
Economic and Political Weekly September 21, 2002 3889

M Y GHORPADE

Karnataka has a progressive record,
for over three decades, of promot-
ing panchayat raj institutions at

the grass roots level. In 1970s we had gram
panchayats and taluk development boards,
which had inherited the spirit and structure
of the National Extension Services and the
Community Development Blocks of the
1960s ushering in the green revolution.
The Belwantray Mehta Committee Report
of 1958 stressed the need and vital neces-
sity for local self-governing bodies or
institutions at the village, taluka and dis-
trict levels to actively promote develop-
ment with peoples participation. The All-
India Study Team on panchayat raj
finances under the chairmanship of
K Santhanam, of which I was a member,
had also stated in its report of 1963: “The
development functions will constitute the
great bulk of the activities of the panchayat
raj bodies at the village, taluka and district
level, as distinct from purely municipal

functions of local self-government of the
pre-independence era”.

In 1983, Karnataka Zilla Parishads, Taluk
Panchayat Samithis, Mandal Panchayats
Act came into existence, which provided
for the establishment of zilla parishads and
group or mandal panchayats, but, did away
with the elected body at the taluka level.
In 1993, Karnataka was the first state to
establish a three-tier system fully in con-
sonance with the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment in May 1993 and conducted
gram panchayat elections in December
1993. The Karnataka Panchayat Raj Act,
1993 also fully provided for the devolution
of all the 29 subjects listed in the 11th
Schedule of the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment. Karnataka is the only state
(barring Sikkim) which has devolved all
these 29 subjects to panchayat raj bodies,
according to a recent evaluation report of
the government of India. The 1993 Act
also provides for reservations for women
and weaker sections as per the 73rd Con-
stitutional Amendment, namely, 33 per

cent for women and 33 per cent for other
backward classes and for SC/ST in pro-
portion to their population. This reserva-
tion applies both for the election of mem-
bers and chairpersons of the panchayat raj
bodies. This has been a major step forward
in promoting political democracy.

Soon we will be completing 10 years of
the constitutional establishment of a three-
tier system of panchayat raj by the 73rd
Constitutional Amendment in 1993. It is
time for us to evaluate our progress and
take further progressive step to take
panchayat raj forward. It is in this spirit
that we in Karnataka have introduced
certain far-reaching amendments to
Karnataka Panchayat Raj Act to strengthen
the gram sabha, which is the soul of
panchayat raj and must be enabled to
exercise adequate supervision and control
over the gram panchayat and the develop-
mental works in the area. The panchayat
must clearly be accountable to gram sabha.
This is what is specifically sought to be
achieved by the amendments recently
introduced in the state legislative assembly
on August 2, 2002, according to which
gram sabhas must meet at least four times
a year and their decisions would be man-
datory and not merely recommendatory in
nature. They will have to be responsible
for the identification of beneficiaries on
the recommendations of the ward sabhas
which will be set up in each panchayat
member constituency with a population of
about 400. Ward sabha meeting will be
held at least twice a year. Karnataka has
about 5,600 gram panchayats with the
population of about 5,000 each and one
or more habitations. In Karnataka, we have
a system of social audit called Jamabandi
where the officers and the members in-
cluding the general public can participate
in an open system of audit, where they
could even visit the work spots and inspect
the progress and quality of the work.
Cameras and measuring equipment is also
provided. The Jamabandi report has to be
placed before the gram sabha along with
an action taken report, so that transparency
is ensured. The right to information has
also to be exercised by all concerns to
make available every possible information
to enable the gram sabha to be fully aware
and function effectively. The quorum for
ward sabhas is one-tenth of the voters or
20 persons and for gram sabha one-tenth
of the voters or 100 persons, provided also
that one-third of the members are women
and SC/STs as per their population. One
of the most important functions of the
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reaching amendments to the Karnataka Panchayat Raj Act. These
amendments will enable the gram sabha to exercise greater control
over the gram panchayat and the developmental work in the area.
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gram sabha is to approve the annual plan
of the gram panchayat, to ensure that the
priorities are as per local needs and wishes
of the people.

For the year 2002-03, every gram
panchayat has been asked to prepare an
annual plan of about Rs 10 lakh, of which
half will be in form of cash and half in
the form of food grains. Each gram
panchayat in Karnataka gets a statutory
untied development grant of Rs 3.5 lakh
which amounts to about Rs 200 crore for
5,600 gram panchayats. In addition, each
gram panchayat gets about Rs 1 lakh from
the finance commission and about Rs 1
lakh by way of their own resources. There-
fore, each gram panchayat can earmark
about Rs 5 lakh for its annual plan. The
other Rs 5 lakh is made available to each
gram panchayat in the form of grain under
the Sampoorna Grameena Rojgar Yojana
(SGRY), which is a combination of the old
Jawahar Gram Swarojgar Yojana (JGSY)
and Employment Assurance Scheme
(EAS). The SGRY has its own cash com-
ponent which is shared by state-centre in
the proportion of 1:3. Under the SGRY
programme, each person employed is given
5 kg of rice (notionally valued at Rs 6.25
per kg) and Rs 15 in cash which together
is in consonance with the minimum wage,
though the market price of the grain is
some what higher. The idea is that the
annual plan of the gram panchayat includ-
ing the SGRY programme should act as
food security and employment guarantee.
Even if a gram panchayat has about 500
quintals of food grain under SGRY, they
will be able to employ about 500 persons
per month or 100 persons for five months,
which amounts to 5.6 lakh persons for
5600 gram panchayats. The government of
India has already allocated 2 lakh tonnes
for this purpose. They are likely to make
available another one lakh tonne of food
grains to be used for our Jalarakshana
programme which has been introduced
recently to make soil and water conserva-
tion a people’s movement. Such
programmes cannot be implemented in a
bureaucratic manner and will be success-
ful only with the fullest cooperation of the
people. The concept paper and guidelines
regarding Jalarakshana spells out in detail
the manner in which the works have to be
selected and implemented by the panchayat
and the users group themselves, with
people’s contribution of the cash compo-
nent wherever such works involve the land
of farmers and house holders, apart from
common village works, such as construc-

tion of nala bunds, small check dams,
water harvesting, field bunds, farm ponds,
desilting of tanks, etc.

Adequate empowerment of the gram
sabha is crucial in ensuring participation
of all, especially women and the weaker
sections, without which a development
programme cannot succeed fully or to
the extent necessary to become a move-
ment. In this connection, two other in-
novative schemes have already been
launched in Karnataka. One is called the
‘Swatchagrama’ programme, for total
sanitation which includes the panchasutras
or five points including pucca roads and
drainages inside the village, individual and
school latrines, smokeless choolas in every
house, arrangement to stock manure in
allotted places. The programme is Rs 20
lakh for each selected village of which
public contribution is Rs 2 lakh, one lakh
in cash and one lakh in labour. This is a
people-oriented programme, because the
panchayat and the village committees will
be preparing the plan and overseeing the
implementation. The district engineering
division or organisations like Land Army
Corporation and Nirmithi Kendras are
authorised to give necessary technical
guidance and help in implementation. It
is not a contractor-oriented programme but
a directly people-managed programme.

Similarly, we have another programme
called ‘navagrama’ where the panchayat
raj bodies can use the SGRY programme
to do the site development including proper
roads, drainage, electricity, water supply,
etc, before houses are built under the
ashraya scheme. The houses will be allot-
ted in the gram sabha to below poverty line
beneficiaries and women who save Rs 5
per day with a bank account opened in her
name. The beneficiary will be entitled to
a house valued at Rs 20,000 which could
be supplemented by their own effort and
some food grains that may be made avail-
able. This has the potential of replacing
huts with houses in a foreseeable period
of time. The amendments which were
introduced in the legislative assembly
recently would go a long way in empow-
ering the people and the gram sabhas to
directly participate in the development
process and give real content to grass roots
level planning and implementation.

The cardinal principle is that what is
appropriate at a given level of the three-
tier system should be done at that level and
not unnecessarily at a higher level. What
is best done at the village level should be
done at the level and not at higher level,

and what is best done at the taluka or block
level should be done at that level and not
at the district level. The same principle
could be extended to state-centre relations
by ensuring that what is best done at the
state-level is done at the state-level and not
at the central level. This is a dynamic
concept which can be progressively ap-
plied to all the five tiers of government
including the state and the centre, to
maximise decentralisation and empower-
ment of the people with social justice, so
that all sections of the people have an
equitable share in the exercise of power
for their own betterment and that of the
country in a fast changing world. It follows
from this that the Constitution should
clearly define what functions should be
performed at each level and ensure through
Finance Commissions and other provi-
sions that each tier of panchayat raj has
adequate funds and functionaries to sat-
isfactorily perform its functions, with
adequate scope for local initiative and local
priorities and untied grants. It also follows
from this that decentralisation has at
least five major facets which have to be
acted upon in unison. Legislative de-
centralisation has to be adequately sup-
ported by fiscal decentralisation, adminis-
trative decentralisation and planning
decentralisation with appropriate attitudi-
nal changes at all levels to achieve the goal
of complete decentralisation and adequate
empowerment of all the panchayat raj
institutions and especially the gram sabha.
The goal should be to decentralise the
whole process of governance itself in all
its aspects. ���


