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The history of the Panchayati Raj, though long, is a chequered history.
Scholars have traced the beginning of Panchayats to ancient India and
also traced its evolution during the British period. The reality is that
whether in the form of Panchayats or in other informal institutional
arrangements, rural India had systems of local governance particularly
for local dispute resolution. They did not look to provincial or central
government for their day-to-day living. The evolution of the formal
Panchayati Raj structure, its contours and authority have however, not
been so uninterrupted.

The Royal Commission on Decentralisation said in 1907 that “it is most
desirable, alike in the interests of decentralisation and in order to associate
the people with the local tasks of administration, that an attempt should
be made to constitute and develop village Panchayats for the
administration of local village affairs”. The Montague-Chelmsford
reforms, 1919 brought local self-government as a provincial transferred
subject, under the domain of Indian Ministers in the provinces. The
provincial autonomy under the Government of India Act, 1935, introduced
popularly elected governments in the provinces and these governemnts
enacted legislstions to further democratise institutions of local self-
government.

There have been two divergent views on the place of village Panchayats
in independent India and its new Constitution. Mahatma Gandhi favoured
Village Swaraj, strengthening of village Panchayats and giving them
centrality in local governance but Ambedkar believed that the village
represented regressive India, a source of oppression. Hence the new
state had to build safeguards against such social oppression. The
Panchayats and their organisation was therefore placed as Article 40
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under the Directive Principles of State Policy in the new Constitution in
1950, which were not justiciable.

The Panchayats were a subject of study by a number of committees
and study teams starting with the B.R Mehta Committee recommending
a three- tier Panchayati Raj structure. In 1986 the L.M. Singhvi
Committee studied Panchayati Raj, and suggested that Gram Sabha be
the base of a decentralised democracy and Panchayati Raj Institutions
(PRIs) be viewed as instituitons of self-governance which would actually
facilitate participation of people in the process of planning and
development. It also recommended constitutional recognition of local
self-government and inclusion of a new chapter in the Constitution for
this purpose. The 73rd Amendment included the Gram Sabha as the
basis of the three-tier Panchayati Raj .

The 73rd Amendemnt and its preceding 64th Constitutional Amendment
Bill of Rajiv Gandhi were not a response to pressure from the grass
roots but a result of the realisation of the need to reform the existing
structure of government to improve efficiency, responsiveness, and
accessibility of quality public services. It was a centrally concieved
political drive to see PRIs as a solution to the governmental crisis of
that time. This did not involve consultations with the states or any grass
roots level exercise to include other voices. The Indian State felt that
implementation of development programmes would be most effective if
local people were invovled, especially for identification of beneficiaries
for development programmes and to a smaller extent, for decisions on
how to spend the funds available for different local projects. This
explains the continuous emphasis in poverty alleviation programmes on
entrusting selection of beneficiaries and locations of development works
to the Gram Sabha.

Between December 1987 and June 1988, five workshops of district
magistrates were organised at different places in the country on
“Responsive Administration” as a central government initiative in which
Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi participated. These workshops, interalia,
recommended that a democratic framework at the local level was
indispensible for responsive administration. These were followed by
drafting and moving the 64th Constitutional Amendment for reviving,
and mandating Panchayati Raj Institutions in the country.
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Rajiv Gandhi, in his reply to the Rajya Sabha debate on the 64th and
65th Amendment Bills in 1989 (which finally became the 73rd and 74th

Amendments for rural and urban local governments, with some changes),
when it was almost certain that the Bills would not go through with
requisite majority, brought out the background to the proposed
Amendment and its significance when he said:

There, in their hearths and homes, I experienced the cruelty of an
unresponsive administration, – I then looked at the administrators
themselves – We discovered that a  managerial  solution would
not do. What was needed was a systemic solution –These Bills
constitute the most significant systemic transformation in the
governance of the Indian polity since the Constitution entered into
force – not only instruments for bringing  democracy and devolution
for every chaupal and every chabutra, to every angan and
every  dalan. They are also a charter for ending bureaucratic
oppression, technocratic tyranny, gross  inefficiency, bribery,
nepotism, corruption, and the million other malfeasances that affect
the  poor of our villages, towns and cities.

The Gram Sabha in the 73rd Amendment and PESA
The 73rd Amendment included the Gram Sabha or village assembly as a
deliberative body to decentralised governance along with a three-tier
structure of Panchayats from village to the district. Article 243(b) defines
Gram Sabha as “a body consisting of persons registered in the electoral
rolls relating to a village comprised within the area of the Panchayat at
the village level” and in clause(g) village means a village specified by
the Governor by public notification to be a village for the purpose of
“Part IX The Panchayats” and includes a group of villages so specified.

The Gram Sabha is to enable each and every voter of the village to
participate in decision- making at local level. It is a constitutional body
consisting of all persons registered in the electoral rolls of a village
Panchayat. It provides a political forum to people in the village to meet
and discuss their common problems, and consequently, understand the
needs and aspirations of the community. It also provides a forum to
meet, discuss, debate and analyse the development and administrative
actions of elected representatives and thereby ensure transparency and
accountability in the functioning of the village Panchayat. Thus Gram
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Sabha is expected to be an epitome of participatory and direct
democracy, and is the only body, which should provide valuable inputs
to Gram Panchayat to lead local government effectively. At the same
time, Gram Sabha is also to act as a watchdog in the interest of village
communities by monitoring the functioning of the Gram Panchayat.

The idea of involvement and participation of villagers in their development
through the institution of Gram Sabha was incorporated in the Village
Panchayat Acts passed by some of the provincial legislatures in British
India. For instance, Section 36(4) of the Bombay Village Panchayats
Act 1933 says:

“A Panchayat shall convene, in a manner and at a time prescribed, a
meeting of all adult residents of the village and the statement of accounts
together with a report on the administration for the preceding year and
the programmes of the work proposed for the year following shall be
read out and explained at such meeting”.

But the report of the Study Team on the position of Gram Sabha in
Panchayati Raj Movement, 1963 says”… the adult population of many
villages where Gram Sabhas exist, were in most of the cases, unaware
of the rights and responsibilities which belonged to them as members of
the Gram sabha. It was likewise observed that the members of Gram
Sabha could not quite often even distinguish between the Gram Sabha
and the Panchayat of the village”.

Article 243A of the Constitution introduced by the 73rd Amendment and
which is concerned with this institution says that “A Gram Sabha may
exercise such powers and perform such functions at the village level as
the legislature of a state may, by law provide”. The result is seen in
entrusting of functions such as to endorse, to recommend, to suggest, to
consider annual accounts and administrative reports and audit notes
etc. to the Gram Sabha. Implementation of the suggestions and
recommendations of the Gram Sabha could be ignored by the Gram
Panchayat as these are not binding on the latter. We have, for instance,
the case of Madhya Pradesh Panchayat law where this situation had to
be changed by amending the law.

The Provisions of the Panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas)
Act 1996 (PESA) provides special place and the following roles for
Gram Sabha in Scheduled Areas:
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w Establishment of a Gram Sabha for every village comprising of
persons whose names figure in the electoral rolls.

w Empowering the Gram Sabha to safeguard and preserve the
traditions, customs and cultural identity of the people, community
resources and to settle local disputes by customary methods.

w Approval of plans, programmes and projects for social and economic
development of the village Panchayat by the Gram Sabha.

w The Gram Sabha should identify and select beneficiaries for poverty
alleviation and other programmes.

w Every village Panchayat must obtain a certificate of utilisation of
funds from the Gram Sabha for the projects and programmes of
social and economic development under the state poverty alleviation
and other programmes.

w The acquisition of land for development projects and rehabilitation
or resettlement of persons affected by such projects in the
Scheduled Area has to be done in consultation with either the
Gram Sabha or the Panchayat at the appropriate level. Planning
and implementation of the projects will be coordinated at the state
level.

Thus PESA has mandated provisions for empowerment of Gram Sabha,
a forum for deliberative democracy and decision-making body by the
people themselves.

Implementation and Experience
Cynics and vested interests are often dismissive of Panchayati Raj as
amounting merely to the decentralisation of corruption. While corruption
in any form or at any level of governance is, of course, to be deplored
and eliminated, the answer lies in putting in place systemic measures
which would cap, reduce and eventually eliminate the scope for
corruption. With this objective in mind, the Sixth Round Table (one of
the eight rounds organised for taking the implementation of the Panchayati
Raj forward in different states) organised at Guwahati by the Ministry
of Panchayati Raj put together a series of recommendations for:

w transparency in PRI transactions;
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w formal audit through procedures recommended by the Comptroller
and Auditor General and the Institute of Public Accountants; and

w most importantly, social audit through the Gram Sabhas.

The Ministry of Panchayati Raj has since been urging State Governments
for adoption of a variety of procedures which would make Panchayati
Raj in the country more transparent and accountable, and, therefore,
more corruption free, than hitherto, including (a) Activation of the Gram
Sabha, preferably by statutorily endowing Gram Sabhas with the duty
of: (i) approving all projects and programmes and plans of the Panchayat
(ii) authorising the issue of utilisation certificates by the Panchayat
bureaucracy and (iii) formation of the sub-committees of the Gram
Sabhas to liaise with the counterpart Standing Committees of the
Panchayat ((b) The constitution of Ward Sabhas to facilitate participative
social audit; (c) The convening of Mahila Sabhas immediately prior to
meetings of Ward Sabhas/ Gram Sabhas; and (d) Involving the Right to
Information Act, and associating public-spirited NGOs, to make Gram
Sabhas truly a people’s parliament to furnish the checks and balances,
advice and consent on which depends the success of the democratic
functioning of an elected executive authority.

A study of decentralisation through Panchayati Raj and its impact on
good governance in MP (MCM 2010) sought to see how these round
table conclusions could be operationalised and how these were working
in practice. It was noted that the state Panchayat law provides for
Standing Committees of the Gram Panchayats and Gram Sabha. The
Gram Sabha is in each village which can be effectively seen as ward
level as the Panchayat size is generally small in Madhya Pradesh and
often with more than one village included in it. But the convening of
Mahila Sabhas before the Ward Sabha/Gram Sabha meetings has not
been introduced in this state.

The Sarpanchs were asked in the study about tools of transparency
adopted by them. Almost all said that they submit details of accounts in
Gram Sabha meetings. One-third of them each also said that they
display budget details of various schemes on the wall of Gram Panchayat
building and place signboards at work sites. One-third of them also said
that they get all construction work done through the committee of Gram
Sabha or they place details of accounts in Gram Panchayat meetings.
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JP and Gandhi advocated direct democracy at the Village level in the
Gram Sabha. Gram Sabha is an integral part of the Gandhian concept
of Village Swaraj. The 73rd Amendment and PESA included it as the
basic institution. The years 1999-2000 and 2009-2010 were declared as
the year of the Gram Sabha. But except in West Bengal and Kerala,
nothing worthwhile happened in making Gram Sabha vibrant institutions
at local level due to absence of power, lack of awareness, apathy of
village, lack of enthusiasm, absence of freedom on the part of the local
body. Caste and caste differences further reduced it as a namesake
institution for local governance in the countryside.

The Government of Madhya Pradesh legislated a series of reforms,
designed to improve the power of the Gram Sabha (the village electorate)
and the accountability of the Gram Panchayat. These culminated in
2001 with the legislation of Gram Swaraj, or village self-rule. Andhra
Pradesh, in contrast, pursued a policy that has effectively bypassed the
locally elected institutions, using the non-elected bureaucracy as a
principal means of delivering poverty programmes. Not only has the
Government of Andhra Pradesh failed to enact comparable reforms, it
is also thought to have diluted the power and autonomy of the Panchayats
through its Janmabhoomi programme. The two states provided basis for
comparing the ways in which democratic institutions affect the quality
and reach of government -sponsored poverty programmes (Johnson,
2005).

Johnson is speaking here about the Gram Sabha-friendly initiative taken
by Madhya Pradesh in 2001. This was an exercise in Gram Sabha-
friendly structure but did not achieve any substantial impact. The name
of State Panchayat Law was changed from Madhya Pradesh Panchayati
Raj Act to Madhya Pradesh Panchayati Raj and Gram Swaraj (self-
rule) Act (in Hindi). The Gram Sabha was established in every village
instead of Gram Panchayat level along with a Gram Kosh (village fund)
in every Gram Sabha including four parts: (i) Anna Kosh (food), (ii)
Shram Kosh (labour), (iii) Vastu Kosh (Goods) and (iv) Wage Kosh
(Cash). Eight committees of each Gram Sabha were made with up to
eight members each. There was a concept of membership by consensus
and a treasurer was also provided. Each committee consisted of upto
eight members. The concept entailed wide participation at each village
level including handling of funds by the Gram Sabha Committee in
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which even the money received from district Panchayat or elsewhere,
taxes etc. were credited. So the funds received by village Panchayats
were handed over to the Gram Sabha and its committee.

What ultimately resulted was that in many villages, Gram Sabha members
did not even know that they were in any and if so in what committee
meetings were rarely held. The Village Panchayat Secretary generally
brought out a list to show the names of committee members. The
Sarpanch found ways to continue work with the use of Gram Vikas
Samiti of which Sarpanch was the chairperson which had membership
of the chairpersons of other seven committees, but did not see a very
empowered active Gram Sabha as expected and they were as good as
earlier in terms of attendance and participation. The system has been
changed by an amendment and the state now has two committees
namely, Gram Nirman (Construction) Committee and Gram Vikas
(Developing) Committee. Andhra Pradesh is an example of the other
extreme of a parallel alternative created and promoted as Janmabhoomi
programme and run by bureaucracy. The two extremes also bring out
the structural issues which represent the constraints in having a vibrant
Gram Sabha with participation of the local community.

S. Narayanasamy (1996) expresses the high expectations from the
Gram Sabha when he writes,  Gram Sabha is one of the most important
three basic institutions of the new direct democracy  at the village level.
The other two are (Gram Kosh) a village fund and (Gram Shanti Seva)
– a  village peace corps. Therefore it must be made successful. It
would regulate and develop  village  life and function automatically.
This was a structure based entirely on people’s power  (Lokshakti)
expressing itself in the form of village power (Gramshakti). Thus the
village would  emerge as an organised unit to look after its internal
administration, development and agro-industrial economy. Gram Sabha,
he says, is an institutional approach to popular participation.  It provides
a base for the three-tier structure of the Panchayati Raj Institutions.

He admits, however, that “The idea of Gram Sabha, by and large, has
not struck roots in the minds of the people. It has so far reached the
prominent persons in the village”.

Gram Sabha, it is stated, is a basic tier to popularise development
programmes. In doing so, it tries to fill the gap between the two roles of
the Zila Parishads as a local government body and as a district
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development organisation. The Gram Sabha would establish an active
dialogue between the village people and their elected leaders at the
village Panchayat level regarding development programmes to be
undertaken. This would involve the village community in the decision-
making process and would develop a supporting structure for the village
Panchayat.

The Gram Sabha agenda and functions have been spelt out by various
writers. Thus it is said that the Gram Sabha agenda should cover the
budget and earlier audit reports along with their compliance. Gram
Sabha should discuss the annual administrative report and the progress
report of the development works. It should consider the proposed
programmes of the village. Taxation proposals or increase in the existing
rates also should be put forth for discussion though they need not be put
to vote. This would result in developing the feeling that the Gram Sabha
was intimately linked with the vital decisions in the village community.
Hope has been expressed that as this feeling gathers, the faith in the
institution also would grow. It will create deeper interest in the working
of the institution and with this the general apathy of the people will
diminish.

Discussing the future form of Gram Sabha as a deliberative-cum-
executive body, a consultative body with more vitality, it is felt by the
writers that making Gram Sabha a deliberative body is ideally the best.
But in practice, instead of giving a solution it would pose another
problem. Present experience also does not justify extension of statutory
powers to a Gram Sabha.

Gram Sabha as a deliberative-cum-executive body, it is discussed, is
also not a desirable proposition for similar reasons. It is again an
oversimplification of the issue. What is practical and justifiable is to
develop Gram Sabha as a consultative body, a forum of thought, an
essential medium for rural education by encouraging people into an
enduring partnership ‘a partnership in all virtues, in every walk of life
and in all perfection’. The immediate task is to make the institution of
Gram Sabha a ‘live’ institution.

National Institute of Rural Development (NIRD) had taken up a study
on impact of state legislation on the empowerment of Gram Sabha in
Schedule V Areas to assess the impact of state legislation on the
empowerment of the Gram Sabha (self-governance) as well as to
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examine the levels of awareness of people and their consequent
participation in the deliberations in Gram Sabha. The study observed
that “the various provisions of the central PESA empower the Gram
Sabha, but such empowerment is found to be limited” (NIRD 2005,
p.33). The Gram Sabha is empowered by conferring (1) mandatory
powers of prior approval of plans and projects for economic development,
to identify and select beneficiaries under poverty alleviation and other
programmes and to issue Certificate of Utilisation of programme funds
by the Panchayat; (2) powers to be consulted in land acquisition for
‘public purpose’ and consequent displacement and rehabilitation of the
affected people and (3) recommendatory powers for grant of prospective
licence, mining lease for minor minerals and grant of concessions for
exploration of minor minerals by auction and (4) the state government
may itself devolve powers in various issues like ownership of MFP,
control of money lending and prevention of alienation of tribal lands. “It
is however not clear whether mandatory powers of the Gram Sabha
are absolutely binding and what is the status of Gram Sabha when the
government overrules its decisions” (ibid p.33). The study showed that
the conformity state legislations, where there is choice under PESA,
tend to give certain powers to the intermediate and higher level
Panchayats rather than the Gram Sabha.

NIRD did a study on Gram Sabha and Social Audit in Schedule V
Areas, covering the states of Rajasthan, Maharashtra and Madhya
Pradesh which focuses on the analysis of ‘social audit role’ of the
Gram Sabha in the framework of the provisions of PESA in the Schedule
V Areas. The study showed that a large majority of the members of
Gram Sabha are not aware of the powers of the Gram Sabha in all the
three states and more so in Madhya Pradesh”. (ibid p.35). Similar
discussions and analyses have been made by other writers. The
experience of about a decade shows that it is still a non-functional
body, mainly because of lack of faith of the rural people in its
effectiveness resulting in their indifferent attitude towards this body. (
Singh 2003-. 220)

The NIRD study also noted that neither the official functionaries nor
the members of the Gram Sabha had any knowledge of the concept of
‘social audit’. Gram Sabha’s participation and involvement was
reasonably good. However, presenting a hope for future the study
concluded that the ‘institution of Gram Sabha has begun affecting the
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decision-making process at the Panchayat level and the elements of
transparency and accountability are slowly and steadily creeping into
the grass roots level democratic institution of Schedule V Area States
of Indian Union’. (NIRD 2005 p.36).

Considerable faith has been placed on its role and participation of
village community in the Gram Sabha. But experience has also shown
the difficulty in meeting these expectations. A study conducted on
transparency in Panchayats in West Bengal has found very low
attendance of the people in the Gram Sansad meetings. “The main
reason for low attendance is that the Panchayats are not interested
(mostly) in making people interested in the activities of the Panchayats.
Less involvement of common masses in the functioning of the local
bodies certainly reduces the chances for being transparent in the eyes
of the people. The public view is that these institutions are nothing but
extension of the block level government offices.

A study of the structure and functioning of Gram Sabhas in a district of
Kerala concluded that wider publicity given to the Gram Sabha, the
personal efforts made by the Panchayat members, and political
competition contribute to greater participation in quantitative forms.
Elite and caste domination was less pronounced there as the rich and
high educated sections, business classes and so on do not come to the
Gram Sabha. The poor and the backward classes and close supporters
of the Panchayat members constitute the majority of participants.
Relatively well off people feel that Gram Sabha is the institution of
socially and economically backward people.

Material benefits are the incentives that motivate people to participate
in Gram Sabha meetings. If material benefits are denied, people feel
that Gram Sabha would serve no purpose. Women’s participation also
increased in later Gram Sabha, specially in those dealing exclusively
with beneficiary selection. Widows were participating in good number
because of the special weightage given to them in the selection of
project beneficiaries in people’s planning programme.

Panchayats have not shown any tendency to convene Gram Sabhas on
their own. All the Gram Sabhas in the sample Panchayats were convened
on the directions from the state government. In Panchayats dominated
by single parties, the Gram Sabha merely served as rubber stamps
without much space for civic engagements.
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Holding of Gram Sabhas on ward basis as in Kerala provides additional
responsibilities to the Panchayat members, whose participation in
Panchayat activities is at a low rate.

In the Panchayati Raj system, the role of advice and consent has to be
performed by the Gram Sabha functioning effectively as the national
Parliament and state legislatures do for the executive governments at
those levels. A strong system of Gram Sabhas is the foundation of good
governance through Panchayati Raj. Weak or ineffective Gram Sabhas
contribute to corruption and social discrimination. Larger size Gram
Sabhas are less effective and more liable to capture by dominant
elements in the Panchayat area. The solution can be seen in the
organisation of Ward Sabhas and Palli Sabhas so that all sections of the
local community are able to join and articulate their concerns.

In actual practice, the Gram Sabha has not risen to the expectations of
the law-makers and the spirit of the Constitution of India. The socio-
economic and political realities of India with illiteracy, prevailing caste
and gender biases, the rigid caste hierarchy and the powerful patriarchal
norms are not conducive to legislations bringing desired changes.( PRIA
2005).

The Constitution 73rd Amendment Act and the State Panchayati Raj
Acts which incorporate the essential, mandatory principles of this
Amendment have great potential to challenge traditional power structure
through formation and functioning of the Gram Sabha and Panchayats.
These Acts can, however, play only facilitating roles in this regard
(ibid). Unless all citizens get equal space for informed and effective
participation in the deliberations of Gram Sabha, Panchayati Raj
Institutions cannot function in a participatory, accountable and transparent
manner. Panchayats can bring desired improvement in the lives of
villages only when they listen to the Gram Sabhas and when Gram
Sabhas meet, deliberate, decide, demand and monitor regularly.
Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) identified the issues of large
size of Gram Sabhas, its agenda imposed from above by government
departments, continuing social exclusion due to local factors, lack of
public education about the Panchayats and citizens’ apathy as factors
for weak position of Gram Sabha (PRIA 2005).
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The Challenge and the Way Forward
Gram Sabha is one of the integral and central features of the 73rd
Amendment and it is also seen as a means to ensure direct democracy
in rural areas. While the hopes raised through the amendment are high,
the real picture at the grass roots level is different and mixed. While to
a large extent, citizens’ participation in the Gram Sabha is not
satisfactory, the outcomes are impressive where they have participated.

PRIs operate in a complex social environment. Caste, class and gender
hierarchies have a crucial bearing on institutional processes and
democratic practices. Participation in the Gram Sabha is affected by
the apathy of the villagers. This indifference has its roots in the long
historical background of non-participation in governance, entrenched
with caste, class and gender hierarchies, which are quite un-participatory,
to say the least. The political culture promoted since independence has
also been one of patronage and it has certainly not encouraged the
participation of people in institutional processes. Where the Gram Sabha
did take place, the issues discussed were important and participation
was genuine (ibid).

Gram Sabha meetings can take place in a fruitful manner only when
there are institutional mechanisms to make people aware about the
importance of participation (campaigns supported by governments).
Institutional measures are taken to divide larger Gram Sabha in
functionally possible units like Ward Sabhas and functional relationship
between Gram Sabha and other bodies (Gram Panchayats, CSOs, Project
Specific Committees etc.) are institutionally defined and delineated on
paper in clear-cut terms.

Gram Panchayats should be accountable to the Gram Sabha and the
process of making Panchayats accountable should be the business of
the Gram Sabha. While democratic institutions provide opportunities for
achieving democratic ideals, it is democratic practice through which
these can be realised. While both democratic institutions and democratic
practice are important for good governance, the latter is not guaranteed
by the former (Dreze and Sen 2002). In the context of Panchayati Raj
institutions, strengthening people’s participation in the Gram Sabha is a
critical prerequisite for making Panchayats and the system accountable
to people (Vaddiraju, et. al, 2004). A strengthened Gram Sabha is more
effective both in the short run for immediate accountability and in the



SOCIAL  ACTION  VOL. 62 JANUARY – MARCH  201214

long-run for building a healthy decentralised democracy (ibid).

Gram Sabha has been described as the institution for direct democracy,
for participation of the local community in decisions on their concerns,
programmes and projects, fixing priorities, selecting beneficiaries, receiving
annual reports and accounts, approving the coming year’s programmes,
conducting social audit, etc. But the enthusiasm of scholars and policy
makers has not caught the imagination of the local citizens and the
extent of participation has remained a matter of concern. Measures
suggested and sometimes even implemented e.g., smaller size of Gram
Sabha, holding meetings in the ward/village as Palli Sabha, Ward Sabha,
appointing nodal officers to ensure that Gram Sabha meetings are
conducted on the days/dates every quarter or six months fixed in different
states and even changed. While participation has been described in the
Indian context, not only as a means to an end but also an end in itself,
the results are not seen in increasing this participation. It remains a
centrally provided, centrally driven exercise even after 20 years. Where
some civil society efforts have been made for mobilisation, the impact
has not been sustained after the mobilisation phase.

Kurien has brought out some essential points when he says that material
benefits are the incentives that motivate participation Panchayats have
not shown any tendency to convene Gram Sabha on their own, these
are convened on the directions of state government and when he
highlights that the majority of participants are poor, backward or close
supporters of the Panchayat member conducting the meeting in Kerala,
elsewhere they are supporters of the Sarpanch.

One lesson from this experience is that there are limitations in a
government-driven programme for local participation, especially when it
ignores local realities of divisions, power structure, economic relations
and dependencies and vulnerabilities unless it is preceded or accompanied
by sustained capacity building and unless it is driven by a sustained
vision and not only part of a government scheme/programme.
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