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Local Governance without Capacity Building
Ten Years of Panchayati Raj

With the passing of the 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments in India the structure
of governance has changed permanently from a two-tier to a three-tier system with union, state

and panchayats/nagar palikas. However, a necessary condition for the transformation of
panchayats into local governments is devolution of powers, resources and functions to them and

capacity building among the elected representatives. This paper analyses the functioning
of the elected representatives at the gram panchayat level in Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and
Kerala. In Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, elected ward members show poor awareness of

powers and responsibilities, but Kerala is different. In Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu,
panchayats are perceived as agents of state governments, whereas in Kerala they are taken as

local governments. In all three states, panchayat presidents understand the legislation better but
planning for development is a far cry as little effort seems to have gone into capacity building

and devolution of powers and resources. Unless larger powers and resources are devolved and
elected representatives are trained, local government will be a dream.

D NARAYANA

they come from? What is their understanding of the decentralisation
legislation? And what effort do they make in transforming the
panchayats into institutions of local governance? This paper is
a modest attempt at analysing the understanding of decentralisation
and functioning of the elected representatives at the gram panchayat
level in India. The study focuses on the ward members and
presidents of gram panchayats (GP). Their responsibilities, involve-
ment in activities of gram panchayat, and consultation with
citizens are the subject matter of study.

The paper is based on data collected from three states, namely
Madhya Pradesh, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. As already indicated,
Madhya Pradesh and Kerala are interesting cases for the com-
mitment shown by them towards decentralisation. Madhya Pradesh
has used the district planning committee provision of the 74th
amendment to de-concentrate government and pass decision-
making powers to districts. It has also empowered the gram sabha
to carry out the functions of GP through numerous committees
under the gram swaraj. The enabling legislation in Kerala con-
stituted the lowest tiers of local governments as autonomous
agents of development. In Kerala, the local self-governments
belonging to higher tiers do not have any control over the lower
tiers. Tamil Nadu stands at the other end characterised by tight
bureaucratic control over the panchayats. In Tamil Nadu, the
government is reluctant to give powers to local bodies as it issues
executive orders instead of notifications on the 29 subjects
mentioned in the Tamil Nadu Panchayats Act, 1994. As executive
orders do not have legal validity that notifications have, the
bureaucracy ignores them and local bodies remain mere agents
of the government.

The passing of the 73rd and 74th amendments to the Indian
Constitution may be viewed as the culmination of
various attempts towards decentralisation of the highly

centralised system of parliamentary democracy in India. With
these amendments the structure of governance has changed
permanently from a two-tier to a three-tier system of governance
with union, state, and panchayats/nagar palikas as the three-tiers
of governance. However, it is one thing to pass a law but quite
another to make it work.

The functioning of the third-tier of government crucially de-
pends on the devolution of resources, transfer of subjects, and
the passing down of administrative control over civil servants.
After the constitutional amendments, states too have met their
legal obligations by passing conformity legislations. But the
transformation of panchayats/nagar palikas into local govern-
ments from mere state agencies has varied across states depending
on the willingness to give up power of those who draw power
from the existing state structures. This has varied very widely
and the “interesting states from the decentralisation point of view
are Kerala and Madhya Pradesh” [Vyasulu 2004:2382].

“Another necessary condition for the success of local gover-
nance is to engage with elected representatives. There is great
need for capacity building – in accounts, budgeting, monitoring
and so on. ...It is only when elected representatives have the full
responsibility of not only deciding upon what work to undertake,
but also to raise the finances for it, by taxes or otherwise, in a
hard budget constraint situation, that changes become possible”
[Vyasulu 2004: 2383-4]. We know very little about the
elected representatives: Who get elected? What background do
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Putting the information on the structure of decentralised
panchayat system and the density of SHGs (as indicative of social
capital) across the three states together gives the pattern shown
in Table 1. Given these differences across the states, a compara-
tive study of Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala should
be able to bring out some complex interactions among the factors
influencing local governance.

One district from each of the three states was selected and a
development block (block henceforth) (variously called panchayat
union in Tamil Nadu and janpad panchayat in Madhya Pradesh)
within the selected district was chosen. Care has been taken to
select blocks with a significant proportion of SC, or ST population.
In each block comparable numbers of gram panchayats have been
selected. Sufficient number of ward members and gram panchayat
presidents has been selected taking due care to include men and
women, rich and poor, and socially disadvantaged. In Madhya
Pradesh, Mawai block in Mandla district was selected. In Mawai,
12 GP presidents and 27 ward members in 12 GPs were contacted.
In Tamil Nadu, Sanarpatti block in Dindigul district was selected.
In Sanarpatti, 6 GP presidents and 18 ward members were
contacted. In Kerala, 3 GP presidents and 26 ward members
from 3 GPs were contacted. Separate questionnaires were
canvassed on elected ward members, and presidents of gram
panchayats. The purpose of the survey was explained in detail
to each person contacted. Oral consent was obtained before
canvassing the questionnaire. The survey was carried out during
June-August 2003.

Mandla district in Madhya Pradesh has nine blocks (janpad
panchayat) and 472 gram panchayats covering 1,214 villages for
a total population of 8,94,000 in 2001. The block selected,
Mawai, has 143 villages, distributed over 49 gram panchayats,
of which only seven have a population of over 1,000 per village.
With an average population of less than 500 per village the
population per gram panchayat is less than 1,500. The district
is largely rural with 90 per cent of the total population residing
in villages. It is a tribal district with ST and SC accounting for
58 per cent and five per cent respectively of the total population
and reporting a level of literacy of 60.77 per cent – 76.71 per
cent for male and 45.39 per cent for female in 2001.

Dindigul district in Tamil Nadu has 14 blocks (panchayat/
union) and 306 gram panchayats. The block selected (Shanarpatti)
has 21 gram panchayats with an average population of 5,000 per
gram panchayat, the size varying from 2,200 to 10,000. The share
of SC in the total population in the district is 19.41 per cent and
in the selected gram panchayats it ranges from two to 47 per
cent. Literacy of the population is 69.83 per cent – 80.29 per
cent for male and 59.30 per cent for female in 2001. In Kerala,
Thrissur district with a total population of 29,75,000 has been
selected, which has 17 blocks and 98 gram panchayats. About
12.37 per cent of the district population is SC and 1.26 per cent
ST. The block selected (Wadakkancherry) has nine gram
panchayats with the proportion of SC population in the total
varying between 10 and 20 per cent. The population ranged from

16,000 to 28,000 in the selected gram panchayats. Literacy of
the population is 92.56 per cent – 95.47 per cent for male and
89.94 per cent for female in 2001.

I
Ward Members: Powers and Functioning

This section presents the characteristics of the selected
ward members and their responses regarding questions on their
responsibilities, functions, interactions with the ward population
and participation in panchayats. The survey sought to select a
sizable number of members belonging to scheduled castes,
scheduled tribes, and other backward castes in the three
states. Over one-third the total number of panchayat members
met are women.

In the three selected gram panchayats in Kerala, 26 ward
members were contacted, 17 men and nine women, 11 from the
forward castes, 11 from OBC, and the rest from SC (Table 2).
In the 12 gram panchayats selected in Madhya Pradesh, 27 ward
members were contacted, 19 men and 8 women, 18 ST and eight
OBC. In Tamil Nadu, 18 ward members were interviewed in six
gram panchayats, 10 women and eight men, 11 SC and five OBC.
Thus the sample shows a predominance of SC/ST and OBC
in all the three states. In Tamil Nadu and Madhya Pradesh
this has come about owing to the selection of the districts
predominated by them. The sample also has close to 40 per
cent women. On the whole, the socially excluded and gender
disadvantaged have been adequately represented in the sample
of ward members.

Socio-economic Characteristics

The ward members come almost equally from three distinct
age groups – 25 to 34 years, 35 to 44 years, and above 45 years
– in the three states, except Tamil Nadu where the proportion
from above 45 years group is rather low (Table 3). In Kerala,
close to 50 per cent of the women members are below 35 years
age, and in Madhya Pradesh 50 per cent of the women are above
45 years. The educational level of the ward members shows
striking differences across the three states While in Kerala, over
90 per cent of the members had over 10 years of schooling, in
Madhya Pradesh close to 90 per cent of the members had less
than 10 years of schooling, and in Tamil Nadu, 90 per cent had
over five years of schooling. Whereas in overall terms the
educational attainments of male and female members are com-
parable in the three states, except Madhya Pradesh where 50 per
cent of the women are illiterate compared to only 21 per cent
men. Kerala and Tamil Nadu report a higher proportion of better-
educated women members.

The land holding by ward members shows significant variation
across states and between women and men (Table 4). In
Kerala, almost 70 per cent of the members hold less than 100 cents
(100 cents = 1 acre) of land and the rest between 100 and 500 cents.

Table 1: Density of SHG and Decentralised Structure of Governance

State Density of SHG Decentralised Structure of Governance

Madhya Pradesh Negligible District governments, 23 departments transferred, but not able to play significant role in the absence of
financial devolution, a certain percentage of the state budget devolved, untied fund.

Tamil Nadu High Village panchayat has been devolved functions but collector is the inspector, has full control, civil
bureaucracy controls the panchayats.

Kerala Moderate Elected local governments control bureaucracy, 40 per cent plan funds devolved, active  campaign for gram
sabha participation.
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And there is no significant difference between men and women.
While a sizable proportion of forward caste and OBC members hold
over 50 cents land all the SC/ST members own less than 50 cents
land indicating poorer economic status. This is further corrobo-
rated by the housing status of SC members (Table 5). Although
no SC member was living in a thatch house, no one had a terrace
house compared to over three-fourths of the number of members
from OBC and forward castes living in terrace houses. In Madhya
Pradesh, 50 per cent of the women belong to landless households
and 68 per cent of the men come from households with over
500 cents of land. Further, while 90 per cent of the men are farmers
and the rest is engaged in trade or service, only 50 per cent of
the women are farmers and the rest are labourers. Thus, it is largely
the richer and better-educated men and poorer and less educated
women who are the GP members in Madhya Pradesh. In Tamil
Nadu, 75 per cent of the men are landless and over 60 per cent
of the women come from households owning over 100 cents land.
In Tamil Nadu, between 60 and 80 per cent of the OBC and
SC/ST own over 100 cents of land and there is no significant
difference between the two caste groups. However, of the 11
SC members in Tamil Nadu, no one was living in a terrace house
whereas three out of the five OBC members were living in terrace
houses indicating their better economic status.

The overall level of education of the ward members of
GPs is the highest in Kerala, followed by Tamil Nadu and then
Madhya Pradesh. Combining the two characteristics of education
and landholding, it may be said that Madhya Pradesh reports a
large proportion of illiterate women ward members hailing
from landless households and Tamil Nadu shows a high pro-
portion of educated women coming from relatively higher
landholding sections. The Kerala pattern is similar to that of

Table 2: Distribution of Ward Members by Religion and Caste

Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu
Female Male Total Female Male Total Female Male Total

Religion
Christian 2 3 5 0 0 0 2 1 3
Hindu 5 11 16 8 18 26 8 7 15
Muslim 2 3 5 0 1 1 0 0 0
Total 9 17 26 8 19 27 10 8 18

Caste
Forward 3 6 9 0 0 0 0 0 0
OBC 4 7 11 3 5 8 2 3 5
SC/ST 2 2 4 5 13 18 6 5 11
Total 9 15 24 8 18 26 8 8 16

Note: The question regarding caste would make no sense in the case of Muslims and some Christians. That is why the totals in the lower panel are different from
those shown in the upper panel.

Table 3: Distribution of Ward Members by Age and Educational Level
(In percentage)

Age (Years) Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu
Female Male Total Female Male Total Female Male Total

Less than 25 0 0 0 0 5.3 3.7 10.0 12.5 11.1
25-34 44.4 23.53 32.0 25.0 42.1 37.1 20.0 37.5 27.8
35-44 33.3 29.41 32.0 25.0 31.5 29.6 50.0 50.0 50.0
45+ 22.3 47.06 36.0 50.0 21.1 29.6 20.0 0 11.1
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Education
(Years)
0 0 0 0 50.0 21.1 29.6 0 0 0
1-4 0 0 0 0 21.1 14.8 10.0 12.5 11.1
5-9 11.1 5.9 7.7 50.0 42.1 44.4 50.0 75.0 61.1
10-14 77.8 94.1 88.5 0 10.5 7.4 40.0 12.5 27.8
15 and above 11.1 0 3.8 0 5.2 3.7 0 0 0
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 4: Distribution  of Ward Members by Size of Landholding
(In percentage)

Land Owned Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu
(Cents) Female Male Total Female Male Total Female Male Total

0 0 0 0 50.0 5.3 18.5 12.5 75.0 43.8
1-100 55.6 76.5 69.2 0 5.3 3.8 25.0 0 12.5
101-500 33.3 23.5 26.9 37.5 21.1 25.9 62.5 25.0 43.8
501-999 0 0 0 12.5 47.4 37.0 0 0 0
1,000 and above 11.1 0 3.8 0 21.1 14.8 0 0 0
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 5: Distribution of Ward Members by Caste
and Housing Type

(In percentage)

Housing Type
Caste Terrace Thatch Tile Total

Kerala
Forward 46.67 0 22.23 37.50
OBC 53.33 0 33.33 45.83
SC/ST 0 0 44.44 16.67
Total 100 100 100 100

15 0 9 24
Tamil Nadu
Forward 0 0 0 0
OBC 100 20.00 12.50 31.25
SC/ST 0 80.00 87.50 68.75
Total 100 100 100 100

3 5 8 16
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Tamil Nadu. In Kerala and Tamil Nadu, the SC members come
largely from poorer backgrounds but not OBC or forward caste
members.

Membership of Organisations

It is said that exposure to the media, and membership of
organisations makes elected representatives aware of their
responsibilities and powers of PRIs. Turning to these issues, it
may be seen that the proportion of ward members who purchase
newspapers varies widely across the three states (Table 6). While
close to 90 per cent of members purchase newspapers in Kerala,
it is almost zero in Madhya Pradesh and around 10 per cent in
Tamil Nadu. The proportions of ward members reading news-
papers are, however, higher being close to 100 per cent in Kerala,
over 70 per cent in Tamil Nadu and about 33 per cent in Madhya
Pradesh. The differences in percentages reading newspapers
between men and women are insignificant in Kerala but around
30 per cent in Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu.

The proportion of ward members (female) reporting member-
ship of self-help groups (SHG) varied between 11 per cent in
Kerala and 60 per cent in Tamil Nadu. Among men, membership
of SHG was relatively lower in Kerala and Tamil Nadu, but in
Madhya Pradesh, a higher proportion of men compared to women
reported to being members of SHGs. Membership of political
parties shows just the reverse of membership of SHGs. A rela-
tively low proportion of women are members of political parties.
In Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, compared to around 35 per
cent of men being members of political parties, the percentage
of women as members of political parties is around 10 per cent.
In Kerala, all the men are members of political parties as are
56 per cent of the women. But almost 60 per cent of women
have become members of political parties after being elected to
the panchayat. While the ward members belonging to forward
castes and OBCs who are members of political parties is close
to 90 per cent in Kerala and 40 per cent in Madhya Pradesh and
Tamil Nadu, this is significantly lower among the SC at 50, 25,
and 18 per cent respectively in the three states.

Membership of SHGs and political parties might be influencing
the participation of members in gram sabha, panchayat meetings,
in committees, and in elections. SHG meetings and political party
meetings might be a forum for discussing panchayati raj insti-
tutions. In Kerala, a sizable proportion of the members reported
that PRI issues was, in fact, discussed in the meetings. In Madhya
Pradesh, about 60 per cent of men (and no woman) reported that
SHG and party meetings were used for discussing PRI. In Tamil
Nadu, such proportions were low. The membership of SHG and
political party does help a sizable proportion of them participate

in panchayat meetings, and raise issues. In Kerala, both for men
and women such membership helps in becoming members of
committees, and in contesting panchayat elections. In Madhya
Pradesh, for men, membership of SHG and political parties is
a boon for becoming members of panchayat committees and in
contesting elections, but not for women. In Tamil Nadu, it does
not seem to be working that way at all.

It was seen that among elected representatives membership of
political parties was significantly higher among men compared to
women in all the three states. As regards SHG membership the
incidence is significantly higher among women in Tamil Nadu,
but not in Madhya Pradesh or Kerala. Such difference could not
be observed in membership of SHG among the different castes
in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh. But in Tamil Nadu, a significantly
higher proportion of SC ward members are members of SHG.

Responsibilities and Involvement

As regards the general responsibilities of the ward members,
the three states show three distinct patterns (Table 6). In Kerala,
almost 90 per cent of the members think that developing the ward
and helping the poor people are their responsibilities. In Madhya
Pradesh, over 50 per cent believe that developing the ward and
constructing roads, digging wells, ponds and generally getting
work done in their wards is their main responsibilities. But a
quarter of the number of women members and about 15 per cent
of men said they do not know what their responsibilities are,
or that the sarpanch does not tell them what to do. In Tamil Nadu,
almost all ward members believe that solving the problems of
the ward and demanding amenities for the ward and taking care
of their maintenance is their responsibility. Maintenance of public
amenities such as water supply, roads, sanitation, and give
suggestions to the clinic nurse about the health condition are the
other responsibilities. A few mentioned the following as their
responsibilities: ‘to cooperate with president’, ‘help the president
plan’, ‘negotiate a better share for the ward’, and ‘demand
amenities’. While among states the perception of responsibilities
by the ward members shows significant variation, there is hardly
any variation between men and women within the states.
The exception, however, is Madhya Pradesh where a higher
proportion of women say they do not know what their
responsibilities are.

The involvement of the ward members in schemes/programmes
is in consonance with the perception of their responsibilities
(Table 8). Both in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh, the ward members
responded by mentioning the specific piece of work they were
involved in the previous year. In Madhya Pradesh, only about
15 per cent of the panchas – all of them men, 21.05 per cent

Table 6: Distribution of Ward Members by Membership in SHGs, Political Parties, and Its Impact on Participation in Panchayats
(In percentage)

Female Male
Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu

Newspaper Readership, Member of SHG, etc
Per cent purchasing newspapers 77.8 0 10.0 94.1 5.3 12.5
Per cent reading newspapers 88.9 12.5 57.1 100 42.1 85.7
Per cent member of SHGs 11.1 25.0 60.0 5.9 27.8 14.3
Per cent member of political parties 55.6 12.5 10.0 100 33.3 37.5

Among members of SHGs and political parties per cent Reporting Yes to
Has PRI been discussed in meetings? 57.1 0 16.7 88.2 60.0 33.3
Has membership helped you participate in gram sabha? 71.4 100 57.1 94.1 60.0 25.0
Has membership helped you raise issues in meetings? 57.1 50.0 57.1 94.1 60.0 25.0
Has membership helped you become member of committees? 57.1 0 16.7 94.1 50.0 0
Has membership helped you contest panchayat elections? 57.1 0 16.7 94.1 60.0 0
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of all men in the village could report correctly District Poverty
Alleviation Programme (DPAP)/Indira Avas Yojana (IAY)/
Employment Assurance Scheme (EAS) as the scheme/programme
under which the work was carried out. About 18.52 per cent had
not participated in any scheme/programme. The rest said the
schemes were pond, wells, and road, that is, the name of the
work carried out rather than the scheme under which it was carried
out. This had its impact on beneficiary selection as well. In all
the GP provided employment was extended for all the villagers
who came forward to work rather than those eligible under
specific schemes. But in Tamil Nadu, members mentioned
the name of the state or central government scheme under
which the specific work was undertaken. Most of the ward
members listed the following schemes in which they were in-
volved in the previous 12 months: AMT, PMSY, EAS, free rice
scheme. In Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, a small proportion
of members complained that the president was not telling them
about schemes.

The constitutional amendments creating the local self-govern-
ments entrust the elected representatives with the responsibility
of planning for social justice. A majority of the members an-
swered the question, ‘did you develop a plan for the development
of your panchayat’ in the affirmative, except in Madhya Pradesh
where only 25 per cent (women) and 37 per cent (men) responded
in the affirmative. But the question, ‘were you able to decide
how much money will be allocated to each scheme’ was answered
in the affirmative by only a small proportion of members in
Madhya Pradesh (Table 9). Those who responded in the negative
– in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh – said that the panchayat
committee, panchayat president or ruling party, makes these
decisions. In Tamil Nadu, only five out of 18 ward members
from four panchayats said they decide how much money should
go to which project. The rest said they were not able to take the
decision and that the decisions were taken by the panchayat union
officials, or engineers. They all said that the decisions were those
of the officials at the higher level. The enabling structure of
decentralisation created by the state governments governs the
decision-making powers of the ward members. Where powers
and resources are devolved – as in Kerala – the decision-making

vests with the gram panchayat; where these are not devolved –
as in Tamil Nadu – the officials’ still exercise powers.

The answers to questions regarding the panchayat having a
separate budget and the dependence on block/district panchayat
further corroborate the argument of official control on panchayats.
In Kerala, members are fairly certain that the gram panchayats
own separate budgets and are not dependent on block/district
panchayats for funds. Such certainty is not reported in Madhya
Pradesh or Tamil Nadu. In Madhya Pradesh, the dependence on
higher level of panchayats and officials seems to be complete
whereas in Tamil Nadu, members are not quite clear about it.

Participation and Accountability

In deciding or planning development schemes in the panchayat
the ward members consult people and such consultation is mostly
through the gram sabha (Table 10). However, in Madhya Pradesh,
a small percentage of ward members reported that no meaningful
consultation takes place. Similarly, if villagers are unhappy with
a government programme or scheme they come and talk to the
ward members. But around 30 per cent of the members in Kerala
reported that people do not come to them but go to the gram
panchayat, gram sabha, or in some cases stick posters in public
places to express their differences. In Madhya Pradesh, a sizable
proportion of ward members reported that people go to the
sarpanch to express their differences.

If there are conflicts over government programmes, then ward
members try to resolve them. But there is considerable variation
in the proportion of members taking up such tasks between male
and female ward members across the states. Over 75 per cent
of the members (male) in all the three states involve themselves
in resolving conflicts. Such involvement is significantly lower
among the women members in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh –
below 45 per cent – but comparable in Tamil Nadu.

It has been seen above that ward members do consult
people in gram sabha in selecting schemes and beneficiaries. But
they have a feeling that as elected representatives they have a
right to select schemes/beneficiaries. While 100 per cent of the
members in Tamil Nadu felt that way, only about 50 per cent of

Table 7: Distribution of Ward Members by the Perception of their Responsibilities
(In percentage)

Perception of Responsibilities Female Male
Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu

Attend meetings, enquire and express local problems, demand amenities,
solve problems 12.5 0 90.0 5.88 21.05 87.50

Construct roads, wells, hand pumps, and get work done 0 50.0 0 5.88 31.58 0
Develop the ward, plan development 50.0 0 10.0 64.71 21.05 12.50
Help the poor people, serve the people 37.5 12.5 0 23.53 5.26 0
Resolve conflicts 0 12.5 0 0 5.26 0
None, do not know, sarpanch does not tell 0 25.0 0 0 10.53 0
Others 0 0 0 0 5.26 0
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 8: Distribution of Ward Members by the Schemes Involved (Previous 12 Months)
(In percentage)

Schemes/Programmes involved Female Male
Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu

Anganwadi 0 0 0 5.88 0 0
Annapoorna, AMT, PMSY 0 0 70.00 0 0 37.50
Roads, toilets, tanks, drinking water 100 75.00 30.00 94.12 89.47 37.50
None, president does not tell, etc 0 25.00 0 0 10.53 25.00
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
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the women in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh felt so. Among men
in Kerala and Madhya Pradesh, 65 and 90 per cent respectively felt
that they have a right to select projects and beneficiaries. This
is rather surprising as most of them agree that gram sabha has
an important role in selecting beneficiaries and projects.

The constitutional amendments mandate the creation of local
self-governments. So, it was expected that if the panchayats
deemed it fit they should be able to implement poverty alleviation
programmes differently from the format set by higher levels of
government. But the response of the members suggested other-
wise. Expect for the women ward members in Kerala, less than
50 per cent of the members thought that the panchayats have
such powers. In fact, the reverse was thought to be true, that
is that the gram panchayat was too much bound by higher-level
officials/panchayats. Only in Kerala, ward members thought that
the gram panchayat has the necessary autonomy in devising
schemes. In Tamil Nadu, the question, ‘overall, is the panchayat
empowered to implement poverty alleviation programmes’ was
responded to by 17 members, five in the affirmative and the rest
in the negative. It is basically the higher-level officials who
decided the specifics of the programmes and the gram panchayats
are asked to execute was the essence of the answers.

It is evident that involvement of ward members is largely in
civic functions, such as maintenance of roads, provision of
drinking water and sanitation services, and in implementing
schemes of state and central governments. The participation in
planning for development seems to be on the lower side. In
Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, planning at the gram panchayat
level has not taken off to any significant extent owing to poor
devolution of resources and the lack of control over the budget by
the gram panchayat. In Kerala that does not seem to be a constraint
as 22 out of 26 members (with two not responding to the question)
said that the panchayat does own a separate budget.

In Madhya Pradesh, a separate question was asked on member-
ship of committees as the gram swaraj made for the constitution
of a large number of committees. The question was, ‘Are you
a member of any committee’? While 71 per cent of the men said

‘yes’ none of the woman was a member. Further, of the men
in the committees, 42 per cent were members of the most important
gram vikas samithi. It could not be that women were not members
of committees. As per the reservation rule each of the eight
committees has to have one-third women members. The fact that
they did not know that they were members’ shows their non-
involvement in the functioning of these committees. Obviously,
somebody signs for them.

In the three states the citizens regularly visit their ward members.
The number of visitors ran into over 100 a week in some cases.
The number of visitors is less than ten a week for almost all the
ward members in Madhya Pradesh and two-thirds the number
of ward members (female) get no visitors on a regular basis; they
do see citizens coming to them when employment programmes
are being implemented in the panchayat. In Kerala and Tamil
Nadu, about 11 to 50 citizens visit their ward members in a week
with not much difference between men and women. In Kerala,
about 50 per cent of the ward members (men) receive over 50
visitors. The purpose of the visit is to ask a favour in Tamil Nadu
and mostly to get some work done in Madhya Pradesh. In Kerala,
almost two-thirds the visits to ward members (male) are to ask
a favour, to get some work done and to get some work done
in government offices. To know more about panchayat or func-
tioning of the panchayat is not an issue before the visitors. The
number of visits to ward members and its purpose is a clear
reflection of the poor functioning of the new institutions. If the
new institutions are supposed to bring governance closer to
people this has not happened as people still need to approach
the ward members to get things done.

Conclusion

With the 73rd and 74th amendments local governments have
acquired constitutional sanction and the reservations have brought
many women and disadvantaged groups into the political process.
This is an opportunity for all to try and evolve new structures
of governance. Inevitably, some sections of the earlier political

Table 9: Distribution of Ward Members by their Perception of Powers to Allocate Resources
(In percentage)

Were you able to decide how much money will be allocated Female Male
to each scheme/programme? Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu

Do not know, marginalised being a woman, sarpanch knows 0 62.50 0 0 0 0
Yes 0 25.00 20.00 17.60 73.70 37.50
No 100 12.50 80.00 82.40 26.30 62.50
If no, who decides?
Do not know, those well read 0 33.3 0 0 33.3 0

President, panchayat committee, ruling party 100 66.67 0 100 66.67 0
Higher officials 0 0 100 0 0 100
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
Does the panchayat own a separate budget? per cent reporting yes 77.78 25.00 60.00 100 15.79 100
Do you have to depend entirely on funds from the block/district
panchayat? per cent reporting yes 0 37.50 40.00 0 94.40 50.00

Table 10: Distribution of Ward Members by Interaction with People
(In percentage)

Mode of Interaction Female Male
(Per Cent Answering Yes) Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu Kerala Madhya Pradesh Tamil Nadu

Do you consult people to decide/plan projects? 100 75.00 100 100 88.40 100
If villagers are unhappy with a scheme/project do they come to you? 66.67 25.00 100 70.60 68.40 100
If there are conflicts over government programmes do you try to resolve them? 44.40 37.50 100 73.30 94.70 100
Do you feel that you have a right to select projects/beneficiaries? 55.60 57.10 100 64.70 89.50 100
Is the panchayat empowered to implement poverty alleviation programmes? 66.70 37.50 20.00 50.00 50.00 50.00
Is the panchayat too much bound by higher level officials/panchayats? 0 75.00 66.67 11.80 42.10 0
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system become disempowered, including politicians and officials
in the bureaucracy. Their opposition to change has to be handled
by those elected to the local governments. But the making of
new structures depends to a great extent on who get elected as
members of local governments and how best they understand
their powers, responsibilities and limitations and function to build
new systems.

The analysis of this section shows that there is evidence of
‘elite capture’. The members who have got elected hail from the
economically well-off sections. The educational levels of ward
members are above that of the general population, except women
in Madhya Pradesh most of whom are poor and illiterate. They
also come from sections of the population holding larger extent
of land and live in better houses. Extremely poor, landless and
living in thatch houses have not become members to the extent
of their share in total population.

A higher percentage of ward members in the three
states purchase newspapers and read newspapers showing
that they are better exposed to the media as compared to the
general population. As regards membership of SHGs and political
parties, a fairly high proportion of ward members are members
of political parties in Kerala. In Tamil Nadu, a high percentage
of women are members of SHGs but the percentage of men who
are members of political parties is comparable to that in the
general population. In Madhya Pradesh, a fairly high proportion
of ward members are neither members of SHGs nor political
parties.

The perception of powers and responsibilities of the ward
members shows poor awareness in Madhya Pradesh and Tamil
Nadu. In Madhya Pradesh, local governments are looked as mere
implementers of schemes/programmes of higher governments
and in Tamil Nadu they are merely intermediaries. Only in Kerala
the local government status of panchayats is well understood.
The poor understanding has affected involvement in schemes/
programmes, development planning at the local level and bud-
geting. Hence, the evolution of panchayats as local self-govern-
ments has been slow and tardy.

II
Gram Panchayat Presidents

Responsibilities without Powers

In Madhya Pradesh, the 12 gram panchayat presidents (called
sarpanch in Madhya Pradesh) selected – six men and six women
– belonged to ST as all the posts of presidents were reserved
for STs. In Tamil Nadu, out of the six gram panchayats chosen
for study three had women panchayat presidents and one had
a SC woman as president. In Kerala, three panchayat presidents
were contacted. One man and two women, one man and one
woman from the forward caste and one woman from the SC,
were contacted. In Madhya Pradesh, out of the 12 one is a
sarpanch-in-charge as the elected sarpanch was removed on
charges of corruption by 18 out of the 20 panchas (cutting across
political party lines) in the panchayat.

Madhya Pradesh

The men are all below 45 years of age but women are of all
age groups.1 The men had at least five years of schooling with
two-thirds having studied for 10 or more years. Compared to the

men, the women are far less educated, with 50 per cent of them
reporting less than five years of schooling. Both men and women
sarpanches hailed from families owning all size class of land,
and not necessarily from among large landowners. Most men and
women sarpanches have electricity connection in their houses
– 83.35 per cent men and 66.67 per cent women. Overall, the
important difference between men and women is that women
come from all age groups and are much less educated than men,
who are mostly young and better educated.

Two-thirds of the men and women get newspapers in their
houses. Whereas all the men sarpanches – including those who
do not get newspapers in their houses – report reading newspapers
regularly, only one out of six women reported doing so. The level
of education and membership of political parties has an effect
on the effort made to know the rules, regulations and procedures
of gram panchayat. Five out of six men reported attending training
sessions/classes to understand the powers and responsibilities of
the sarpanch. Three out of six men reported studying the panchayat
manual; five out of six reported reading the letters from janpad
panchayat regularly to be up to date with the rules. One of them
reported consulting the local MLA, janpad panchayat president
and CEO. In stark contrast, only one out of the six women reported
attending classes and studying orders from higher level panchayats;
another reported studying janpad orders. Both are slightly better
educated. The rest said, ‘secretary advises’, or ‘son tells’. Thus,
male sarpanches seem to be making an effort to understand the
institution of panchayat, while hardly any woman seems to be
making such an effort, and leaving it entirely to panchayat
secretaries or sons and husbands.

The poor understanding of the rules tells on their perception
of their responsibilities. The three better-educated men said
‘development of the panchayat’ is one of their major respon-
sibilities. Three men sarpanches mentioned social justice,
upliftment of the poor and working for the welfare of the people
as their responsibility. Three men mentioned reaching benefits
to people, providing social security assistance, and addressing
problems of people as their responsibility. One of them was very
clear that providing access to water, electricity, and roads was
his major responsibility. In contrast, four women thought con-
struction of roads, ponds and wells, day care centres was their
responsibility. One member mentioned resolving conflicts in the
panchayat was her responsibility. Another woman added pro-
viding pensions to her responsibility of construction. There was
no talk of development, social justice, or providing access to
services by women sarpanches.

Despite differences in educational levels and political work
between men and women sarpanches, the understanding of the
schemes and programmes carried out in the panchayats is poor
among all the sarpanches. Almost every one listed ponds, roads
and wells as the schemes or programmes. Only one of them could
list MLA fund, Baiga Vikas, EAS and JRY under which schemes
have been carried out. The one who listed schemes correctly is
well educated, has worked outside the country and is ably assisted
by a local schoolteacher.

To the question, ‘does the panchayat decide allocation to each
scheme/programme’ all the men, except the sarpanch in charge
gave an affirmative answer. All the women said ‘no’. When asked
who then decides the allocation the answer was janpad or zilla
panchayat. Two women did not give a clear answer indicating
that they did not know. Similarly, all sarpanches (men and
women) answered ‘does the panchayat own a separate budget’
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in the negative, except three. ‘Does the GP have to depend on
JP/ZP for funds’ was answered in the affirmative by all but two,
both men. ‘Has the GP developed a plan for the development
of the panchayat’ was answered in the negative by all except
four. Three men said they have developed a plan and one woman
said we have to ask the secretary. From the answers to the first
question, it is evident that the men are closely involved in
decision-making in the GP but not the women. But answers to
the next two questions show that neither the men nor the women
are clear about budgeting, or source of funds for the gram
panchayat. And only one-fourth the number of sarpanches has
any idea of a plan for the development of the panchayat. But
everybody seemed to consult the village people in decision-
making through the gram sabha (GS). Two women said they also
carry out informal consultation.2

To the question, ‘ do you have adequate powers to look after
the needs of your people’ all, but two women, replied in the
affirmative. Does the secretary cooperate with you’ was also
answered in the affirmative by all, except two, one man and one
woman. The man said the previous secretary was recently re-
moved for irregularities and the current one is in charge of two
gram panchayats. They also seem to get the necessary cooperation
from other officials, as all but one man replied in the negative.
They all attend meetings called by the JP, whenever called, and
are able to raise issues of concern in such meetings, with only
two reporting that they are not able to raise issues. Whenever
issues have been raised the JP has addressed them. As regards
the ZP, only men seem to be visiting it, the periodicity of the
visit varying from once a week to once in three months.3 The
visits are in connection with estimates and sanction of roads,
wells, ponds, etc. The long working experience in political parties
stands them in good stead, as one sarpanch boasted that we talk
to the MLA if there is a need.

All the sarpanches seem to be taking interest in the running
of day care centres, primary schools, and housing programmes.
In the case of day care centres, three sarpanches reported people
complaining about the functioning, and the action taken to
address the issue. As regards the primary school one sarpanch
received a complaint against the teacher which was sent to the
JP for action. In two panchayats housing programme also at-
tracted complaints, which were forwarded to the JP. In six GPs,
health centres existed which functioned satisfactorily and there
were no complaints. In six GPs, middle schools or high schools
were functioning and in three there were many complaints of
inadequate number of teachers and in one inadequate space for
classes. In all cases the GP forwarded the complaints to JP/ZP
for action.

For the men sarpanch is a full time occupation as all of them
said they spend between 25 to 30 days on it. For the women
it was not a full time job, as they spent only between 10 and
15 days on it. The men also get larger number of visitors in a
week compared to the women. The men reported between 70
and 150 visitors a week compared to 4 to 30 for the women,
with the exception of one woman reporting 100 visitors. All of
them get visitors seeking caste and other certificates. Almost all
of them also reported visitors seeking to get some work done.
But men reported visitors seeking some work in government
offices get done. Some came to know more about panchayati
raj institutions. One woman, however, said they come to advise
her on the nature of work to be carried out in the panchayat,
where, how, etc.

In conclusion, it may be said that the sarpanches believe that
they have the necessary powers to carry out works to fulfil the
needs of the panchayat, and the officials at all levels cooperate
with them. Then, what is it that prevents them from developing
plans and implementing? Little effort seems to have gone into
developing the capacity to plan and budget. So, they end up
implementing works under different schemes/programmes as
spelt out by the JP/ZP. The estimates are prepared by the officials
and closely scrutinised and monitored by them. The men are able
to work under such an environment largely because of their
political experience. The women do not seem to have that
advantage.

Tamil Nadu

A quick look at the 21 gram panchayats in the panchayat union
selected for study showed that only those reserved for women
and SC had gone to the respective groups. Even when the share
of SC population in the total in a panchayat is high it has not
been able to elect a SC president unless reserved for them. In
sharp contrast, among the six gram panchayat presidents chosen
for the study four are Hindus, one Christian and one a Muslim.
The proportion of Muslim population in the panchayat is rela-
tively small but the president comes from a relatively elite
background. He owned 10 acres of land, had about 15 years of
schooling and had a non-agricultural occupation as well. The
other presidents were also large land owners, owning between
seven and 14 acres of land, except the SC woman president who
owned only two acres of land. They had between nine and 16
years of schooling.

The general responsibilities of the panchayat presidents, in their
view, were to address the problems of the people in the panchayat,
take care of their needs, accept complaints and solve problems,
and prepare and execute plans for the development of the panchayat.
These responses are consistent with the responses to other
questions. Four out of six presidents said they own a separate
budget for the panchayat and they did develop plans for the
development of the panchayat. Further, they said they do not have
to depend entirely on the block and district panchayats for funds.

The role of the panchayat presidents in beneficiary selection
is confined to recommending the deserving or needy. Their
involvement in schemes/programmes during the last 12 months
was confined to Annapoorna rice scheme, AMT, PMSY – all
central and state government sponsored schemes. The member
of a political party for 20 years and the SC president mentioned
involvement in works relating to drainage, water supply, public
toilets and street lighting. Surprisingly, there was no mention of
any scheme as part of the plan for the panchayat developed by
them indicating that there is hardly any planning. This was further
confirmed by their answer to the question, ‘were you able to
decide how much money will be allocated to each particular
programme’. All of them answered the question in the negative.
The panchayat union councillors, or officials and engineers take
these decisions. Similarly, all the presidents answered the ques-
tion, ‘is the panchayat empowered to implement poverty alle-
viation programmes’ in the negative. They are still too much
bound by higher-level officials and panchayats.

All the panchayat presidents said they consulted villagers in
developing projects in the village. The gram sabha is the forum
used for such consultations. The gram sabha also becomes a
forum for the poor who feel that they deserve to get certain
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benefits of schemes to show their ‘poverty ness’ as one of them
put it. Having said that all of them also said that as elected
representatives they think that they have a right to select projects
and beneficiaries. The panchayat presidents seem to think that
they have been given too many responsibilities with hardly any
powers. They get the necessary cooperation from the panchayat
secretary in carrying out these tasks but not from the higher-level
officials. The SC woman president and an OBC president who
is not a member of any political party said they do not get the
necessary cooperation from the higher level officials. All of them
attend gram sabha meetings, panchayat union meetings and
contact district panchayat frequently – every month. In the
panchayat union meetings all of them have been able to raise
issues concerning their villages and get satisfactory action from
them. The visits to the district panchayat are to inform needs
of the villages and the response is not very helpful. Especially,
the SC woman and the OBC president said the response is helpful
only to some extent.

The panchayat presidents take interest in the proper running
of day care centres, schools, primary health centres, and housing
programmes. All of them mentioned having built houses for the
poor. Some of the examples given by the presidents are the
following: running of an eye camp; built sunshade for the health
centre; built kitchen at the school; and built public toilets. Three
of the presidents said that it is a full-time occupation; two of
them spend two weeks a month on it and one said that she spent
about 20 days a month. There is no salary for the work and they
get paltry rupees 330 per month as travelling allowance. In
addition, many people come to visit them. Two of them gave
exact number: 15 and 20 visitors per week; the rest said many,
one of them adding that it varies according to the seasons. During
periods when a large number of schemes are about to be imple-
mented the umber of visitors increases. They mostly come seeking
favours, or to get some work done. Some of them come to get
some work done in government offices.

Kerala

The three GP Presidents in Kerala had 10 to 15 years of
education, and were aged between 32 and 47 years. The two
presidents from the forward caste lived in terrace houses and the
SC woman lived in a tiled house. The three houses were electrified
and all of them were buying newspapers and reading them. The
man belonged to a family owning 600 cents of land; one woman
had 60 cents land and the SC woman had 26 cents land.

All the three panchayat presidents said that calling panchayat
board meetings, gram sabha, attending standing committee
meetings, signing checks, monitoring fund utilisation and ad-
dressing the problems of the panchayat were their main respon-
sibilities. They read panchayat manuals, orders issued by the
government, and attend training classes to understand the
panchayati raj rules and procedures. More such classes at their
place of work rather than in the training institutes, with special
emphasis on specific problems would be very helpful.

Unlike the gram panchayats in Madhya Pradesh and Tamil
Nadu, the panchayat presidents in Kerala listed a number of
programmes designed by their own gram panchayats or district
panchayats, such as special housing programmes, sanitation pro-
grammes, and recharging groundwater. They were able to   decide
how much money will be allotted to each scheme/programme
subject to broad guidelines issued by the state government. For

instance, in one panchayat the president said they plan to cover
1,340 houses out of the total 4,000 houses in the gram panchayat
under the drinking water scheme during the Tenth Five-Year Plan
period (2002-2007). With such coverage drinking water will not
be a problem in the panchayat. In another panchayat, the president
mentioned that none would have to live without a proper house
if she has a piece of land in her possession (minimum three cents).
Planning housing, sanitation and drinking water seems to be top
priority in all the panchayats in Kerala.

All the panchayat presidents said that they own separate budgets,
which they can decide how to spend. The state government sends
them letters indicating the amount allotted to the panchayat for
the year. The panchayat board develops a plan to spend the
amount subject to broad guidelines. Earlier they used to develop
annual plans but from now on (Tenth Five-Year Plan) they have
been advised to develop five-year plans. They do not have to
depend on the block or zilla panchayats for funds to implement
schemes.

The projects are formulated at the gram sabha and the working
groups prioritise the same before sending it to the panchayat
board. The district planning committee approves the projects and
they are taken up for preparation of detailed estimates by the
officials and then passed for execution. This process leads to
delays as the officials are not available at the right time and there
are too few officials that are assigned to too many panchayats.
The earlier practice of hiring retired officials for preparing estimates
and supervise work has been stopped and the panchayats are at
the mercy of the officials. If the villagers are unhappy with a
scheme or programme, then they come and talk to the president.
The president and the members of the board would discuss it
and try to resolve, and some times alter the scheme to address
the issue raised. If a clear position had been taken in the gram
sabha, then that is taken as the final word and the issue is generally
not reopened. All the three gram panchayat presidents said that
they have no role in the selection of beneficiaries for schemes/
programmes. They were basically involved in calling for appli-
cations. The working group decides the criteria and weightage
and the gram sabha finally decides the list. One of them, however,
said that she has a personal commitment not to exclude the
deserving candidates. Another said that the practice of gram sabha
taking a final decision is good for the presidents, as they would
not be blamed for showing favours. Any dispute or contest on
the eligibility of candidates leads to a postponement of the
decision, and over a period of time people have become more
responsible and try to avoid such disputes. All the three presidents
said that they do not think that they have the right to select
projects/beneficiaries; it is the gram sabha, which is vested with
these powers, and that they are merely the ‘agents’.4

‘Is the panchayat empowered to implement poverty alleviation
programmes, or is it too much bound by higher level officials
or panchayats?’ Two presidents answered the question in the
affirmative and one in the negative. The latter gave a specific
example and argued how implementing a programme in a sensible
way in the context of the conditions prevailing in the panchayat
would become a personal financial risk. Similar, examples were
given by others and they argued that often it is the bureaucracy,
which uses these norms and rules to scuttle or delay many
projects. The need to repeal, or change archaic rules and pro-
cedures was well argued out by all the three presidents. It was
felt that a forum for articulating these problems and suggesting
institutional reforms was long overdue.
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The three panchayat presidents were taking lot of interest in
the running of the day care centres, primary schools, and health
subcentres in their panchayats. The infrastructure in the day care
centres have been improved – either new buildings have been
built or existing ones repaired, toys have been bought, and
amenities have been provided. In the primary schools again
emphasis has been on infrastructure – compound walls have been
built, drinking water has been provided, and toilets have been
built. In one gram panchayat, supplementary grant has been
provided for running the midday meals programme in the primary
school. As regards the health subcentres, medicines have been
supplied and awareness programmes sponsored by the gram
panchayat. The functioning of the high schools come under the
purview of the district panchayat and the gram panchayat does
not have to do much about its functioning. But if there are
problems people do complain at the gram panchayat and it then
takes it up with the district panchayat.

Two of the gram panchayats have primary health centres and
a third has a taluk hospital. The taluk hospital falls under the
jurisdiction of the block panchayat and the gram panchayat does
not have to do much about it. However, in the two panchayats
the presidents did not have much to say about the working of
the PHCs. All they said was that the medical officers do come
and there was not much of a problem. One of the PHCs did not
have a medical officer for some time and then the president said
she used to get lot of complaints from people. Now there are
no complaints. It is evident that the presidents either do not take
much interest in the working of the PHCs or they are not able
to exercise much control over its functioning.

Generally, the panchayat presidents reported of getting the
cooperation of panchayat level – gram, block and district – civil
officials. But they face three types of problems in their dealings
with civil servants of line departments and higher level panchayats.
Firstly, they get good cooperation from panchayat secretaries.
But too good cooperation often leads to transfer of the secretary.
Secondly, cooperation from the officials of Kerala water Author-
ity and Kerala State Electricity Board is very poor. Thirdly, the
political colour of the BP/DP often decides the nature of coop-
eration with GP. All the three factors affect the working of the
gram panchayat, which in turn affect their credibility in the eyes
of the citizens.

All the three presidents said that their work is fulltime and
they spend all 30 days a month on it. Often, they have little time
left for running their business or profession. They get a salary
of Rs 3,500 per month and travelling allowance for attending
meetings outside the panchayat. If the gram panchayat owns a
vehicle then travelling allowance is not admissible. The panchayat
vice president and standing committee chairperson are also eligible
to get salaries. The number of people visiting the presidents in
a week ranged between 100 and 200 for two and about 50 for
the SC woman. The visits were mostly for asking a favour, to
get some work done, to get some work done in a government
office and for obtaining various certificates. It was hardly ever
for knowing more about the panchayat and its functioning.

Conclusions

To some extent evidence of ‘elite capture’ was observed in the
case of panchayat ward members. The evidence is much stronger
in the case of panchayat presidents in Tamil Nadu and Kerala,
and especially strong in Tamil Nadu – all are large landowners

– but not in Madhya Pradesh. They are better educated and
are better exposed to the media. All of them read newspapers,
except the women in Madhya Pradesh, who are poorly educated
and largely go by the advice of panchayat secretaries, sons or
husband.

The panchayat presidents in the three states attend training
classes to understand their powers, responsibilities, functions
and limitations. The exception is the women sarpanches in
Madhya Pradesh, most of who had not attended any training
class to understand the panchayati raj (local self-government)
institutions (PRIs). Except for the poorly educated women
sarpanches in Madhya Pradesh, all the presidents study the
panchayat manuals and government orders on local self-govern-
ments issued periodically by the state and union governments.
The women sarpanches in Madhya Pradesh are dependent on
sons, or husband to understanding the rules and procedures of
PRIs. Membership of SHGs and political parties is an important
additional factor as PRIs are often discussed in the meetings of
these organisations.

The structure of panchayat system strongly influences the
functions of panchayat presidents. In Madhya Pradesh, presidents
realise that they only have the power to implement schemes/
programmes sponsored by the state/central governments. They
have to depend on the janpad and zilla panchayats. In Tamil Nadu,
whereas they all say that they work for the development of the
panchayat, they say they are too much bound by panchayat union
officials: ‘they have been given too many responsibilities with
little powers or resources’. In Kerala, the panchayat presidents
are very clear about their role in providing services, and deve-
loping panchayat plans and implementing them.

In all the three states panchayat presidents take an active interest
in the proper running of day care centres, primary schools, and
health subcentres. They actively look into the maintenance of
buildings housing these institutions, regular attendance of the
staff, and other infrastructure needs. However, the presidents do
not make much efforts to set right the functioning of the high
schools or primary health centres (PHC) as these institutions do
not come under the administrative control of gram panchayat.
Even when they do, as with PHCs in Kerala, the panchayat
presidents are not able to do much to improve their functioning
showing that the lower bureaucracy is easier to deal with but
not the middle or higher bureaucracy.

III
The Way Forward

There is no substitute to local governance if felt needs of the
local population have to be met. The Indian constitutional
amendments of 1992 recognise that necessity. The passing of
laws, however, has not led to local self-governance owing to three
distinct sets of factors: lack of devolution of powers and re-
sources; lack of capacity building; and poor involvement of
women. I elaborate these below.

The lowest tier of local government, namely GP, is directly
in contact with the citizen and can be taken to task in the gram
sabha and by other means. It is responsible for a number of
functions ranging from simple civic functions to complex de-
velopment planning. But it could carry out these functions only
when adequate powers and resources are devolved on it. The
states have been reluctant to place powers and resources with
them but have no reluctance in thrusting responsibilities on them.
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When the state governments have devolved powers and resources
the local governments have performed well is borne out by the
Kerala experience. The poor functioning of local governments
elsewhere have largely been on account of little space being
provided for their effective functioning. The way forward is,
devolution of larger powers and resources on them.

It is evident that even when laws have been passed empowering
panchayats for local development capacity building of elected
representatives is poorly addressed. When the elected represen-
tatives are trained they understand the law and try to take up
governance. However, the training classes as being conducted
now, for example in a training institute far away from the place
of action as in Kerala, suffer from two major lacunae. Firstly,
training at locations away from the panchayats leads to poor
attendance. Only those seriously interested attend such training
sessions. Further, in a GP with 20 elected members if the only
trained member is the president, then it is rather difficult to push
things forward. An elderly lady in one of the panchayats best
expressed the problem. She said, ‘your training sessions may be
excellent, but the best among us might be able to absorb only
75 per cent of what you say. When we have to express it, only
50 per cent comes out and the listener absorbs may be half of
that’. The problem would get minimised if training sessions were
organised for all the members of a GP together in one place.
This would minimise the problem of non-attendance by women
as well.

Secondly, the elected members may understand the law well
through training sessions, but controlling the officials is a prob-
lem. They are often able to use the archaic structure of rules and
procedures to scuttle schemes unanimously approved by the
elected bodies. One way to address the problem is to make the
panchayat and related line department officials attend the training
sessions for elected members. At least some of the trainers should
also be higher-level officials. The illustrative examples presented
by them could be effectively used by the elected members to
address the problems created by the lower level officials.

As regards women’s effective participation in local govern-
ments, literacy is a must. Without some level of education
understanding the laws and the changes in rules and procedures
periodically brought out becomes difficult. In the absence of some
education, they are dependent on secretaries, sons, husband,
father and so on, who in turn, usurp the powers of elected women.
This was clearly evident in Madhya Pradesh in the five gram
panchayats, only GPM was the exception as she had some
education.

Literacy in itself is not sufficient for the effective participation
of women. The problem of women’s participation has larger
social dimensions, which was forcefully presented by a vice-
president in one of the gram panchayats in Kerala: ‘Women
become members because the seat is reserved for them and not
because of their role in public life. They are unknown faces and
are not used to ‘the rough and tumble of politics’. So, they get
dejected in the face of adverse comments. Once their term as
a member is over they tend to disappear from the public sphere
and get back to the sphere of domestic activities. This situation
changes slightly with membership in SHG or similar bodies, and
to a greater extent with political participation. But to draw the
women on to the public sphere the men have to be supportive
and willing to make adjustments to accommodate the women
to go out and participate.’ Changing this situation would call
for a multi-pronged social engineering.

Email: narayana@cds.ac.in

Notes
1 The information on age for Madhya Pradesh needs to be interpreted

cautiously as most of the men and women we met would look at us and
say, ‘whatever you think our age is please write that’. So, it is not
comparable to the accurate age on the basis of date of birth that we would
get elsewhere.

2 Women Sarpanches in Madhya Pradesh
GPA: A very young woman, under her husband’s control. It is extremely
difficult to talk to her alone and she does not open her mouth when both
are available. Her husband answers all the questions (he is almost always
drunk, except early mornings, we were told). He seems to be handling
the GP money, controls payments and acts as if he is the sarpanch.
GPJ: She does talk, but always looks at her husband for approval. In fact,
when we met the husband at the market one evening and expressed our
wish to talk to the sarpanch, he said, ‘I can answer all the questions’.
When we insisted on meeting her, the meeting was fixed for the next
day and through out the meeting he was present.
GPP: We talked to her alone in her house. Although she looked for her
husband she could not find him, as he had gone to the nearby village.
Then, she began answering the questions.
GPD: The sarpanch and her husband answered all the questions but for
almost everything they would say, ‘our son does it’, or ‘we have to ask the
secretary’. Later talking to the villagers we learnt that her brother had been
the sarpanch during the previous term. As the seat became reserved for
women he could not contest during this term but was running the show.
When an opportunity came his way with the gram swaraj and the constitution
of committees he positioned himself as the treasurer of Gram Vikas Kosh.
GPM: The local schoolteacher’s wife. The schoolteacher has been in
service for about 20 years. She does not seem to be influenced to any
great extent by him.
GPS: As we entered the house in the evening the sarpanch had not returned
from the field. A local leader was in the house, who said her son will answer
the questions, and that there was nothing you could get from her which
her son does not know. We insisted that we would wait for her to return
from the field. On her return it was a joint session with her son. Later
talking to a member, an elderly man, who is a senior Congress Party leader
at the district level, it was evident that he does all the talking to the janpad
and zilla panchayat and gets things allotted to the gram panchayat.
Note: GPA stands for gram panchayat A. The meaning of other abbreviations
is similar.

3 The ZP situated at Mandla is roughly 50 to 100 kilometres away from
the GP and it could take between two and four hours of journey by bus.

4 In one important respect the women presidents of Kerala are comparable
to those of Madhya Pradesh. In MP, close family members – husband,
son or brother – answered questions for the sarpanch; in Kerala, it was
the party members who spoke for them. The two interviews with women
panchayat presidents were fixed in advance at their convenience. In one
case we met the president on a Sunday, after she had attended a large
women’s gathering in a school. The vice president of the gram panchayat
was with her and she probably wanted him around for answering the
questions. As we proceeded with the interview it was apparent that he
was answering all the questions and her role was reduced to a nod here
and a supplementary there. There was a subtle hint that she was a novice
and they have been training her to take up the responsibilities of the
president ever since she became a party member after being elected as
president three years ago.
In another case the meeting was fixed for 10.30 on a Monday morning
in the gram panchayat office. As we entered the president’s chamber,
we saw the standing committee chairman and the vice president already
occupying seats. It was evident that they knew about our meeting with
the president and they were well prepared for it. Either, they had come
on their own or the president had requested them to be around. As the
interview proceeded it was becoming clear that for many questions while
the president would begin answering the other two would quickly take
over. In some other cases the president would simply get no chance at all.
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