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Discussion

Decentralisation in Kerala:
People’s Plan
S MOHANAKUMAR

This note is in response to the article
‘Five Years of Participatory Planning

in Kerala: Rhetoric and Reality’ by
J Chathukulam and M S John (C and J,
for short), published in EPW dated De-
cember 7, 2002. C and J’s article is more
in the nature of a rejoinder to my article,
titled ‘From People’s Plan to Plan sans
People’ published in EPW on April 20,
2002. In my article I had expressed the
apprehension that the new guidelines
issued by the state planning board of
Kerala for decentralised planning (in the
fifth year of the Ninth Plan) would negate
the basic characteristic of mass involve-
ment of the people’s planning process. My
apprehensions on the future of people’s
planning originated from my experience
in the field as an activist of the people’s
plan campaign from its very inception
in 1996.

In their article, C and J have accused
me of having viewed people’s planning
from a partisan political posture and that
my account of the people’s plan campaign
was sheer romanticism. I hold the view
that the apprehensions expressed in my
article were neither partisan nor aimed at
tarnishing the image of United Demo-
cratic Front (UDF), the coalition now in
power in Kerala. To begin with, I would
like to state that my arguments were based
on a comparison of two guidelines issued
by the state planning board for the formu-
lation of development projects for de-
centralised planning, one during the fifth
year of the Ninth Plan [GoK 2001] and
the other earlier [GoK 1999]. Therefore,
no attempt to distort fact nor misinterpret
government orders was involved. The
departure in the basic approach to plan-
ning reflected in the new guidelines was
found to have little justification and it
lacks awareness of ground reality. I had,
therefore, argued that such changes would
erode the mass mobilisation characteris-
tics of people’s planning, which would in

turn reduce decentralised planning to the
level of a routine bureaucratic exercise.
Let me recount the major arguments in my
article which C and J found partisan, a
distortion of facts and romanticism:
– The new guidelines issued for the plan-
ning process for the fifth year of the Ninth
Plan (2001-02) would put at risk the
involvement of people at the grass roots
level;
– There has been a concerted effort to
bureaucratise the planning process;
– The downsizing of the ombudsman into
a single-member affair would lead to
corruption and self-seeking practices;
– Withdrawal of tribal sub plan (TSP),
separation of the ministry of rural develop-
ment from the ministry of local self-
government and the delay in disbursal, or
non-disbursal of the budgeted outlay for
self-government are detrimental to the
sustainability of decentralised governance.

The impact of the changes effected in
ombudsman and the retraction of TSP
from LSGIs has already become visible.
I presume that it could precisely be the
reason why C and J stopped short of com-
menting on or raising counter-arguments
against my contention with respect to these
changes. However, it would take longer
for the full impact of the changes in
decentralised planning process to mani-
fest itself. But those who have been with
the process of decentralised planning from
its very inception can foresee devastating
consequences in store. While sharing my
concern on the likely impact of the last
two policy changes listed above, C and
J strongly disagree with my first two ar-
guments. Let me explain the reasons why
I thought that the new guidelines would
dilute the participatory character of the
people’s planning process. The changes
in the new guidelines, which were thought
to be detrimental to the people’s involve-
ment in the planning process are the
following:
– Gram sabha is the cornerstone of demo-
cratic decentralisation. The representatives

of gram sabhas, who are designated as
sectoral committee members in the new
guidelines (task force in earlier guide-
lines), have a vital role in involving people
in the decentralised planning process; in
fact, they bridge the gap between gram
sabha and panchayat committee. The new
guidelines have reduced the minimum
number of members in a sectoral commit-
tee from 12 to five, a change for which
there was no justification,
– The positions such as vice-chairman and
joint convenors of sectoral committees
held by representatives of gram sabhas
and activists of people’s planning were
abolished;
– In the old guidelines, adequate repre-
sentation in sectoral committees for women
and scheduled castes and tribes had been
ensured by mandatory provisions. These
provisions were also dropped in the new
guidelines. In the light of the changes
made in the new guidelines I argued that
these policy changes would not only turn
away people from active involvement in
the planning process, but also adversely
affect the interests of the vulnerable sec-
tions of society.

C and J refuted my observations by
arguing that the downsizing of the sectoral
committee was a well thought out act, for
it was essential to hand down more leeway
to LSGIs. They maintained that very few
people take part in sectoral committee
meetings and therefore such policy changes
did not matter much. In the same vein, the
authors stated that under LDF rule, sectoral
committees (task forces) had a greater role
to play, which was not the case under UDF
rule. To me, these two statements appear
to be contradicting each other. Moreover,
the assertion of the authors on the role and
involvement of sectoral committees in the
planning process is against available docu-
mented information [Isaac and France
2000:139-41]. Knowingly or unknow-
ingly, C and J admitted the fact that the
sectoral committee members had played
a decisive role in the planning process
under LDF regime, whereas under the
UDF regime they did not have any signi-
ficant role to play. Here the C and J view
converges with my own. C and J, instead
of undertaking a detailed investigation
into the reasons for the passivity of the
sectoral committees under UDF regime,
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sought to draw, unwarrantedly, a
generalisation that sectoral committee
members do not, in the normal course, take
part in decentralised planning. On the
dropping of the provisions in the new
guidelines for participation of women and
the deprived sections of society in sectoral
committees, C and J contend that the
exclusion of women from sectoral com-
mittees of LSGIs (other than the one for
women’s development) is a well thought
out act because women neither attended
the sectoral committee meeting nor did
they take part in the planning process. In
the old guidelines it had categorically been
stated that women should constitute one-
third of the total strength of sectoral com-
mittee members and that representation
from socially deprived sections should be
in proportion to their population in the
LSGI. These conditions were strictly to be
adhered to and any attempt to dilute such
mandatory provisions were not permisible
at all. These stipulations were very much
in tune with the content and spirit of the
73rd and the 74th Constitutional Amend-
ments. My contention was that the removal
of such stipulations would sweep gender
and caste issues under the carpet and would
eventually result in the exclusion of the
poor and the deprived from the planning
process. It is rather strange that C and J
took such a retrograde stance in the matter
of involvement of women in people’s
planning and justified the changes made
in the new guidelines.

The observation of C and J is not only
at variance with ground realities but also
contradicts their own statement elsewhere
in the same article. Even granting for the
sake of argument that women are little
socially concerned and keep away from the
public sphere, should the policies be re-
formulated to stall their participation for-
ever? C and J extended their anti-women
and anti-dalit posture to substantiate the
exclusion of SCs and STs also from sectoral
committees. They claimed that “the new
order makes it mandatory that there should
be separate sectoral committee for women
and SC/ST”. This statements reads as
though separate sectoral committees were
made mandatory for the first time in the
new guidelines, a blatant misrepresenta-
tion of the documented facts; the provision
had been mandatory in the old guidelines
as well [GoK 1999]. C and J endeavoured
to validate their statement by arguing that
the relationship between participation in
sectoral committees and participation in the
planning process had been non-existent,

again a blatant distortion of facts. I trace
the origin of these sweeping statements to
the authors’ deficiency in field-level knowl-
edge about the people’s planning process
in Kerala.

The guidelines issued by the state plan-
ning board in 2002 for proceeding with the
decentralised planning process during the
first year of the Tenth Plan have brought
back the provisions deleted in the new
guidelines of 2001 and in fact have rein-
forced the role and functions of the work-
ing group (the new name for sectoral
committees) [GoK 2002:11-14]. A close
reading of the guideline issued for plan
formulation and implementation during
the Tenth Plan is clear indication of the
fact that the responsibility of convening
gram sabhas for finalisation of develop-
ment projects including the stock-taking
exercise of the past five years has also been
entrusted with the working committees. It
is rather logical to presume that the signi-
fied role assigned to the working commit-
tees now is an outcome of the feedback
received from field-level activities carried
out during the fifth year of the Ninth Plan.
C and J would definitely be groping in the
dark to explain the vital role in the plan-
ning process assigned to the activists and
volunteers of the People’s Plan campaign
in Kerala during the Tenth Plan period.
C and J might also have noticed that many
of the activists now engaged seriously in
the formulation process of decentralised
planning are none other than the activists
who had participated in the process during
the previous LDF government. This fact
belies another contention C and J had
advanced. In this context, I would request
C and J to patiently go through the guide-
lines issued by the UDF government for
2002-03, for the formulation and imple-
mentation of the Tenth Plan as well as
the basic literature published on the
people’s planning campaign in Kerala. Had
they taken even a cursory look at these,
they could have avoided several factual
errors and misleading statements made at
the cost of their academic credibility and
honesty.

Let me now take up my second argu-
ment. I had pointed out that people’s
planning is getting bureaucratised under
the new regime. This observation is based
on the policy changes brought in through
the new guidelines from 2001-02. The
following point outlined in the new guide-
lines deserve particular attention: (1) the
new guidelines have categorically made it
clear that in the thematic sessions in

development seminars, convened every
year prior to the finalisation of develop-
ment projects of gram panchayats, the
secretary of the sectoral committee (an
official), should present the draft project
proposal. This modification in the new
guidelines, when read along with the fact
of the removal of the position of vice-
chairman and joint convenor (positions of
People’s Plan activists) from sectoral
committees and further with the fact that
the composition of the state planning board
has been changed (by abolishing the posts
of full-time member activists-turned-aca-
demicians) constituted (a symbolic act)
towards the bureaucratisation of a people’s
movement. To counter this position, C and
J upheld the view that such changes are
essential since the decentralised planning
process in the state is moving into the
transformative stage, from the experi-
mentative mode to the systems mode. In
other words, the authors swallow the
official view that several mistakes had
been committed in the planning process
during the preceding four years and that
the modifications incorporated in the new
guidelines were inevitable to put the record
straight. Having fully subscribed to the
views of the present government on
people’s planning set off by the LDF, it
is unfair on the part of the authors to have
incriminated me with partisan political
perception. It appears that C and J are fully
content fully with the stance of the present
government, reflected in the modifications
made in the new guidelines, and consider
them to be in the right direction. This being
the case, it is logical on my part to presume
that the authors would withdraw their
criticism levelled at me as the UDF govern-
ment has since corrected its stance and
sought to restore the provisions of the old
guidelines. However, I still hold the view
that the process of bureaucratisation in the
planning process has been gaining ground
under the present government. For instance,
even in the Tenth Plan guidelines, the
convenor of the working group (the
senior-most official of the concerned de-
partment of the LSGI) is entrusted with the
responsibility of preparing the discussion
paper to be circulated among working group
members at its first meeting. Among other
matters, the discussion paper should also
cover the major development issues that
remain to be addressed in the LSGI and
the development strategy to be pursued to
resolve these issues, [GoK 2002:15]. I do
not think C and J would disagree with
me in my reading of this clause as a clear



Economic and Political Weekly July 26, 20033216

case of bureaucratisation; giving the
responsibility to decide development
strategy for LSGIs to bureaucrats would
undetermine the very concept of elected
body and gram sabha.

I do agree with C and J that the micro-
level experiments evolved and developed
during the first four years of the people’s
planning campaign, including the labour
bank model experimented at Kunnathukal
gram panchayat in Thiruvananthapuram
district, is tending towards their contrived
demise. An investigation into the demise
of such micro-level models would have
opened the eyes of the authors to the
reprehensible impact of the policy changes
under the new guidelines. To my know-
ledge, the sole reason for the decline and
eventual demise of the labour bank model
has been the restriction placed on the
formation of micro-level institutions such
as cooperatives and the obstacles placed in
the path of implementation of develop-
ment projects through such institutions.
These restrictions came into effect from
the fifth year of the Ninth Plan. As a result,
the labour bank model formed at
Kunnathukal gram panchayat could not be
sustained on the one hand, and prevented
other gram panchayats from replicating
the model evolved at Kunnathukal, on the
other. On the labour bank model experi-
mented at Kunnathukal, there is plethora
of literature which C and J may not be
unaware of [Mohanakumar and Girish
2000; State Planning Board 1999,
Mohanakumar and George 2001]. I wish
the authors could go through some of the
documentation on the topic or pay a visit
to the gram panchayat. My contention in
this respect is that it is highly unethical
to paint a social movement, which tran-
scends the confines of partisan political
considerations, as hollow and misguided
without undertaking even a preliminary
investigation.

C and J hold the view that the de-
centralisation process in Kerala is fraught
with the danger of empowered gram
sabhas, or in other words, transferring
powers to the people would, according to
them, endanger the very process of demo-
cratic decentralisation. I do not subscribe
to the view that the mere implementation
of the 73rd and 74th constitutional amend-
ments would strengthen democracy at the
grass roots level and that these amend-
ments were necessitated by changes in
world economic order. Being fully aware
of the politics of decentralisation, of
rolling back the government from active
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intervention, the LDF government took
measures to strengthen gram sabhas and
LSGIs by augmenting the role of govern-
ment. The objective was sought to be
realised by devolving not symbolic powers
as in the case of most states in India, but
by transferring 35-40 per cent ‘pure money
part’ of the plan fund to local governments.
Everyone will agree with the view that the
crux of democratic decentralisation is the
empowerment of gram panchayats and other
small groupings such as neighbourhood
groups which could influence the decisions
of gram sabhas to tilt policy decisions in
favour of the deprived. In sharp contrast
to this generally perceived positions, C and J
argue that decentralisation should start and
end with elected representatives. C and J
find a direct relationship between empow-
ered gram sabha and weakened LGSIs.
Perhaps the authors’ disagreement with me
could have originated from their tainted
perception of democratic decentralisation
and panchayat raj institutions, coupled with
an anti-left feeling, rather than genuine
commitment to democratisation. EPW


