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Decentralisation and Local Development 

IN schemes for the reorganisation 
of the administrative system to 

promote development objectives, the 
principle of decentralisation has a 
recognised place. Rural develop-
ment and community progress de
mand greater and closer associa
tion of the population wi th local 
development programmes. This 
need is further emphasised by the 
consideration that an effective 
foundation for democratic practice 
should be laid at the bottom-most 
level—or the level of the village. 
We had, during decades of Br i t i sh 
rule, a systematic dismantling of 
these foundations and a progressive 
centralisation of administration. 
That process has to be as systema
tically reversed, so that the demo
cratic system, instead of operating 
f rom the top downwards, might do 
so from the base upwards. 

The prevailing position presents 
a strange paradox, but it is actually 
due to historical factors. The 
paradox has to be resolved, and the 
process, which has been set in 
motion in that respect, has come to 
be described as 'democratic decen
tralisation.' 

Primacy of Place 
In this process the basic factor is 

the restoration of the village to its 
primacy of place in the administra
tive system and the re-establish
ment of the village panchayat as 
the foundation of local government. 
There is, of course, the considera
tion that the Indian village is in-
some respects too small and too 
constricted a unit for administrative 
purposes, and that, while it should 
be the basis for local government, 
it would be quite as well if , where-
ever necessary, a number of 
village units were integrated for 
administrative purposes into a 
single panchayat. 

The purpose of creating this 
administrative unit at the village 
level is two-fold. First ly, it is 
meant to be the agency for mobilis
ing local talent and local enthu
siasm for local development work. 
Secondly, it is to be the means of 
t raining the local population in 
democratic methods and ways of 
life and of promoting democratic 
action for the common good. This 
is an objective long neglected but 
long required, because Indian 
villages, after the decay of the 
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panchayat system in many parts of 
the country, had become hotbeds of 
faction and of caste and sectional 
feud, besides being repositories of 
ill-health, insanitation and other 
evils. 

Participation in Development 
Community development work and 

national extension activi ty in the 
last few years have ini t ia l ly focus-
sed attention on village development 
and have happily not been consider
ed as being in conflict w i t h develop
ment on the basis of modern, demo
cratic needs and requirements. 
Development should be on a planned 
and systematic basis, so that It 
takes due note of, and derives due 
advantage from, improved com-
munications, preventive and cura
tive public health measures and the 
need for rural areas to establish 
and maintain a l ink w i th urban 
areas and centres of life. 

The report of the Study Team, 
appointed by the Planning dommis-
sion to examine ' the scheme for 
democratic decentralisation, con
tains proposals which would bring 
local administration into line with" 
these needs. The proposals for 
reform, though geared principally 
to the requirements of the develop
ment schemes of the Second Plan, 
have the merit of underscoring the 
permanent and indubitable need of 
local development being interlinked 
wi th , and inter-related to, effective 
democratic participation of the lo
cal population in that development 
on the one hand and also the pro
vision of adequate financial resourc
es, etc, and other administrative 
arrangements to ensure progress on 
the other. 

Basic Unit 
The basic unit in the scheme is 

the panchayat, which would be the 
representative organisation of a 
big village or a number of small 
villages, comprising for practical 
purposes, the area wi th in a village 
level worker's jurisdiction. The 
panchayat wouId be an elected body, 
entrusted w i th specific administra
tive duties and responsibilities, 
some obligatory and some optional, 
and provided wi th specified sources 
of revenue to tenable it to carry 
them out. 

It has also been suggested— 
though not yet universally agreed 
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—that the panchayat should . in
variably be entrusted wi th the 
collection of land revenue and per
mit ted to retain a portion of i t , 
varying, of course, w i th conditions 
in different States. Whether it 
should be entrusted w i t h judicial 
powers also, is another issue on 
which opinions differ, though the 
objections pertain more to the pre
sent competence of these bodies to 
discharge judicial functions than to 
any theoretical repugnance to vest
ing them wi th such powers. 

Role of Panchayats 
Nevertheless, there is one vi ta l 

consideration to be emphasised in 
respect of the role of panchayats in 
local administration as well as 
development. Obviously, the inten
tion is to entrust them wi th this 
double function; in any case, the 
two overlap at different points at 
the village level. But f rom the 
practical standpoint, it would be 
advisable if panchayats devoted 
more attention to serving the funda
mental and basic needs of the 
village or villages involved, leaving 
the strictly developmental as facts 
of activity to the next higher lady 

Panchayat Samiti. 

In course of time, the line of 
demarcation between adminstra-
tion and development is bound to 
get blurred, and then the panchayat 
would inevitably become an agency 
for both kinds of work. In this 
context, it would not be wholly 
satisfactory to elevate the village 
level worker to the position of 
development secretary of the pan
chayat--at least not. , immediately. 

Panchayat Samiti 
The keystone of the democratic 

decentralisation scheme is, however, 
the Panchayat Samiti, w i th a juris-
diction normally co-extensive wi th 
the existing community development 
block, covering an area of about 76 
to 100 villages and a population of 
about 60,000. Mainly an elected 
body, comprising representatives of 
panchayats, it would also have some 
co-opted members to represent 
women, members of the scheduled 
castes and a few local residents w i t h 
experience in public life or adminis
tration, and some representatives of 
cooperative organisations in the 
block. It would be in fu l l control of 
a l l the developmental programmes 
in the field of education, agriculture. 
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Industries, public health, irr igation, 
supply of dr inking water, medical 
relief, relief of distress caused by 
floods, earthquakes, scarcity and so 
on, communications of local impor
tance, the welfare of backward class
es and, in fact, all those functions 
which are presently carried on under 
the community development pro
gramme, buttressed by the addi
tional consideration that Instead of 
being like the present block com
mittee merely an advisory body, it 
would be a semi-autonomous sta
tutory body. 

To enable the Samiti to undertake 
the diverse responsibilities proposed 
to be devolved upon it, the need of 
adequate sources of revenue has 
been recognised, while additional 
grants-in-aid are proposed for the 
discharge of additional or special 
responsibilities which the State Gov
ernment might consider placing upon 
any Samiti. I ts freedom to spend 
the proceeds of the taxes it collects 
as it considers best is a valuable 
safeguard against responsibility be
ing divorced from financial compe
tence. Simultaneously the imple
mentation of programmes would be 
facilitated by the creation of an 
adequate executive machinery, 

"vhich, while functioning under the 
Sajr i t i , would be part of the admi-
strative machinery of the State. 
Government. 

Progress by Stages 
The prospect of this scheme of 
statutory panchayat Samitis, w i t h 
elected members and elected chair-
mem, not functioning smoothly has 
not been absent f rom the mind of 
the Balwantrai Committee. I t 
makes allowance for conditions in 
the country which would warrant 
or justify progress by stages and 
the taking of inter im measures 
before the scheme is succecfully 
implemented in a l l the States. For 
example, it envisages for at least 
the first two years of life of a pan-
chayat samiti, the need of its hav
ing the sub-divisional officer, instead 
of an elected non-official, as chair
man. It would also be necessary 
in some States at least, to spread 
the period of completion of its 
State-wide implementation beyond 
the Second Five Year Plan period. 

While the scheme for administra
tive decentralisation and the dele
gation of powers to the Panchayat 
Samiti has been widely acclaimed, 
the question of how to interl ink i t 
w i t h the district administration and 
what k ind of machinery should be 
set up at the district level to leaven 

up development activity has not 
found a clear-cut reply. At that 
level, ordinarily speaking, there Is 
no development work which can be 
undertaken gut generis. What is 
possible and necessary is helpful 
and friendly co-ordination of, and 
supervision over, work at the 
Samiti level. 

District Level 
The organisation at the district 

level, to which the Committee gives 
the name of Zil la Parishad, w i l l 
have as members presidents of Pan
chayat Samitis, a l l M Ps and M L-
As whose constituencies lie within 
the district and district level officers 
of various development departments 
wi th the collector as chairman. 
There is no doubt that the co-ordi
nation and supervision of local 
samitis' work is an essential and 
indispensable need, not only in the 
interests of the efficient execution 
of schemes by the Samitis but also 
as a corrective to defects and draw
backs in their management of 
affairs which may manifest them
selves in the in i t ia l stages. Con
versely, the Zilla Parishad w i l l have 
no executive functions, the main 

functions of the tradit ional dis
t r ic t administration of maintaining 
law and order, collecting revenue 
and carrying out judicial functions 
continuing to vest in the Collector, 
the Police Superintendent and the 
District Judge. However, it would 
be advisable to work towards the  
goal of the parishad being entrust
ed w i t h ' responsibility for the 
promotion of development activities 
throughout the district under the 
superintendence of its own elected 
president and w i t h the fullest co
operation of the State Government 
machinery, the Collector's role being 
confined to running the ordinary 
administration and preserving 
peace and order. That consummation 
may take time, but it is the logical 
goal of the decentralisation process. 

Soft Cotton Waste 
In accordance w i th its policy of 

keeping export duties under constant 
review, Government has decided to 
reduce the export duty on soft 
cotton waste f rom 30 per cent ad 
valorem to 15 per cent ad valorem 
wi th effect f rom November 29, 1057. 


