




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































equations. The oncoming Panchayat elections are based on the reservation policy
which will mandatorily bring in not less than 33.33% of women into the decision
making bodies. The political parties have once again swung into action to cash in
on the situation. Many political parties have taken up training programmes apart
from several voluntary organisations like theKerala Sahitya Shastra Parishad. They
have recently initiated several training sessions forPanchayat members, particularly
women. This may be a political strategy, but nevertheless it is going to bring in a
change in the political scenario of the State.

The elections are overtly political with all parties encouraging women to further their •
interests. Finally she has been given a choice, but with the unique background and
modem challenges, the women have an uphill task to judiciously prtorttise their

I
needs to further development of the society at large and the women in particular.
Since there is already the mandate regarding the reservation percentage, one-third
of the total number of elected members in the panchayat nlunicipal administration
will certainly be women. But that alone is not enough. The constitutional mandate
in favour of women casts high responsibilities on them which inter-alia include
purging the malodorous political field, withering down the intensity of corruption
and making the administration beneficial and subserving to common good.

The new experiment of substantial participation of women in politics and ad-
ministration should help create at least among them an awareness about the
democratic process in our country. Almost all welfare activities including those
relating to women and children which were hitherto being carried out by the state
have now become the responsibilities ofthe panchayats under the Kerala Panchayat
RajAct 1994. Asituation of taking unilateral policydecisions touching upon women
behind their back will not occur any more .

Though the Panchayat Raj Act does givesufficient backing to the women to explore
the political fieldwhich is hitherto dominated by menfolk, it is doubtful whether our
society will show the maturity to accept them as policymakers and to provide them
with necessary moral backing to make the concept of denlOcracy meaningful. But
it is hoped that the Vigilant woman members will not betray the Constitutional
aspirations reposed in them and projected through the 73rd and 74th amendments
of the Constitution.

The follOWingtables show the number of women to be elected into the three tier
Panchayat system in the coming elections.
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Table 2(a) : Number of Women to be Elected to the GrQm Panchayatl
••

Name ofZUla Total .Women SC ST SC ST

Seats Women Women

Thiruvanan-

thapuram 949 341 119 6 35
Kallam 848 302 114 1 39
Pathanamthltta 521 186 75 3 17
Aalapuzha 744 273 93 22
Kottayam 756 274 75 8 5 2
Idukkl 494 181 76 25 17 6
Em~ulam 890 319 100 14.
Trishur 1066 389 138 1 40
Palakkad 950 346 153 16 57 6
Malapuram 1110 398 107 2 12
Kozhlcode 856 311 86 1 11
Wayanad 270 98 9 49 22
Kannur 856 309 69 13 1
Kasargod 410 151 42 11 5 3

Total 10720 3878 1256 136 274 40

Source: Directorate OfPanchayat RaJ,Thlruvananthapuram, 1992

























"In the new stratification based on the possession of conSumer goods, women are
bigger losers because false prestige, rivalIy and blckerings~ opportunism, deceit and
indifference takes the place ofmutual help, solidarity and friendship" .19 Consumer
culture has led toa paradoxical situation whereiIi lithe employment structure in
rural areas does not show any significant overall improvement but rural prosperity
has increased, also among the casual workers. This i~ reflected in the higher than
all India levels of per capita consumption which have grown and diversified on
average as also for the bottom 30% of the population".20

. .
Social mores have undergone dramatic changes. If the rate of divorce is on the rise'
among the middle ana upper class, desertion is the common practice among the
lower strata. Bargaining and huge transactions have, become part of modem
marriages in Kerala, replacing the earlier simple traditions of marriage.

Male dominance is markedly seen in the media too. It is the favourite pastime for
some journalists and cartoonists to caricature women in a bad light, the point of
reference often being the rise of feminism. Media also re-inforces this brewing
dissent among many sections of the society.

~hiS retrograde trend is due to globalisation and liberalisation which are putting
pressure on the economy to change. The impact is largely felt by women. Matriliny
as a system remains, but transformed. This transformation where the position of
women is sliding down is enforcing patriarchy. This is unfavourable to the develop-
ment of woman. She is slowly losing her earlier position of power that she enjoyed
within the domestic domain and more so in the public domain.

The 73rd and 74th Amendments of the Constitution usher in new hopes and
challenges about women's grass root participation. Observers feel that if there is any
fall in development indicators, Kerala can overcome it. The new experiment of one
third reservation to women heralds the vision of a visible, vibrant 4.763 women at
the grassroot decision~making levels who will lobby their issues. Also since Kerala
.lacks feminist organisations, the local bodies are seen as the pivot to bring about
the much needed change. The party politics, being an important component of the
development process cannot be sidelined at least for the time being. So, it will only
be in the interest of women that they rise above party politics and further their
cause. They will have to create avenues for forming collectives to attempt' the
discovery of new paradigms of development.

19. K. Sharadamoni, "Women, Kerala and Some Development Issues", Economic and Political
Weekly, vol. 29, no. 9, 26 February, 1994

20. Mridul Eapen, "Rural Non-Agricultural Employment in Kerala: Some Emerging Tenden-
cies", Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29, no. 20, 12 May, 1994

































, was pracUcJng one day. two MusUm men came as paUents and threatened her to
withdraw her name from the ~lecUoi1s. When she ret)1sed they said that she would
be 'acc1dently' malmed bYth~ the next day. She Ignored this arid stood for electlon.
Nothing ~PPmed' and she Is now the wOJnan member. But. 'the same goondas
again approacliedber lind SaId. If ever she Interfered In'thelr commupity's problems
then they .ould k11lher chll~en on the ~y to schoOl any day. This threat· p18de
her very frightful for being a Hmdu. Ifshe Interfered In Muslim tnatters. a communal
strlfe would also de8nltely ensue. for there were many with vested Interest to evoke
one. 'With her eyes ftxed on her own twisting fingers. Sreematli1 presented the very
picture Of powerlessness. Neena now had come to. dead en4 valley. Whom coAld
she. tum for support1 Should sbe' break the wan'In' front? 'or turn back helpless.
feeling beaten down,1n her'efforts.





























should consider equitable access ofwomen to land. water. other natural resources.
inputs and services and eq~al ()pportunity to employ their skills. Collective action
and participation of women at every level should be encouraged for all around
deVelopinentof the nati0ll.

So. it was felt that the Cpnstitution itself should p~vide the basic and essential
'features ofPRinstituti()ns to givece$inty. continuity aJ:1d~ancial and .admlnistra-
tive strength to them. It was thought that a new part should be added to the
Constitution regarding Panchayats. Appreheriding amendments at the centre. West
Bengal amended the State Acts.just a couple ofmonths before the 73rd Amendnfent
Act of the Constitution which was ratified by the requiSite number ofpeople in State
Legislature and came to effect from April 20. 1993. The ~tate Act included all those

, . . . ... Iwhich the 73rd Amendment Act provided for. SpeCialemphasis was placed on the
election of women incorporate certain provisions; some on the insistence of the
Central Government. Atpresent the 1994Panchayat Act is in force since 22nd April
1994.



2.1 Main provisions under the 73rdAmendment Act

According to the 73rd Amendment, Panchayats are Institutions of self government
to which State Legislature are requested, by law, to endow "powers and authority
which are necessary to enable them to function as (such),f. However, It also irnpU~s
that "such law may contain provisions for the devolution ofpower and responsibility
upon Panchayats at the appropriate level"with respect to-

/

a. the preparation of plans for economic development and social Justice;

b. the implementation of schemes and economic development and social Justice
I

as may be entrusted to them including those in relation to the matters Usted
in the 11th Schedule (Article 23 [G],which contains 29 items, al1ln the field of
development (Bidhi Nirdeshika, Panchayat Directorate, West Bengal; written
in Bengali).

As per the specifications of the provisions, it is entirely within the competence of
the State Legislatures to decide what power and authority the Panchayat should
have in order to function as credible institutions of self government.

The principles laid down by the 73rd Amendment are qUite specific. First and
foremost, it prOVided for a Gram Sabha in every vUlage. All the persons registered
as voters in the election relating to the village will be members of Gram Sabha where
powers and functions at the village level will be specified.

Second, there will be a three tier Panchayat structure, one at the village level, another
at the intermediate level and the third at the district level. However, if a district has
a population of twenty lakh or less, it is for the state to decide whether there should
be a Panchayat at the intermediate levels or not.

The composition of Panchayat was also dealt in detail. The ratio between the
population and the territorial area of a Panchayat and number of seats must be, to
the extent possible, uniform throughout the state. The same goes for territorial
constituencies also. All seats at all levels will be filled by members directly elected
by the voters of the constituency concerned. The chairpersons at the village level·
Panchayats will be members of intermediate level, and iri a district without inter-
mediate level they will be members of the district level. The chairpersons of
intermediate level will be members of district level Panchayats. The members ofLok
Sabha and State Assembly could playa definite role directly in the intermediate and
district level Panchayats. All the membt'rs, whether directly elected or nominated,
and the chairpersons shall have the right to vote in the Panchayats.



Another most important provision of the Amendment Act is with regard to reserva~
tion of SC and ST in relation to their, population in ,the ar.ea concerned. One third
of the total number of the offices of chairpersons should be' reserved for women.
When the constitution was being drafted, the,questiQnof reservation forwomen was
discussed. However; this could not take proper shape due to rejection by women
members6ftheCol1stituent Assemblydeinandtrig for1otal equaltty (Mazumd$l",n.d.)

~tl11,enactment of many State Government Panchayat Act provided a clause that
1# 'absence of elected' women in 'these bodies, nomination of onem two women
should' be made compulsory. Such provision was dentgrated to mere tokenism in
most states. The lack of attention of women's educational, econom1c,health and
,other needs was severely condemned by the experts of the Comm1tteeon the Status
ofWomen tlllndia (1971-74). ' I

2.2 Reasons for reservation of women in Panchayat.

The CSWI debated the issue at length and sought to make such women genuine
representatives of women's Concerns. It, therefore, advocated statutory women's
Pancha~ats with powers and resources to respond to rural women's critical needs
of literacy, legal rights, health, new earning opportunities, wage equality etc.

the President and the Secretary ofthe Women'sPanchayats could, ex-officio,occupy
the'twoI'eserved seats on the main Panchayats, making nomination unnecessary .

. .
The recommendation was not implemented. However, the issue of rural women's
empowerment became the major concern of the, officials and scholars, voluntary
organtsatioris working at the grassroots, and sometntemationcU agen~ies. The 6th
five year acknowledged that without economic independence and equal access to
education and fam1lyplanning, women's equal1tywouldremaina myth. Often their
responsibilities in household chores prevent them from havtng much spare time.
Cu~t~ral barriers also restrict them from interacting and participating with men

folk,,(Mukherjee, ·1994).This led to the introducti,on of the scheme of development
ofwomen andchlldren in Rural Areas (DWCRA)with the dual objective ofeIlhancing
their s'ocial strength and participation capacities. From 1985 all the anti-poverty
programmes for rural areas had a mandatory provision that at least 30%
benefiCiaries must be women, which was raised to 40% in the 8th plan.

Women's organisations have all along advocated the need to promote and harness
the potential resources of 'women' in nation building activities. In 1988 the Draft
National, Pe,rspective Plan for Women advocated 30% reservation for women in all
elected bodies from Panchayatsto Parliament. Thiswas rejected later by the critique
ofNPP. However, a strong recommendation was made for reservation in all local self



.Government bodies to be tllledby election. Themost interesting factwas that it took
due p~ecautiori to ensure' the representation' of the poorer section of women,
especially those belonging to SC and ST·in .order to :

. . . .:~, ,;

initiate effectiveparticipation by the most neglected and margtnalised group of
women in the political process.

73rdAmendment of the' Constitution, thl.lS represents the outcome of a debate
. . . .

stretching over·several decades on women's representation. It is a response to
women's movement.

. '. '., '. I
Toreturn to the point ofdeparture. the other provisions of the said Amendment Act
is duration of Panchayats at any level which is held is to be 5 years. In case of
dissolution, election must be held before the expiry.of a period (>fsix.months from
the date of dissolution. If the Panchayatdissolves after two/three years since
election, fresh election is to be held. Otherwise, ,ifthe remainder period is less than
siXmonths, ·noelection should be held for the'rema1ning period.

TheConstitution further states financ.ialmatters. The 73rd Amendment Act explicit-
ly lays down that the Governor of the State shall have to appoint a Finance
CommiSSionto review the financial position of the Panchayats. The Commission
shall be constituted at the expiry of every fifth year whose duties would be to
recommend:

1. to the Governor the principles wh1chwouldgovern the distribution ofresources
from all taxes, duties tolls and fees between the State andPanchayats,

u. how grants-in-aid from the state consolidated fund should be made to the
Panchayats, and,

ut. on any other matter which maybe referred to it by the Governor, formaintalning
sound financial position of the Panchayats.

The Governor of the state is then reqUired to pay attention on the kind of action
taken thereon, and before the.Legislature of the State. Allthe expenditure must be
accounted for which signifies that Panchayats are reqUired to maintain accounts
and audit thereof. The higher bodies of the Panchayats Uke Zilla Parishad and
Panchayat Samiti are liable to provide grants or financial help to the Gram
Panchayats from time to time.

Democracy calls for proper conduct ofelections and 73rd Amendment categorically
provi<lesfor such election. It urges for preparation of electoral rolls, with the help
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of State Election Commission. The Commissioner's duty would be determined by
the Governor who could be removedonly in the waya HighCourt Judge is removed
i.e., by irtlpeachment. Laws will be made in each state for all matters relating to
elections to Panchayats.

West Bengal State Act incorporated all the above provisions laid down by 73rd
Amendment Act. However, in this connection it must be mentioned that certain
provisions were already present, as far as the Panchayatis conce'med, and imple-
mented by the State Act ofWest Bengal prior to the 73rd Amendment. One of th~m,
was the implementation ofdecentrallsed Panchayat system which was started from
1985. ~

, I
Apart from the above mentioned feature, West Bengal Government had also
championed the reservation of seats for women and SC/ST dUring 1992. a prior
step taken apprehending the 73rd amendment act of Constitution.

In order to give a feminist perspective, West Bengal Panchaya~ Act 1992 had
accepted the reservation ofseats forwomen. However,the ,seats of the officebearers
were not reserved for women as insisted by the Central Government, Government
ofWest Bengal'had a reason for it. Theyfelt that tfthe elected woman officebearer
belonged to a party who was not in majority then it would be extremely difficult for
the person to administer and make the others listen to her. Nevertheless, on the
insistence of the Central Government the Government of West Bengal in the latest
Act included that not less than one-third of the total number of offices of the office
bearers like Pradhan, Upapradhan Sabhapatl; Sahakari Sabhapatt. Sabhadhipati
and Sahakari Sabhadhipati would be reserved forwomen also. This provision of the
Actwould come into effect from the next election to be held in 1998.

Another provision for women which is inditectly connected to PR system is the
reservation of40% of the IRDPloans forwomen and 30% of the work opportunities
created under JRY would be reserved for women. Panchayatsare entrusted with
.the responsibility of selecting the deserving candidates.

2.3 A Critical Analysis Of the 73rdAmendment Act

The Amendment Act itselfhas'received a wide range ofcomments covering political,
economic, administrative and other aspects. RajivGandhi Foundation. in the year
1993 enunciated a detailed study to asses the strengths, weaknesses. opportunities
and threats analysis ofPanchayatRaj situation in the country .

Let us begin with strengths. It is believedby all that with the constitutional status
which is accorded to'Panchayat bodies willcheck the state from tampering with the
life of these institutions as practiced earlier. This will enable thePanchayat bodies
to function truly as rural local self-government responding to and mobllising better



people's participation. Making "Gram Sabha" the soul of Panchayat, states, wUl
enhance this participation in various development programmes.
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The provision of a three-tier structure ise~cted to bring uniformity in the
structural pattern throughout the country and wUlstrengthen p,lanning process at
the grassroot level.

Another positive effect of the.said Amendment Act is. periodicity of elections which
w1llensure durability ofand building up confidence in. PRinstitutions. The tendency
for dissolution of these bodies on some ground or the other wUlalso be curbed.

Other provisions of election process will also contribute in accelerating democratic
process at the grassroots levels. Election of all members·of Panchayat at every level

I
by the people will give every citizen an opportunity to exercise his franchise to elect
four to five representatives at various levels of Panchayats to boost peoples
initiatives. It will create a feeltng of oneness in the system and will open formal
means of communication. Direct election to these bodies will also bring about
24,00,000 people at various levels in these bodies. Thus, a large number of people
will be directly involved in the art of self- government, pol1tical education and
pol1ticalsocialtsation.

Moreover, each individual willhave to choose his association in one tier. Hence ltke
the previOl;tSsystem, one person could not be a chairperson at the village, block and
district levels simultaneously. The 73rd Amendment Acthas restricted the monopoly
of one person to hold office at various levels. Consequently, opportunities will be
avallable to a large number of persons.

Another important aspect of the Act is the pol1ticalempowerinent of women by
providing one third reservation of seats. This means about seven to eight lakh
electorates willbe sharing the activities ~d contributing directly in the development
process. This paves the way for a neglected sector of the &ocietyto partiCiPate in
main stream pol1tics.Similarly the other disadvantaged group ofSCs/STs has been
given the opportunity to enter into the system through reservation in these bodies. .

Though the powers, authority and responsibility are of course vested in the
legislature of State who would decide the functions of Panchayats, the legtslature
will implement the programmes of development and social justice including the
subjects provided in the Eleventh Schedule to the constitution. If all the 29 items
are entrusted to the Panchayats, !twill emerge as a strong local government
eventually, thereby introducing positive correlation between effectivedecentraltsa-
tion strategies and better performance.

Previously thePanchayats always suffered fromlack offiJ;lancialresources. This is
also belJig taken care of by 73rd Amendment Act. The Constitution of Finance



Commlssion to review financial position ,every fifth year will help them to sustain
economically through the provision of designated taxes, duties, tolls and fees.

Over and above, the provision to vest powers reg¥ding all matters relating to
elections of Panchayatsin a State Election Commission will ensure regular and fair
elections to the PR bodies. It will reduce frequent litigation on flimsy grounds and '
will avoid unnecessary delay in electoral process. / .•.-
In spite·of theseposit~ve line of action expected to be set in by the Amendment s~/
weaknesses and threats have been forecast. The Gram Sabha which has bef
important organ' of the PR bodies is not aware Qfthe spe,eiflcpowers and func'
It is not clear as to what would be its quorum, how frequently it would meet
are its exact responsibilities. It will, however, be the re~ponsibility of th(
leadership, (Singh, 1993) to make this body function effectively.

The functioning of each level of Panchayats have not been spelt out in det
well.·The 29 items. as listed in the Eleventh Schedule do not give idea what~
as to which level wtll be responsible for apartlcular set of functions ..This hae
determined by the individual State, Government thereby decreasing the chanc,,- , .
uniformity in substance and functions. Article 243 (b) states that it is upon the
discretion of the State Government to decide the functions of the different levels of
Panchayats. It is apprehended that State Government is in a position to take
advantage of this measure. It should have not transferred additional functions
(beyond those specified in the Constitution), to the Councils despite constitutional
backup should be referred to in this context.

The present practice of institutional relationship between the PRIs and State
Government was one of dominance of the State Government. The powers and
functions of PRI's are not properly decentralised. And if development planning
process is to be decentral1sed down the district level, this should go hand in hand
With the Government of India reducing the centrally sponsored plan Scheme and
allowing State Governments to function freely in their allotted spheres. As the
planning process stands now, most of the funds are tied down sectorally and even
project and scheme Wiseand under Minimum Need Programme, centrally sponsored
schemes, central schemes. After that whatever little remains untied are stated to
be distributed over the spill-over works and should be accompanied by suitable
devolution of financial resources between them.

There Is a need to increase the Panchayat's area of discretion in planning their own
funds and in ensuring that the sectoral schemes and other departmental program-
mes are coordinated and integrated by them.

Again, apart from directly elected member, the composition of Panchayats is vested
in the hands of State Legislative. The chairperson of lower level must be allowed to
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become members in the higher level body in ex-officiocapacity to maintain an
organic link. Otherwise the three tiers will function in isolation and the interest of
lower bodies will be under represented and unrepresented.

Another crucial threat may develop from the MP's and MLA'swho are included in
these bodies. A number of committees have suggested C¥ldcontUcts will increase.
Three types of conflicts may emerge according to Mukherjee (1995).One. the conflict
between local level politicians and National LevelPolitictanson the other, two, the
"lnflict between bureaucracy and local level politicians and three. the conflict
.ween the vested interest and the local level politicians. The first type of conflict.

a.rlse as these Legisl~tures, givenArticle243(0). will be rendered economically
:rless and the locuS of power will shift to the chalIpersons of the Panchayats.
·~p's and MLA's,then would have to vacate political space for the local level
:ians which will be a painful process for them .

.Idly, Democratic decentralisation ~ terms ofthe 73rd Amendment, would also
~eunrestrained authority and power currently enjoyed by the bureaucracy,
so in viewofproposed ArtiCle243(H),ifthe Actwhich authorise power to assign

..anchayat to levy, collect and appropriate taxes, duties, tolls, fees and provides
tor making grants-in-aid to the Panchayatsfrom Consolidated Fund of the grants.

The final. conruct .relates to conruct between vested interest and the local level
institutions. One chairperson of the Panchayat would be much nearer to the scene
of action and would be much better placed to monitor the implementation of
programmes, deployment and end use of resources and thus the vested interests
will be inconveniences dishonest cpntractors. unscrupulous businessmen, ir-
responsible teachers, health care workers government functionaries, indigent tax
collectors would oppose to local leveldemocratic decentraUsation.

The Amendment Act shows that the financial autonomy of the Panchayats hang on
the single thread of their own resources from taxes, duties, toll and appropriated
by PRIs but with conditions and limits regarding the usages. Thus. the scope for
PRIstofunction as units of self-government is extremely circumscribed.

An important aspect of Panchayats is completely missing. This is about the power
to adjudicate on disputes which arise in the village itself. The idea of dispensing·
justice locally and cheaply is absent. The Actdoes not provide for Nyaya Panchayat
at village level.

However.everything depends upon the State Government as to how meaningful they
are going to make this Amendment. '""
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3.1 Representation of Women in the Three-TiersofPanchayat;n West Bengal

Despite a number of shortcomings, the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act on
Partchayat Raj, inflietedhopes amcmgthe weakersecttons ofIndian society. In West
Bengal challenges had been accepted by all the political parties to gear up women
candidates to enter politics at the lower level in the spirit of self governance as
committed citizens. Any study of women Panchayat members should throw light,
even briefly, on the election process and the kind ofresponse it evoked from wonten.

It goes without saying that in West Bengal, like any ot~er states, people are likely
to experience a major social change; a change whose mafu actors are women. Women
are mainly responsible to bring about the change successfully. In the 1993 election,
there were 71,000 elected seats in the three-tier reserved solely for women. One
would be pleased to note thatmore than 67,000 women participated, under different
political umbrella, in the elections. In other words, at least twowomen on an average,
contested for a particular post. The followingtable illustrates the number ofwomen
candidates elected in three-tiers :

Tier No. of reserved No. of Women Average No. of
seats candidates candidate / seat

GP 21489 60.664 2.82
PS 3182 9,241 2.90
ZP 224 873 3.90

The analysis of the Panchayat Election study high-lighted that compared to the data
pertaining to the general seats, representation of more than 2 women candidates
for each reserved seat is not insignificant. In fact, considering the striking absence
of women before 1993, the present election statistics portrayed a hOPeful picture.
Out of 24,895 seats·which were reserved for women, only 561 seats were not
contested by any candidate. As per the forthcoming publication of 185, this figure
meant only 2.25% of the reserved seats were not contested for, which was not very
alarming. Side by side, when the percentage for total general uncontested seats was
calculated, it amounted to 2.69% a figuremore than that ofthe uncontested reserved
seats. The above two figures highlight one tmportantcriterion. The Percentage figure
of uncontested reserved seats (2.25%), is below the average, i.e., 2.69%. One can
therefore, safely infer that 'women' in general were not the reason for·the absence
.of any prospective candidate. There might have been some other factors also w:hlch
were responsible for the absence of candidates.



The 'felt' presence of the women candidates in West Bengal became more obvious
from the number of women office bearers in the 1993 Panchayat bodies. The
representations of the. office bearers at all the three Panchayat levels in all the
.distrtctsbf West Bengal and the Karmadhyakshasin Panchayat Samit1es and ZUla
Parishad are self explanatory from the follOWingtable.

Table : 1.1 Office bearers inGram Panchayat In the State of West Bengal

Pradhan Upapradhan

Name of P.C. of P.C. of •
district Total Women Women Total Women Women

Darjeeling 21 21 t 3 14.29
Purul1a 70 8 11.43 84 27 32.14
South 24 Pargan~ 312 8 2.56 ' 312 40 12.82
North 24 Parganas 214 10 2.67 214 42 19.63
J~paiguri 125 6 4.80 125 20 16.00
Nadia 187 2 1.07 187 17 9.09
Midnapore 514 57 11.09 514 88 17.12
Malda 147 10 6.80 147 28 19.05
Howrah 157 3 1.91 157 26 16.56
Hooghly 210 20 9.52 210 62 29.52
Coochbehar 87 3 3.52 87 18 20.69
Burdwan 278 22 7.91 278 62 22.30
Bankura 190 30 15.79 190 45 23.68
Murshidabad 255 1 0.39 255 32 12.55
Birbhum 169 5 2.96 169 42 24.85
l,Jttl,U"DinaJpur 99 2 2.02 99 8 8.08
Daks.hin Dinajpur 65 1 1.54 65 3 4.62

',' As per'Panchayat Raj (1992)', written in Bengali, out of 2866 Gram Pancha:yats in
West Bengal. '16 had womenPradhans and 12Gram Panchayats were ,und~r women
UjJa-Pradhans. Four districts namely Coochbehar, MaIda. Murshidabad and
Howrahdid not have any women Pradhans or Upa-Pradhans. It is quite visible from
the above table that the present scenario is more promising than the previous one
as the only district which cannot claim to have a women Pradhan is Darjeeling. In
the rest of the districts. at least one chair ofPradhan and one chair ofUpapradhan
is heldbya women member of the Panchayat. This very context could be regarded
as a step ahead in integrating women actively in politics and specially in decision
making role. As the situation stands, Bankura, Purulla and Midnapore are three
districts which are more forward as 15.69% .• 11.43% and 11.09% respectively, of







only 13 Karmadhyakshas in the Zilla Parishad. After the latest election, women
Karmadhyaksftas are absent only in Purulla and Jalpatgurt. On the other hand, In
North Dinajpur, 66.6% of the Kanhadhyakshas are womenfoUowed by 50% In
Burdwan and Coochbehar.

The analysis of the above data Is felt necessary tG underbne the fact th8t 1~93
election has brought In more 'women In the declslonmaktng. role which, 'gives an
indication that women are capable and.ready to lead our Panchayatsto s\lcc~s.
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North 24-Parganas

South 23-Paranas

Murshidabad

Nadia

Burdwan

Bankurfl

Midnapore

Purulia

Birbhum

Hooghly

Jalpaiguri

Coocl!behar

Malda

Uttar Dinajpur

.Daks.hiJl Din~jpur. !;
Sillguri- Mah~uma.Parishad

Total :

Finally, attention must be focused orithe general election data/pertatnlng to
GP's(Grarn Panchayats): In most cases, more" than 33.33% (l/3rd the ·total
Panchayat seats), seats are occupied bywomen. The reason cab be explatlted with
the help of"an example. 'Suppose in a. Block Panchayat there. 'are 9 seats', then
~bviously3 seats will be re'servedforwbtnen. Bulin case there are 10 seats. then

















































From the above assessment it becomes clear that the respondents of Dinajpur were
in the worst situation. Primarily because they were less informed about the PRIs
being more ignorant politically. What was more important was that their society
seemed to have taken less initiative in making them politically articulate nor had it
tried to create a congenial environment for them. As a ,re$ult. these women expressed
less confidence as members of Panchayats and stated that in most cases they were
compelled by their husbands or, party men to join the PRI's.

To conclude, like Joshi (1994) : "Hence in the immediatefuture the rural women hp.ve
to take up the cudgels and reapfull advantage of the opportunities given to participate
in rural affairs through the medium oj PRl's. So. what is needed is the wUl to
strengthen political empowerment which could be achi~ved through a combination
of multiple strategies and programmes (Kumar: 1994)

First and foremost it is necessary to sensitise those in power about the issue of
women's development and rights. Attitudinal change of administrative .machinery
is the primary task of nation builders to accelerate develQpment. This should
accompany generations of awareness among women where Government should take
the lead. NGO's, women's organisations and movements can adopt various
strategies for educating women on women related issues. They are to playa positive
role providing information, sk1ll and resources for evolVing and establishing to
grassroot women's organisations. People in general and women in particular have
to be made fully conscious of their rights and responsib1l1ties under the new system
which calls for political mobilisation. Toexploit the resources in the name of Women'
Literacy Campaign should be included in the agenda of awareness generation.

Women should also be encouraged to participate in public affairs and in dealing
with external agencies. Therefore, orientation-cum-training programmes must be
introduced where government of West Bengal has already taken the initiative and
trying sincerely to track them politically. The programme should almat changing
the patriarchal orientation in men and male institutions (Kumar. 1994).

There is an urgent need for a resource centre also to provide help to the women
members of Panchayats With eduGative and informative materials on dttJerent
issues. This could also serve as a common meeting place for women for interactions.
and exchange of ideas.

However, as stated repeatedly by all and reflected from the present study, women
cannot participate properly because of the extreme work load. It is therefore.
necessary to provide certain support services to women members of Panchayats for
strengthening political empowerment. In other words, involvement, dedication and
commitment of Government, NOO's and people themselves are most essential
elements needed for PRI's to function properly.



5.2 DD'sSupport to Women in Panchayat Raj

Development Dialogue, the NGO 'based In West· Bengal had expressed a feeling of
empathy towards the women InPanchayatRaJdrt response to this, the sald NGO
had organlseda three daytralnlng workshop for the Pradhans and elected women
members of GraIl1 P8richayats. under, DWCRA. The, oQjectlveof the training
progianuneheld In October 11-14. 1993 were:

. 1. to provide the particiPants with a clear conception of the situation of women
andchUdren In the small sOCiety.

2. to Impart training about 'the need for organisation and group dYnamics In the
above respect,

3. to get a clear idea about the DWCRA programme and its linkage with other
development programmes concerning women and chUdren and how this could
be better coordinated.

4. to understand •clearly the, role of Panchayat members In effective implementa-
tion of DWCRA programme.

The programme was attellded by 15 male pradhans and 15 women members of the
GramPanchayat.

All the }5 women members of the, Gram Panchayat were newly elected and did not
have filIlyexperience of the functioning of Panchayatsunllke the Pradhans who had
earlier experience of working either as pradhans. Upa-pradhans or as members. The
tratning progral1Ul1e, therefore, was designed to serve the heterogeneity both In
regard to sex and experience.

!\fte~ th:e, Introduction. the participants were made to express their expectations
followed by the dlscussion9n opjectlves of the tralnmg In greater detaU.

Thetralnlng progJ;amm~ ,had Incorporated an unconventional aspect whereby men
and women' W'erebemg trained together with a hierarchical barrier and ditierence
A1 experience and exposure. The women members were either escorted by their
husbands or the Pradhan from their village and were very respectful towards them.
Conscious efforts were made by the members of DD to make them feel comfortable
and at ease and to participate effectively.

All the women being new and inexperienced were shy to talk In the class as the
Pradhans .were also present. How~ver, as the programme proceeded these women
,became more articulate and. participated more freely.
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The actiVities·envisaged under DWCRAwere also d1$cussed where the weak and ..
strong points identified for women were explained, namely,:

a. To enhance the collective strength of women through organisation of groups ..

b. TOenhance their level of awareness.

c. To improve their sk1lls~ the existing work and to acquire neWskills.

d. To be informed .about economic and other programmes so that they can ayail
of these facilities stretched on to the elaborate explanation of TRYSEM,JRY,'
ICns, Adult Educati~n, Health & Family Welfare and the concept of poverty,
inequality ofincome, inadequacy ofresources, inequality in access to resources
were also in the agenda of the training programme. The deplorable situation of
women and chUdren of the famUiesbelowthe poverty.line was explained to the
participants. To understand the concept of a group, leadership was also
introduced to the participants who were made aware of DWCRAbeing an
instrument for bringing improvement in the economic state of women.

The role of Panchayat members was also given attention to alongwith the respon-
Sibilityof women members in the absence of the Pradhans.

The session was quite interactive and generated a lot of discussions whlCh ev~ked
many questlons like :

2. How could they overcome social and familial barriers to come out of their home
and work together;

3. Did they stUl face any resistance from the farnUymembers particularly hus·
bands regarding their mobilitywhich is reqUiredforparticipation in the training
programme, procuring inputs etc.;

4. How they adjusted their work between occupational demands and household
demands;

7. Are other women in the neighbourhood interested in joining this sort of
programme and what are their attitudes towards it.
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The flI1swers to these questions were brief. What could be inferred from their
conversations was that it was'D1uchceasler,t6 overc,ome,tbe social·restriCtlons. and
the resistance of the husband :due :to thdrc enhanced ecoDOnUC,;e()ntJ1buti()~.The
women participants also informed ~s that in view of the need of being literate. they
were attending Uteracydassestrir' olleliourwhen theywete:in the work shed. They
expressed satisfaction over the chlld care arrangements and non-formal education.
Over and above, they also expressed confidence' that' tfthey contfuue Uke this with
the learning process and.particlp~!e ,'YlQ1PD.m~h~g tneir responslb01ties they
will be able to stand on their own feet in tllenear future.' . '
The Sessionc.onclpded~t6 ~ happy note.a$tf1e partt~ipal1tsfelt it as·.a levelling'
one.,The Impression glvenbywqrn~n mem~rs wa$ tha.t,\\T~men·~'programmeswould
be,strengthened with the mlJt~~l he1p~d s~pp()rt from each' other.



























The immedia:tedemand ofwomen Is ofCO)lr~~·for provision o( good.health ,services,'.
and where drinking water Is not avallable,.a boreweU W1~ hand pu~p~. The locaf
PHCs appear well statIed but are under-utllised for a,vartety of reasons. In contrast
the district hospitals are overcrowded.

There isa falrlygood awareness ofwhat curative servlc~s they o\lght to receive from
the PHCs but very little about preventive services and their need. , •.

We transacted a set"of 15 booklets onh~alth in the workshop. The first booklet is
an introductory 'one on determinants of·health and idls~ase called "Why do we
become sick". The next 3 booklets deal with waterborne diseases and a~artety ·of
steps that can be taken at the individual or the village leyel to check their spread.
Acomprehensive though brief account ofhow total rural sanitation CaJ:l~ achieved
is elaborated on 'in one of these 3 booklets. The next 7 booklets deal with various
aspects ofwomen's health, seen as part ofwomen's rights. And the Jast 4 deal wlth
the four chief preventaple causes of child mortality.

After discussing these booklets, a survey of the .healthproblemsin .a village was
organised. And in the evening the group sat together to consolidate Its findings. The
messages of the booklets were much cle~er now.

It was obvious' that waterborne diseases were rampant and t~at faeces could
contaminate drinking water in a number ofways.

It was also obvious that maternal & infant mortality were preventable to a great
extent. Interestingly. the survey showed a very high percentage of still births and
abortions (about 1 in 2 pregnancies) but we could do lit~leto probe this further.

After this entire exercise. women's approach and demand began to change. The
issues they started raising suddenly became different.

How can the available drinking water be purlftect'and protected? Can\veget all
people to try out soak pits? WUIthe health worker .come and help us? How ~uch

, do latrines cost? Can they be built cheaper? Won't leach pits contaminate ground
water? Will the government be willingto buUd latrines for everybody? Why are th~
latrines already built through eartler government programmes not being used? So
willbuUdLTlgof more latrines help?

Now the.WOIl1enwe(e nots~e whefiler th~y \\TouI~,~ able to'V'0icesuch health
demands. Even iftheY'couldvQic~ tbelU,.they.wer~.llots\lre.1f"people would agree.
They were not. sure ofco .•operatlon Jo, tw~e)11et:lt,~uCh.new ideas. Then they
demanded to know whether a village where all this had been achieved could be



visited·,asa demonstration to convince the doubters. We could not offer to show
them aIiy such village. Nevertheless. most women agreed that though carrying out
the entire list ofnecessary tasks ofthis nature was diffi.c~lt.it was certainly possible
to address some 'of them. And;these sesSions certainly did give them a lot of
possibiUties ofwhat could be done If·elected.

. Agriculture ...

Another focus of our discussion -carriedon in different sessions - was on
intervention in~griculture and animal husbandry. In the district of •
Ramanathapuram. a newly registered society for women called 'Maharram' - an
offshoot of the literacy movement' has managed to distribute 2500 cows under the
I~P loan scheme' and organise over 350 credit co-operatives and about 60 mUk
co-operatives.

In Kandamangalam talukofVUlupuram R.P.(VRP)district. a fa.nner's network called
'KalanJlyam~has been set up by the Pondicherry Science Forum. This body is
involvecl in studying problems in agriculture. apd devising participatory action
plans. A workshop held with farmers. and subSequent discussions with women
identified a whole set of major problems that had not been mentioned when the
people were merely asked what their problems were.

d. djfilculty in obtaining credit.

e, rising cost of inputs.

We discussed what could be done for these major problems collectively. Except in
the area ofwater management, there was little clarity on whether we had anything
substantial, to offer towards a Panchayat level intervention. It took a .long time to
arrive at why there was a crisis in water. and it is 'stilldebatable whether the group
gained any conviction that it is possible to reverse the changes that had taken place.
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8. The elections to, and composition of, Panchayats should not be based along
pol1ticalparty l1nes.

9. It is necessary to provide certain support services to women metDbed such as
special training for confidence building, sldU for making intervenUon in

.' '~ ',' ,:. " ,

Panchayat meeting as well as for declsion-mak1n~,so as to'strengthenthelr
pol1ticalempowerment.

3.2 A Note on Task Forcefor Strengthening Panchayats in Ori~s~

Mer completion of tWoand half years of the existing Panchayats, the Government
of Orissa in collaboration with UNICEFconvened a thr,ee:'dayworkshopotl '21st to
23rd February 1995, inviting officialsfrom the Panchayat Raj Departmellt from the
Centre and State, NGOsacademicians and UNICEF,to ident11Yproblemsbeing faced
by the elected Panchayat members in their function1l;1gand tospggest\Vays to
resolve them. As a follow-upofthe workshop, theGovernment ofOrissa consUtuted
a Task Force to support the Government Institute fortrainmg,an, the'elect~
representatives of the Panchayats.

The Task Force includes Principal Secretary to Government, Panchayat Raj Depart-
ment as a Chairman and Programme OfficerUNICEF'ascanvener and few NOO's
includlng,ISED. and officials from.t,hePanchayat ,Raj.Department, .Rural Develop-
ment artd WOlllenand. Child' Development. The Task Force In its' subSequent
"xn.eetingsQ~sidentUled the l~arning materials reqUired for traihlngthe 'Panchayat
me;mbers",creative writers to wt:itethe material~, resource persons for .state level
,masters'training, .~.core t~apl of State level trainers and also at the district level
.and trainipg c~endar forState as well as district level training of trairiets'. .

, ' -, .< ~ ,

A tfen day ~orkshop of the creative WrItersfrom3rd to 12th AprUW8S'organtsed
inviting 30 persons from various parts of the State. The first two days of the
workshop were devoted to orientation of the participants on various asPeCts of
Panchayats. After that the participants were divided into fivegroups and were given ,
the task ofwriting the draft material on different aspects. Based on their reports six
modules of learning materials have been prepared. They are :



d. Equal Remuneration

,e. Joint Forest ManageDtent

.f.; "CDS & Nutrttlon

g. MSY10BB/TLC

h. Role ofWomen InPanchayat Raj

1. sc & ST (Based on Bhurtya Committee Report)

j., .Micro Planning and Resource Mapping.

These lllatertals will be finallsed after field testing In the tribal and coastal regtons.
Tr~g of the State level trainers is scheduled to be held on 26th to 28th June.
thlswill be followedby the first two batches of training of the District Training Team
,(DTf) In the Central Division of Cuttack, Mayurbhanj, Balasore and Purl between
10th and 14th July. The DTT is to be conducted by the State level core team of
trainers. The project officers of DRDAwUlco-or<flnatethe Dn. The training dates
forthe remainingdistrtcts willbe finalised after completion of training In the Central
"Division.
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