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3. Participatory Development and Local Governance: The Case of Panchayati Raj 

Institution of West Bengal 

Any debate over “Participatory Development” and “Local Governance” is inseparable 

from the end of the cold war. Since the cold war’s end, donor countries have come to demand 

that development aid be more effectively and efficiently implemented and started to seek new 

aid strategies capable of garnering the support of their people and of replacing the strategy 

based on east-west ideological conflict. There is growing awareness that in order for aid to 

have visible effects, to protect human rights, and to promote democratization, donors must 

become actively involved in reforms of a developing nation’s political system, policies and 

implementing structures. The period since the 1980s has seen a global trend toward political 

democratization and pluralism, economic liberalization and transitions to a market oriented 

economy, although that has varied from country to country and region to region. In this light, 

increasing attention has come to be paid to the importance of border people’s participation. 

People’s participation, transparency and accountability are the major areas of concern 

for ensuring good governance at the local level. After initiation of the new Panchayati Raj 

Institution during the early nineties the local governance as a whole has got a strong impetus 

along with democratic decentralization, to some extent in administrative and fiscal 

decentralization. However, within six decades of experiments we are yet to cover the most 

difficult path from representative democracy to participatory democracy. Adding to that 

participatory democracy is yet to work with full vigor to achieve participatory development. 

All stakeholders are supposed to be actively and directly involved in the participatory 

development process, especially the rural local self government. The Sansad members elected 

to the members of rural local self governments have to ensure people’s participation in Gram 

Sabha and the same time they have to articulate and present their need, which is their right at 

the Gram Panchayat meeting. The whole process of participatory development is also 

considered as open learning for the illiterate rural poor. It is a process of learning by asserting 

in public meetings and doing (1). 

With the implementation of the Constitution’s 73rd Amendment Act ,1993 especially 

the 29 subjects in the 11 scheduled and adding to that the formation of the District Planning 

Committees under 243 and 244(G), bottom up planning for development has got momentum. 
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After around two decade, the elected representatives of the local governments are in the 

process of exercising their power, rule or authority, representing territoriality here referred to 

as their respective territorial constituencies and work for building self- sufficiency. As Dahl 

(1975) argues, “politics has to involve all the above mentioned three” (2) otherwise political 

decentralization that has been achieved with due representation especially from women, dalits 

and tribals would go in vain. So, political empowerment has to work to build economic well 

being not only of an individual may be it has to begin with the elected representative’s family 

itself and also of the society as a whole. However, the reality at the grassroots is different. 

With regards to physical and financial achievements under different development schemes 

funds allocation, expenditure as well as achievements is not very encouraging. 

People’s direct and active participation in the local area development decision making 

process aims at self-help and empowerment of the individuals as well as the institutions. It 

can be an end in itself or even means to an end. Through ‘agency based approach’ or even 

‘efficiency based approach’ the participation of the rural poor especially the women, dalit and 

tribal communities can be ensured. The inherent hierarchies, power differentials and socio-

economic disparities both within and outside the communities play a big role in bringing 

differentials in participation, (3). However, the elected representatives to the Panchayati Raj 

Institutions have keep in mind that they are elected by the constituency to think and act on 

behalf of them and always think good and constructive as well. At the same time they also 

have to overcome their own poverty otherwise thinking and acting on behalf of others may be 

difficult. So, database grounding and its authentication on a regular basis with active 

participation from the primary stakeholders can meet the local needs with due mobilization of 

the internal as well as external resources would promote ownership, transparency in the 

system, make the development administrators accountable for their wrongdoings and above 

all promote good governance at the grassroots. 

In December 1989, the organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD)’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC) released a “policy statement on 

development cooperation in the 1990s”. It cited sustainable development, concern for the 

environment, and participatory development as the most important issues on the development 

aid agenda for the 1990s. Addressing the importance of participatory development it states 

that stimulating productive energies of people, encouraging border participation of all people 

in productive processes, and a more equitable sharing of their benefits, must become more 
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central elements in development strategies and development cooperation. This strategy is 

premised on four essential approaches:- 

i) Investment in human resources in the broad sense, including education 

and training meeting the needs for food and health care, and efforts to eradicate 

AIDS and narcotics problems; 

ii) Strengthening of political system, government mechanisms, and legal 

systems in which democracy and respect for human rights are secured; 

iii) Effective use not only of central governments, but also of local 

organizations and self government, non-governmental organizations (NGOS), and 

the private sector; and  

iv) The establishment of open and competitive market economy structures 

to mobilize individual initiative and dynamic private enterprise. 

The objective of economic and social development in developing countries is to 

set in motion a process of self reliant and sustainable growth through which social justice 

can be achieved. Development within a developing society aims, at building into society 

the mechanisms that will ultimately permit self-reliant growth without foreign assistance, 

of sustaining stable growth patterns for economic development in harmony with the 

environment, and at providing equal and appropriate opportunities to take part in 

development to overcome income gaps, regional disparities and inequalities between men 

and women. 

For this to be possible, the central focus of development is not necessarily to boost 

production of materials goods; instead, it should be to foster and enhance people’s 

capability to have a role in their society’s development. To this end, people should be 

willingly involved in a wide range of development activities as agents and beneficiaries 

of development. It is this participation that is important. Actually, participatory 

development as an approach to development that is designed to enhance sustainability and 

self reliance and to achieve social justice through improvements in the quality of people’s 

participation. The focal point of participatory development should be the qualitative 

enhancement of participation in local societies.  

The government-led development approach adopted by many developing 

countries beginning in the 1950s and 1960s was, on the one hand, effective and efficient 

as a method of planned and concentrated investment of scarce resources into industry. 
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Given insufficient participatory capabilities of local people and local societies, however, 

it tended on the other hand to put the intended beneficiaries of development in a passive 

position. This government-led approach to development left intact or even widened the 

deep-rooted problems including economic and social disparities between social classes, 

between genders, between regions and between urban and rural areas in effect reinforcing 

the position of the classes and regions that benefited from development. 

Participatory development is not an attempt to replace the top down development 

approach with a local community-led approach. Rather, it is a view point that 

simultaneously stresses the need for the government-led approach in terms of national- 

level economic planning and coordination of development planning and the demerits of 

widening disparities and worsening poverty inherent in that approach when used alone. 

Participatory development attempts to introduce a bottom-up style of development in 

order to remedy the government-led approach’s shortcomings, specifically by focusing on 

qualitative improvements in local society’s participation. 

This participation must not be transient; it must entail the sustainable upgrading of 

participation quality. For this to happen, the underlying conditions must be met to 

facilitate the long term, process of participation and its self-reliant sustainability. The long 

term process of participation cited here is: raising the awareness of local people, forming 

community groups, upgrading their requisite resource management abilities and creating 

norms or internalizing their mechanisms, and improving capabilities for external 

negotiations. The shaping and planning of this participatory process requires both a long-

term vision and willingness to selectively improve and bolster traditional community 

systems as tools of development. 

To create the conditions for promoting sustainable participation, governments 

must create and adopt basic legislation and institutions that guarantee; political and 

economic freedoms as well as strive to meet a broader range of basic human needs. 

Government also needs to relax regulations in order to remove obstacles to economic 

participation, improve financial management, create infrastructure and train business 

people and entrepreneurs. These are the important components of good governance, 

which is the basis of participatory development.    

Modern local government puts an emphasis on more active forms of citizenship, 

and on the community governance. Participation in governance for a good society 
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requires direct- connection between citizens and the state. The connection between the 

citizen and the state must be based on participation and inclusion. Increasingly, around 

the world, a number of mechanisms are being explored which can foster these more 

inclusive and deliberative forms of engagement between citizen and state. These go under 

various labels, ranging from ‘participation governance’ to deliberative democracy to 

‘empowered deliberative democracy. Fung and Wright (4) defined them as: democratic in 

their reliance on the participation and capacities of ordinary people, deliberative because 

they institute reasons- based decision making and empowered since they attempt to tie 

action to discussion. Such an approach, later re-labeled empowered, participatory 

governance by Fung (5) involves linking ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ forms of 

governance to create ‘a new architecture of governance that cuts a middle path between 

the dichotomy of devolution and democratic centralism’. 

Around the world, there are numerous examples of innovations which incorporate 

this approach, ranging from provisions for participatory planning at the local government 

level in India and the Philippines, to participatory budgeting in Brazil, to citizen 

monitoring committees in Bolivia, to forms of public referenda and citizen consultation in 

the Europe. Most of these approaches involve new legal frameworks for local governance 

which incorporate a mix of direct forms of popular participation with more representative 

forms of democracy. According to Cornwall and Gaventa (6) placing an emphasis on 

inclusive participation as the very foundation of democratic practice, these approaches 

suggest a more active notion of citizenship, which recognizes the agency of citizens as 

‘makers and shapers ‘rather than as ‘users and choosers’(7) of interventions or services 

designed by others. As Listen (8) suggests, ‘the right of participation in decision making 

in social, economic, cultural and political life should be included in the nexus of basic 

human rights …………..’ . Citizenship as participation can be seen as representing an 

expression of human agency in the political arena, broadly defined; citizenship as rights 

enables people to act as agents. The DFID (9) paper on Human Rights for poor people 

calls for participation of the poor in decisions which affects their lives to be included in 

the list of universal human rights. The right to participate is also linked to rights of 

inclusion, and to rights to obligation, through which poor people may expect to hold 

governments more accountable and responsive. More recent studies of participatory 

forms of local governance have begun to point some more positive outcomes. Blair’s (10) 

own study of democratic local governance in six countries, for instance, points to some 
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gains in accountability and as well as participation and empowerment goals. According to 

Osmani (11) truly participatory decentralization has contributed to both to greater equity 

and efficiency of local services, because it allows responsiveness to local services. 

While the ‘local’ and related themes of ‘participation’ and ‘empowerment’ are 

increasingly part of the development discourse, the local has many conflicting political 

meanings, and is itself a problematic concept, especially in an era of increased 

globalization. Historically, the ‘local’ has been considered a key site for democracy 

building and citizen participation. It has been there that ‘people usually come into 

contract with participations on public officials, receive services and benefits from the 

state, and organize together in communities’ (12). Local governance provided a learning 

ground for border understandings and forms of citizenship. However, in the current 

climate, the focus on the ‘local’ is increasingly problematic, for at least two reasons. First, 

as Mohan and Stokke (13) remind us, we need to carefully examine the concept of 

locality, and how it is being used by a variety of non local actors. Increasingly, ideas of 

participation and local governance are being promoted by a wide variety of actors, 

ranging from grassroots social movements and political parties, to mainstream 

development organizations, such as the World Bank, UNDP, USAID and many others. As 

concepts of local participation are being mainstreamed throughout development discourse 

they are also being used to support for a neo-liberal agenda and structural adjustment, to 

promotion of more progressive notions of development and democracy building. A 

second problem surrounding a narrow focus of the local is the way in which the discourse 

may screen out the importance of extra local factors that equally shape the possibilities 

for democratic participation locally. At one level, of course, this is seen in the importance 

of nation legal frameworks, and strong central governments, in making local democratic 

innovations more effective. At the same time, a focus on the local without attention to the 

national may in fact diffuse national reform strategies. Some see the decentralization 

agenda as a way of undercutting work on human rights, especially for women, much of 

which has been carried out at the national and international levels. In such situations, 

work on national level reforms, such as participatory Constitutionalism, may be a pre-

requisite for local work.  

The meanings of the government and governance are different. Government is one 

of the actors in governance. On the other hand according to the Concise Oxford 

Dictionary, the meaning of the word ‘Governance’ is the act or manner of governing: the 
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office or function of governing. Governance means the process of decisions making and 

the process by which decisions are implemented. The term governance can be used in 

several contexts such as corporate governance, national governance, local governance, 

etc. Good governance is the key word in the current development discourse. Good 

Governance can be described as the citizen friendly, citizen caring and responsive 

administration. The Human Development Report (2002), from human development 

perspective says good governance is democratic governance. Good governance requires 

wide participation in making public choices and regulations. Such participation involves 

not only government agencies but also different non- governmental and peoples’ 

organizations. One of the objectives of good governance as it relates to participation is to 

encourage political leadership that reflects and promotes itself as an ideal of good 

citizenship. 

 

3.1 Concept of Local Government: - Many countries deliberately introduced systems of 

local government to ensure spot management of local problems. Municipal government 

and Panchayati Raj in India are illustrations of this type (14). To give a definition and 

specific meaning to the term ‘local government’ is a difficult task. The task becomes 

much more difficult when it takes into account a number of terms and phrases designed to 

connote more or less the same meaning, in spite of slight variation in regard to the 

structural patterns they imply; same of the popular terms are: ‘local government’, ‘local 

authority’, ‘local self government’, ‘local self governing units’ and ‘local representative 

government’ (15). Often the term ‘local government’ and ‘local self government’ are used 

without any distinction. In India (16) the term ‘self government’ is more widely used and 

in other countries ‘local government’ is more prevalent. P. Stones (17) define it by saying 

that ‘local government is that part of government of a country which deals with those 

 matters which concern people living in a particular locality’. 

    The local government is called the government at the local level simply because of 

the fact that conceptually, it has some inherent governmental characteristics which are: a) 

armed with popular mandate, it governs its locality or area as if they are normally elected by 

the local people, b) it works as a multipurpose institution delivering goods and services 

directly to the people, c) it enjoys Constitutional/legal status, and lastly, d) it works as a self 

governing institution with autonomous status. Still the central government is a sovereign 

body while the local government is merely an autonomous institution. 
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The citizen participation is crucial for success of local government, which is also 

reflected as well as substantiated in various definitions of local government. Gluding (18) 

defines local government as the management of their affairs by the people of locality. In the 

word of Harris, (19) it is a government of the people themselves through freely elected 

representative. J.S.Mill and Lord Bryce (20) also emphasized the importance of local 

government because of its most conspicuous element that facilitates active participation of 

the people. As a matter of fact, local government is an expression, which has been used to 

denote several things, depending on the context. The connotation of local government 

establishes the crucial significance of participation of people in the management and 

administration of their local affairs through their elected representatives and their own 

frequent involvement in the formulation and implementation of development plans for their 

locality. Thus, it is obvious that the concept of people’s participation in local government is 

of great importance for successful functioning of a local authority. People’s participation not 

only enhances individual dignity and community feeling at the local levels, but also makes 

the programmes more responsive and better adapted to the local needs.  

 

3.2 Rationale of Local Government: - The need for strengthening the local government in 

any country can be rationalized mainly on four grounds. Firstly, local government promotes 

and strengthens local democracy as it provides opportunities to the local people to participate 

in the process of decision making of those matters that affect their lives. Secondly, local 

government serves as the basis for healthy growth of democracy at the national level. Thirdly, 

it strengthens democracy by grooming new leaders and cadres. Fourthly, the local 

government can serve as an instrument of national integration in countries like India where 

there is multiplicity of ethnic groups having cultural, linguistic and religious diversities (21). 

Apart from these, local government also provides the opportunity to the local people to 

involve themselves in its planning, programming, monitoring and evaluation activities for 

local development. The rationale of local government can also be discussed in terms of its 

administrative roles mainly for two reasons. Firstly, local affairs can be more efficiently 

managed by the local government than central government. Secondly, local government can 

manage its affairs not only more efficiently but more economically as well. 

In the context of globalization, liberalization and privatization, the local self 

governance has become more crucial as well as critical. Globalization has enhanced the 

importance of local government and politics as a focal point of democratic political 
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development. The emergence of global political economy essentially demands streamlined 

local governance based on participation of the local people as a precondition of global 

marketing. 

There are three models of local self government in the context of South Asian states. 

These are: a) Classical-Liberal model; b) Communist Soviet model; and c) Gandhian- 

Sarvodaya model. In India democratic decentralized model was adopted which is widely 

different from Gandhian- Sarvodaya or the Communist- soviet model. The model adopted by 

India after independence is much akin to the liberal-classical model. Here democratic 

decentralization through Panchayat came about as a result of conscious choice of the political 

leadership at the top.  

In spite of the foundation of local self government in India based on classical-liberal 

models, since 1978, Panchayati Raj Institutions in West Bengal have been managed by the 

major partner; CPI (M) in the Left Front government is much akin to the Communist-Soviet 

model of local government (22). 

 

3.3 Concept of Participation: - People’s participation has emerged as a popular political 

slogan as it has become the pre-condition for development. The meaningful participation of 

the people is a means for sharing of political power in society. It is possible in a democratic 

system of governance where the people are involved in the policy formulation, 

implementation of the policy as well as other governmental activities. The real participation 

of people in a democracy can be secured only by devolving power and resources to grassroots 

political institutions.  

The first condition of such participation is that the government must manifest a 

positive political will favoring people’s participation in politics; only then powers and 

resources can flow from the top. The second condition is that the bureaucracies in the field 

must be willing to extend a helping hand to the local community efforts. The third condition 

is that the people at the local level must have cohesive and institutionally organized groups of 

people which can actually participate and contribute to a democratic process (23). 

Participation is a comprehensive concept embracing all the aspects and phases of 

development starting with people’s initiative and unto their sustaining the activity. In view of 

the development programmes, the participation of the people could be as diverse as follows: 
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• Responding to the programme, accepting the process and adapting 

technology and innovation; 

• Extending morale support; 

• Participation in decision-making process, co-operating in 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation activities; 

• Contribution of money, material and labour; 

• Taking initiative, mobilizing people and resources; 

• Assuming leadership and ownership of project; 

In the broader sense, the term participation used to refer to all those actions taken by 

people to participate in the process of social change. Participation is not regarded as having 

committed to achieve any social goals rather it is a technique of setting goals, choosing 

priorities, on deciding and generating the resources for achieving the goal. Participation, as 

defined in a UNESCO document,(24) is ‘collective’ and sustained activity for the purpose of 

achieving some common objectives, specially a more equitable distribution of the benefits of 

development. People’s participation means involvement of the people in the developmental 

process voluntarily and willingly. In other words, participation is way of harnessing the 

existing physical, economic and social resources of rural people in order to achieve the 

objectives of development programme and projects. Government and developmental agencies 

see participation as the means to improving the delivery system of the project they seek to 

implement. In this case, participation is essentially a short-term exercise. Participation ends 

once the task is completed. The beneficiary committees in West Bengal are constituted 

seeking people’s participation on short term basis. Once the task is completed, these 

committees are dissolved. In many ways it can be argued that participation as a means is a 

passive form of participation. Participation as an end is an entirely different concept. Here we 

see participation essentially as a process which unfolds over time and the purpose of which is 

to develop and strengthen the capabilities of rural people to intervene more directly in 

development initiatives.  

From the above discussion it is clear that participation creates a sense of awareness, 

belonging, ownership and possession. It is to develop self-reliance, self-confidence, 

competence and managerial capacity. Participation enables people to discover their strength, 

increases their aspiration level and mobilizes their resources for productive purpose. 

Participation is bringing people from periphery to the core, from a passive state to an active 

state, and moulds them as thinkers, decision makers, doers and implementers from their state 
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as acceptors. It is a means to foster social responsibility and community ownership among the 

people. The ultimate objective of the people’s participation is human resource development. 

Participation being an integral process of overall development of a nation, its 

objective must not be merely political or economic, as is often the case; but it should also be 

aimed at satisfying social, cultural and ethnic demands. Moreover, in this process people are 

involved at every stage of development, i.e. initiation, supervision, evaluation, revision of the 

plan, fresh initiatives and sharing of benefits. 

People’s participation is a learning process as it transforms knowledge and skill to the 

people while they participate in developmental activities. It is a non-formal education and 

education through activity. Participatory process has three roles, ‘educative’, ‘integrative’, 

and ‘empowering’ (25). It educates the people in social responsibility for himself as well as 

for the community; participation increases the feeling of belonging and thus, derives social 

integration. Assuming the responsibility, the people give up the sense of ‘superiority 

subordination’ and have confidence in themselves. Thus, participation has a normative 

orientation that seeks to involve those people who in the past had been left out of the 

development process. For this reason, participation is essentially linked to the question of 

social justice and equality in the society. As a result, in recent times, people’s participation 

has become a popular political slogan, particularly in the developing nations. As a popular 

political slogan, now every ruling political party tries to include the people in any 

development projects in order to widen its political support. 

People’s participation in development has short term and long term goals. The short 

term goals of participatory development deals with the involvement of people in the current 

programmes and developmental activities and the utilization of local materials and human 

resources while the long term goals of the participatory development aims at building self 

actuated self reliant and self managing rural communities. It is a continual process of 

democratization. There are four types of participation: a) nominal participation; b) 

instrumental participation; c) representative participation; and d) transformative participation. 
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Section - 2 

3.4. Panchayati Raj Institution in West Bengal  

3.4.1. Panchayati Raj Institution in Pre-British Era: - Modern Panchayati Raj system had 

its roots in the ancient Indian social practices. In the Vedic period, the village was the ‘pivot’ 

of administration. In fact, the Vedic state was essentially a country state with the village as 

the basic unit of administration. The village government was usually run under supervision 

and direct control of the village ‘headman’ who was called ‘Gramini’. The village head was 

assisted by an ‘informal council’ of the village elders. In the Mauryan period, the villages 

were the basic units of administration and there was the existence of Village Panchayats. In 

the Gupta period, the village councils evolved into regular bodies in same parts of India, 

which became the permanent features of local administration and gained further importance. 

In the Chola period, there was also the existence of a well organized Village Panchayat 

system which can be compared with the modern Panchayat system. During this period, 

villages had economic and administrative freedom. The village administration was performed 

by the elected representatives by forming village council. The important functions of the 

village council were: control of village land, survey and measurement of agricultural land, 

collection of revenues, cutting disputes and management of education (26). In Sultanate 

period, there was Panchayat system at the village level, which looked after education, 

sanitation, etc., and acted as a ‘judicial body’ to settle disputes. In Mughal period, particularly 

in the reign of Sher Shah, the Panchayati Raj was treated as the law of land. In that period, 

each Panchayat was composed of elders of the village who looked after the interests of the 

people and administered justice and inflicted punishment on the defaulters according to the 

traditional custom of the place or the community. The headman of the village, a semi-

governmental official, acted as coordinator between the Village Panchayat and the higher 

administrative hierarchy. Under the Mughal Empire, the village administration by the elders’ 

council was made an indispensible part of the civil administration. It was autonomous in its 

own sphere and exercised powers in local taxation, administrative control etc. (27). 

3.4.2 Panchayati Raj Institution in British Era:- During the colonial period, the colonial 

rulers used decentralization as a tool for making foreign rule legitimate to the people, and 

establishment maintenance, consolidation of the regime and also for raising the revenue of 

the government. It was also during the British period that steps were taken to introduce 

modern local self government in rural Bengal for the first time. Statutorily constituted 

Panchayat were established in Bengal in 1870 when the Bengal Village Chowkidari Act was 
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passed (28).The sole purpose of the Panchayats were levying and collecting chowkidari tax 

for the maintenance of village watchman. The Chowkidari Panchayat had no resemblance 

with the ancient Panchayat system that existed in India in the pre-British regime. The 

Chowkidari Act was purely a handiwork of British rulers and its ambit was extremely 

limited. The Taxation Enquiry Commission (1953-54) made observation that there was no 

perceptible development of local self governing institutions in rural areas up to the year 1871. 

The next, probably the most important milestone in the development of local self government 

in rural areas, is associated with the administration of Lord Ripon. In May 1882, the 

government of India issued a resolution indicating the lines on which the future development 

of rural local boards should take place. In the resolution a series of recommendations were 

made which mainly aimed at i) increasing the non-official element; ii) substitution of non-

official as chairman; iii) control from without rather than from within; iv) the devolution of 

finances and power. Lord Ripon’s Resolution on ‘Local Self Government’ paved the way to 

creating effective local self governing bodies throughout India. His resolution is sometimes 

termed as a ‘Magna Carta’ of local self government in this country.  

The Bengal Local Self Government Act, 1885 passed aimed at threefold objective. 

These objectives are: i) to relieve the provincial authorities of some part of their 

administrative work; ii) to reconcile the public to the burden of local taxation; iii) to confer to 

the people some additional powers of control over expenditure in matters of local importance. 

This act set up three tiers of local authorities- the District Board, the Local Board and the 

Union Committee. The District Board had jurisdiction over a whole district like the present 

Zilla Parishad. The Local Board was meant for each sub-division and the Union Committees 

for selected areas with in the sub-division. The main functions of the district board were: i) 

maintenance and improvement of roads and other communications facilities; ii) primary 

education; iii) upkeep of medical institutions; iv) vaccination and sanitation; v) veterinary 

work; vi) constructions and maintenance of rest houses; vii) maintenance of ponds and 

ferries; viii) providing relief during famine and serious distress. The act provided that the 

District Board should consist of not less than nine members. The members might be both 

elected and appointed. Under the act, there was provision for a chairman and vice-chairman 

for each district board. Under the act of 1885, the Lt. Governor was empowered to establish a 

local board for any sub-division or a combination of sub-divisions. The total number of 

members of such a board was not less than six and two thirds of the total numbers were 

elected and the rest were nominated by the government. A local board could elect a chairman 
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and vice-chairman out of its members. Functions of local boards were: i) care and 

maintenance of village roads; ii) managements of ponds; iii) maintenance of ferry ghat. The 

Union Committee, the lowest tier, was relegated to a most insignificant status in the whole 

structure. Its functioning was not appropriated with the introduction of the act. With regard to 

creation of the ‘Union Committees’, it was provided that the government may by order in 

writing constitute any village or group of villages into a union. The specific number of a 

Union Committee was also left to the discretion of the local government. But the number in 

no case was to be less than five and not more than nine. The members of Union Committee 

were elected by a restricted electorate of the village or villages and their term of office was 

two years. The functions of the Union Committee were: i) management and control over 

ponds; ii) control over village roads; iii) sanitation; iv water supply. 

Although the structure of local government was formed real decentralization could 

not be achieved. The Bengal Administration Report of 1891-92 showed the elected members 

were in minority in all the tiers. Even those who were elected represented the zamindars, 

government servants and legal practitioners. Poor masses were left unrepresented (29). 

According to the Bengal Administrative Report of 1991-92, out of 790 members in the 

District Boards of Bengal, 31.5% were government servants, 28.9% were zamindars and 

landlords and 26.6% were lawyers. In the Local Boards 47.7% were landlords or their 

servants, 23.8% were legal practitioners and 12.5% were government servants (30). The 

Royal Commission 1906, on decentralization under the leadership of L.T. Hobhouse made 

important recommendations touching almost every sphere of local administration. The 

Commission laid emphasis on the development of Village Panchayats entrusting them with 

powers such as; construction, maintenance and management of village schools, management 

of small fuel fodder service, etc. The Commission felt that Village Panchayats should be 

constituted in the interest of decentralization and public participation in administration.  

The District Administrative Committee appointed by the Government of Bengal in 

1914 recommended a reorganization of village self government. On the recommendation of 

the District Administrative Committee, the Bengal Village Self Government Act, 1919 was 

enacted. The act combined the functions of Chowkidari Panchayats with those of Union 

Committees by creating Union Boards. The act empowered the provincial government to 

constitute a union for every such union and could also determine the number of members of 

the board. It was also provided that the number of members should not be less than six and 

not more than nine. The government could also appoint one third of the total number of the 
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board in spite of the election provision (31). The members of the Union Board could elect 

from among themselves a president and a vice-president. The president used to preside over 

the meetings of the board. The term of the office of a Union Board would be four years. It 

may be mentioned that compared with the powers and functions of Union Committees as 

provided in the Bengal Local Self Government Act of 1885, the powers and functions of the 

Union Boards were sufficiently extended. Noticeable improvements were in regard to control 

over village watch and wards, village sanitation and in the matter of primary education. 

Unlike the previous Village Unions, they were not mere agents of the district or local board 

or any other superior agency in all these local affairs. However, District Boards could not 

function well. The main causes of failure on the part of the District Boards in performing 

their duties and functions were; i) inadequacy of funds; ii) irregular functioning of the boards; 

iii) absence of cooperative and self sacrificing spirit amongst the members; iv) lack of 

supervision on the part of the execution’ v) bad accounting system. 

In 1935, the Bengal Village Self-Government Act, 1919 was amended and following 

changes were introduced: i) extension of the term of office of Union Boards from two to four 

years; ii) provision was made to bar the intervention of civil courts in election disputes; iii) 

liberalization was made in franchise qualifications; iv) additional functions and powers were 

granted to the Union Boards. They were empowered to undertake measures for the 

improvement and development of cottage industries. The 1919 Village Act was further 

amended in 1947, when nomination system to the Union Boards was abolished. In 1950, 

there was further extension of franchise and ‘women’ were allowed to vote and to stand as 

candidates for the first time in the Union Boards elections. 

From 1919 onwards, undivided Bengal had two tiers of Rural Local self Government 

Institution, District Board at the district level and Union Board at the lowest. Each tier had a 

distinct corporate statues and a separate statute delineating its power, functions and 

obligations, but there was no organic linkage between the two institutions. The Union Boards 

continued to function for about four decades. It also noted that social and economic power in 

the villages was concentrated in the hands of small groups consisting of the landed gentry, 

zamindars, intermediaries and the professional classes. Union or District Boards used to be 

dominated by these groups, which had vested interest in the status quo. Growth of these 

bodies could not take place because of excessive control by the officials. In addition to that, 

all these local bodies suffered from acute shortage of funds (32). 
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3.4.3 Panchayati Raj Institution in Post Independence Era: - During the days of the 

struggle for India’s independence, the nationalist leaders had promised to give the people of 

rural India after independence a vibrant system of village self government to be known as 

Panchayats. Gandhiji felt that greater the power of Panchayats, the better it was for the people 

(33). For him decentralization was essential for the realization of the ideal democracy and for 

enabling each individual to participate in decision making and implementation processes. But 

strangely, the draft Constitution prepared in 1948 made no mention of Panchayats. Gandhiji 

commented, it was certainly an omission calling for immediate attention if our independence 

is to reflect people’s voice. 

The matter had generated a lot of heat in the Constituent Assembly. The debate 

revealed sharply different points of view. Ambedkar described the village as ‘a sink of 

localism, a den of ignorance, narrow mindedness and communalism’. Such a village, he 

argued, could not constitute a unit of government. He observed “I am glad that the draft 

Constitution has discarded the village and adopted the individual as the unit” (34). 

Ambedkar’s critical position and uncharitable observation about the village had evoked sharp 

reactions from many members. A very senior member, H.V.Kamath, for example remarked, 

with “all deference to Dr. Ambedkar, I differ from him in the regard”. “His attitude yesterday 

was typical of the urban high brow, and if that is going to be our attitude towards the village 

folk, I can only say, god save us” (35). K.M.Munshi lamented that many of us did not 

participate in the movement, and were therefore unaware of the promise we had made to the 

people. K. Santanam moved an amendment motion when almost the entire house became 

critical of Ambedkar’s observation. The amendment which forms part of Article 40 in the 

Directive Principles of state policy of the present Constitution runs thus: “the state shall take 

steps to organize Village Panchayats and endow them with such Panchayats and authority as 

may be necessary to enable them to function as units of self-government”. But Indian state 

had made no effort to develop Village Panchayats until the Balvantary Mehta team had 

underlined the need for building up grassroots democratic institutions in the villages for the 

purpose of implementing the development programmes. 

In West Bengal, the situation was different from other part of the country. On that 

time West Bengal was the only state, which did not have any legislation on the subject till 

1952. The West Bengal Panchayat Bill was passed in 1957 although it was introduced in 

1956. The Union Boards gave place to two-tier structure at the lowest level – Gram 

Panchayat and the Anchal Panchayat. The implementation of the act was however passed. By 
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1963 only 50 percent of the villages and 60 percent of the rural population were covered by 

the Panchayat system. The Anchal Panchayats were based on the earlier Union Board, and 

were located above Gram Panchayats in legal and administrative hierarchy. Thus, they 

became the main focus of formal political power. As the members were indirectly elected, it 

nullified the call for popular participation at the lower level. The West Bengal Zilla Parishad 

Act was passed in 1963 to provide for re-modeling of local government with a view to 

bringing about democratic decentralization and people’s participation in planning and 

development. These two Acts provided for a four-tier structure consisting of Zilla Parishad, 

Anchalik Parishad, Anchal Panchayat and Gram Panchayat. The Zilla Parishads and Anchalik 

Parishads died prematurely. The other two bodies did not play an effective role as institutions 

of local government. They had some involvement in the disbursement of relief, collection of 

tax, fees and rates of very limited amount and payment of Chowkidaras and Dafaders. 

Elections were not held for years and members remained in office without recourse to local 

opinion. 

Actually, West Bengal started its journey at a time when the phase of decline of the 

Panchayat Institutions in other states of the country had began primarily because of the lack 

of political support, bureaucratic neglect and inadequate provision in the statute to make 

Panchayat bodies representatives responsive and strong. According to one observer the Zilla 

Parishads and Anchalik Parishads faced their inglorious death as soon as they were born. The 

Gram Panchayats and Anchal Panchayats continued at the local level. But they had no 

effective role. The delayed birth of Panchayats in West Bengal received further setback 

because of series of political developments in the state after its ceremonial inauguration on 

October, 1964. The state witnessed an unprecedented food crisis in 1965. The Congress was 

defeated in the fourth general election held in March, 1967. The state was brought under the 

rule of the president in early 1968. All the Zilla Parishads were superseded in 1969 followed 

by the supersession of other bodies. The annual report of 1967-68 observed that there was 

doubt about the effective functioning of even 10 out of 19,662 Gram Panchayats (36). A 

comprehensive bill was introduced in the Assembly. But the second United Front ministry 

fell in March 1970 and the state was again brought under the president’s rule. The Congress 

captured power in March, 1972 and took up the matter. A consolidated piece of legislation 

called the West Bengal Panchayat Act was enacted in 1973. The Act provided for a three-tier 

Panchayat system – Gram Panchayat at the village level, Panchayat Samiti at the Block level 

and Zilla Parishad at the district level. The flesh and blood of the Panchayats system was 

-Chapter – 03 

 



85 
 

provided by the Left Front Government in 1978. While the 1973 act was based for the most 

part on the original acts of 1957 and 1963, the aim of the new legislation was to make 

Panchayats instruments of implementation of development programmes. The legislations 

however remained unimplemented for some time because of the national political scenario 

was not conducive for effective decentralization of powers. In 1977 Left Front Government 

came into power and given flesh and blood to the Panchayati Raj system. 

In June 1977, the Left Front led by the Communist Party of India (M) was voted into 

office. Immediately thereafter, the new government embarked upon a programme of rural 

development based on land reform and decentralization of power through the Panchayats. 

After making some amendments to the 1973 act, the government held elections on 4th June in 

1978 to all the three tires of Panchayats. Thus began a new chapter for Panchayati Raj 

Institutions in the state. Ashok Mehta Committee’s report about the functioning of the 

Panchayati Raj Institution became public in August 1978. The act of 1973 conformed to the 

three tier pattern – Gram Panchayat, Panchayat Samiti and Zilla Parishad – each having its 

own sphere of activities. The Gram Panchayat covered a group of villages. On an average, 

each Gram Panchayat had ten to twelve villages with a population between ten and twelve 

thousand. The area of the present day Gram Panchayat is roughly the same as that of the 

Anchal Panchayats of the 1957 act or that of the Union Board under the 1919 village self-

government act. Despite the one village/one Panchayat pattern of many other states, West 

Bengal had preferred to retain its lowest unit at the erstwhile Anchal or Union level, primarily 

because of its long tradition and also because of the habitat pattern of Bengal’s villages which 

makes a single village a non-viable unit for self governance. The other two tiers above the 

Gram Panchayat followed the pattern recommended by the Balvantry Mehta Committee that 

is the Panchayat Samiti at the block level and Zilla Parishad at the district level. 

 

Section - 3 

3.5. Structural Overview of Panchayati Raj System under the West Bengal Panchayat 

Act, 1973  

3.5.1. Structure of Gram Panchayat: - A Gram Panchayat normally covers a cluster of 

villages. On an average each Gram Panchayat covered a group of villages with a population 

of 10000-12000 people. The members of Gram Panchayat are directly elected by the secret 

ballot on the basis of universal adult franchise. The Chairman of Gram Panchayat is known as 
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Pradhan; Deputy Chairman is called Upa-Pradhan. The Gram Panchayat members elect these 

two functionaries from amongst themselves and they can be removed by majority resolutions 

in the Gram Panchayat. The Act of 1973 provides that the Pradhan will have general 

responsibility for financial and executive administration of the Gram Panchayat, he or she 

will exercise control over the employees of the Gram Panchayat. The act of 1973 had 

endowed the Gram Panchayats with three sets of powers and functions: obligatory, delegated, 

and discretionary. The total elected members would vary between seven and twenty five 

depending on the number of voters in the area. In the original act, the state government had 

power to nominate two persons from SC/ST and two women members. According to the 

original act of 1973, the members held office for four years (37). There would be a Secretary, 

a Job Assistant, Tax Collector, Village Chowkidars and a Gram Sebak as the officials of the 

Gram Panchayat. The Gram Panchayat meets at least once in a month if one-fifth of its 

members are present. 

 

3.5.2 Structure of Panchayat Samiti: - The second tier of Gram Panchayat is called 

Panchayat Samiti. According to the original act, it consisted of the following categories of 

representatives: i) maximum of three members elected from each Gram Panchayat area on the 

basis of adult franchise; ii) the person belonging to SC/ST and two women to be nominated 

by the state government; iii) Pradhan of the Gram Panchayat of the respective block area; iv) 

members of Lok Sabha and Bidhan Sabha with in the Block area, except minister. The 

Panchayat Samiti gives emphasis on direct election of members by voters, and at the same 

time, it provides for co-option and integration with other bodies. This combination enables 

the Panchayat Samiti to emerge as the focal point of people representation in the Block. In 

the original act, all of them hold office for four years, and elect from among themselves a 

Sabhapati, and a Sahakari Sabhapati. Panchayat Samiti meets once in a month provided that 

one-fifth of its members are present. The Block Development Officer (BDO) is the executive 

officer of the Panchayat Samiti, and the Block Office has practically been converted into 

Panchayat Office. Thus, in practice, the Panchayat Samiti is now controlling the services of 

virtually all the technical and non-technical officers and employees of the Block. In the 

process, The Sabhapati and Sahakari Sabhapati have clearly emerged as the principal sources 

of power and authority at this level.  
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3.5.3 Structure of Zilla Parishad: - In the three tiers of the Panchayat system, Zilla Parishad 

is the highest tier. According to the original act of 1973, a Zilla Parishad had constituted by 

the following categories of members: i) two persons to be directly elected from each block of 

the district; ii) the Sabhapaties of all the Panchayat Samities of the district as ex-officio 

members; iii) all the MPs and MLAs excepting the minister from the district; iv) two person 

from the SC/ST and two women members nominated by the state government. The 

chairperson of Zilla Parishad is called Sabhadhipati and deputy chairman is called Sahakari 

Sabhadhipati. The members of the Zilla Parishad elect these two functionaries from amongst 

the directly elected members only. It meets at least once in a month provided that one-fifth of 

its members are present. The District Magistrate is the executive officer of the Zilla Parishad 

and Additional District Magistrate is its additional executive officer. All district level officers 

are statutorily linked to the corresponding standing committees.  

 

3.6 Panchayati Raj Institution Under Post-73rd Amendment Act:  

The major amendments to the Panchayat Act were made in 1978, 1981, 

1983,1985,1992,1994,1997,2003,2008 and 2013. The immediate purpose of the 1994 

amendment was to bring the state act in conformity with the Constitutional amendment and in 

fact some provisions of the 1992 amendment were made in anticipation of the Constitutional 

amendment. Apart from this act, since 1978 there has also been a series of government orders 

that had conferred new powers and responsibility on the Panchayat bodies in West Bengal. 

These amendments have reinforced the participatory character of the Panchayat system, 

especially in the provisions of the inclusion of women, backward classes and through the 

creation of Gram Sabha, Gram Sansad and Gram Unnayan Samiti. According to the 

amendment act 1992, the Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson of the Zilla Parishad and 

Panchayat Samities as well as the Karmadhyakshas of the Zilla Parishad were made full time 

functionaries. In the 1997 amendment, even the offices of the Pradhan and Upa-Pradhan of 

Gram Panchayat were made full time. Among other things, the amendment of 1992 

strengthened the role of the Karmadhyakshas of the Sthyee Samitis (38). The 

Karmadhyakshas were made responsible for financial and executive administration of the 

programmes or schemes under the control of the Sthyee Samitis. Together with this 

responsibility, they were given some administrative power. Since in the Gram Panchayat 

there was no Stheyee Samiti, provision was made to enable the former to delegate some 

powers and duties to the ward members. Under the previous arrangements, the entire 

-Chapter – 03 

 



88 
 

executive responsibility was vested in the Pradhan. The amendment was an attempt to 

distribute the executive functions among the Pradhan, Upa-Pradhan and Panchayat members 

of the Gram Panchayat. The executive power and responsibility given to the Karmadhyakshas 

of the Zilla Parishad and the Panchayat Samities and the provisions to delegate executive 

functions to the Panchayat members of the Gram Panchayat to assist the Pradhan had 

indicated a shift towards a cabinet-type of executive structure – the Chairperson and his 

colleagues forming a team for all the three tiers of the Panchayat bodies. The intention of 

these legislative provisions, remains, by and large, unfulfilled, as the Panchayats at all the 

three levels continue to be Chairperson-centric. Another interesting development was that the 

Chairpersons and the Vice-Chairpersons of the Zilla Parishads and the Panchayat Samities as 

well as the Karmadhyakshas of the Zilla Parishads were made full time functionaries by the 

1992 amendment. Since the 1997 amendment, even the offices of Pradhan and Upa-Pradhan 

of Gram Panchayat have been made full time. 

 There was no reservation of seats either for women or for the SC/ST before the 

enactment of 1992 amendment of Panchayat act. The 1992 Amendment of the state act 

provided the provision for two-thirds of the seats in all the tiers to be reserved for women. 

Similarly, seats were reserved for the SCs/STs in all the tires, the number of such reserved 

seats being proportionate to the percentage of their population in the area. The Panchayat 

election of 1993 was held on the basis of this amendment provision of the state in the country 

to enable women to contest in slightly more than one-third of the total seats reserved for 

them. The amendment made in 1994 also provided for reservation in the offices of both 

Chairpersons and Vice-Chairpersons of all the tiers for women as well as for the SC/ST 

people. Accordingly, in the elections held in 1998, the offices of Chairpersons and Vice-

Chairpersons of all the three tiers had been reserved for women and for the SCs/STs in 

proportion to their population. 

The act had provisions for representation of the lower body in the higher body. Thus, 

the Chairperson of a Gram Panchayat was ex-officio member of Panchayat Samiti and the 

Chairperson of the Panchayat Samiti was an ex-officio member of Zilla Parishad. In addition 

to such linkages, the 1992 amendment provided for representation of higher body also in the 

lower body. This amendment provides that a member elected to the Panchayat Samiti from 

the constituency comprising any part of the area of the Gram Panchayat shall be ex-officio 

member of the said Gram Panchayat, provided he or she does not hold the office of either 

Chairperson or Vice-Chairperson of the Samiti. Similar provision exists in respect of the 
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member of the Zilla Parishad. They are also ex-officio members of any Panchayat Samiti 

which falls, partly of fully, within their constituencies provided they do not hold the offices 

of either Chairperson or Vice-Chairperson of the Zilla Parishad. Thus, the West Bengal act 

provides for both backward and forward linkage between the lower and higher tiers of the 

Panchayati Raj Institution. 

 

3.7 People’s Participation in Panchayati Raj Institution: 

In view of the professed objective of participatory development through Panchayati 

Raj Institution, the West Bengal Panchayat Amendment Act, 1994, in the spirit of 73rd 

amendment to the Constitution of India, created three fora for people’s participation – Gram 

Sabha, Gram Sansad and Beneficiary Committees. In the West Bengal Panchayat amendment 

act, 1994, a Gram Sabha has been defined as “a body consisting of persons registered in the 

electoral rolls pertaining to a Gram” (39), where a Gram is “any mouza or part of a mouza or 

a group of contiguous mouzas or parts thereof as and how the state government may notify, a 

Gram Panchayat will have jurisdiction over the territorial limits of such a Gram as notified by 

the state government” (40). Gram Sabha meetings shall be held once in a year during the 

month of December. One-twentieth of the total members of a Gram Sabha shall form 

quorum. The resolutions of Gram Sansads and views of Gram Panchayats shall be placed 

before Gram Sabha for deliberation and recommendation. The questions and 

recommendations coming before Gram Sabha shall be recorded and referred to Gram 

Panchayat for its consideration. The annual budget, before being finally formulated by Gram 

Panchayat must be approved by Gram Sabha. Other important issues like annual plan of 

Gram Panchayat and annual report of the activities of Gram Panchayat shall also be discussed 

in Gram Sabha.  

A Gram Sansad has been defined by the West Bengal Panchayat Amendment Act, 

1994 as “a body consisting of persons registered at any time in the electoral rolls pertaining to 

a constituency of a Gram Panchayat delineated for the purpose of last preceding general 

election to the Gram Panchayat” (41). For the convenience of election the state government, 

by rule, divides the area of a ‘Gram’ into constituencies on the basis of number of members 

of Gram Panchayat and all candidates to each constituency seats not exceeding two. The 

electoral used in the State Legislative Assembly elections is used in determining persons who 

constitute the voters of a constituency. In 1993 Panchayati Raj Institution election allotment 
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was one seat per 500 voters; in 1998 it rose to one seat per 900 voters in order to cope with 

the increasing population. Every Gram Sansad shall have one annual and one half-yearly 

meeting in a year. Annual meeting of the Gram Sansad shall be held in the month of May and 

half-yearly meeting in the month of November. The date and time of the meeting as may be 

fixed by the Gram Panchayat. One-tenth of the total members shall form quorum for Gram 

Sansad meetings. 

A Gram Sansad shall “guide and advice the Gram Panchayat in regard to the schemes 

for economic development and social justice undertaken or proposed to be under taken in its 

area ……..” (42). It shall i) identify schemes which are required to be taken on priority basis 

for economic development of the village; ii) identify beneficiaries of the programmes; iii) 

mobilize mass participation for implementing the programme; iv) constitute beneficiary 

committees comprising not more than nine persons who are not members of Gram Panchayat, 

for ensuring active participation of people in implementing schemes in the area; v) record its 

objection to any action of the Pradhan or any Gram Panchayat member for failure to 

implement any scheme properly or without participation of people of the area; vi) promote 

solidarity and harmony among all sections of people. Apart from these the Gram Panchayat 

shall place for deliberations and suggestion, in the annual meetings of Gram Sansad, the 

budget of the Gram Panchayat and report on the work done during the previous year and 

work proposed to be done in the following year by the Gram Panchayat. It shall also place the 

latest report on audit and accounts of Gram Panchayat before the Gram Sansads during their 

half-yearly meetings. Apart from this, the members of Gram Sansad in the meetings can 

discuss any other business related to Gram Panchayat as may be agreed upon by persons 

present in such meetings.  

Thus, formally the Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad have been given enormous powers. 

Membership is open to every person irrespective of caste, religion, sex and occupation. The 

policies of Gram Panchayats are expected to reflect the wishes of the people expressed 

through Gram Sansads and Gram Sabha. Not only shall such bodies guide in policy making, 

they shall also act as a watchdog over Panchayat’s activities, criticize Panchayats for failure 

and help the Panchayats for implementation of programmes. Although formally vested with 

such a lot of power, the real situation is different. Neither authorities nor the people give due 

significance to these fora. As a result, although officially they exist, functionally they lack 

teeth. Even if the Gram Sabhas due to their large size remain ineffective the Gram Sansads 

cannot afford to remain so. 
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The concept of Block Sansad has been incorporated in the state act by the West 

Bengal Panchayat Amendment Act 2003. According to act every Panchayat Samiti shall have 

a Block Sansad consisting of all members of Gram Panchayats pertaining to the Block and all 

members of that Panchayat samiti and hold a half-yearly and an annual meeting every year. 

Attendance of at least 10 percent members will make quorum. The Block Sansad shall guide 

and advise the Panchayat Samiti in all matters relating to development including preparation 

of annual plan and budget. 

The West Bengal Panchayat Amendment Act 2003 has made the provisions of Zilla 

Parishad to form a Zilla Sansad consisting of Pradhans of all Gram Panchayats, Sabhapatis, 

Sahakari Sabhapatis and Karmadhyakshas of all Panchayat Samities and all members of Zilla 

Parishad. A half-yearly and an annual meeting of Zilla Sansad shall be held every year. 

Attendance of at least 10 percent members will make quorum. The Zilla Sansad shall guide 

and advise the Zilla Parishad in all matters relating to development including preparation of 

annual plan and budget, implementation of development programmes, schemes or projects 

and for undertaking such activities for economic development and ensuring social justice as 

are undertaken by the Zilla Parishad.  

Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad are platforms for all. The structural formation of Gram 

Sabha and Gram Sansad is very good. But the percentage of presence in Gram Sabha and 

Gram Sansad is very poor. Most of the Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad meetings touch only 

the quorum figure. Most of the meetings are adjourned due to lack of quorum. Even those 

who attend the meeting act as mere audience to whatever the pradhan or any other member of 

Gram Panchayat says or reads out. It has been found that the majority of those who speak at 

the meeting merely express their anger for the long spelt out but undone work. Most of the 

discussion of the Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad meeting are in no way positive and 

constructive. The idea that still exists among people is that Panchayats are agents of the union 

and state governments to implement development work in villages, and so there is need to 

bring altitudinal change among people. The people should understand the desperate need to 

ensure self-governance. They should come forward and make some constructive contribution 

to the activities of the Panchayats. If it is possible they should contribute to formulating broad 

policies and taking major decisions regarding administration and developing villages. 

The West Bengal Panchayat Amendment Act, 2003 has made the provision for 

constitution of a Gram Unnayan Samiti in every Sansad area. Gram Unnayan Samiti shall be 

responsible for ensuring active participation of people in implementation and equitable 
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distribution of benefits of rural development programmes within its jurisdiction. It shall be 

accountable for its functions and decisions to the Gram Sansad. Gram Sansad shall constitute 

this committee at an extraordinary meeting of the Gram Sansad and elect members by simple 

majority determined by raising hands or by division. The Gram Panchayat member elected 

from the Sansad shall be the Chairperson of the Gram Unnayan Samiti, provided however, 

that in the event of there being two elected members from any constituency the member 

senior in age shall be the Chairperson. The Gram Unnayan Samiti shall have a Secretary, who 

will be selected by the Gram Unnayan Samiti from amongst its members, in its first meeting. 

The tenure of the Gram Unnayan Samiti shall be the same as that of the Gram Panchayat.  

The Gram Unnayan Samiti will meet as far as possible at a conspicuous place to transact its 

business as frequently as necessary within the jurisdiction of the Sansad at least once in a 

month. One third of members of the Gram Unnayan Samiti shall constitute quorum for the 

meeting. Meetings of the Gram Unnayan Samiti shall be presided over by the Chairperson or 

in his absence by any other member as may be decided by its members. The Gram Sansad 

shall review the performance of the members of the Gram Unnayan Samiti in every year in its 

annual meeting and may renew the membership of the existing members or replace all or any 

of the members, other than the ex-officio members. A Gram Unnayan Samiti shall consist of 

the following members:- 

i) Member/members of the Gram Panchayat elected from the particular Gram 

Sansad; 

ii) Person who securing the second highest vote in the preceding panchayat 

election; 

iii) One member from each of the   Non-Governmental Organizations, either 

registered or otherwise recognized by the government and other community 

based organizations like the Samabay Krishi Unnayan Samiti, Village Education 

Committee, Anganwari Centre, Managing Committee of the Shishu Shiksha 

Kendra, Water Shed Committee, provided he or she is a member of the Gram 

Sansad operating in the Sansad area, may be nominated as member of the Gram 

Unnayan Samiti subject to a maximum limit of three from such category; 

iv) One member from self-help group functioning in the Gram Sansad area for at 

least six months and all the members of the group being members of the Sansad; 

v) One serving or retired govt. employee residing in the area and being member of 

the Sansad; 
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vi) One serving or retired teacher residing in the area and being member of the 

Sansad; 

vii) Another ten members from the remaining members of the Sansad or 01 percent 

of the total members of the Sansad which will be higher; provided that at least 

40 percent of the members shall be women.  

 

3.8 Functions of Gram Unnayan Samiti:  

The functions of the Gram Unnayan Samiti shall be – i) to help and assist the Sansad 

to prepare its perspective plan for five years and annual plan as a part of the same for 

achieving its economic development and social justice. Such perspective plan and annual 

plans as adopted by the Sansad will be the basis of the Gram Panchayat plan; ii) to promote 

livelihood opportunities for all adult members of the Sansad through proper and planned 

utilization of available resources including greater access to credit from financial institutions 

or Gram Sansad fund and its payment; iii) to plan, implement and monitor development, 

sports and cultural activities; iv) to help village-level functionaries to extend their outreach; 

v) to spread awareness among the people about livelihood, health, nutrition, education, 

gender, utilization and repayment of credit and environment and ensure participation of all its 

reaching goals related to those areas; vi) to ensure preparedness to prevent and to tackle 

natural calamities, epidemic or diseases and to organize strong of grains to provide food 

security during lean months and natural calamities; vii) to promote and nurture neighborhood 

groups and user groups of the poor for their social and economic development; viii) to act as 

information centre, data bank and human service centre; ix) to report on the progress or 

problems of various activities to the Gram Sansad and Gram Panchayat and if necessary seek 

intervention of the Gram Panchayat in resolving the problems or disputes and to promote 

participation of all Gram Sansad members in the Gram Sansad meetings; x) to mobilize 

people around the Gram Sansad for expansion of social opportunities and in the process link 

up the activities of the Sansad with those of the concerned Gram Panchayat.  

 From above, it is clear that the function of the Gram Unnayan Samiti is very helpful 

for decentralization of power and for good governance. But most of the Gram Sansads have 

not framed Gram Unnayan Samiti due to their administrative and political unwillingness. The 

formation procedure of Gram Unnayan Samiti is not proper because this procedure 

generalizes the political identity of a person. So people are not interested to participate in the 
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Gram Sansad meeting for the formation of the Gram Unnayan Samiti. It is very necessary, 

therefore, to maintain secrecy at the time of the formation of Gram Unnayan Samiti.  
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