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This article discusses the scope 
of democratic decentralisation to 
deepen democracy for the poor. 
While processes and platforms for 
citizen engagement like the gram 
sabha have been incorporated 
into policy and operational 
guidelines, the capability of the 
poor and marginalised to access 
them is severely compromised, 
leading to a subversion of 
development initiatives meant for 
the poor. The article attempts to 
understand the local citizen space 
and governance space as distinct 
from and complementary to each 
other, and demarcate the role of 
panchayats and community-based 
organisations with respect to 
these spaces. 

This article seeks to answer the 
question whether democratic de-
centralisation can pave the way 

for the alleviation of poverty. It also ad-
dresses the question of whether pancha-
yati raj institutions (PRIs) and community-
based organisations (CBOs) have become 
parallel institutions which are fi ghting 
for the same development and political 
space. Finally, the article also attempts 
to understand how it would be possible 
to realise the mandate of deepening 
democracy through a government-led ini-
tiative to build institutions of the poor. 

Development practice over the years 
has attempted to build self-reliant local 
communities of the poor through CBOs. 
CBOs come in various guises – as user 
groups, management committees, or as 
self-help groups (SHGs) and their feder-
ations. This article discusses the CBO 
primarily in its manifestation as federa-
tions of SHGs of poor women. In India, 
the ascendance of the SHG and its feder-
ation has coincided with the space 
and importance formally given to PRIs 
as local governments. The onset of the 
Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana 
(SGSY), the centrally-sponsored scheme 
for poverty alleviation, which set great 
store by livelihood activities through 
SHGs, followed close on the heels of the 
73rd and 74th amendments and the 
 institution of elected panchayats in the 
states. The programme was later re-
structured as the National Rural Liveli-
hoods Mission (NRLM), which went one 
step further and insisted on federating 
SHGs of poor women at village and block 
or cluster levels, capacitating local 
 women’s leadership and routing fi nan-
cial assistance as “capital in perpetuity” 
for livelihood support through the feder-
ated CBO.1 Over time, it is expected that 
all villages of the country would have 
CBOs under the NRLM.

It is important to look closely at the 
concept of democratic decentralisation 
and elite capture while discussing the 
relationship between PRIs and CBOs. 
Democratic decentralisation can be de-
fi ned as “meaningful authority devolved 
to local units of governance that are ac-
cessible and accountable to the local citi-
zenry, who enjoy full political rights and 
liberty” (Blair 2000: 21, cited in Johnson 
2001). It implies a system of governance 
in which citizens possess not only the 
right, but also the capability to hold local 
government to account. 

Does democratic decentralisation pro-
vide an ecosystem for the exercise of 
citizenship by the poor? Craig Johnson2 
points out that democratic institutions 
frequently embody an elite bias, along 
the lines of class, gender, religion, and 
other social groupings, and that this in-
built bias discriminates against pro-poor 
policies. Very often, such policies in 
favour of the poor (with regard to, say, 
access to common property resources or 
to market space, or for raising minimum 
wages) would come at the expense of 
 local elite groups and their interests. 
A totally normative and transparent 
poverty alleviation programme would 
also reduce the clout enjoyed by way 
of patronage by the political elite, and 
by way of control exercised by the 
local bureaucracy. 

Numerous studies (Blair 2000; Crook 
and Sverrisson 2001; Dreze and Sen 
1996; Manor 1999; Moore and Putzel 
1999: 15) have pointed out that one of 
the dangers of decentralisation is that it 
may simply empower local elites and, 
worse, perpetuate existing poverty and 
inequality. As Moore and Putzel (1999: 
10, cited in Johnson 2001) have argued, 
agrarian institutions may be structured 
in a way that prevents poor people from 
engaging in direct political action. An 
important concern here is that poverty 
will have a debilitating effect on the ability 
to engage in formal political processes. 
Marginalisation from centres of power 
and infl uence, from knowledge about 
rights and entitlements, and from demo-
cratic platforms can act as huge brakes 
on the deepening of democracy, and on 
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the ability of poor voters to infl uence 
the democratic process. Very often, this 
marginalisation is deliberate, and sys-
tematically reinforced by local power 
structures.

The CBO ‘Alternative’

It is against this potent dysfunctionality 
of institutions of local governance that 
the CBO’s space has been carved out, 
as an alternative for ensuring the advance-
ment of the interests of the poor. 
Mudaliar et al (2011) discuss civil society’s 
need to organise and mobilise people by 
creating SHGs and village development 
committees (VDCs), when democratically 
elected bodies such as the panchayat are 
already present. They also discuss why 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
prefer to expend their energy in setting 
up new village-level institutions, instead 
of strengthening the already existing 
panchayats.

They contend that while the main 
purpose behind the creation of panchayats 
was to ensure better resource allocation, 
participation, effi ciency, equity, and sus-
tainability, and to promote local demo-
cracy, panchayats have tended to be 
dominated by those in the community 
who have traditionally been its elites, 
while the voices of the marginalised 
continue to be ignored. On the other 
hand, they see NGOs as an attractive alter-
native for individuals and funding agen-
cies, who fi nd formal structures too slow 
and cumbersome and unworthy of their 
trust, and state that many of those who 
have found themselves excluded from 
the processes underway at the panchayat 
have been fi nding a home within the 
community-based organisational struc-
tures spawned by the NGOs. There is an 
implicit assumption here: that the PRI 
has both the authority and the resources 
to execute programmes benefi ting the 
poor; however, this is rarely the case.

The contentious relationship between 
CBOs and PRIs has been discussed in the 
Mani Shankar Aiyar Expert Committee 
(MSEC) report on leveraging panchayats 
for effi cient delivery of public goods and 
services (2013).3 In Chapter IX, on con-
vergence with the NRLM, which looks at 
the roles of local governments in poverty 
alleviation, it states that the ineffi ciency 

of livelihood programmes relate to dif-
ferent aspects of service delivery, and 
direct participation of the poor in the 
conceptualisation, organisation and deli-
very of services is needed. The report 
points out that PRIs are the only institu-
tions obliged to be accountable to the 
community at large through gram sab-
has, which comprise all the poor and 
vulnerable, and states that therefore, 
PRIs and gram sabhas should be given 
centrality in the planning and imple-
mentation of all NRLM programmes. 

However, the extent of centrality of the 
PRI in the implementation of schemes 
and provisioning of services targeting 
the poor depends on the extent to which 
it has authority and power with regard 
to the conceptualisation and implemen-
tation of such schemes and services. The 
power and authority of the PRI in a state 
is dependent on the delegation made to 
it by the state laws, and the resources 
made available to the PRI from the state. 
While the Indian Constitution provides 
for the PRIs exercising a central role in 
many areas of public service delivery 
and poverty alleviation, PRIs are inca-
pacitated from fulfi lling that role by 
defi cient laws and policies on the one 
hand, and by inadequate human and fi -
nancial resources on the other. The poli-
tics of representation have also made the 
elected PRI apparently representative of 
the interests of the local power elite 
rather than of the common man; and the 
legacy of social inequity has impaired the 
capability of women and scheduled 
communities to convert their presence 
in the PRI into active participation, 
vouchsafi ng their interests.

State and central governments, in 
their desire to control outcomes on the 
ground, would rather establish and pro-
mote local user groups and committees 
and run programmes through them – 
bypassing the panchayats – positing 
these groups as less politicised or cor-
rupt and, therefore, more representative 
of the marginalised. SHGs, which began 
as thrift and credit entities, have by 
virtue of their regularity and pliability 
metamorphosed into conduits for state-
led schemes. Delivery was faster, and 
complaints fewer. Various schematic ini-
tiatives of state and central governments 

for decentralisation have aided the 
establishment and empowerment of local 
resource user groups and SHGs. What 
works in favour of the CBO is its ability to 
concentrate singularly on the poor and 
the marginalised, beyond political patron-
age (which is admittedly exclusionary of 
the most vulnerable and powerless). 
What goes against it is the absence of 
democratic processes that will ensure its 
accountability to its constituency of the 
marginalised. The very arguments ar-
rayed against the panchayat can be 
raised against the CBO if it takes on the 
role of dispenser of benefi ts and entitle-
ments. As against political patronage by 
the elected representative, patronage by 
the community leader can become the 
norm. The elected government is at least 
bound by processes of scrutiny and ac-
countability (no matter that the practice 
of those processes is faulty). No such 
processes can be mandated upon the CBO, 
which is technically not a public entity. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
CBO created and supported by an NGO 
would be seen as taking over the elected 
panchayat’s role as representative of the 
community, and usurping the legitimate 
space of the local government for service 
delivery and development. The MSEC 
report contends that the contesting ideo-
logies – of being led through peoples’ 
 organisations or through local govern-
ments, and the reasoning that peoples’ 
groups are effi cient substitutes for “cor-
rupt or political” PRIs – have been be-
hind this stand-off between PRIs and 
CBOs, and that this argument forgets 
the fact that the PRI is accountable to 
the entire population of a panchayat 
and not only to a small circle of bene-
fi ciaries, unlike the SHG network. Al-
though community-based, CBOs are 
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neither elected nor accountable to the 
community as a whole. But even while 
agreeing with the above, it must be 
 remembered that the larger society or 
the “entire population of the panchayat” 
actually comprises interests that are 
more powerful than the interests of 
the poor, and which therefore carry 
 credence and weight with the system, 
often easing out the interests of the poor. 
Poverty alleviation cannot be about 
 majoritarian interest. 

Civil Society and the Gram Sabha

As far as democratic decentralisation is 
concerned, the most signifi cant platform 
for exercise of voice made available by 
the state is the gram sabha. In almost 
every state, the citizen who participates in 
the gram sabha is poor and vulnerable. 
The challenge before democratic decen-
tralisation is to convert the passive parti-
cipation of the poor in the gram sabha 
into an active churning of opinion, feed-
back and expression of need. Despite the 
extent of participation of the poor, gram 
sabhas across the country have not been 
able to demonstrate the idiom of parti-
cipatory democracy in their working, 
and have been either hijacked, co-opted, 
or routinised to the extent of being 
ineffectual and trivialised. In a study by 
Johnson et al (2005), delivery of specifi c 
schemes to the poor was examined in 
the states of AP,  Gujarat and MP, and the 
role of state and local governments in 
ensuring outreach was compared, espe-
cially in the context of devolution to 
panchayats. The authors observed that 
in the villages of MP where research was 
conducted, the systematic marginalisa-
tion of the gram sabha was the direct 
result of the failure to challenge the 
well-entrenched authority of village 
sarpanches (see Behar 2003; Johnson et 
al 2005). This in itself is an indication 
that local governance, as currently 
 practised, has been unable to free the 
voice of the poor and the marginalised 
in society. 

The development of a strong and 
vibrant civil society is also inextricably 
linked to the ways in which poor and 
marginal groups in society are able to 
exploit the political opportunities that 
the state makes available (Luckham et al 

2000; Moore and Putzel 1999). Govern-
ments are unlikely to pursue substantive 
redistributive programmes unless ruling 
elites are ideologically and politically 
committed to the goal of poverty reduc-
tion (see Luckham et al 2000). Such 
 political commitment can be brought 
about only if the poor coalesces into 
an identifi able constituency with clear 
needs and demands that are articulated. 
It would be too much to expect the 
political leadership to forgo an existing 
constituency in order to nurture another 
that is too sparsely spread out, and has 
neither muscle nor elbow space. While a 
vibrant civil society, more particularly, a 
vibrant civil society representative of the 
poor and the marginalised, is a precon-
dition to meaningful democratic decen-
tralisation, the impetus for the creation 
and nurture of such a society cannot 
come from the very government that is to 
be held accountable to it. This is the space 
of the CBO.

Citizen Space, Governance Space

An important distinction needs to be 
made between the governance space 
and the citizen space. The space of gov-
ernance belongs to the local govern-
ment, that is, the panchayat. But the 
space of the citizen cannot and should 
not be owned or controlled by the local 
government. The CBO is often alleged to 
be transgressing into the space of the 
 local governance of the panchayat. This 
needs to be deconstructed, and the ques-
tion as to whether there is an attempt 
to control the citizen space of the CBO 
also needs to be asked. Is the CBO, which 
obtains funds for supporting the thrift 
and credit and livelihood activities of 
its constituent segments – the village 
organisations and SHGs – functioning as 
a parallel government? Should it be under 
the control and supervision of the local 
government to ensure that it does not 
usurp the space of local governance? 
Can the exercise of autonomy by a CBO 
be seen as bypassing the authority of the 
local government? Does the very pres-
ence of a CBO that does not owe its exist-
ence to the local government contravene 
the principles of local democracy? Should 
the membership of the CBO be deter-
mined by the local government? 

If the answer to all of the above is 
in the negative, then when would a CBO 
actually function as a parallel body? 
A CBO that takes on the role of govern-
ment – taking responsibility for service 
delivery, driving the agenda for local 
development, undertaking all programme 
delivery (like conducting immunisation 
camps) – on its own could be said to be 
running parallel to the local govern-
ment. But while the governance space 
has to be necessarily led by the PRI, this 
does not mean that the CBO cannot 
participate as a citizen body in partici-
patory management. 

What is the governance space for 
service delivery and local development 
that the panchayat is expected to occu-
py? Johnson (2001) identifi es the follow-
ing roles that governments typically play 
in poor and predominantly rural areas: 
(1) The provision of public goods, such 
as universal education and healthcare. 
(2) The provision of divisible goods, 
such as irrigation, agricultural exten-
sion and credit. 
(3) The determination and enforcement 
of laws regulating key economic inputs, 
such as land, labour and capital. 
(4) The recognition and protection of 
rights allowing for organisation, associ-
ation and entitlement in the eyes of 
the state. 

Where the good is a universal entitle-
ment, as in education or health, the role 
of the local government is paramount in 
ensuring the quality and consistence of 
its delivery. But even where the entitle-
ment is universal, there are bound to be 
issues of differential access and differen-
tial treatment, which would be loaded 
against the weaker segments of society. 
Social exclusions and knowledge barriers 
are likely to come in the way of exercising 
these entitlements. In such an instance, 
the CBO should come in as claimant and 
monitor of universal entitlements. There 
would also be opportunities for a syner-
getic collaboration between the local 
government and the CBO for overcoming 
barriers to participation and access, in 
the form of committees and forums. 

It must be remembered that mere con-
stitution of participatory mechanisms 
will not lead to equal participation if the 
civil society of the poor is weak and 
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intimidated. The enforcement of laws 
surrounding the right of access and live-
lihood, and especially land and water 
rights, is also the domain of the local 
government; however, here too issues of 
violation or undue privileges, as well as 
interventions for positive discrimination 
in favour of the poor, would get high-
lighted only if an articulate, proactive 
civil society is in place and has the insti-
tutional platforms to engage the local 
government on the same. 

The provision of divisible goods is a 
more tricky area. The funds are public, 
but the good is private, and is meant for 
a targeted population. It could be the 
small farmer, it could be the welfare 
pensioner; but even where specifi c cate-
gories are targeted, the resources are 
not adequate to cover all claimants. 
Therefore, some sort of screening or se-
lection needs to be made. This is where 
the ground lies wide open to patronage. 
With patronage, nepotism, infl uence 
and corruption also come into play. The 
challenge before governance would be 
to ensure the normative provision of 
such goods, and eschew patronage. The 
local government could come in as dis-
penser of benefi ts; however, it would be 
far more appropriate if it came in as 
a  regulator and a grievance redressal 

mechanism. (This, however, is particu-
larly diffi cult where political patronage 
by the elected representative has already 
been legally sanctioned as a right or 
privilege – as in the case of MP/MLA funds 
and quotas in educational institutions.)

The Context of NRLM

Take the case of the community invest-
ment fund (CIF), made available under 
the NRLM to the SHG federation to use for 
onward lending against micro-investment 
plans made by SHGs and for meeting 
urgent fi nancial needs, but also as lever-
age with banks for obtaining credit at 
affordable rates. What would be the logic 
behind requiring such a fund to pass 
through the PRI to the CBO, rather than 
directly to the CBO? Routing such funds 
through the PRI can be a double-edged 
sword. One can argue that this makes 
the utilisation of the fund accountable 
to the PRI, as these are public funds, but 
this begs the question as to why the uti-
lisation for essentially private needs are 
to be subjected to the clearance of the 
PRI. Ideally, the PRI should, through a 
process of consultation with the stake-
holder community, approve the norms 
of utilisation, but the management of 
the funds should be the responsibility of 
the CBO. The statement of accounts 

could be made available to the PRI, and 
the PRI should also be in a position to 
monitor any violations of norms, and 
function as a grievance redressal forum. 
For instance, the CBO would need to 
have prioritised the most vulnerable 
SHGs for receipt of CIF – an SHG that has 
been overlooked should be able to have 
its concerns addressed. The CBO itself 
can over time become co-opted, partisan 
or exclusionary, and the checks and 
guards against such partisanship and 
exclusion would need to come out of 
public scrutiny, and accountability to 
larger citizen platforms. A parallel to the 
PRI-CBO relationship in this regard can 
be drawn between the relationship of 
the District Planning Committees (DPCs) 
and the PRIs in Kerala. The allocation of 
plan funds to the PRIs is independent of 
the DPC, but the DPC approves the pan-
chayat plan and releases funds. The 
right to plan for its resources is vested 
with the PRI – the DPC’s role is to ensure 
that the process of planning complies 
with agreed norms. It does not have the 
right to direct the panchayat to change 
its priorities or plan components, pro-
vided there is no violation of norms. 
Once the plan is approved, the DPC is al-
lowed no discretion in the release of 
funds. In the case of the CIF, the PRI 
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would need to play a role similar to that 
of the DPC of Kerala. 

The Mani Shankar Aiyar Expert Com-
mittee report proposes that the CBOs of 
NRLM act as community wings of the pan-
chayat, or as thematic or cross-sectoral 
sub-systems to generate demand, sug-
gest priorities, and be a vehicle for the 
convergence of resources and services. It 
accepts that the autonomy of the CBO is 
to be ensured, but insists that PRIs 
should have the right of information 
monitoring and coordination.

How the role of the state in “the recog-
nition and protection of rights allowing 
for organisation, association and entitle-
ment” (Johnson 2001) is interpreted 
would have a major bearing on how the 
autonomy of the CBO is understood. In 
many states where SHG federations have 
come into existence as CBOs, under the 
supervision of a state government pro-
gramme or aided project, the identity of 
the CBO is clear and distinct from the 
identity of the PRI. This is the case with 
the Targeted Rural Initiatives for Poverty 
Termination and Infrastructure pro-
gramme in Odisha, the Aajeevika in 
Rajasthan, the Society for Elimination of 
Rural Poverty in Andhra Pradesh, Jeevika 
in Bihar, and the Jharkhand State Liveli-
hoods Promotion Society in Jharkhand. 
However, in states like West Bengal and 
Tamil Nadu, the distinction is blurred. The 
PRI has clear powers over the CBO in West 
Bengal, and the CBO is in turn deemed to 
have membership in the standing com-
mittees of the panchayat. In Tamil Nadu, 
a convergence platform called the Village 
Poverty Reduction Committee (VPRC) takes 
on some of the roles meant to be under-
taken by the cluster-level federations (the 
second tier of federation of the SHGs, 
above the village organisation), although 
structurally, the cluster-level federation 
is independent of the panchayat. In Kerala, 
the CBO did not originally enjoy struc-
tural autonomy as the PRI-elected lead-
ership were ex offi cio members of the 
CBO, and an offi cer of the panchayat was 
made member-secretary of the CBO. This 
was partially undone through a revision 
of the bylaws in 2008, but the control of 
the panchayat offi cial continued.4 

The responsibilities of the SHG network 
listed in the NRLM framework include 

participating actively in gram sabhas and 
other forums of PRIs, providing feedback 
through community-based monitoring, 
and supporting PRIs in their develop-
ment initiatives and planning exercises. 
The roles identifi ed for PRIs in the NRLM 
framework include identifying and mobi-
lising BPL households into SHGs, with 
priority given to the poorest and most 
vulnerable amongst them; facilitating 
SHG federations at various levels and 
providing accommodation and other 
basic facilities for their effective func-
tioning; incorporating and making suit-
able fi nancial allocations to the priority 
demands of SHGs and their federations 
in the annual plans/activities of the PRIs; 
and coordinating with different depart-
ments and agencies on behalf of the net-
work. Apart from the vital area of citizen 
engagement, there are traditional areas 
of cooperation between the PRI and the 
CBO which can be mutually  benefi cial, 
especially in service delivery and pro-
gramme outreach. A strong CBO can aid 
in mobilisation and participation, as 
well as in the dissemination of know-
ledge that will help the panchayat 
improve the reach of its interventions. 
From the point of view of the CBO, this 
would facilitate greater access of its 
members to entitlements.

The panchayat leadership would like 
the CBO coming up through government 
initiatives to be under the control of the 
panchayat and answerable to it, the log-
ic being that the CBO is created through 
the instrumentality of the state, and is 
dependent on the state for its space and 
activities. However, especially from the 
angle of eradicating poverty, the CBO ex-
ists – or should exist – in a citizen space, 
and it is the local government that 
should be accountable to its citizenry. 
Thus, while the onus is on the panchayat 
to include the CBO in planning for the re-
sources under its control, the responsi-
bility is not limited to ensuring partici-
patory planning processes, but goes fur-
ther into providing a proactive, respon-
sive governance. Any control by the 
panchayat on the activities of the CBO 
could extend its control over the CBO in 
the matter of exercise of voice and 
choice, leading to a direct infringement 
of citizenship rights. Even a panchayat 

leadership interested in delivering a 
common good could use the CBO as it 
uses its offi cials, as an implementation 
arm, where the role of the CBO would be 
to execute decisions, not participate in 
decision-making. Such a relationship 
between panchayat and CBO fosters sub-
servience, not autonomy. It does not lead 
to a deepening of democracy, and it 
certainly does not create a vibrant civil 
society capable of engaging with its gov-
ernment, and holding it accountable. 

Road Map to Pro-Poor 
Citizen-Centric Governance

As long as the matter of patronage politics 
and local elite capture is not addressed, 
a citizen-centric governance system will 
remain a mirage. Without organisation 
and acquisition of numerical strength, 
the poor and the marginalised will 
 remain voiceless and peripheral to the 
local development debate. Today, the 
 organisations in rural India that are 
most representative of the people on the 
periphery are the SHG federations of 
poor women. The CBOs of NRLM have 
the potential of being representative of 
extremely vulnerable populations, like 
bonded labourers, manual scavengers, 
scheduled castes, migrant workers, des-
titutes, and tribals. Mere inclusion in 
the CBO would not automatically gene-
rate a voice. The responsibility of the 
CBO is to inculcate citizen capability, to 
claim the citizen space, and convert the 
gram sabha into a vibrant institution 
of democracy. 

So, while the panchayat needs to insti-
tutionalise the space for citizen inter-
action, the CBO needs to build citizen 
capability to occupy that space. It needs 
to be remembered that the citizen space 
here refers specifi cally to the space 
of groups that have been traditionally 
marginalised by local political processes. 
This is doubly challenging and doubly 
relevant for the CBOs of NRLM, which 
are exclusively institutions of rural 
women, as the institution would need 
to combat the strong value systems of 
gender inequity – over and above the so-
cial distances of poverty and marginali-
sation – in order to be paid heed to. 

However, monitoring and feedback are 
experienced by CBOs today as additional 
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chores to be undertaken, and not as 
rights to be exercised. Institutional 
mechanisms would have to be set up 
as part of the operational framework 
of the CBO if it has to fi nd the time and 
resources to undertake monitoring and 
feedback systematically from a rights 
perspective. The democratic capability 
that needs to be acquired through the 
medium of the CBO would include, 
among others, the capability to organise, 
participate, protest, confront, agitate, 
articulate needs, raise claims, and hold 
to account. It should manifest as indi-
vidual capability and as the capability of 
the collective. It also needs to manifest 
as the capability to protect the interests 
of the marginalised “other”. 

There has to be a sustained empower-
ment process targeting the CBO that 
works towards internalising knowledge, 
motivation and self-esteem, and through 
these, is able to infuse democratic 
 capability. This cannot be a one-off capac-
itation, but an engagement that evolves 
over time, and develops the capacity of 
the leadership and members of the CBO 
to become sensitised to their citizenship 
rights, as well as to the means and proc-
esses of participation in governance. 
The CBO becomes the space to rehearse 
democracy and apply the lessons learnt 
in the public domain.

The impact of the persistent citizen-
ship training of the CBO is perhaps best 
captured in the observation of Laly Baby, 
panchayat member of Udumbannoor, 
Kerala, on the strength of the Neighbour-
hood Groups (NHGs) of Kudumbashree:5 

Democracy succeeds when it is able to hear 
the voice of the poor. The CBO is the tool 
for this, which is also working as the sub 
committees of the gramasabhas. The role of 
the NHGs in improving the social status of 
women has been important. The thousands 
of women who didn’t have the courage to 
hold their own in any conversation totally 
panicked coming to the NHGs for the fi rst 
time. These women who would at fi rst only 
listen during the discussions, slowly began 
to take part in them. Those who did not 
know about their rights began to understand 
them. Once they got to know their rights 
they began to claim them and this made a 
world of difference to the activities of the 
NHG. Women who had been too shy to come 
out began to take on executive positions in 
the NHGs. Our NHGs had become workshops 
to catapult women into public life.

In order to guard against coteries 
developing within the CBO, the CBO itself 
would have to become a practitioner of 
those very principles of transparency 
and accountability that it expects of its 
local government. These principles will 
not evolve automatically; they have to 
be structured into the organisation. The 
checks and balances brought into the 
systems of administration of the CBO 
and the nature of capacity building it 
undergoes will determine the extent to 
which it is able to break the barriers to 
participation. The extent of internal par-
ticipation and outreach that the CBO can 
generate on a regular basis will deter-
mine the extent of transaction of infor-
mation and knowledge to its member-
ship, which will in turn determine its 
ability to articulate demands and extract 
good governance. 

Notes

1  The NRLM framework for implementation 
states: 

  Capital Subsidy fund would be mainly to inject 
fi nancial resources into the institutions of 
poor and catalyse investments into the liveli-
hoods of the poor. This would also help SHGs 
develop a track record for attracting main-
stream fi nancing from banks. CS along with 
other own funds leverages repeat bank fi nanc-
ing. Once banks respond to the needs of the 
SHGs effectively, this fund could be used to 
support collective initiatives for strengthening 
livelihoods of the poor. Thus, it would become 
a capital resource/corpus for institutions of 
the poor.

2  See Johnson (2001). Since democratic institu-
tions have an “in-built” bias against pro-poor 
policies, on account of the zero-sum character 
of redistributive policies, the dispersed and ex-
tensive group that constitutes the poor, the 
lack of scope of patronage, and the institution-
al changes necessitated by comprehensive, uni-
versal poverty eradication programmes, it is 
contended that it is the process of democratic 
politics – of contestation, self-determination 
and struggle – that will lead to the deepening 
of democracy.

3  Mani Shankar Aiyar, chairman of the com-
mittee, says that the purpose of the committee 
was to examine why this devolution has not 
taken place and our answer is we have not 
really understood the process of activity map-
ping of functions, fi nances and functionaries. 
Provided there is political will after this report 
in Delhi to ensure that centrally-sponsored 
schemes are delivered through the panchayats 
through a process of devolution that approxi-
mates the activity maps that we have here in 
our report, then you will fi nd a sudden spurt in 
the effectiveness of devolution. What is re-
quired is a partnership between central, state 
and panchayati raj institutions (livemint.com/
politics: interview with Mani Shankar Aiyar, 
24 April 2013).

4  The state-sponsored Kudumbashree programme 
originally envisaged the CBO as a sub-system 

of the panchayat. The panchayat had control 
over the community network, including in the 
matter of conduct of elections and appoint-
ment of the member secretary. The restruc-
tured bylaw of 2008 sought to revisit the terms 
of engagement and establish the autonomy of 
the CBO.

5  Testimony of Laly Baby, panchayat member of 
Udumbannoor panchayat, Idukki, Kerala, dur-
ing the workshop to share the experiences of 
members of Kudumbashree, held in Idukki, 
2011. The Kudumbashree programme has over 
2.45 lakh neighbourhood groups, and is unique 
for the convergence of the three-tier community 
network of the panchayats and urban local bod-
ies. Extensive experience-sharing workshops 
were held in all districts of the state, in collabo-
ration with PRIs, in 2011, with the specifi c in-
tent to familiarise PRIs and the larger public 
with the transformation taking place within 
the community network.

References

Behar, A (2003): “Madhya Pradesh: Experiment 
with Direct Democracy; Time for Reappraisal”, 
Economic & Political Weekly, 17 May.

Blair, Harry (2000): “Participation and Account-
ability at the Periphery: Democratic Local 
Governance in Six Countries”, World Develop-
ment, 28(1).

Crook, Richard C and Alan Sturla Sverrisson 
(2001): “Decentralisation and Poverty – Allevi-
ation in Developing Countries: A Comparative 
Analysis or, Is West Bengal Unique?”, IDS 
Working Paper 130 (Brighton: Institute of 
Development Studies).

Dreze, Jean and Amartya Sen (1996): India: 
 Economic Development and Social Opportunity 
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press).

GoI (2010): “The NRLM Framework for Implemen-
tation”, 23 December, available at aajeevika.
gov.in (last accessed on 10 January 2014).

 – (2013): “Towards Holistic Panchayat Raj: 
Twentieth Anniversary Report of the Expert 
Committee on Leveraging Panchayats for Effi -
cient Delivery of Public Goods and Services” 
(New Delhi: Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Gov-
ernment of  India).

Government of Kerala (2011): “Report of the 
Kudumbashree Experience Sharing Workshop”, 
Idukki District, Kerala.

Johnson, Craig (2001): “Local Democracy, Demo-
cratic Decentralisation and Rural Deve lopment: 
Theories, Challenges and Options for Policy”, 
Development Policy Review, 19(4): 521-32.

 Johnson, Craig, Priya Deshingkar and Daniel Start 
(2005): “Grounding the State: Devolution and 
Development in India’s Panchayats”, Journal of 
Development Studies, 41(6).

Luckham, Robin, Anne Marie Goetz and Mary 
Kaldor (2000): “Democratic Institutions and 
Politics in Contexts of Inequality, Poverty, and 
Confl ict: A Conceptual Framework”, IDS Work-
ing Paper 104 (Brighton: Institute of Develop-
ment Studies).

Manor, James (1999): The Political Economy of Demo-
cratic Decentralisation, Directions in Develop-
ment Series (Washington DC: World Bank).

Moore, Mick and James Putzel (1999): “Politics and 
Poverty: A Background Paper for the World 
Development Report 2000/1”, mimeo (Brighton: 
Institute of Development Studies).

Mudaliar, Pranietha, Revathi Palat Rao and 
Rashmi Mahajan (2011): “Raj of the Panchay-
ats”, Green and Grey online magazine, Centre 
for Science and Environment (accessed on 
7 January 2014).


