Making Panchayats

Accountable

While democratic institutions and democratic practice are
important for good governance, the latter is not guaranteed by the
former. In the context of panchayati raj institutions, strengthening
peopl€’ s participation in the gram sabha is a critical prerequisite
for making panchayats accountable to people. The argumentsin
this paper are drawn from experience in mobilising and studying
gram sabhasin select locations in Andhra Pradesh.
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t is a decade since the constitutional
amendments were made to strengthen
local self-governance. All stategovern-
ments have amended their Panchayati Raj
Actsin accordancewith the constitutional
amendments. Inanumber of states, at least
formally, the provisions of the 73rd
amendment are implemented. Since the
enactment of the congtitutional amend-
ment in 1993, we see three broad views
emerging on the democratic practice of
panchayati rgj institutions. Twomainviews
about the experience of the past decade
are: (a) that all the state acts have been
paper laws and their implementation isnil
[Upadhyay 2002] and (b) there has been
institutional change and the impact of
amendmentsisto someextent positive but
thatthereisstill alongway togo[Rai 2001].
Thereisathirdviewthat goesastep further
and says that local self-government in
general and panchayati raj in particular
should be made accountable. In the con-
text of these views the argument of this
paper is that the process of making gram
panchayats accountable should be the
businessof thegram sabha, andthat efforts
to strengthen peopl €' s participation inthe
gramsabhaneedto bemade. Whilemaking
this point the paper discusses other ater-
native mechanisms of accountability such
as a citizen's charter for panchayats.
Inorder totranslatethedemocraticideal
of the accountability of panchayats into
practice, the Andhra Pradesh government
has initiated some efforts. Initiatives
suchas’citizen’ scharters' aretobeimple-
mented through citizens services centres
and were proposed some time ago by the

Andhra Pradesh government in associa
tion with the Centre for Good Gover-
nance. Theseinitiatives are well meaning
but they needrethinking. Thisis,interalia,
for two reasons: (a) the accountability of
panchayats through citizen’s charters is
being establishedinthecontext of areality
where devolution of powers has not taken
place. Therefore, panchayatsareessentially
powerlessbut still need to be accountable,
and (b) the provisions of such charters
make el ected representatives accountable
in a context where they do not even know
their roles and responsibilities and the
significance of local self-governance.

Thus this paper argues that gram
panchayats should be accountable to the
gram sabhain this context and the process
of making panchayats accountable should
be the business of the gram sabha. While
democratic ingtitutions provide opportu-
nities for achieving democratic ideals, it
isdemocraticpracticethroughwhichthese
can be realised. While both democratic
institutions and democratic practice are
important for good governance, the | atter
isnot guaranteed by theformer [ Drezeand
Sen 2002]. In the context of panchayati
ragj ingtitutions, strengthening people’s
participationinthegram sabhaisacritical
prerequisite for making panchayats and
the system accountable to people. We
elaborate these arguments drawing from
Society for Participatory ResearchinAsia's
(PRIA) experienceinmobilisingand study-
ing gram sabhas in select locations of
Andhra Pradesh.

The gram sabha is one of the integra
and central features of the 73rd amend-
ment and it is also seen as a means to
ensure direct democracy in rura areas.
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Whilethehopesraised throughtheamend-
ment are high, thereal picture at the grass
roots level is different and mixed. While
to alarge extent citizens' participationin
the gram sabha is not satisfactory, where
they have participated the outcomes are
impressive. One important aspect that is
to be noted while discussing this form of
rural direct democracy isthat for the most
part elected representatives come from
oppressed sections of society. They may
lack literacy and education and may not
understand the significance of the amend-
ment through which they have come to
occupy these positions. This makes ac-
countability atricky issue. Dalits, women,
dalitwomen and backward classrepresen-
tatives came to occupy rura institutions
for the first time (because reservation is
on rotation basis). They were not aware
of their roles, were not given the powers
and finances dueto them, and they did not
wield de facto power in villages because
of thesereasons, but they arestill expected
to be accountable. This is a tricky issue
because a precise mechanism such as a
citizen’ scharter, withacompensation packege
for delay or non-compliance on the part
of the elected representatives can easily
become a handy tool for powerful local
elitesinvillagesociety. Infact,itcan defeat
the purpose of reservation and positive
discrimination. Whereas an event and
processsuchasthegram sabhahasalarger
scopeof promoting participationand poli-
tical education, it can become the starting
point of acollectivelearning processeven
if thesabhaisnot so satisfactory at present.
Below we discussthe experience of PRIA
in mobilising gram sabhas in Padma-
nabham Mandal, Visakhapatnam district
of Andhra Pradesh. There are important
implications in this experience.

PRIA initiateditswork in Padmanabham
Manda by supporting a research study,
conducted by scholars of the Department
of Social Work, Andhra University, on
dalitandwomen’ sleadershipinpanchayat
rg institutions. The study brought out the
acute problems faced by dalit elected
representatives. Followingthestudy itwas
decided by PRIA to start a Panchayat
Resource Centre (PRC) at Padmanabham.
The main activities of this PRC were
information dissemination on PRIS, capa
city building of elected representatives,
gram sabha mobilisation, micro-planning
support and networking of dalitandwomen
€l ectedrepresentatives. Gram sabhamobili-
sation is one of the planks of PRC work.
Followingthisscheduleof activitiesasthe
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datefor mandatory gramsabhasapproached
(April 14,2003) effortsweremadeto maobi-
lise gram sabhas in dl the 21 gram pan-
chayatsof PadmnabhamMandal. It may be
noticedthat theseeffortsby PRIA PRC were
made at the initial stages of PRC work.
The main methods used for gram sabha
mobilisation were wall writings about the
significance of the gram sabha in all 21
villagesin prominent places, ‘kalajathas
(folk theatre and songs) in eight gram
panchayats, distribution of pamphlets
and communicating with ‘sarpanches’
and ward members individually. Despite
al these efforts, the results appeared to
be mixed and disappointing. Below we
present the profile of gram sabha events
in four gram panchayats, (i) Pandrangi,
(i) Padmanabham, (iii) Krishnapuramand
(iv) Potnuru, following which we come
back to thethemeof accountability inlocal
self-governance.
(i) Pandrangi: Pandrangi is a gram
panchayat with apopulation of 5,156. The
total population of dalitsis 257 and total
number of villages in Pandrangi are five.
Apart from the sarpanch and including the
‘upa-sarpanch’, thereareatotal of 12ward
members. Thesarpanch and six other ward
members come from the main Pandrangi
villagewhilesix otherscomefromthe remain-
ing villages. Theinterventions PRIA made
inthisvillageinthe process of gram sabha
mobilisationare(a) wall writings, (b) distri-
bution of pamphlets on gram sabha and
(c) kala jatha programmes. In this village
the sarpanch is a woman from the upper
caste, and she did not attend the meetings.
All affairs of gram panchayats are |looked
after by her husband, including conduct-
ing the gram sabha. The total number of
gram sabha members that attended the
gramsabhaisonly 73; of this31 are women
and 42 aremen. Out of thetotal of 73, five
are dalit, two are upper caste and the re-
maining 66 belong to backward castes.
The sarpanch, as mentioned earlier,
belongs to the upper caste and it is her
husband who looks into the work. In an
information discussion with PRIA staff he
said that they had no agendafor the gram
sabha. He said that they were neither
receiving any funds nor any information
orcircularsfromthemandal parishad. There
are stark policies of power in the village.
The present proxy-sarpanch (husband of
the present sarpanch) wants to become
the upa-sarpanch by becoming a ward
member (apost whichisdueto bevacated)
and then wants either his wife to resign
or wants to run the show entirely asisthe
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case now. This is the state of the gram
sabha and of citizenship. Those who at-
tended the gram sabha say that they have
done so not to discuss devel opment i ssues
of the gram panchayat but to receive
coupons for ration cards, which will be
issued later. This case clearly tells us that
there is a need for work on both sides of
the equation: to make the sarpanch ac-
countable and to make people aware of
their rights and duties.
(i) Krishnapuram: This gram panchayat
is two km away from the Padmanabham
Mandal headquarters. Thesarpanchismale
and belongs to the dalit community. The
total populationis1,947 of whichmales are
988 and females are 959. The total sched-
uled caste (SC) popul ationis 334 of which
males are 176 and females are 158. These
figures are according to the 2001 Census.

PRIA’ sinterventionsinthisvillagewere
the same as described earlier. In spite of
these efforts the turnout at the gram sabha
wasdisappointing: 38members. Apartfrom
thesarpanchonly onedalit personattended
the gram sabha while the rest were from
backward castes. Going by the village
secretary’s register we could find signa-
ture of only three women. Of the tota
turnout of 38, 18 people put their signa-
tures and the other 20 put their thumb
impressions. The PRIA staff had adiscus-
sion with the village secretary about this
and about why the sabha was conducted
away fromthevillagecommunity hall. But
the discussion did not yield many tangible
answers. This case of Krishnapuram sug-
gests two things (a) the apathy and igno-
rance of the people (they commended the
efforts of PRIA from whom they heard
about the gram sabhain detail for the first
time), (b) the inability of the sarpanch to
convene a proper gram sabha

Assaid earlier we need to work on both
sides of the equation for effective gover-
nance at the village level. It is necessary
to build capacities of elected representa-
tives as well as that of ordinary citizens,
and the capacitiesof sarpanchesin particu-
lar. It may be required to say here that the
need and relevance of the gram sabha can
be more easily comprehensible to the
sarpanch than an abstract out-of context
citizen's charter.
(iii) Padmanabham: This is the mandal
headquartersanditsgram panchayat has
a population of about 1,953. Total SC
population is about 53 persons and ST
populationisaround 59 persons. Thereare
a total of 10 ward members. The gram
sabha was conducted on April 14 and not

even 10 people were present. Itisonly the
village leaders who made up the 10 mem-
ber gram sabha

The main excuse given by the sarpanch

for theabysmally low attendanceof people
was that people had gone for wage labour
due to the drought situation. And more-
over, people would come to any meeting
only if they had tangiblebenefits. Theonly
peoplewho attended were the sabha office-
bearers and one or two outsiders. The
Development of Women and Children in
Rural Areas (DWCRA) women'’s groups
and self-help groups (SHGs) were invited
but they did not show any interest, nor have
they ever attended gram sabhas. When
asked, ordinary peoplesaidthat thevillage
secretary was never present to hear their
grievances, thepanchayat officewasnever
kept open and grievances about require-
ments such as street lights were never
heard by the sarpanch. As aresult people
havelost interestin mattersconcerning the
gram panchayat and sincethey do not have
much faith in the panchayat, they have not
attended the gram sabha.
(iv) Potnuru: Potnuru is another village
belonging to the Padmanabham mandal.
Thetotal population of Potnuru, according
to the 2001 Census, is 3,019. The dalit
population is about 553, and the sarpanch
is a dalit woman.

Inthisvillagetoo, PRIA madeinterven-
tionsthroughwall writings, pamphletsand
kalajathaprogrammes. Thegramsabhawas
attended by thesarpanch, villagesecretary,
theMandal Parishad Territorial Candidate
(MPTC) and ward members. This gram
sabha was dlightly more successful than
the others in the sense that 60 people at-
tendedintotal. Mgjority of the participants
were youth and attended the gram sabha
after seeing thekalajathaprogrammesand
wall writings. They did not haveany inkling
of what thegram sabhawasotherwise. The
reasons listed for low attendance were
general ignorance, pressureof drought and
crisis in livelihood, and paradoxically,
frequent meetings conducted by the gov-
ernment in the name of ‘Janmabhoomi’
and ‘Jala Chaitanyam’ and so on.

Oneward member present at themeeting
madeaninteresting point: theresources with
thepanchayat arelimitedandthe grievances
of the peoplearemany. Hesaid, “Wehave
inadequate funds to take up &l the devel-
opmental activities people expect of us.
Wewanttofulfil thedemandsof thepeople;
at the same time we are unable to take up
al the proposals made by the people’. In
thissituation he felt “we rather not inform
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and encourage people to attend the gram
sabha. But if we inform and invite people
then we should fulfil their demands’.

The above picture suggests that, firstly,
PRIs operatein acomplex socia environ-
ment. Caste, class and gender hierarchies
have a crucial bearing on institutional
processesand demaocratic practices. Sec-
ondly, participation in the gram sabha is
affected by theapathy of thevillagers. This
indifference has its roots in the long his-
torical background of non-participationin
governance, entrenched because of caste,
class and gender hierarchies, which are
quiteun-participatory, tosay theleast. The
political culture promoted since indepen-
dence has also been one of patronage and
it has certainly not encouraged the partici-
pation of peopleininstitutional processes.
Thirdly, where the gram sabha did take
place, theissues discussed wereimportant
and participation was genuine. Hereit can
be argued that establishing processes such
as citizens charters do not obviate the
importance of strengthening events and
processes such as the gram sabha. Thisis
for two reasons. First, because it is again
the state structures, above the level of the
gram panchayat or village that decide the
substance of a citizen’s charter. The
problem with a gram panchayat citizens
charter is to what extent citizens can pre-
pare a charter. There is every possibility
that the citizen’ scharter will be sent down
tothegram panchayatsby district and state
government officials or by officialsabove
them. Second, to what extent are dalits,
women, dalit women and backward class
representatives equipped to prepare and
operate acitizen’s charter? Third, even to
arriveat anagreement onacitizen’ scharter
and its operation a panchayat needs a
periodic gram sabha. A strengthened gram
sabha is more effective both in the short-
run for immediate accountability and in
the long-run for building a healthy
decentralised democracy. As Jean Dreze
and Amartya Sen say, “The practice of
local democracy is aso a form of wider
political education. In the context of vil-
lage politics, people are learning (if only
at varying speed) to organise, to question
established patterns of authority, to de-
mand their rights, to resist corruption, and
soon. Thislearning processenhancestheir
preparednessnot only for local democracy
alone, but for political participation in
general” [Dreze and Sen 2002a].

A decentralised democracy has more
possibilities of being participatory than
any other. One can emphatically say that,
in the Indian context, participation is not
only ameansto anend but anendinitself.
Theirony in the issue of accountability of
panchayatsisthat it is demanded without
giving panchayatspowers, though onecer-
tainly agrees with the principle that al
governance institutions are invariably ac-
countabletothegoverned. Whileoneagrees
that the gram sabha performance is not
satisfactory, againto quote Drezeand Sen,
“Thelimitationsarebest addressedthrough
democratic practiceitself, and asfar asthe
potential for the latter is concerned, there
ismuch ground for hope” [Dreze and Sen
2002b]. Whileinstrumentssuchascitizen’s
chartersareto be considered whilemaking
panchayats accountable, it is the gram
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sabha which can provide a basis for
grass roots democracy and democracy in
general, in a sustainable manner. Promot-
ing and activating gram sabhas will serve
a larger purpose and has a wider scope
even if their present state leaves much to
be desired.
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