponsored national I regional conterences on Panchayats advocated the
strategy of including reservation for women in the Panchayats (Buch, Nirmal in
Mathew George, 2000).
The state Governments like Orissa, Maharastra and Kerala introduced
30 Percent reservation for women in Panchayats after the enactment of 73rd
Constitution Amendment Act, 1992. ln the Panchayat election of Karnataka in
the yeat 1994 women's Participation remaind satisfactory with 43.77 percent
(Menon in P. Datta, I 995).
The 1998 Panchayat election of West Bengal has shown that in spite of
33 percent seats reservation for women, more than 35 percent women were
elected which was an example of political awareness of women towards
Panchayats.
The 73rd Constitution Amendment Act provided participation of women
in local Govt. Before the 73rd Amendment, major participation of women in the
local bodies was from dominant section of the society, e.g. from landed
Maratha..:; in Maharastra (0. Lima Hazal, 1993) and Linfayats and Vokkaligas
in Kama taka (Mathew, George, 1994 ). But the post-73f; Amendment majority
women Panchayats were from the illiterate and lower socio-economic strata.
They were comparatively younger than the earlier entrants and were
predominantly first generation entrants to Public I political life (Buch, Ninna\,
2000). Generally their roles have been actually performed either by their
husbands or any male members of the family (Mahipal, 1998). Innumerable
women Panchayat members were incapable of fultilling their responsibilities,
they were proxies for men, who tried to manipulate women members from
behind the scene (Narayan, U 1996 & Sinha, 1999).
Despite all the odds, the post-7Yd Amendment Panchayats have shown
emerging leadership of rural women in the field of local Self-Governments.
(Buch, Nirmal, 2000).

PANCHAYATI RAJ SYSTEM IN \VEST BENGAL:
West Bengal have a long history of Panchayat system which originated
from undivided Bengal with different models. During the British colonial mle,
mral Bengal had witnessed a type of Panchayat called the 'Chowkidari
Pm1chayd' which was established by the village chowkidari Act in 1870. The
main duty of the chowkidary Panchayat was to look after the 'watch and ward'
ofthe viEage concerned. It was not a tmly village Government, as the members
of these bodies were not directly elected by the people (Village chowkidari
Act, 1870). Thus the chowkidari Panchayat became very unpopular and
ultimately it went into disuse with the introduction of Ripon Resolution on May
18, 1882 (Datta P, 1998).
The Bengal tocat Self-Government Act of 1885 provided for a three-tier
Panchayat structure for rural Bengal. At the top, there would be a district board

cc-c-cccc~~--~-----------------------

59

having jurisdiction over the entire district at the middle leveL a local board
covering a sub-division; and at the lower level there will be union committees
with jurisdiction over a union or group of villages.
Due to wide jurisdiction the district board failed to live up to the
expectations. The local Boards had no autonomy and were abolished shortly.
The union committees had very fewer responsibilities and insignificant role
outside the context of village politics. Thus, the recommendations of the
Bengal local Self-Govemment. Act, 1885 resulted in vein.
In 1919, the Bengal village Self Govemment Act was passeli on the
basis of the report of the Royal commission on Decentralization ( 1909 ), and the
report of the District Administrative Committee, 1913. The Act. could be
regarded as the first attempt to introduce Self-Goveming institutions for the
rural people of the Province (Ghosh, Buddhadeb, 2000). The Act provided for
the creation of a union Board consisting of all adult males residing within the
union and paying local lax. Chowkidars and dafadars were brought under the
control 1)f the union Boards and the Boards performed village community
affairs roads. water workers, public health and sanitation etc (Datta, P, 1991 ).
The union Boards could levy a rate on the owners on occupiers of buildings
within the union.
Thus, in pre-independent Bengal there were three types of Panchayat
bodies, e.g. District Boards at district level, local Boards at sub-divisional level,
and union Board at village level. These Boards had been failed to uplift the
Socio-economic condition of the rural masses of Bengal. With the Advent of
independence of the country in I 94 7, the old system of Panchayat bodies
disappeared. And an opportunity came before the people of the country, as \veil
as of Bengal, to think of the creation of new type of Panchayat system in
independent India.
In 1957, the West Bengal Panchayat Act was passed on the basis of a
draft bill introduced in the Assembly in 1956 owing to a non-official resolution
passed in 1954 in the West Bengal Legislative Assembly asking the
Govemment to take steps to establish village Panchayats and endow they with
judicial, administrative and other powers. The Act of 1957 introduced t\vo-tier
Panchayat system - gram Panchayats and Anchal Panchayats. Besides, the Act
introduced a new concept called 'gram sabha'. Jn 1963, the West Bengal Zilla
Parishad Act was passed which created four-tier Panchayat system in the state.
These four-tier were Gram Panchayat, Anchal Pachayat, Anchalik Parishad and
Zilla Parishad. The four-tier structure of West Bengal Panchayat system was
formally inaugurated on October 2, 1964 in the state.

STRUCTURE, COMPOSITION AND FUNCTIONS OF FOUR - TIER
PANCHAYAT SYSTE~I IN \VEST BENGAL:
Gram Panchayat:
The West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1957 introduc~d 'Gram Sabha' as a
tirst step towards the formation of the Panchayati Raj structure in the state. The
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'Sabha' was consisted of all the voters of one or two villages covering a
number of 700 to 1200 persons of the concerned village (s). Gram Panchayat
was the executive body of the Gram Sabha which consisted of 9 (Nine) to 15
(Fifteen) members elected by the members of the Gram Sabha. The Act
enabled the State Govemmentt to nominate some persons as the members of
Gram Panchayat who possessed special qualifications. Adhyakshas and
upadhyakshas were elected by the elected members of the Gram Sabha,
nominated member had no right to hold the offices of Adhyakshas and
Upadhyakshas.
The Gram Panchayat had to perform three categories of functions obligatory, discretionary and delegated. Usual municipal functions, such as,
local public works public health, water supply and drainage system etc. fall
under the category of obligatory functions. Other two categories included a
large number of rural development activities, i.e. Construction of roads,
Promotion of cottage industry, street lighting etc. The Gram Panchayat had no
financial power to raise its own funds.
Anchal Panchayat:

The 1957 Act created an Anchal Panchayat for every 8 to 9 Gram
Panchayats. This Anchal Panchayat was the second tier, placed above the gram
Panchayats made the Panchayat system a four-tier one. An Anchal Panchayat
consisted of all the Adhyakshas within the area and one member for every five
hundred persons in every Gram Sabha elected by the members of the respective
Gram Panchayats. The members of the Anchal Panchayat, in its first meeting
elect a pradhan and upa-pradhan from among its members, as its executive
head and his deputy respectively (Ghosh, Budhadeb, 2000).
The Anchal Panchayat was empowered to levy and collect rates and
fees, to maintain caw and order and rural justice. The internal revenue of the
Anchal Panchayats came from the same sources as those of the erstwhile union
Boards. The Anchal Panchayat distributed its surplus revenue among different
gram Panchayats under its jurisdiction. The State Govt. appointed a secretary
for every Anchal Panchayat to look after its executive work.
Anchalik Parishad:

Ac Anchalik Parishad was constituted for every block according to the
recommendat10ns of Balvantray Mehta study team and west Bengal Zilla
Parisad Act, 1963. This was the third tier of the Panchayat which was
composed of the following persons: 1)
All Pradhans of the Anchal Panchayat within the area.
2)
One Adhyaksha from each of the Gram Panchayats elected by the
Adhyakshas of the respective area.
3)
MLAs and MPs within the block area.
4)
Two women and two persons of back-word commtmity appointed
by the state Govemmentt.
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5)
Two-co-opted members having specialized knowledge.
6)
The Block Development Officer as associate Member having no
right to Vote. Each Anchalik Paris had had to elect one President and one Vice
- President from among its members. The Block Development officer was the
executive officer the Parishad.
The Anchalik Parishad acted as a coordinating agency for plans and
programmes of the block concerned. It looked after the development ·work of
the total block area. The department of agriculture, cotton industry,
construction of rural roads, water supply, livestock and so on were same of the
important functions of the Anchalik Parishad.

Zilla Parishad:
The Zilla Pari shad was the uppermost tier of the Panchayat structure created by
the Zilla Parishad Act, 1963. According to the Act, "Zilla Parishad was
constituted with the following members.
a) The Presidents of all Anchalik Parishads (Ex-Officio Members);
\.;) Two Adhyaksha from each sub-division within the district, elected
by Adhyakshas of respective constituencies;
c) MLAs and MPs of the district;
d) One Chairman of municipality to be nominated by the state Govt.
e) The President of the district School board (ex-Otncio Member)~
t) Two women nominated by the state Government.
g) The sub-divisional officers of the district (Associate Members); and
h) The district Panchayat officer (Associate Member).
Associate members of the Zilla Parishad had no right to vot::. Other
members of the Zilla Parishad, in its first meeting, elected a chairman and a
vice- chairman from among them selves. (The West Bengal Z.P. Act, 1963).
Zilla Parishads had to perform a series of functions as reformed by the
Anchalik Parishads.
It was the responsibility of the Z.P. to advise the state Govt. regarding
the distribution of work among the lower bodies of the Panchayat. A number of
ofticials were appointed to this body to nm its function smoothly they included
Assistant Engineer, District Panchayat Officer, and so on.

Evaluation of the Four-tier Panchayat system:
T!1e four-tier Panchayati Raj system came into operation in West Bengal
from June, 1964 to 02 October, 1964 through the West Bengal Panchayat Act.
1957 and the West Bengal Zilla Parishad Act, 1957 and the West Bengal Zilla
Parish ad Act, 1963. But it was not a good time for the state to introduce the
Panchayati Raj system. The state went through a crisis of an unprecedented
nature hence the Panchayati Raj almost coincided with the Phase of
stagnatation. And naturally the P.R. System failed to create enthusiasm among
the people and to achieve poputar support.
A number of factors were responsible tor the failure of the P.R. System:-
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I. An unprecedented tood cns1s in 1965, compelled the state Govt.
admini!'tration to maintain the public distribution system and hence the Govt.
of West Bengal had no time to nourish the newly created Panchayat
institutions.
II. Widespread strikes and bandhs against the failure of the state
Government to solve the problem of food crisis and split in the ruling congress
party in West Bengal in 1966 were another reason for the failure of newly
organized Panchayat system.
Ill. Restriction over the powers, functions, status and prestige of the
elected members of the Panchayat institutions by the Government officials was
another factor for the failure of the Panchayat system. Under the new
Panchayati Raj structures, Government ofticials were more powerful than the
elected members of the Panchayat.
IV. Supersession of the Panchayat bodies or postponement of regular
election.~, there of due to political crises, president's rule, war and proclamation
of emergency etc. Created a system of adhocism in the functioning of local
Self-Government.
V. Paucity of funds was another factor for the failure of the four-tier
Panchayat system. For the execution of development Projects, all tiers of
Panchayati Raj Institutions had to depend upon the financial assistance of the
state Government such assistance was not adequate to enable the Panchayat
institutions to undertake rural development work in an impressive manner.
VI. Co-option of MLAs and MPs as the members of Panchayati Raj
bodies, was another reason for the failure of four-tier Panchayat system. Local
leadership of Panchayat institutions was unhappy with the inclusion of MLAs
and MPs to the Panchayat bodies.
Vll. The members of upper three tier bodies had lost their initiatives and
spirit of work as they were elected indirectly to their respective posts. Thus, the
method of indirect election to the upper three tiers were another cz.use for the
failure of the Panchayat institution.
Thus, the four-tier Panchayat system had lost its natural growth due to
the effect of above-mentioned drawbacks. And it had been failed to act as an
agency c f field administration in the state.
NEW THREE-TIER PANCHA Y ATI RAJ SYSTEM IN \VEST BENGAL:
Panchayati Raj system could not be given due attention during the
period 1967 to 1972 following a kind of political uncertainly prevailed in the
state of West Bengal. In March, I 972 a new congress Ministry carne into
power of the state which passed West Bengal Panchayat Act, in 1973 replacing
both the earlier Acts of 1957 and 1963. With this Act, the states Panchayat
system fell in the same line of the all-India patter of a three-tier- system. i.e.
Gram Panchayat, Panchayat samiti and Zilla Parishad.
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GRAI\tl PANCHA Y AT:
Under the new Panchayat Act, Gram Panchayat was the lowest tier of
the Px1chayat system which covered a group of villages (around 8 to I 0
villages) with a population between ten to twelve thousand. The area of a Gram
Panch2yat was almost the same as that of Anchal Panchayats of the 1957 Act
or that of the union Board under the 1919 village Self-Government Act.
The Gram Panchayat consisted of five to twenty-five members elected
directly by the people residing within the area State Government could
nominate two women members and two members from the SIC and srr
community to the Gram Panchayat it the Government thought that adequate
women members and members of the S/C and srr could not represent the
Gram Panchayat. Members of a Gram Panchayat elected from among
themselves a pradhan and an Upa-pradhan in the first valid meeting of a Gram
Panchayat. State Government appointed a secretary for performing official
functio~1s of the Gram Panchayat. The Pradhan might appoint a job assistant
whose duty was to assist in implementing plans and policies of the Gram
Panchayat. Moreover, the state Government might provide some otTicials and
statTs t<.~ work under the guidance of the Gram Panchayat.
The 1973 Act assigned three types of functions to be perfonned by a
Gram Panchayat. These were- obligatory, discretionary and assigned. Section
19 of the Act dealt with the obligatory fi.mctions, which were usual municipal
functions in nature. They included - sanitation or supply of drinking water,
preventive measure to cheek malaria, small pox, cholera, Diarohea or other
epidemic. Drainage and sewage system etc. The maintenance, repair and
construction of burial grounds and burning ghats. Public tanks, the control and
supervision of the funds of Gram Panchayat, the imposition and collection of
tax etc. were also the obligatory functions of the Gram Panchayats.
Discretionary functions of the Gram Panchayat incorporated in section
21 of tbe 1973 Act, were mainly rural development in nature. Important among
them were: maintenance and beautification of Public roads, construction and
regulation of markets, fairs and local exhibitions; sinking of wells, excavation
of ponds and tanks; establishment and maintenance of rural libraries and
reading rooms; recreation centers; introduction and promotion of co-operative
farming, stores and so on. It was the discretionary power of the Gram
Pancha: ·at to perform such other local work of public utility which might
promote the health and hygiene, comfort or material progress of the rural
masses.
S~ction 20 of the West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1973 provided some
assigned functions to the Gram Panchayat. The state Government could assign
same special functions to the Gram Panchayat. Such as taking necessary
measures for the expansion of Primary, social, technical or vocational
education, establishment of rural dispensaries, health centers, child weltare
centers, arrangement for irrigation, conversion of Waste land intc cultivation
and pla11tation; and organize c::nnpaign in i~lVour of grow- more food etc. The

State Government provided full financial assistance to the Gram Panchayats for
the proper implementation of the above- noted assigned functions.
There were some regulatory functions of the Gram Panchayats, like
control over construction of building within the area of the Gram Panchayat.
PANCHAYAT SAMITI:
Under the 1973 Act, the Panchayat samiti was the intermediate tier at
the block level. Every development block had a Panchayat samiti bearing the
name of the block. The Panchayat Samiti was consisted of the followings four
categories of members: !)All the elected members of the Panchayat Samiti on the basis of not
more three members directly elected from the block area.
II)
All the Pradhans of the Gram Panchayats within the block area
(Ex-Ofl'icio members)~
III)
All the MLAs and MPs (not being ministers) within the block
area (Ex-officio Members),
IV)
Members of the Zilla Parishad, not being sabhadhipati or
Sahakari Sabhadhipati, elected from a constituency comprising any part of the
block.
The State Government could also nominate two women members and
two members from SIC and Sff community, to the Panchayat Samiti, as to the
Gram Panchayat.
Ti1e members of the Panchayat Samiti, in its first meeting elect one
Sabhapati and one Sahakari Sabhapati from among themselves. The Samiti had
to meet at least once in three months. Block Development Officer (B.D.O.) was
the ex-officio Extension officer of Panchayat (E.O.P.) acted as the ex-officio
secretary to this tier. The executive officer was responsible for all the
administrative officers attached to the Panchayat Samiti and for the Panchayats
own employees.
Panchayat Samiti had to constitute a number of Sthayee Samitis
(Standing committees) for its proper functioning. Each samiti consisted of 3 to
5 members elected by the members of the Panchayat Samiti from among
themselves. Moreover, the State Government could nominate a highest number
of 5 officials to act as members of different sthayee Samitis. They had no right
to vote members of each Sthayee Samiti of a Panchayat Samiti elected from
among themselves a chairperson called karmadhyaksha.
Each Panchayat Samiti had the following Sathayee Samitis: I)
Artha-0-Sanstha Sthayee Samiti (Finance, Establishment,
Development and Planing)~
II)
Janasasthya Sthayee Samiti (Public health);
Ill)
Purta Karya Sthayee Samiti (Public works);
JV)
Krishi-Sech-0-Samabay Sthayee Samiti (Agriculture, Irrigation
and co-operation);
Sikha Sthsyee Samiti (Education);
·V)
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VI)
Kshudra silpa-Tran-0-Janakalyan Sthayee Samiti (Cottage and
Small S·:aie Industries, Relief and Social Welfare);
VII) Bon-0-bhoomi Sanskar Sthayee Samiti (Forest and Land
Reforms);
VIII) Matsyo-0-Pranisampad Bikash Sthayee Samiti (Fisheries and
Animal Resources)~
IX)
Khadyo-0-Sarbaraho Sthayee Samiti (Food and Supplies); and
X)
Any other Sthayee Samiti (Standing Committee) created by the
Panchayat Samiti with State Government approval).
FUNC1)0NS:

Generally, the Panchayat Samiti shouldered the similar responsibility
those pt~rformed by Gram Panchayat. The Only difference was that the
Panchayat Samiti operated across the whole Block and handled all works
whose nature, scale or level of Programme funding placed it outside the orbit of
Gram Panchayat affairs. According to Section 109 of the West Bengal
Panchayat Act, 1973, the main function of the Panchayat Samiti was to
monitor. Supervise and integrate the workings of the Gram Panchayats under
its jurisdiction.
Other functions of the Panchayat Samiti were: I) Undertake any schemes or adopt measures with financial assistance for the
development of agriculture, live stock, cottage and small industry, water
supply, Public health, Sanitation, irrigation etc.
II) Undertake management of any institution or organization which was
entrusted to the Panchayat samiti by the state government or any other
competent authority.
III) Manage or maintain any activity of Public utility under the control and
management of the Panchayat Samiti (Section 110).
IV) Sandion of grants-in-aids to any school, Public institution or welfare
organiza~ion within the block area (Section-III).
V) Co-o:·dinate and integrate the development plans and schemes prepared by
various gram Panchayats in the block area (Section-II).
VI) Adoption of necessary measures for the relief of distressed people.
VII) Pan·:hayat Samitis might take over the responsibility of maintenance and
control of any road, bridge, tank, ghat, drainage system etc. belonged to a
private owner or any other authority (Section-112)
Zilla Padshad:
Zilla Parishad was the upper most tier of Panchayati Raj institution in
West Bengal. According to 1973 Act, there would be a Zilla Parishad in district
level bearing the name of the district. It consisted of the following members:a) Directly elected members not more than three from each block of the
district.
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b) Subhapatis of the Panchayat Samiti within the district (Ex-officio
;nembers)
c) Loksabha members and MLAs elected from the district (excluding
ministers) and Rajya Sabha members residing in the district.
The members of the Zilla Parishad elected a Sabhadhipati (Chairman)
and a Sahakari-Sabhadhipati (Vice - Chaiman) from among themselves in its
first valid meeting. It was the responcibility of the Sabhadhipati and Sarkari
Sabhadhipati to look after the over all management of the affairs of the Zilla
Parishad. The District Magistrate, an fAS officer of the Zilla Parishud. There
was also an Additional Executive officer who held the rank of the Additional
District Magistrate.
One secretary was appointed from the WBCS category, whose duty was
to assist the District Magistrate in discharging latter's duties. The executive
oftker was responsible in formulating policies and Programmes of the Zilla
Parishad and implementation thereof. He exercised control over the officers
transferred to the Zilla Parishad and supervised the Panchayat Samitis and
Gram Panchayats in the district. The Additional Executive officers exercised
such powers, performed such functions and discharged such duties of the
Executive officer, as the state government might direct from time to time. An
executivt: Engineer was appointed to the Zilla Parishad by the state government
for exere:~ising technical supervision over the development schemes of the Zilla
Parishac!. The internal audit of the Zilla Parishad was conducted by the
Regional Audit and Accounts officer under the administrative control of the
Divisional commissioner. The Examiner of Local Accounts, West Bengal
conducted the Statutory auditof Zilla Parishad.
For discharging its functions smoothly, the Zilla Parishad delegate
powers to the following stayee Samitis (Standing Committees), as the
Panchayat Samitis did.
i)
Artho-o-Sanstha Sthayee Samiti.
ii)
Janasasthya Sthayee Samiti,
iii)
Purta-karya-sthayee Sam!ti,
iv)
Krishi, Sech-0-Samabay Sthayee Samiti,
v)
Shiksha Sthayee Samiti,
vi)
Kshudra Silpa-Tran-0-Janakalyan Sthayee Samiti,
vij) Bon-0-bhoomi Sanskar Sthayee Samiti,
viii) Matsya -0-Pranisampad bikash Sthayee Samiti,
ix)
Khadyo-0 _ Sarbaraho Sthayee Samiti and
x)
Any other Sthayee Samiti created by the Zilla Parishad with the
approval of the State Government.
Tc coordinate the work of the Sthayee Samitis and that of the Zilla
Pari shad ;,here was a Samanway Samiti (Co-ordination Committee) composed
of the Sabhadhipati, Sahakari Sabhadhipati, the Karmadhyakshas of all the
Zilla Parishad's Sthayee Samitis, the Executive officer, and the Additional
Executive officer. This committee-met at least once a month. All decision were
taken by majority votes.
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Functions: Following were the powers and func tions of the Zi lla Parishad :a) To undertake any schemes or offer financial assistance for the
development of agriculture, livestock, industries, rural credit, water supply,
irrigation, primary, secondary and adult education, etc.
b) To make grants-in-aids to any school, public institution or public
welfare organization.
c) To manage or maintain any work ofPublic utility or any institution.
d) To examine and sanction the budget estimate of the Panchayat
Samiti,
e) To undertake the execution of any scheme entrusted to it by State
Government or any other authority.
t) To adopt necessary measures for the relief of the dis tressed people.
g) To perform such other functions as the State Government might
direct from to time, by general or specific order.
EVALUATION:
The three-tier Panchayat System introduced by the West Bengal
Panchayat Act, 1973 , could not bring about any remarkable success in the field
of decentralized governance of the state prior to 1978. During the period 197277, the Panchayat system of the state was in a moribund condition. The
congress government, which had passed the Act, had no commitments towards
Panchayati Raj System, even through it passed a series of Panchayat Acts
during the period.
In the above situation the CPI (M) led left front government came into power
of the state in June, 1977. Working in a highly centralized constitutional and
political structure and backward feudal culture, the left front government gave
priority to achieve three major goals on the rural front.
In the first place, it gave emphasis on the regeneration of stagnant rural
economy and to promote distributive justice. Secondly, it took initiative to set
democratic processes in rural West Bengal in motion, and thirdly, it had to
undermine ·rock departmentalism ' rooted in deep elitism and conservatism
permuting the bureaucratic structures.
Thus, the new left front government chalked out a programme of rural
development based on land reform and decentralization power through
Panchayats. After making some amendment to the 1973 Act, the government
held elections on 4 June, 1978 to all three tiers ofPanchayats. West Bengal was
the first state throughout India to hold Panchayat election on the basis of open
participation of political parties and at regular intervals.
Thus, a new chapter began for the Panchayat Raj Institutions in the state.
These Panchayats were not only institutions of decentralized governance but
also acted as instruments of Pro-poor socio-economic change through land
reform programmes. A significant change, was occurred by the 1973 Act under
the left Front regime, i.e., while the State government officials played a crucial
role in formulating policies and implementation thereof, now the elected
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formul ated the pol icies and the government officials shouldered
the resp ""'l nsibi lity oftheir im plemen tation in all the three ti ers ofth e Panchayat i
Raj Inst itutions. Thus, a new rural leadership emerged in the decentra li zed
governance system in West Bengal.

POST - 73RD AMENDMENT DEVELOPMENT IN THE PROCESS OD
DECENTRALIZED GOVERNANCE IN WEST BENGAL:
To recognize the Panchayati Raj bodies constitutionally and to bring
about a uniformity in the Panchayat Raj System in all the Indian States, the 7Yd
constitution Amendment Act was passed in 1992. lt was obligatory to all the
State governments to implement this Act in their respective states.
The post independence West Bengal Panc hayat Act was passed for th e
firs t time in 1957. ln 1963 Zi lla Parishad Act was passed for bring about
democratic decentralization in a remodeled manner. In 1973, west Bengal
Panchayat Act. was passed to give Panchayati Raj a new shape. In 1977, the
left from government came into power of the state and injected a new life to the
Panchay:1t bodies to overcome va rious social, political, structural and
constitut~ onal hurdles inherited with the Panchayat System.
T!-Je government of West Bengal made a number of amendments to th e
West Bt=,ngal Panchayat Act, 1973, in the year 1992, 1994, and 1997, to make
conform ity with the 73rd constitution Panchayat Act. The following are the
some of the important provisions of the amendments made by the government
of West Bengal on the line of73rd constitution Amendment Act.
I)
The term of the three-tier Panchayat bodies has been fixed for 5
years .
11) The gram sabha was given statutory recogn ition and it was th e
obligatory duty of the gram Panchayat to hold at least one meeting of gram
Sabha in a year. The gram Panchayat was required to place its budget, annual
report and the audit report to the . meeting of the gram sabha and any
recommendations or suggestions given by the <Sabha' were to be placed in the
meetings of the gram Panchayat to take action on the same.
III) A state Election commission was established for holding election
to the three-tiers ofPanchayati Raj bodies within the state.
IV) A state Finance commission was constituted to review the financi al
position of Panchayats and make recommend ations to the governor on
measures necessary for improvement of financial position of Panchayats;
principle for determination of taxes, duti es, tolls, fees to be assigned or
appropri at~d by Panchayats, etc.
V) A District council was constitu ted for every district of th e state
under the. chairpersonship (Adhyakshata) of the leader of the opposition in the
Zilla Par\shad concerned. The council was established to scrutinize the
accountsfoudgets of any Panchayat body of any of the three tiers within the
district in order to ensure that the expenditu re made by it satisfies the norms of
propriety, rules and regulations, etc. (Ghosh, Buddhadeb, 2000).
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VI) One-third seats were reserved for women in all the three-tier of the
Panchayat bodies by rotation (Pramanik, S.K. and Datta, P, 1994 ).
VII) A gram sansad was to be constituted of all voters of each of
electoral constituencies of a gram Panchayat. The gram sansad meets twice in a
year. Its first meeting considers the budget for the coming year and the annual
meeting considers the revised budget of the previous year, the accounts of the
last six months, the activities undertaken last year and proposed to be
undertaken in the coming year.
VUI)Very recently, the government of west Bengal has issued an order
(Dated 07/01/2005) to every gram panchayat to tonn a 'Gram Unnayan
Samiti'. (Village Development committee) in every 'Gram Sansad' consisting
of elected representatives of male and female persons interested in rural
development, representatives from NGOs, SHGs, retired on serving teachers,
government employee etc. to create a co-operative federal structure in
Panchayati Raj bodies which would work on the basis of consensus, openness
and transparency for comprehensive rural development.
V/ith effect from 1998, Panchayat Samitis and Zilla Parishads in West
Bengal have been working with the assistance of the following sthayee
Samitis: ·
I)
Artha, Sanstha, Unnayan-0-Parikalpana Sthayee Samiti,
II)
Janasasthya-0-Paribesh Sthayee Samiti,
III)
Krishi-Sech-0-Samabay Sthayee Samiti,
IV)
Purtakarya-0-Paribahan Sthayee Samiti,
V)
Shiksha-sanskriti, Tathya-0-Krira Sthayee Samiti,
VI)
Shishu-0-Nari-Unnayan, Janakalyan -0- Tran Sthayee
Samiti,
VII) Bon -0- Bhoomi Sanskar Sthayee Samiti,
VIII) Matsya-0-Pranisampad Bikash Sthayee Samiti,
IX)
Khadyo-0-Sarbaraho Sthayee Samiti,
X)
Kshudra shilpa, Bidyut-0-Achiracharit Shakti Sthayee Samiti
(West Bengal Panchayat (Amendment) Act, 1997).
In literal meaning Self-Government denoted autonomy without outside
interference. Panchayati Raj Institutions in west Bengal have survived since a
long period and worked out in a continuous Governing process at the rural
level under the state administration. The 73rd constitution Amendment Act have
recognized and protect them constitutionally and they have been enabled to
continue even after a political change occurred in writer's Buildings
(Mukhar3ee, N, Bandhyopadaya, 1993 ). Regular Pachayat at elections have
helped th-: decentralization of power with the organized force of rural poor and
middle c:ass. lt has also established the power of the poor and rural middle
class by :..:urbing the power of the bureaucrats in the villages of West Bengal
( Acharya, P, 1993 ).
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GRAM SABHA IN PANCHAYATI RAJ SYSTEM UNDER THE 73RD
AMENDMENT ACT:
Mahatma Gandhi has said that "true democracy could not be worked by
some men sitting at the top. It had to be worked from below by the people of
every village." (Meenakshi Sundaram, S.S, 1997). It has really been a problem
as to how the people could be closely associated in the decision making process
at the grass-root level. Thus, a three-tier structure of Panchayati Raj based on
the concept of organic linkage was considered as a natural choice for building
up an institutional structure which was to be closer to the people. But only a
three-tier structure of Panchayati Raj is not sut11cient to bring all the rural
masses into the decision-making apparatus of rural progress.
Because rural progress totally depends on the existence of an active
organization at village level, which would unite all sections of the people into a
common platform and programme. "Gram Sabha' is considered to be that
active organization and common platform at village level.
Scholars, like Rajni Kothari has held that there is a 'politicianbureaucrat nexus' in Panchayat bodies and to make this nexus responsible and
accountable, a larger citizen involvement is to be provided which can combine
older forms of informal consensus-making mechanisms with the more formal,
institutionalized and legal forms decreed by legislation. Gram Sabha is an
example of this type of larger citizens involvement which have the potential of
overseeing the working of elected bodies (Mecnakshi Sundaram, S.S, 1997).
Panchayati Raj is a unit of govemmental system where the gram Sabha
is the most important basic institution in the Panchayati Raj System. Gram
Sabha is a village-meeting where all adult male and female citizens discuss
common problems they face in their village. It is a reservoir of people's power,
an embodiment of gram Swaraj. Gram Sabha is such a place where the
Panchay8ts and the people stand in a face-to -face position. Thus, it is a model
for democracy at the grass-root level based on direct participation by the people
(The Diwakar Study Team, 1984). It is a base ofPanchayati Raj System which
established democratic decentralization at village level.
Grass root democracy became a reality with the 7Yd constitution
Amendment Act which sought to bring about the democratic processes at all
levees by formalizing a mechanism wherein people at all levels would get an
opportunity to participate freely their development and welfare matters. Article
2438 of the 73rd Amendment Act placed 'Gram Sabha' in a key position
defining it as a 'body consisting of persons registered in the electoral roles
relating to a village comprised within the area of Panchayat at the village level.
Article 243A describes its role by saying this, 'A Gram Sabha may exercise
such power and perform such functions at the village level as the legislature of
a state may, by law, provide'. (Meenakshi Sundaram, S.S, 1997).
The functions of the Gram Sabha are different tappes in different states.
West Bengal has given extensive rowers to Gram Sabha. The functions of
Gram Sabha in West Bengal are as follows: -
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i) Mobilise voluntary labour and contribution in kind and cash tor community
welfare programme.
ii) promote unity and harmony among all sections of society. (Jain, S.P, 1999).
EVALUATION:

It is true that democracy can succeed only if people are allowed to
participa.te in its working. The Gram Panchayat, as the organ of representative
democraGy, cannot work well without achieving the confidence of the Gram
Sabha, a.1 organ of participatory democracy.
Tnrough the experience of the working of Gram Sabha in different states
do not snow a picture of success; still it has the potential to serve as a strong
forum for participatory democracy, if it is given requisite powers and functions.
According to Webster's research experience, the Gram Sabhas of West
Bengal which were created by the Amendment of the west Bengal Panchayat
Act in 1992, has started working well. G.K. Lieten had also recognized that in
spite of the 'Baktrita Culture', an active participation by the rural people in the
meetings of Gram Sabhas was a Reality. (Datta, P, 1999). To fu~fill the
objective of Panchayati Raj of establishing participatory democracy Gram
Sabhas are to be strengthened in associating people with the programmes of the
Panchayat, to make taxation measures more popular, to no wish transparency at
local level and to give proper heaving to the \Veaker sections of the people
(Meenakshi Sundaram, S.S, 1997).
GRAM SANSAD IN PANCHAYATl RAJ SYSTEM UNDER THE
GOVERNMENT OF WEST BENGAL:
G,·ass root participation was one of the basic thrusts of the 73rd
Amendm:::nt Act. While the Amendment wanted to institutionalize people's
participaiion through a body like Gram Sabha to be established in all the states,
uniforrna;Jy, a state, named West Bengal, has taken a step forward by creating a
new body called 'Gram Sansad' at each electoral constituency leveL 'Palli
Sabha' was the similar type of body created in the state of Orissa. Kerala has
created '\Yard Sabha' in each constituency of a Gram Panchayat.
Gram Sansad of West Bengal is an extended group of voluntary
individuals. All voters of each of the electoral constituencies of a Gram
Panchayat constitute a 'Gram Sansad Sabha' and 'Gram Sansad' is the one
between electors and the elected, the former is accountable to the latter.
The gram Sansad meets twice in a year. The half-yearly meeting
generally held in November which considers the budget for the coming year. It
also analyses the written opinion of the members on the budget and the last
audit report. The annual meeting of the Gram Sansad generally held in the
month budget of the previous year, the account of the last six months, the
activities undertaken last year and which are going to be adopted in the coming
year. The meetings of the Gram San sad are generally convened by the Pradhan,
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or in hi ~~ absence, by the Upa-prad han. The State Government can remov ed
them if they fail to convene the meeting.
A Gram Sansad may guide and advise the Gram Panchayat in respect to
the schemes for economic development and social justice undertaken or going
to be undertaken in its area. The sansad may do the following:!. Identify or lay down principles for identification of schemes which are
required to be taken up on priority basis for economic development of
the village;
II. Identify or Jay down principles for identification of beneficiar ies for
various poverty alleviation Programmes;
Ill. Constitute one or more beneficiary committees consisting of not more
than five persons, who are not members of the Gram Panchayat.
IV. Mobilize mass participation for community welfare programmes and
programmes for ad ult education, family welfare and child welfare.
V. Promote solidarity and harmony among all sections of the people,
irrespective of religion, faith , caste, creed, or race; and
VI. Record its objection to any action of the Pradhan or any other member
of the Gram Panchayat for failure to implement any other development
scheme properly or without active participation of the people of the area.
(Datta, P, & Bhattacharya Sen, P, 1999).

EVALUATION:
Gram Sansads in West Bengal introduced in the year 1994 by the W est
Bengal Panchayat (Amendment) Act, 1994, but it gets momentum from the
year 1996. The Gram Sansad in West Bengal has assumed special significance
with the responsibility of decentralized planning at the Gram Panchayat level
with effect from 200 1. Now the members of Gram Sansad draw up village
development plan . The Gram Sansads are playing the role of collecting data,
situation analysis, and identification of beneficiaries.
But the frequencies of holding or convening of the meetings of Gram
Sansads all over the districts of the state are not the same. A hundred percent
coverage of the Gram Sansad meetings are few. Since May 1996 to May 1998
100% convening of the gram San sad meetings occurred only 5 times in the
districts of Bankura, Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and Uttar Binajpur. During the
period of fifth Panchayat general election in 1998 the number of Gram Sansads
in the State enhanced fro m 36217 to 44, 506, i.e. an enhancement of 22 .89%.
The reason behind this enhancement was the representation of people per Gram
Panchaya i: member was extended. (Ghosh, D.K. 2001 ).
The overall picture of the Gram Sansad meetings throughout the state
can be sh,-)wn in the following table I data.
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GRAM SANSAD MEETINGS
PERIOD of MEETING
MAY, 1996
NOVEMBER, 1996
MAY, 1997
NOVEMBER, 1997
MAY, 1998
NOVEMBER~ 1998
MAY, 1999
NOVEMBER, 1999

PERCENT AGE OF MEETING
42 .58
86.86
77.42
88.84
28 .81
99.10
97 .39
96.27

(Ghosh, O.K. in Administrative change, Vol. XXVIII No-2 & Vol. XXIX No-1
January-December, 2001)
Gram Sansads are treated as the basic unit of democracy and a platform
for interaction with the common rural masses to ensure transparency in the
functioning of the Panchayat bodies. But in most ofthe cases meetings of Gram
Sansads are not simply convened (Ghosh, D. K., 2001). But for ensuring
transparency in the activities of Panchayats, people's involvement in regular
manner must be increased. Otherwise, bribery and other forms of corruption
may hinder the fair working of Panchayat as it is now found in some cases.
GRAM UNNA Y AN SAMITI IN WEST BENGAL:
The present left Front Government of West Bengal has taken another
step for the creation of a unique body in every Gram Sansad area of Gram
Panchayat level all over the state. The Government has recently issued an order
which directs every Gram Panchayat by saying that every Gram Sansad would
constitute a Gram Unnayan Samiti (Village Development Committee) in its
area und er Article 16 (A) (6) (C) of the West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1973 . The
Government order spoke that this Samiti must be constituted within three
months of the issuance of the directive. The Samiti is to be constituted for the
comprehensive development of the people of Gram Sansad area, especially, for
the development of poor and downtrodden people of the locality.
Gram Unnayan Samiti will be consisted of all types of people of the
Sansad area. They are: I.

II .
III .

One or two Gram Panchayat member elected to the concerned Gram
Sansad area.
Those defeated Gram Panchayat candidates who sucured Second
highest vote in the last Panchayat election.
Maximum three elected representatives, one each from among any
Non-Governmental organizations (NGO) or voluntary Organization
working in the area (Registered or approved by the state
Government), and other Co-operative organization, such as - cooperative Agriculture Development committee, village Education
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committee, Anganwadi centers, Managing committee of child
Education centers, watershed committee, water users Committee,
Forest Protection committee, etc. These members must be
members/voters of the concerned Gram Sansad.
IV.
Three elected members one each from among the self- help -groups
which are working in the Gram Sansad area since last six months and
who maintain Bank Accounts, of these three elected members two
must be from those type of Self- Help Groups which are run by
women. These members also must be voters of Gram Sansad area.
V.
One elected members from among the voters and residents of retired
or serving Government employee.
VI.
One elected members from among the voters and residents of retired
and serving teachers.
VII. Remaining ten members or one percent members of the total voters
of the Sansad (whichever is more) shall be elected from among the
other voters not mentional above.
VIII. One third members of the Gram Unnayan Samiti must be women.
The seniormost Panchayat member elected to the sansad will be the
President of the Gram Unnayan Samiti. The Gram Unnayan Samiti in its first
meeting will elect a secretary from among its elected members. The tenure of
the Gram Unnayan Samiti will be the same as of the concerned Gram
Panchayat. The Gram Unnayan Samiti will hold at least one meeting in a
month for discharging its functions smoothly. The meeting will be presided
over by the president of the Gram Unnayan Samiti. Gram Panchayat can direct
any of its statTtop assist the working of the Gram Unnayan Samiti.

FUNClJONS:
Gram Unnayan Samiti will help the Gram Sansad in preparing a t'iveyear plan and an annual plan along with its budget for the economic
development of Gram Sansad area and to ensure social justice in the area. The
Samiti will also implement the plan for Gram Sansad and make supervision on
it. Gram Unnayan Samiti will have to perform the following functions: I.
To identify the severe problems in consultation with the poor people of
the Sansad area,
II. To identifY or lay down principles for fixing priority of schemes for
economic development~
III. To prepared half yearly and annual report on the advancement of the
working of the Samiti and its account and to place them before the Sansad
meeting for its approval.
IV. To help the Panchayat to fix the tax rates and to collect taxes and to
enhance extra tax income~
V. To Hdvise the Gram Sansad for the fullest utilization of the local resources
including the material and hwnan resources;
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VI. To assist the Gram Sansad for the utilization of all kinds of resources in

the development of life Standard of all sections of people residing in the Gram
Sansad area~
VII. To assist in the working of the rural based staffs engaged in health,
nutrition, gender-equity, education, environment protection, development of
women and child, providing loans and its repayment, etc.
VIII. To take initiative for the resistance of natural and social calamities, such
as, Drought, Flood, River- Erosion, Diseases, Epidemics, etc. and to create
food bank for the security of foods;
IX. To ensure active participation of rural people in all workings of Gram
Panchayats and Gram Sansad and to maintain required co-ordination among
them; and
X. To organize Self-Help-Groups, beneficiary Groups, and to act as an
information centre for all kinds of news and information of the village.
XI. Gram Unnayan Samiti wile be solely responsible to the Gram Sansad for
all its workings.
The Pradhans and Up-Pradhan, Member of Panchayat Samiti and Zilla
Parishad (Under whose electoral constituency that Gram Sansad constituted),
officers of Panchayat and Rural Development of the State Government,
District, Sub-divisions and block level officials and Job-Assistant and Secretary
of the Gram Panchayat may visit and check the official documents, Register
and other functions of the Gram Unnayan Samiti.
Barring a few Gram Sansad areas, Gram Unnayan Samiti have been constituted
in almost all districts of West Bengal.
(Govt. order No- 110-P.N/0/1/lA-1/2004 dt-07/01/2005, Govt. ofW.B.P.&R D
Deptt.)
(By order, Honourable Governor, W.B. Signed by M.N. Roy, Secretary, W.B.
Govt.).

CONCLUSION:
The Government of West Bengal has revitalized the institutions of
Panchayati Raj in such a time when it was going through the 'Phase of
decline'. A regular election of the Panchayat bodies after the expiry of every
five years since 1978, brought West Bengal as an example to all the other states
of the country that it is the Political will, rather than the constitutional
obligation, that holds the key to the process of institutionalization of
Panchayats.
Today, the institutions of Panchayat in West Bengal are the living
examples of two-fold achievements the creation of Panchayat democracy and
success in land reform. Land reform along with holding of regular electives
have ensured broad basing of the representative character of Panchayats in
West Bengal. An uninterrupted support of the left parties MLAs and MPs to the
Government's policy of Panchayats and the practical realization of the district
bureaucrats to work with the Panchayats, helped the state Government for
providing some amount of decentralization of functions. As a result of all
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these, the Panchayati Raj Institutions of West Bengal have become to day the
lively centers of activity. Through this decentralization is in the nature of
'deconcentration' of power under which Panchayats serve as the implementing
agencies of the State Government.
This leads the Panchayats of West Bengnl to same drawbacks. Lack of
autonomy, Paucity of funds, absence of dec{!ntralized planning, failure to raise
local rt~sources, mal-distribution of benefits, inability to achieve common
accepta 'i..-:e of the decision, dominance of rich fanners and middle class, undue
politica~ interference, lock of spirit in leadership and routinisation of work are
some of the loopholes surrounded by the working of the Panchayats.
However, the 73rd constitution Amendment Act has given legislative
cum constitutional support to the Panchayat bodies and as a result the process
of decentralized Governance has achieved significance. The Amendment
provided an opportunity to the people of various weaker sections including the
women to articulate and fulfill their needs and aspirations through the
reservation system in all the three tiers of the Panchayat bodies.
Fanchayat bodies in West Bengal may become true institutions of 'SelfGovernment' if two reforms are adopted, First, its autonomous jurisdiction has
to be gradually expanded with reducing its agency functions~ and Second, it has
to prepare plans and implement schemes for 'economic development and social
justice' to promote popular participation and to ensure that it remains
accountable to the people'. Without bring out these two reforms, the possibility
of Panchayat bodies for emerging out as institutions of 'Self-Government' and
thereby facilitating genuine decentrai ization of Governance wilJ remam a
distant dream. (Ghosh, Buddhadeb, 2004).
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