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Decentralization can best be understood as a political 
process in the sense of the devolution of resources, tasks 
and decision-making power to democratically elected 
lower-level authorities, which are largely or wholly 
independent of the central government (World Bank, 
2004). It is rational to argue that decentralization 
facilitates time-specific and location-specific knowledge to 
implement policies that influence people’s welfare. 
Decentralization in political, fiscal, and economic systems 
affects development outcomes in a number of ways. First, 
decentral ized provis ion of social and physical 
infrastructures should correspond with the diverse 
demand conditions in different regions and match their 
resource endowments better than central provision. Even 
with regard to the provision of quasi-public goods, 
identification of target groups of beneficiaries is easier 
and implementation of policies more effective when 
undertaken by decentralized governmental units (Ostrom 
et al., 1993).Second, the decentralized governmental 
units function within a large nation-wide unified market 
free from impediments to the movement of factors and 
products, it can provide a congenial environment for the 
efficient functioning of the market economy. Thus, 
drawing on the decentralization theorem introduced by 
Oates (1972), in an ideal decentralized system, existing 
resources will be allocated to yield the maximum possible 
output (locating on the production possibility frontiers) 
and the competitive environment including inter-
governmental competition will be conducive for 
technological progress(shift in the frontier). Further, 
decentralization may increase the probability of 

empowering local elites in capturing a larger share of 
public resources at the cost of the poor (Dreze, J. and Sen, 
1996).

Armed with philosophy of decentralization along with 
political environment of India, the Government of India 
passed a series of constitutional reforms in 1993 to 
democratize and empower local administrative 
institutions beyond the two tiers of the Center and the 
States in the third tier of local governance that has been 
divided into three layers of district, sub-district and village 
levels in terms of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional 
Amendment Act for rural and urban areas respectively. 
With the coalition government at the center composed of 
different regional parties ruling at state who are mostly 
the partners of the coalition,  the case study of Indian 
experience of decentralization provides an important 
context of understanding the ways in which 
decentralization can influence overall socio-economic 
welfare. The experiences of different States with respect 
to decentralization vary a lot. Though the literature on 
federal ism expla ins the economic gains from 
decentralized decision making and related issues there are 
very few empirical studies examining the causal 
relationship between decentralization and development 
outcomes. Much of the demonstrated gains are in the 
nature of assertions or qualitative statements. This study, 
attempts to analyze the impact of decentralization in India 
that tends to create its own system of patron-client 
relationship. Thus it dissolves the issue of participation and 
accountability which was the central concern of 
decentralization. This is the result of the decentralization 
process which occurred without adequate fiscal 
decentralization that creates such complexity.  

Power control by  Mukhiyas / sarpanches 

A close study of the structure of panchayats in the villages 
show that mukhiyas/ sarpanches ( head of the elected 
body ) have a lot of avenues to control power and 
resources. Recent reports by the ministry of panchayati raj 
and declarations by various chief ministers show that 
panchayats have become the implementing agency for 
central and state sponsored programmes. As a result they 
have a lot of resources at their disposal. Along with this the 
power structure at the rural level plays to make them 
powerful without being accountable. For example, 
making ration cards and employment cards that happen 
after every election of the panchayats leads to deletion  of 
old people and  inclusion of new people depending upon 
who gets elected. This is in concurrence with satisfying 
and gratifying people who have voted for the elected 

representative. This has therefore led to a patron-client 
relationship which has diluted the participatory potential 
of the Gram sabha.  Proximity to the voters has been 
converted into a curse as they are victimized for not voting 
for the elected representative. This has weakened 
democratic potential of these institutions. This is because 
they are denied the benefits in form of government 
programmes that are parceled to its supporters. 

At the same time the elected mukhiya/sarpanch is also 
over burdened to fulfill the demands and expectations 
which do not fall under their administrative arena but have 
to otherwise do else they would lose their supporters.  For 
example solving  personal problems like domestic and 
finances for marriage of daughters or taking sick people to 
hospital etc; the mukhiya/sarpanch is expected to take 
care of all their problems. So the work of elected leaders 
increases manifold thus making it imperative for other 
family members to help the mukhiya/Sarpanch. 
Mukhiya/Sarpanch for the village was not only a source of 
authority, and an intermediary to the government but 
much beyond that. He/she is seen as an arbitrator, a 
judge, a patron and a dependable person in the village, 
but above all that the villagers think it to be their duty to 
help them in such a crisis because they had voted for them. 
Vote is seen as a mechanism to ascertain that the person 
who becomes the representative would serve them in 
these situations. So the performance of a mukhiya is not 
judged in the village (as some scholars judge them to be) 
based only on the formal governmental work and 
development parameters. His/her behavior and nature is 
judged by the way he/she involves or takes part in the 
problems of common villagers. This expectation creates 
an unsaid pressure of being everywhere. 

The common villagers are dependent on the mukhiyas for 
other benefits that no one cares to strongly oppose 

him/her and above that they have loyal supporters who 
get things in their favor. There is a high percentage of 
those who cite corruption at the level of mukhiyas in 
distribution of schemes and benefits that disdains them 
from attending such meetings. They complain of a high 
degree of nepotism whereby relatives, friends and other 
loyalists only seem to benefit from the schemes. This also 
is a general phenomenon across all panchayats- whether 
male headed or female headed. Since gram sabhas are 
meant to fulfill everyone’s interest when some are left out 
they decide to opt out of it. So it is seen that panchayats 
have definitely bridged the distance between ruler and 
ruled through gram sabhas that has the sole authority for 
passing any programmes to be implemented but some 
groups are left behind. This is in sharp contrast to 
functioning of legislatures and Parliament where there is 
no direct involvement of the people for whom policies are 
made. Mukhiyas have to take care of the public for non-
official work also; nonetheless it has failed to devolve 
decision-making to the people. Mukhiyas have come to 
occupy another tier in the functioning of the government.

Conclusion

Thus we see that panchayats despite being a 
decentralized organization have not been able to fulfill its 
aim of participation and accountability.  They have 
become implementing agencies of the center and state. 
This arises from the fact that panchayats are not 
independent in terms of finances. In order to bridge this 
fallacy, panchayats need to have tax raising capacity. This 
requires political will as panchayats are state subjects. 
State elites see panchayats as voter constituents so giving 
them freedom would pose a greater challenge to 
leadership. Since panchayats have 29 subjects it requires 
autonomy.

Accountability of Mukhiyas/Sarpanches 
of Panchayats in India
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With an aim of women empowerment andvto make women financially independent Mrs. JebaSelvan led a 
foundation of Women and Children Welfare Trust in year 2012 and got registered in year 2015. The self help group 
was started in 2012 with 60 members in 6 group which is now estimated to 8000 plus members in 860 groups. 

Mostly in rural area people are uneducated and unaware of their rights. Lack of knowledge left them to get loan 
from societies and finance at high interest. To overcome this problem our help them to get loan from bank at low 
interest and easy EMI. Which help people to start their small business and become financially independent. To 
encourage women empowerment and to make women financially independent our NGO is impacting training in 
local available raw material such as Food Processing Training, Pickles and Phenyl Making, Mask &Jute Bag 
Making, Papad Making, Masala Powder Making , Jam &Jelly Making, Baking Biscuits, Seeets Makingetc. Is 
provided for Skill Development and Income Generation at our training center. 

At the pandemic time of corona NGO provided needy people with daily staff  like grocery, fruits, vegetables etc, 
Mrs. Jeba Selvan NGO also managed to allote 10 crores of loan from bank in one month to the needy people at low 
interest and easy EMI. 

Our NGO also promoters program from rural development. Awareness program are conducted to make people 
aware hygin and Cleanliness. Scholarship are given to the student specially to  girls to promote girls education. 
With hard work and full dedication of Mrs. Jeba Selvan our NGO women and children welfare Trust (r.), Belapu- 
Udupi, Karnataka had successfully completed 10 years and we hope to continue the same in future.
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The Swaraj party was formed on the 1st January 1923 by a 
split from Indian National Congress. The most important 
Leaders were Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das (President) 
and Motilal Nehru (Secretary). The view of the Party was. 
Independence or self rule. In 1923's legislative election 
they formed the Bengal legislative Council. In 1930 Indian 
National Congress declared Purna Swaraj. Eminent leader 
of our freedom movement Mr. Bal Gangadhar Tilak 
demanded by the Statement, “Swaraj is our birth right”. 
Gradually by the movement of Purna Swaraj became 
another higher movement, ‘Quit India Movement’ After 
the disposal of the British, India became free From 15th 
August 1947. Rajasthan and Andhra Pradesh, these two 
states in India adopted Panchayeti Raj in the year 1959. 

The history of Panchayeti Raj in West Bengal is very crucial. 
From 1950 to the opening of 1967, the Indian National 

Congress ruled West Bengal administration. They 
established the nominated Panchayeti Raj. The rural 
working class of the state became poorest. As a result, the 

left and ultra left parties organized a movement which is 
well known as ‘Naxalbari Movement’. Gradually this 
movement spread some other states like a splint of fire. 
Two times 1967 and 1969 Anti Congress United Front 
formed Provincial Government in the state. In the year 
1971, Indian National Congress captured the Assembly by 
muscle Power. The people of West Bengal have a bitter 
experience at the time of Emergency. After the 
emergency, Indian National Congress lost power and 
established, Janata Government at center and the Left 
Front Government in West Bengal. So many Amendments 
and Acts have been introduced for Panchayeti Raj in a view 
to betterment of the Panchayati System. Now the 3 tier,e 
Gram Panchayat, Panchayet Samity and Zilla Parishad 
have been introduced and some reservation also started 
from the rural people of the State.

After the misrule of 34 years, the Left Front Government, 
established the Trinamool Government in the state in 
2011. The ruling party Governed the local Self 
Governments by muscle Power. Democracy became fake 
and started social depression in the State. Some Trinamool 
Congress leaders confessed to the people of West Bengal 
that they have committed blundering in the last Panchayat 
Election.

Recommendations to the Central and State Governments.

Complete the land reform and distribute the lands to the 
poor and marginal farmers. 

Introducing ‘Operation Barga’.

Compensate the inhabitants of forest and mining areas 
who lost their lands by the land acquisition of the 
Government.

Introduce more banks and co-operatives for the rural 
people. 

Open cheap sales centers for agricultural machinery and 
equipment, seeds, fertilizers, pesticides etc.

Introduce the right of forest to the inhabitants of forest 
areas and start more plantations in social forest 
development programmers.

Increase the rate of daily wages of agricultural laborers.

The Journey from Swaraj to Panchayati Raj
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Democracy is considered as one of the best forms of 
government as it promises liberty and equality to all. 
Participation and equality of opportunity for all is the 
essence of democracy. Participation to a great extent is 
possible in a decentralized structure of governance. 
Decentralized structure or decentralization means 
transferring of powers of decision making, planning, and 
execution from central authority to local administrative 
units. Decentralization is a multi-dimensional concept. 
Administrative decentralization denotes only transfer or 
delegation of power to implement policies to lower units 
of administration. Political aspect of decentralization goes 
a step further and gives the units power to make policies 
along with the power of their implementation. Financial 
decentralization gives the units the power of raising 
f i nanc i a l  r e sou r ce s  themse l ve s .  Democ ra t i c 
decentra l izat ion combines a l l  these forms of 
decentralization. It gives the units some amount of 
autonomy in decision-making, power of implementation, 
and that of raising resources. It is one of the most 
important features of the Indian political process. It 
strengthens the democratic structure of the country by 
developing democracy at the grassroots level. It leads to 
people’s participation in the decision-making process, 
transparency and accountability[i]. In India, democratic 
decentralization is applied through Panchayati Raj 
Institutions. People can directly take part in the Panchayati 
Raj system, and thus, it gives us an opportunity to witness 
direct democracy at work.

The 73rd constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 was a 
major step towards democratic decentralization in India. 
Among many important features of the Act, the most 
significant one has been the institution of Gram Sabha or 
Gaon Sabha. The literal meaning of the term Gram Sabha 
is a general assembly of villagers of a village. Gram Sabha 
is a means to make the elected representative accountable 
at the local level. According to the Constitution of India, a 
Gram Sabha consists of the persons registered in the 
electoral rolls relating to the village or the group of villages 
within the area of the Panchayat. Article 243A provides 
that a Gram Sabha can exercise all powers and functions 
at the village level just like the other legislative organs of 
the country[ii]. Theoretically, every voter irrespective of 
caste, class, creed, religion, socio-economic status in the 
village gets an equal chance of participation in decision 
making in the Gram Sabha. The 73rd Amendment Act 
gives the Gram Sabha the power of a watchdog in the 

village. Thus, it can supervise the performance and 
functioning of elected representatives of the village as 
well the government functionaries of the Panchayat, i.e., 
the Panchayat Secretaries, examine the annual statement 
of accounts, audit reports, etc.[iii] It is the only place in a 
representative democracy where citizens can participate, 
discuss, deliberate, reject, and approve policy proposals 
prepared by the Panchayat. According to one Panchayat 
Secretary, in India, only three Sabhas are important. They 
are Lok Sabha, Vidhan Sabha, and Gram Sabha.

Tripura is one of the eight-sister states of Northeast India. 
It shares international borders with Bangladesh on its 
north, south and west. She is connected with the rest of 
India by National Highway 44 that runs through 
Meghalaya, Assam, North Bengal, Kolkata, etc.[iv] A peep 
into the pages of history gives an understanding that every 
tribal community in Tripura used to have their own 
Panchayat for dispute resolution. Elections to the 
Panchayats were held in the late 1970s. The Tripura 
Panchayat Act came into force in November 1993 
recognizing the Panchayats in the State and empowering 
them with all the relevant powers in order to make the 
Panchayats vibrant. The Act defines a Gram Sabha of 
Panchayat in Tripura as a body consisting of all in the 
village who has attained the age of 18 years and whose 
names are registered in the electoral roll of the village. 
Related to it is the Gram Sanads which are held in all the 
Gram Panchayat wards. The Gram Pradhan or the 
President is responsible for convening the meetings of 
both Gram Sabha as well as Gram Sanad. In the absence 
of the President, the Upa-Pradhan or the Vice-President 
will have to take this charge. According to the Act, the 
Gram Sabha has some very important functions. These are 
mainly to take decisions on important matters, keeping an 
eye on the Panchayat functionaries, prepare reports on 
development programs for the village, to prepare the 
Gram Panchayat budget for every financial year, etc. The 
Gram Sanads have the power regarding the selection of 
places of implementation of development schemes, and 
the selection of beneficiaries, etc.

Thus, Gram Sabha has a very significant role to play in the 
development of the village. The state of Tripura is divided 
into 08 (eight) districts, viz. Dhalai, Sipahijala, Khowai, 
Gomoti, Unakoti, North Tripura, West Tripura, and South 
Tripura. There are more than 500 Village Panchayats in the 
state.[v]  Recently a study has been conducted on two 
districts in Tripura, i.e., North Tripura and South Tripura. 
The elected representatives, members of Gram Sabhas 
and functionaries of Panchayats were interviewed. Out of 
the interviews, it was revealed that in most of the 
Panchayats in these two districts, more than 70% people 
attend and actively participate in the Gram Sabha 
meetings regularly. Meetings are held regularly as per the 
Tripura Panchayat Act. The members also expressed that 
they get timely information on the date and time of 
meetings. A very good practice in the Panchayat system in 
Tripura is the holding of Gram Sanad meetings in 

A Look into the Role of Gram Sabha in Tripura
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Democracy is considered as one of the best forms of 
government as it promises liberty and equality to all. 
Participation and equality of opportunity for all is the 
essence of democracy. Participation to a great extent is 
possible in a decentralized structure of governance. 
Decentralized structure or decentralization means 
transferring of powers of decision making, planning, and 
execution from central authority to local administrative 
units. Decentralization is a multi-dimensional concept. 
Administrative decentralization denotes only transfer or 
delegation of power to implement policies to lower units 
of administration. Political aspect of decentralization goes 
a step further and gives the units power to make policies 
along with the power of their implementation. Financial 
decentralization gives the units the power of raising 
f i nanc i a l  r e sou r ce s  themse l ve s .  Democ ra t i c 
decentra l izat ion combines a l l  these forms of 
decentralization. It gives the units some amount of 
autonomy in decision-making, power of implementation, 
and that of raising resources. It is one of the most 
important features of the Indian political process. It 
strengthens the democratic structure of the country by 
developing democracy at the grassroots level. It leads to 
people’s participation in the decision-making process, 
transparency and accountability[i]. In India, democratic 
decentralization is applied through Panchayati Raj 
Institutions. People can directly take part in the Panchayati 
Raj system, and thus, it gives us an opportunity to witness 
direct democracy at work.

The 73rd constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 was a 
major step towards democratic decentralization in India. 
Among many important features of the Act, the most 
significant one has been the institution of Gram Sabha or 
Gaon Sabha. The literal meaning of the term Gram Sabha 
is a general assembly of villagers of a village. Gram Sabha 
is a means to make the elected representative accountable 
at the local level. According to the Constitution of India, a 
Gram Sabha consists of the persons registered in the 
electoral rolls relating to the village or the group of villages 
within the area of the Panchayat. Article 243A provides 
that a Gram Sabha can exercise all powers and functions 
at the village level just like the other legislative organs of 
the country[ii]. Theoretically, every voter irrespective of 
caste, class, creed, religion, socio-economic status in the 
village gets an equal chance of participation in decision 
making in the Gram Sabha. The 73rd Amendment Act 
gives the Gram Sabha the power of a watchdog in the 

village. Thus, it can supervise the performance and 
functioning of elected representatives of the village as 
well the government functionaries of the Panchayat, i.e., 
the Panchayat Secretaries, examine the annual statement 
of accounts, audit reports, etc.[iii] It is the only place in a 
representative democracy where citizens can participate, 
discuss, deliberate, reject, and approve policy proposals 
prepared by the Panchayat. According to one Panchayat 
Secretary, in India, only three Sabhas are important. They 
are Lok Sabha, Vidhan Sabha, and Gram Sabha.

Tripura is one of the eight-sister states of Northeast India. 
It shares international borders with Bangladesh on its 
north, south and west. She is connected with the rest of 
India by National Highway 44 that runs through 
Meghalaya, Assam, North Bengal, Kolkata, etc.[iv] A peep 
into the pages of history gives an understanding that every 
tribal community in Tripura used to have their own 
Panchayat for dispute resolution. Elections to the 
Panchayats were held in the late 1970s. The Tripura 
Panchayat Act came into force in November 1993 
recognizing the Panchayats in the State and empowering 
them with all the relevant powers in order to make the 
Panchayats vibrant. The Act defines a Gram Sabha of 
Panchayat in Tripura as a body consisting of all in the 
village who has attained the age of 18 years and whose 
names are registered in the electoral roll of the village. 
Related to it is the Gram Sanads which are held in all the 
Gram Panchayat wards. The Gram Pradhan or the 
President is responsible for convening the meetings of 
both Gram Sabha as well as Gram Sanad. In the absence 
of the President, the Upa-Pradhan or the Vice-President 
will have to take this charge. According to the Act, the 
Gram Sabha has some very important functions. These are 
mainly to take decisions on important matters, keeping an 
eye on the Panchayat functionaries, prepare reports on 
development programs for the village, to prepare the 
Gram Panchayat budget for every financial year, etc. The 
Gram Sanads have the power regarding the selection of 
places of implementation of development schemes, and 
the selection of beneficiaries, etc.

Thus, Gram Sabha has a very significant role to play in the 
development of the village. The state of Tripura is divided 
into 08 (eight) districts, viz. Dhalai, Sipahijala, Khowai, 
Gomoti, Unakoti, North Tripura, West Tripura, and South 
Tripura. There are more than 500 Village Panchayats in the 
state.[v]  Recently a study has been conducted on two 
districts in Tripura, i.e., North Tripura and South Tripura. 
The elected representatives, members of Gram Sabhas 
and functionaries of Panchayats were interviewed. Out of 
the interviews, it was revealed that in most of the 
Panchayats in these two districts, more than 70% people 
attend and actively participate in the Gram Sabha 
meetings regularly. Meetings are held regularly as per the 
Tripura Panchayat Act. The members also expressed that 
they get timely information on the date and time of 
meetings. A very good practice in the Panchayat system in 
Tripura is the holding of Gram Sanad meetings in 
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Panchayat wards. Generally, before every Gram Sabha 
meeting, important matters are discussed at length in 
Gram Sanad meetings regarding beneficiary selection, 
selection and implementation of development works, etc. 
Once discussed and settled, these matters are placed 
before the general body meeting, i.e., the Gram Sabha 
meeting for acceptance and confirmation. Most of the 
respondents were of the opinion that important matters 
like planning, budget making, reviewing audit reports, 
etc. are positively discussed in the Gram Sabhas. 
Regarding expression of opinion, most of the respondents 
answered in positive as in they were satisfied with the fact 
that they could freely express their views in the Gram 
Sabha meetings. Besides, they also expressed that 
decisions were taken unanimously. Although there were 
respondents who denied this fact, the number of such 
respondents was negligible. In relation to the process of 
recording of meetings and proceedings of the same, some 
respondents said that they were recorded properly in 
registers, while some respondents were totally unaware 
of it. Regarding implementation of decisions taken in the 
Gram Sabha meetings, most of the respondents sounded 
satisfied as according to them most of the policy decisions 
taken were implemented. There is a system of 
construction of an executive committee to supervise and 
monitor the implementation of schemes. [vi]

But, the problem is less female participation. Males 
participate more than females in the Gram Sabhas in 
Tripura. Lack of interest in matters of the decision making 
process may be one reason for it. Besides, patriarchy, lack 

of adequate capacity, etc. can be other contributing 
factors. Another problem mentioned in the study[vii] is 
party interference. The members close to the ruling 
regime get more preference in beneficiary selection in 
Gram Sabha meetings. This demotivates people who are 
not close to the ruling party or its members to attend 
meetings and express their views. Sometimes, it becomes 
very difficult for the Panchayat Secretary to gather people 
in a Gram Sabha meeting for a meeting to become a 
success.

Despite some of these problems, Gram Sabha in Tripura is 
making democracy substantive at the grass root level. On 
October 2, 2021, the Government of Tripura organized 
Gram Sabhas all over the state to discuss common 
problems like that of water, sanitation, etc. and to find 
solutions. It stressed on the participation of people from 
weaker sections of the villages, members of self-help 
groups, etc. The People’s Plan Campaign- Sabki Yojna 
Sabka Vikas was also intended to be launched in these 
Gram Sabha meetings. Very recently, the Government of 
Tripura has decided to give appointments to more than 
one thousand Panchayat Executive Officers for smooth 
functioning of the Panchayats.[viii] The Government has 
taken an initiative to make Gram Sabhas vibrant in order 
to realize the sustainable development goals at the local 
level. A study on Gram Panchayats and Gram Sabhas 
cannot be complete without at least mentioning their role 
in tackling the ongoing Covid -19 pandemic. Undoubtedly 
their role is praiseworthy. The Gram Panchayats with the 
help of Gram Sabhas in Tripura like in the whole country 
have shown an incredible performance in managing 
migration of people, sanitization and cleaning of villages, 
maintaining social distances, creating awareness among 
people, etc. Besides, during the first wave of Covid-19 
pandemic, when people lost jobs, the Gram Panchayats 
saved the people of marginalized sections of village by 
effective implementation of the food security program.[ix] 
It is, therefore, very important on the part of the 
Government to offer wholehearted support to Gram 
Panchayats. The people should participate in decision-
making and implementation process fully to make the 
Gram Sabhas vibrant. To have effective Gram Panchayats, 
it is essential to revitalize the Gram Sabhas. With adequate 
people’s participation, the Gram Sabhas can help Gram 
Panchayats become the vehicles of socio-economic 
development of India.

Dr. Madan 
Chandra Boro
Associate Prof. & Head  
Deptt. of Political Science  
KBVS&AS University, 
Nalbari, Assam

Introduction

Assam is a state of India situated in the north eastern 
region. Its global position is latitude 24N0-28N0 and 
longitude 90E 0 - 96E0. It has 34 districts and a population 
of 3,12,05,576. It has 2,201 Gaon Pamchayats, 185 
Anchalik Panchayats and 21 Zilla Parishads. The 
Panchayati Raj system in Assam was developed in the post-
independent period. Assam has as many as three 6th 
Schedule districts; they have different administrative 
systems such as Village Council of Development 
Committee (VCDC), Territorial Constituency Level 
Coordination Committee and General Council at the apex. 

Panchayat 

The Sanskrit term ‘panchayatan’ refers to a ‘group of five 
persons’ including a spiritual man. The chief of it is known 
as sarpanch of gram pradhan. We find mention in Rigveda 
about the organization of local self-units in democratic 
lines such as ‘Sabha’, ‘Samiti’, and ‘Vidatha’. These were 
approved by the king to accomplish certain functions or 
decisions and they enjoyed liberty. It is found that 
administration was divided into two ‘Pur’ (city) and Janpad 
(village) in Ramayana and Mahbharata. Kautilya described 
the chief of the Pur as Nagarik. Janpads were free from 
royal interference. There was also a Caste Panchayat and 
one member from it was elected to the king's Council of 
Ministers. Self-government of the village is also found in 
illustrations in ‘Shanti Parva’, ‘Manu Smriti’ and 
'Arthashastra' written by Kautilya. ‘Gramik’ or the official 
Chief of village, ‘Dashap’ or the chief of ten villages, 
‘Vinshya’ or the chief of twenty villages, ‘Adhipati’ or the 
chief of one hundred villages, and ‘Shat Gram Pati’ or the 
chief of one thousand villages. Mugal rule in the medieval 
period started with casteism and feudalism which wiped 
out India's self-governance in villages.     

British replaces Panchayat

Lord Mayo’s resolution on decentralization was adopted 
and it took away the autonomy of village panchayats to 
introduce the British model of administration in India. The 
British introduced representative local institutions in urban 
or municipalities and rural or local institutions areas 
showing impetus to development through local 
institutions in 1870. Lord Rippon in 1882 made more 
changes to local self-government with more democratic 
values to these institutions. The Chairman will be elected 
from non-official and the strength of elected members to 
the local institutions was made two-third majority from 
non-officials. 

British reconsiders need for Panchayat  

C.E.H. Hobhouse, the Chairman of Royal Commission on 
Centralization in 1907 recognized the importance of 
panchayats at village level. Its recommendations are also 
reflected in the Government of India Act, 1919 informing 
of transfer of local subjects for local governance. By the 
year 1925, Panchayat Acts were passed by as many as 
eight provinces in India. Six native states also passed 
panchayat laws to confer more power to local bodies in 
1926. This way local self-government begins to be 
unaffected and Panchayat regains its life.  

Panchayat in Post-Independent India 

Panchayat Raj Institution (PRI) is a politico-administrative 
system of rural local self government. Panchayati Raj in 
India was adopted after a decade of India’s independence. 
The idea of gram rajya or self-reliance is the basic 
foundation of the Panchayati Raj Institutions in India 
which is made as a mechanism to decentralize the 
planning and administration to village level. The 
Government of India showed keen interest to have PRI 
and thus appointed different committees to suggest a 
government. Balwant Rai Mehta Committee was 
appointed in 1957 to examine the cause for the failure of 
the Community Development Programme and National 
Extension Service (1952) and suggest measures for it. The 
Mehta Committee submitted report in 1958 and 
suggested for 3-tier Panchayati Raj system i.e. Gram 
Panchayat at village level, Panchayat Samiti at block level, 
Zilla Parishad at the district level. Ashoka Mehta 
Committee 1977 submitted its report in August 1978 with 
132 recommendations to strengthen the panchayats. It 
also suggested restructuring Panchayats into two tier 
system i.e. Zilla Parishad and Mandal Panchayat and 
strengthening panchayats. The present structure of PRI is 
adopted from B. R. Mehta Committee.

A number of committees supported the development of 
Panchayats in India. C.H. Hanumantha Rao Committee 
(1983) a technical committee on Drought prone Areas 
Programme and Desert Development Programme of 
Agricultural costs and prices, G.V.K. Rao Committee 
(1983) suggested making the district as the basic unit of 
Planning, L. M. Sighvi Committee (1986) suggested 
financial resources and constitutional status, Sarkaria 
Commission on Centre-State Relations (1988), P.K. 
Thugan Committee (1989) and Harlal Singh Kharra 
Committee (1990) are important.  PRIs got constitutional 
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Panchayat wards. Generally, before every Gram Sabha 
meeting, important matters are discussed at length in 
Gram Sanad meetings regarding beneficiary selection, 
selection and implementation of development works, etc. 
Once discussed and settled, these matters are placed 
before the general body meeting, i.e., the Gram Sabha 
meeting for acceptance and confirmation. Most of the 
respondents were of the opinion that important matters 
like planning, budget making, reviewing audit reports, 
etc. are positively discussed in the Gram Sabhas. 
Regarding expression of opinion, most of the respondents 
answered in positive as in they were satisfied with the fact 
that they could freely express their views in the Gram 
Sabha meetings. Besides, they also expressed that 
decisions were taken unanimously. Although there were 
respondents who denied this fact, the number of such 
respondents was negligible. In relation to the process of 
recording of meetings and proceedings of the same, some 
respondents said that they were recorded properly in 
registers, while some respondents were totally unaware 
of it. Regarding implementation of decisions taken in the 
Gram Sabha meetings, most of the respondents sounded 
satisfied as according to them most of the policy decisions 
taken were implemented. There is a system of 
construction of an executive committee to supervise and 
monitor the implementation of schemes. [vi]

But, the problem is less female participation. Males 
participate more than females in the Gram Sabhas in 
Tripura. Lack of interest in matters of the decision making 
process may be one reason for it. Besides, patriarchy, lack 

of adequate capacity, etc. can be other contributing 
factors. Another problem mentioned in the study[vii] is 
party interference. The members close to the ruling 
regime get more preference in beneficiary selection in 
Gram Sabha meetings. This demotivates people who are 
not close to the ruling party or its members to attend 
meetings and express their views. Sometimes, it becomes 
very difficult for the Panchayat Secretary to gather people 
in a Gram Sabha meeting for a meeting to become a 
success.

Despite some of these problems, Gram Sabha in Tripura is 
making democracy substantive at the grass root level. On 
October 2, 2021, the Government of Tripura organized 
Gram Sabhas all over the state to discuss common 
problems like that of water, sanitation, etc. and to find 
solutions. It stressed on the participation of people from 
weaker sections of the villages, members of self-help 
groups, etc. The People’s Plan Campaign- Sabki Yojna 
Sabka Vikas was also intended to be launched in these 
Gram Sabha meetings. Very recently, the Government of 
Tripura has decided to give appointments to more than 
one thousand Panchayat Executive Officers for smooth 
functioning of the Panchayats.[viii] The Government has 
taken an initiative to make Gram Sabhas vibrant in order 
to realize the sustainable development goals at the local 
level. A study on Gram Panchayats and Gram Sabhas 
cannot be complete without at least mentioning their role 
in tackling the ongoing Covid -19 pandemic. Undoubtedly 
their role is praiseworthy. The Gram Panchayats with the 
help of Gram Sabhas in Tripura like in the whole country 
have shown an incredible performance in managing 
migration of people, sanitization and cleaning of villages, 
maintaining social distances, creating awareness among 
people, etc. Besides, during the first wave of Covid-19 
pandemic, when people lost jobs, the Gram Panchayats 
saved the people of marginalized sections of village by 
effective implementation of the food security program.[ix] 
It is, therefore, very important on the part of the 
Government to offer wholehearted support to Gram 
Panchayats. The people should participate in decision-
making and implementation process fully to make the 
Gram Sabhas vibrant. To have effective Gram Panchayats, 
it is essential to revitalize the Gram Sabhas. With adequate 
people’s participation, the Gram Sabhas can help Gram 
Panchayats become the vehicles of socio-economic 
development of India.
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Introduction

Assam is a state of India situated in the north eastern 
region. Its global position is latitude 24N0-28N0 and 
longitude 90E 0 - 96E0. It has 34 districts and a population 
of 3,12,05,576. It has 2,201 Gaon Pamchayats, 185 
Anchalik Panchayats and 21 Zilla Parishads. The 
Panchayati Raj system in Assam was developed in the post-
independent period. Assam has as many as three 6th 
Schedule districts; they have different administrative 
systems such as Village Council of Development 
Committee (VCDC), Territorial Constituency Level 
Coordination Committee and General Council at the apex. 

Panchayat 

The Sanskrit term ‘panchayatan’ refers to a ‘group of five 
persons’ including a spiritual man. The chief of it is known 
as sarpanch of gram pradhan. We find mention in Rigveda 
about the organization of local self-units in democratic 
lines such as ‘Sabha’, ‘Samiti’, and ‘Vidatha’. These were 
approved by the king to accomplish certain functions or 
decisions and they enjoyed liberty. It is found that 
administration was divided into two ‘Pur’ (city) and Janpad 
(village) in Ramayana and Mahbharata. Kautilya described 
the chief of the Pur as Nagarik. Janpads were free from 
royal interference. There was also a Caste Panchayat and 
one member from it was elected to the king's Council of 
Ministers. Self-government of the village is also found in 
illustrations in ‘Shanti Parva’, ‘Manu Smriti’ and 
'Arthashastra' written by Kautilya. ‘Gramik’ or the official 
Chief of village, ‘Dashap’ or the chief of ten villages, 
‘Vinshya’ or the chief of twenty villages, ‘Adhipati’ or the 
chief of one hundred villages, and ‘Shat Gram Pati’ or the 
chief of one thousand villages. Mugal rule in the medieval 
period started with casteism and feudalism which wiped 
out India's self-governance in villages.     

British replaces Panchayat

Lord Mayo’s resolution on decentralization was adopted 
and it took away the autonomy of village panchayats to 
introduce the British model of administration in India. The 
British introduced representative local institutions in urban 
or municipalities and rural or local institutions areas 
showing impetus to development through local 
institutions in 1870. Lord Rippon in 1882 made more 
changes to local self-government with more democratic 
values to these institutions. The Chairman will be elected 
from non-official and the strength of elected members to 
the local institutions was made two-third majority from 
non-officials. 

British reconsiders need for Panchayat  

C.E.H. Hobhouse, the Chairman of Royal Commission on 
Centralization in 1907 recognized the importance of 
panchayats at village level. Its recommendations are also 
reflected in the Government of India Act, 1919 informing 
of transfer of local subjects for local governance. By the 
year 1925, Panchayat Acts were passed by as many as 
eight provinces in India. Six native states also passed 
panchayat laws to confer more power to local bodies in 
1926. This way local self-government begins to be 
unaffected and Panchayat regains its life.  

Panchayat in Post-Independent India 

Panchayat Raj Institution (PRI) is a politico-administrative 
system of rural local self government. Panchayati Raj in 
India was adopted after a decade of India’s independence. 
The idea of gram rajya or self-reliance is the basic 
foundation of the Panchayati Raj Institutions in India 
which is made as a mechanism to decentralize the 
planning and administration to village level. The 
Government of India showed keen interest to have PRI 
and thus appointed different committees to suggest a 
government. Balwant Rai Mehta Committee was 
appointed in 1957 to examine the cause for the failure of 
the Community Development Programme and National 
Extension Service (1952) and suggest measures for it. The 
Mehta Committee submitted report in 1958 and 
suggested for 3-tier Panchayati Raj system i.e. Gram 
Panchayat at village level, Panchayat Samiti at block level, 
Zilla Parishad at the district level. Ashoka Mehta 
Committee 1977 submitted its report in August 1978 with 
132 recommendations to strengthen the panchayats. It 
also suggested restructuring Panchayats into two tier 
system i.e. Zilla Parishad and Mandal Panchayat and 
strengthening panchayats. The present structure of PRI is 
adopted from B. R. Mehta Committee.

A number of committees supported the development of 
Panchayats in India. C.H. Hanumantha Rao Committee 
(1983) a technical committee on Drought prone Areas 
Programme and Desert Development Programme of 
Agricultural costs and prices, G.V.K. Rao Committee 
(1983) suggested making the district as the basic unit of 
Planning, L. M. Sighvi Committee (1986) suggested 
financial resources and constitutional status, Sarkaria 
Commission on Centre-State Relations (1988), P.K. 
Thugan Committee (1989) and Harlal Singh Kharra 
Committee (1990) are important.  PRIs got constitutional 

Panchayati Raj in Assam: Past and Present



46

  

47

status through 73rd constitution Amendment Act, 1992 
decentralizing the democracy to the grassroots with more 
powers.  These committees and their recommendations 
contributed to the development of PRIs in India. 

Panchayat in Post-Independent Assam

The state of Assam has experienced a panchayat system 
since independence. Assam Govt. passed the Rural 
Panchayat Act in 1948 to introduce Panchayat. It may be so 
that Assam had different types of rural administrative 
traditions prior to it. A common system of local self-
governance was needed in the state after independence.  
Thus Rural Panchayat Act of 1948 was a landmark to the 
development of local self-government in administration, 
reconstruction and development of villages in the state. It 
was amended in 1959 and inserted more classes to it.  
Assam followed 3-tier Panchayats from 1959 accepting 
B. R. Mehta committee recommendations.  It adopted 
2-tier Panchayats i.e. Gaon Panchayats  at village level and 
Mahakuma Parishad at subdivision level abolishing Anchalik 
Panchayat  in 1972 after accepting the suggestions made by 
Ashok Mehta Committee. Again, the Assam Panchayati Raj 
Act, 1986 re-adopts three-tier system of Panchayat i.e. Gaon 
Panchayat, Anchalik Panchayat and Mahakuma Parishad. 
The Mahakuma Parishad is given more development role 
and supervisory roles.   

The local self-governance got its substantial change after 
passing of Assam Panchayatu Raj Act, 1994.  It was 
passed with features in conformity with the new 
provisions of the Constitution’s 73rd Amendment Act, 
1994 which came into force in April, 1993. It made a 
common decentralized PRI all over the country in addition 
to scheduled hill districts that enjoyed political autonomy. 
Article 40 of Constitution of India mentions about 
panchayat and Article 246 empowers the state legislature 
to frame law on PRIs. The Assam Panchayati Raj Act, 1994 
constitutes a three-tier system consisting of Gaon 
Panchayats at the village, Anchalik Panchayats at block 
level and Zilla Parishad at district level. It extends to the 
whole of Assam in the rural areas except the autonomous 
districts under the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution of 
India. It made provisions for direct election of members 
from the territorial constituencies in the panchayat area 
also provisioning reservations of seats of elected members 
for the Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and women.

Panchayat in Assam today

Women’s empowerment through MGNREGA in the state 
brought a change in power relationship between men and 
women in social, economic, political and spiritual 
perspective. Initially, it covered 7 districts in 2005-06, all 27 
districts in 2009-10 paving the opportunity of a job card 
36.12 lakhs, and 41.28 lakhs in 2013-14. The Gram Sabha 
in general area and Village Council in sixth scheduled 
districts IDs the implementing agency. The percentage of 
women’s participation records increased from 24.10% 
(2009-10) to 29% (2013-14). Financial support to SHGs is 
a game changing contribution through Gram Panchayat. 
Unemployed rural men and women are getting jobs in 
their village for road construction, digging out ponds etc. 
The payment mode is also made digital for which they are 
free from the trouble of a middleman. MGNREGA became 
an effective scheme for giving 100 days job guarantee with 
equal participation of men and women at Rs. 213 per day. 

Through the National Rural Livelihood Mission, women 
got more opportunities to increase their income in men 
counterparts. Earlier people had to depend on agriculture 
primarily on paddy crops. Government approach to 
augment allied agricultural activities such as rearing ducks, 
goats, nurtury, poultry, fishery, dairy, cropping and 
horticultural activities for rural men and women boosts 
them in the economic sector. A large number of SHGs of 
women receive Rs. 2 lakhs under National rural livelihood 
mission from state government for launching silent 
cooperative diary movement. Fourteen Finance 
Committee (FFC) started the development campaign 
“Amar Gaon Amar Achoni” for economic development 
and social development and covered all 2201 Gaon 
Panchayats in Assam. Women through Individual 
Beneficiary Scheme or SHGs shine in preparation of 
indigenous crafts products, weaving and making 
agarbatti.     

Gram Panchayat changed the livelihood status of poor 
families providing sanitation under Total Sanitation 
Campaign (TSC) to make ‘open defecation free’ status. 
PMAY is a blessing for poor families enabling them to live 
with minimum standards in society. Fourteen Finance 
Committee (FFC) lead the avenues to frame Development 
Plan for Gaon Panchayats (DPGP) for improving basic 
amenities, sanitation, connectivity, drinking water, burial 
grounds, improving poor families, prevention of 
communicable disease, providing social security of 
marginal community, sustainable development of 
livelihood, conservation of soil and water, 100 percent 
enrolment in schools, ensuring gender equity and 
equality, and strengthening and improvement of Gaon 
Sabha. But issues does not end in a day, therefore it will 
require a long term action plan.    

Conclusion 

We have a tradition of panchayats in ancient times. It 
continued to develop in India till the coming of the British. 
The British introduced local self governance and later 
reconsidered the need for Panchayat in India. Assam 
adopted the Panchayati  Raj system just after 
independence. The Panchayats are still used as the 
institutions of political power structure in the villages in 
collaboration with the dominant sections of the rural 
society. Elected members of PRIs are greatly influenced 
and blessed by legislators resulting in power status 
symbols to representatives and political parties. After 
1994, panchayats showed greater performance in rural 
areas. It reaches to more effectiveness during the fourteen 
and fifteen years of finance that covers more rural 
livelihood projects for both men and women. Now, 
panchayats are getting support of frontline workers such 
as Additional Anganwadi Worker (AAW), Auxiliary Nurse 
Midwife (ANM), Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA), 
Village Level Extension Worker (VLEW) to work in villages. 
They are also found engaged in health related activities 
especially in the pandemic situation of Covid-19. District 
Planning Committee (DPC) may adopt a persistent 
approach to transact schemes transparently with real time 
data with a capacity of more outreach schemes of rural 
livelihood which will be a great avenue to eliminate 
poverty in the state and generate entrepreneurs in near 
future.
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status through 73rd constitution Amendment Act, 1992 
decentralizing the democracy to the grassroots with more 
powers.  These committees and their recommendations 
contributed to the development of PRIs in India. 

Panchayat in Post-Independent Assam

The state of Assam has experienced a panchayat system 
since independence. Assam Govt. passed the Rural 
Panchayat Act in 1948 to introduce Panchayat. It may be so 
that Assam had different types of rural administrative 
traditions prior to it. A common system of local self-
governance was needed in the state after independence.  
Thus Rural Panchayat Act of 1948 was a landmark to the 
development of local self-government in administration, 
reconstruction and development of villages in the state. It 
was amended in 1959 and inserted more classes to it.  
Assam followed 3-tier Panchayats from 1959 accepting 
B. R. Mehta committee recommendations.  It adopted 
2-tier Panchayats i.e. Gaon Panchayats  at village level and 
Mahakuma Parishad at subdivision level abolishing Anchalik 
Panchayat  in 1972 after accepting the suggestions made by 
Ashok Mehta Committee. Again, the Assam Panchayati Raj 
Act, 1986 re-adopts three-tier system of Panchayat i.e. Gaon 
Panchayat, Anchalik Panchayat and Mahakuma Parishad. 
The Mahakuma Parishad is given more development role 
and supervisory roles.   

The local self-governance got its substantial change after 
passing of Assam Panchayatu Raj Act, 1994.  It was 
passed with features in conformity with the new 
provisions of the Constitution’s 73rd Amendment Act, 
1994 which came into force in April, 1993. It made a 
common decentralized PRI all over the country in addition 
to scheduled hill districts that enjoyed political autonomy. 
Article 40 of Constitution of India mentions about 
panchayat and Article 246 empowers the state legislature 
to frame law on PRIs. The Assam Panchayati Raj Act, 1994 
constitutes a three-tier system consisting of Gaon 
Panchayats at the village, Anchalik Panchayats at block 
level and Zilla Parishad at district level. It extends to the 
whole of Assam in the rural areas except the autonomous 
districts under the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution of 
India. It made provisions for direct election of members 
from the territorial constituencies in the panchayat area 
also provisioning reservations of seats of elected members 
for the Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and women.

Panchayat in Assam today

Women’s empowerment through MGNREGA in the state 
brought a change in power relationship between men and 
women in social, economic, political and spiritual 
perspective. Initially, it covered 7 districts in 2005-06, all 27 
districts in 2009-10 paving the opportunity of a job card 
36.12 lakhs, and 41.28 lakhs in 2013-14. The Gram Sabha 
in general area and Village Council in sixth scheduled 
districts IDs the implementing agency. The percentage of 
women’s participation records increased from 24.10% 
(2009-10) to 29% (2013-14). Financial support to SHGs is 
a game changing contribution through Gram Panchayat. 
Unemployed rural men and women are getting jobs in 
their village for road construction, digging out ponds etc. 
The payment mode is also made digital for which they are 
free from the trouble of a middleman. MGNREGA became 
an effective scheme for giving 100 days job guarantee with 
equal participation of men and women at Rs. 213 per day. 

Through the National Rural Livelihood Mission, women 
got more opportunities to increase their income in men 
counterparts. Earlier people had to depend on agriculture 
primarily on paddy crops. Government approach to 
augment allied agricultural activities such as rearing ducks, 
goats, nurtury, poultry, fishery, dairy, cropping and 
horticultural activities for rural men and women boosts 
them in the economic sector. A large number of SHGs of 
women receive Rs. 2 lakhs under National rural livelihood 
mission from state government for launching silent 
cooperative diary movement. Fourteen Finance 
Committee (FFC) started the development campaign 
“Amar Gaon Amar Achoni” for economic development 
and social development and covered all 2201 Gaon 
Panchayats in Assam. Women through Individual 
Beneficiary Scheme or SHGs shine in preparation of 
indigenous crafts products, weaving and making 
agarbatti.     

Gram Panchayat changed the livelihood status of poor 
families providing sanitation under Total Sanitation 
Campaign (TSC) to make ‘open defecation free’ status. 
PMAY is a blessing for poor families enabling them to live 
with minimum standards in society. Fourteen Finance 
Committee (FFC) lead the avenues to frame Development 
Plan for Gaon Panchayats (DPGP) for improving basic 
amenities, sanitation, connectivity, drinking water, burial 
grounds, improving poor families, prevention of 
communicable disease, providing social security of 
marginal community, sustainable development of 
livelihood, conservation of soil and water, 100 percent 
enrolment in schools, ensuring gender equity and 
equality, and strengthening and improvement of Gaon 
Sabha. But issues does not end in a day, therefore it will 
require a long term action plan.    

Conclusion 

We have a tradition of panchayats in ancient times. It 
continued to develop in India till the coming of the British. 
The British introduced local self governance and later 
reconsidered the need for Panchayat in India. Assam 
adopted the Panchayati  Raj system just after 
independence. The Panchayats are still used as the 
institutions of political power structure in the villages in 
collaboration with the dominant sections of the rural 
society. Elected members of PRIs are greatly influenced 
and blessed by legislators resulting in power status 
symbols to representatives and political parties. After 
1994, panchayats showed greater performance in rural 
areas. It reaches to more effectiveness during the fourteen 
and fifteen years of finance that covers more rural 
livelihood projects for both men and women. Now, 
panchayats are getting support of frontline workers such 
as Additional Anganwadi Worker (AAW), Auxiliary Nurse 
Midwife (ANM), Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA), 
Village Level Extension Worker (VLEW) to work in villages. 
They are also found engaged in health related activities 
especially in the pandemic situation of Covid-19. District 
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