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ABSTRACT: 

In India Panchayat existed since earlier. This is the oldest system of local government. In 

this village elders or religious leaders used to discuss and sort out their problems. This practice 

of finding solutions to local problems collectively, has found mentioned in ancient texts like 

Kautilya‟s“Arthshastra”, Manusmiti and in Mahabharata also, and they are still prevalent in 

different forms all over the country. But with the interruption of British along with centralization 

policy, the panchayats suffered a temporary setback. But in the late twentieth century India has 

returned once again to the concept of politics and this gave once more birth to panchayat. This 

paper attempts to explain the history of panchayats in India and in Karnataka. 

The local government started declining over the centuries, and this became advantage to 

British.  The panchayat had never been the priority of the British rule. They were interested in 

the creation of controlled local bodies, which could help them in their trading interest by 

collecting taxes on them. The panchayat was destroyed by the East India Company when it was 

granted the office of Diwan in 1765 by the Mughal Emperor. As Diwan the Company took two 

decisions. The first was that it abolished the village land record office and created a company 

official called Patwari. The Patwari became the official record keeper for a number of villages. 

The second was the creation of the office of magistrate and the abolition of village police. The 

magistrate carried out policing functions through the Darogha,who had always been a state 
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functionary under the Faujdar. The primary purpose of these measures was the collection of land 

revenue.  The depredations of the Patwari and the Darogha are part of our folklore and it led to 

the worst famine. These two measures completely disempowered the village community and 

destroyed the panchayat.When the colonial administration came under severe financial pressure, 

the remedy sought was decentralization in terms of transferring some responsibility to local 

bodies. After 1857 the British tried to restore the panchayat by giving it powers to try minor 

offences and to resolve village disputes. But these measures never restored the lost powers of the 

village community. 

Key Words- Centralization Policy, Local Bodies, Administration, Decentralization,  

Village Community. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

From 1870 that Viceroy Lord Mayo's resolution gave the needed inputs to the development 

of local institutions. It was a landmark in the evolution of colonial policy towards local 

government. The real benchmarking of the government policy on decentralisation can be 

attributed to Lord Ripon who, in his resolution on local self-government in 1882, recognised the 

twin considerations of local government:  administrative efficiency and political education. The 

Royal Commission on Decentralisation (1907),   recognised the importance of panchayats at the 

village level. The commission recommended that it is most desirable aspect of decentralisation 

and in order to associate the people with the local tasks of administration that an attempt should 

be made to constitute and develop village panchayats for the administration of local village 

affairs.Montague-Chemsford reforms (1919) brought local self-government as a provincial 

transferred subject, under the domain of Indian ministers in the provinces. Due to organisational 

and fiscal constraints, the reform was unable to make panchayat institutions truly democratic and 

vibrant. 
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The Indian National Congress from the 1920s to 1947, emphasized the issue of all-India 

Swaraj, and organized movements for Independence under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. 

During this period Mahatma Gandhi made a strong plea for introduction of self government in 

the villages with a view to improve their economy. He had pointed out that independence must 

begin at the bottom. Every village should be a republic or a panchyat having full powers. The 

greater the power of panchyats the better for the people. However, the most significant 

development of this period was the 'establishment of village panchayats in a number of 

provinces. By 1925, eight provinces had passed panchayat acts and by 1926, six native states had 

also passed panchayat laws. 

In spite of various committees such as the Royal Commission on Decentralization, the 

report of Montague and Chemsford on constitutional reform, the Government of India 

Resolution,etc., a hierarchical administrative structure based on supervision and control evolved. 

The administrator became the focal point of rural governance. The British were not concerned 

with decentralised democracy but were aiming for colonial objectives.  

The provincial autonomy under the Government of India Act, 1935, marked the evolution 

of panchayats in India. Popularly elected governments in provinces enacted legislations to 

further democratise institutions of local self-government. But the system of responsible 

government at the grassroots level was least responsible. D.P. Mishra, minister for local self-

government under the Government of India Act of 1935 in Central Provinces was of the view 

that 'the working of our local bodies in our province and perhaps in the whole country presents a 

tragic picture 'Inefficiency' and 'local body' have become same terms.The task of preparing any 

sort of solution for the local level was neglected as a result. There was no consensus among the 

top leaders regarding the status and role to be assigned to the institution of rural local self-

government; rather there were divergent views on the subject. On the one end Gandhi favoured 

Village Swaraj and strengthening the village panchayat to the fullest extent and on the other end, 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar opposed this idea. He believed that the village represented regressive India, a 
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source of oppression. The model state hence had to build safeguards against such social 

oppression and the only way it could be done was through the adoption of the parliamentary 

model of politics.  

It was only in 1937 when the Congress Ministry was formed that attention was paid to the 

establishment of the Gram Panchayats and their reorganization. However, before they could 

achieve anything substantial in this direction, the British declared India as a Party to war without 

consulting the popular ministries. This resulted in the resignation of the Congress Ministries. 

These developments gave a severe blow to the movement for revival of Panchayats. 

Soon after World War II, the elections to the central and provincial legislatures were held 

and the Congress was returned on to power. Once again, it paid attention to the issue of revival 

of Panchayats and passed numerous Acts. When India became independent in 1947 perhaps one-

third of the villages of India had traditional Panchayats and their functioning was not up to the 

mark.The Congress Government made a determined effort to promote the creation of Panchayats 

to make them effective units of local government. Article 40 of the Constitution of 1950 

declared: “The State shall take steps to organize Village Panchayats and to endow them with 

such powers and authority as may be necessary andto enable them to function as units of Self-

government”. 

The aim was to post democratic participation, to involve villagers in the development 

effort and to make the administrative burden on the states easy. The subject of implementation of 

the Panchayati Raj was com placed in the State List. In the initial years after gaining 

independence, no efforts were made for the setting up of the Panchayati Raj.The Community 

Development Programme was launched in October 1952 to seek people‟s participation and 

involvement in the task of rural reconstruction. The programme failed in its mission without an 

agency at the village level. The Planning Commission, in the Second Five Year Plan, 

recommended its review. 
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Balwant Rai Mehta Committee, headed by MP Balwantrai Mehta was a committee appointed by 

the Government of India in January 1957 to examine the working of the Community 

Development Programme (1952) and the National Extension Service (1953) and to suggest 

measures for their better working. The recommendations of the committee were approved by The 

National Development Council (NDC) in January 1958 and this set the stage for the launching of 

Panchayati Raj Institutions throughout the country. The committee recommended the 

establishment of the scheme of „democratic decentralisation‟ which finally came to be known as 

Panchayati Raj. 

The major recommendations of Balwant Rai Mehta Committee on democratic 

decentralization are as follows:  

1. There should be a a 3-tier system of Panchayati Raj for all States having a population of 

over 2 million, to hold Panchayat elections regularly every 5 years, to provide seats reservations 

for scheduled castes, scheduled tribes and women; to appoint a State Finance Commission to 

make recommendations as regards to the financial powers of the Panchayats and to constitute a 

District Planning Committee to prepare a development plan draft for the district. The 3-tier 

system of Panchayati Raj consists: 

1. Village-level Panchayats 

2. Block-level Panchayats 

3. District-level Pamchayats 

2. There should be genuine transfer of power and responsibility to these institutions of 

local government; 

3. Adequate resources should be transferred to these bodies to enable them to discharge 

those responsibilities; 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balwant_Rai_Mehta_Committee
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balwantrai_Mehta
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scheduled_castes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scheduled_tribes
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4. All programmes of social and economic development formulated through the network 

of planning should be channeled through those institutions; 

5. The whole system of Panchayati Raj should facilitate further devolution and dispersal 

of power, responsibilities and resources in the future. 

The Committee recommended that while the broad patterns and the fundamentals of the 

PR institutions might be uniform, there should not be any rigidity in the details of the pattern, in 

view of the vastness of the country and the complexity of its problems. What really counts is the 

genuine transfer of power to the people. If this is ensured, the form and pattern could vary 

according to the conditions prevailing in different states. 

The National Development Council affirmed the basic principles underlying democratic 

decentralization. In accordance with the recommendations of the Committee, a number of states 

created three-tier system of rural local self-government institutions, on the pattern of Andhra 

Pradesh and Rajasthan, with some modifications.Some of the states like Maharashtra introduced 

a system which was drastically different from the system introduced in Andhra Pradesh and 

Rajasthan. Some of the states created only one-tier viz. the Village Panchayats (Jammu and 

Kashmir and Kerala), while others created a two-tier system.Even in those states which created 

three-tier system there was difference attached to each of them. Even the level at which the 

three- tier system operates in different states differs. Despite these differences the basic pattern 

of the system is largely based on the recommendations of the Mehta Committee. These bodies 

have so far given indication of neither durable strength nor the leadership necessary to provide 

the motive force for continuing the improvement of economic and social condition in rural areas. 

The Committee also asserted that, So long as we do not discover create a representative 

and democratic institution which will supply the local interest, supervision and care necessary to 

ensure that expenditure of money upon local object conforms with the needs and wishes of the 
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locality, invest it with adequate power and assign to it appropriate finances, we will never be able 

to evoke local interest and excite local initiative in the field of development.” 

In the history of Panchayati Raj in India, on 24 April 1993, the Constitutional (73rd 

Amendment) Act 1992 came into force to provide constitutional status to the Panchayati Raj 

institutions. This act was extended to Panchayats in the tribal areas of eight states, namely 

Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha and 

Rajasthan starting 24 December 1996. Currently, the Panchayati Raj system exists in all the 

states except Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram, and in all Union Territories except Delhi. 

The salient features of the act are: 

 To provide 3-tier system of Panchayati Raj for all States having population of over 20 

lakh. 

 To hold Panchayat elections regularly every 5 years. 

 To provide reservation of seats for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and women (not 

less than 33%) 

 To appoint State Finance Commission to make recommendations as regards the financial 

powers of the Panchayats. 

 To constitute District Planning Committee to prepare draft development plan for the 

district as a whole. 

Powers and responsibilities: 

According to the Constitution, Panchayats shall be given powers and authority to 

function as institutions of self-government. The following powers and responsibilities are to 

be delegated to Panchayats at the appropriate level 

 Preparation of plan for economic development and social justice. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andhra_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gujarat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Himachal_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maharashtra
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madhya_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Odisha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajasthan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nagaland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meghalaya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mizoram
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 Implementation of schemes for economic development and social justice in relation to 29 

subjects given in Eleventh Schedule of the Constitution. 

 To levy, collect and appropriate taxes, duties, tolls and fees. 

Gram sabha: 

In the Panchayati Raj set up, the Gram Sabha, the general assembly of villagers, has a 

key role for effective functioning of Panchayats. In the Gram Sabha meeting, the rural poor, 

the women and the marginalized people would now get an opportunity to join in decision 

making on matters affecting their lives. Active functioning of the Gram Sabha would ensure 

a participatory democracy with transparency, accountability and achievement. 

Gram Sabha should meet least in each quarter preferably on Republic Day, Labour Day, 

Independence Day and Gandhi Jayanti. 

 Decide developmental work to be undertaken by Panchayats based on needs assessment. 

 Suggest remedial measures for economy and efficiency in the functioning of the 

Panchayats. 

 Question and scrutinize the decisions of Panchayats in the meeting of Gram Sabha. 

 Discuss the Annual Financial Statement of Gram Panchayats. 

The Provisions of the Panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 

This Act extends Panchayats to the tribal areas of eight States, namely Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, 

Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and Rajasthan. This has come 

into force on 24
th

 December 1996. Except Rajasthan and Bihar all States have passed laws to 

give effect to the provisions contained in the Act, 40 of 1996. 
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Under the Act, Gram Sabha has been vested with powers for:  

 Ownership of Minor Forest Produce 

 Development plans approval 

 Selection of beneficiaries under various programmes 

 Consultation on land acquisition 

 Manage minor water bodies 

 Control mineral leases 

 Regulate/Prohibit sale of intoxicants 

 Prevent alienation of land and restore unlawfully alienated land of STs 

 Manage village markets 

 Control money lending to STs 

 Control institutions and functionaries in all social sectors. 

The Ministry of Rural Development extends limited financial assistance to the States in 

their effort to train and create awareness among the elected members of Panchayats and 

functionaries. The State Governments are being asked to conduct such training courses. The 

Ministry has also been providing financial assistance through the Council for Advancement of 

People‟s Action & Rural Technology (CAPART) to the non-governmental organizations for 

conducting training and awareness generation programmes on Panchayati Raj. This Ministry also 

commissions research and evaluation studies related to Panchayati Raj from voluntary 

organizations/institutions. 

EVOLUTION OF PANCHAYATI RAJ IN KARNATAKA: 

As in other parts of India, Karnataka is also having a long history of local governance 

dating right back from Vedic ages.The Balwant Rai Mehta Committee made recommendations 

for different states.  According to the recommendations of these Committees, the Panchayati Raj 

system began getting set up in different States. In 1993, the 73
rd

 and 74
th

 Constitutional 
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Amendment came into force. Until then, the creation and responsibility of local governments 

rested with the State governments alone, and local governments were dependent on 

administrative resolutions. 

With that history in mind, for the first time in 1959, Karnataka passed the Grama 

Panchayat and local governments Act (Panchayat and Local Board Act) was adopted. Following 

that in 1960, laws were passed for Grama and Taluk Panchayats, and outlined membership in 

Zilla Panchayats began. In 1978 building up the most important elements of district planning is 

began with two developments planning committees were created, that is District Planning 

Committee and District Development Councils. DPC comprises professionals, planners, and 

district heads of departments and other technical experts in this subject, with the Deputy 

Commissioner of District as its chairman.  

This committee prepared the draft district plans for the districts. DDC were reconstituted 

with people‟s representatives like, MLAs, MLCs MPs and people‟s representatives at grassroots 

level. This situation was in force till 1983. During that time, elections were not held from time to 

time and administrators used to lead the Grama Panchayats.  After that, more control and 

devolution of funds and schemes were brought according to the well wishes of state level heads 

and planning machinery. The district plans underwent drastic changes at the heads of state 

planning department. This was major change, instead of releasing lump-sum allocation for all 

sectors for the district, minor headwise outlays under each sector were provided.   

The District Planning in Karnataka starts with the implementation of the Act of 1985. 

The Act was implemented on 1st April 1987. This Act gives institutional arrangements for 

decision making with people‟s participation, administrative arrangements for delegation of 

power and financial arrangements for devolution of funds and schemes to the lower levels from 

the state for decentralized planning in Karnataka. The set-up for the district planning was 

changed altogether along with the change in Panchayati Raj system. 
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In 1987 for the first time elections were held for Zilla and Mandal Panchayats. The 1985 

law detailed the role and functions of the Zilla Panchayats, the Taluk Panchayats and legal 

committees. However, the implementation of this law was brought to a conclusion soon after it 

was set in place, due to the discussions of several Committees set up related to the Constitutional 

Amendment, particularly the Ashok Mehta Committee. These committees made 

recommendations for the ushering in of Panchayat Raj institutions based on a Constitutional 

Amendment, and proposed that only through this way will the Panchayat system be impact-ful. 

Later, in 1991 the ruling party at the Centre introduced another draft bill pertaining to 

rural areas. In that Hon. Ram Nivas Mirza, the senior ex-Minister presented a detailed 

examination of the aspects relating to Grama Panchayats in this bill to the entire House. He 

organised a large convention with all political parties and submitted a documentation. It was on 

the basis of this submission that the 73
rd

 and 74
th

 Constitutional Amendment bills came into 

force. The 73
rd

 exclusively dealt with the Gram Panchayat system. It mandated that whichever 

states have a population greater than 20 lakhs, they should introduce a three-tier system of 

Panchayat Raj. As a result of this mandate, the 2-tier system of Panchayati Raj existing in 

Karnataka could not be taken forward. The 74
th

 Constitutional Amendment dealt exclusively 

with city local governments. The aspect that is common to both is captured in the 74
th

 

Amendment, and it was because of this that the concept of District Planning Committee (DPC) 

was included in the Constitution of India. The 74
th

 CAA spoke strongly of the necessity to realise 

the DPC. It mandated that within 1 year of the CAA coming into force, every single district in 

the country should implement this. If a Constitutional Amendment that is related to a State 

subject, then it needs to be passed by 2/3
rd

 majority in both Houses of Parliament. Additionally, 

it needs to be passed by more than half vote in the State Legislative Assemblies. All the State 

Assemblies passed these Amendments unanimously and gave assent to it. This is important 

because it indicates that all political parties in all States are obligated to these Amendments. 

Following the Constitutional Amendments, the first state in the whole country to implement the 

three-tier Panchayati Raj system was Karnataka. The Karnataka Panchayat Raj Act is still in 
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force today, despite several amendments, and elections to the Grama Panchayats under this Act 

occurred in December 1993.  

The Karnataka Panchayati Raj Act 1993 provided for a elected three-tier system at the 

village (Grama Panchayat), taluk (Taluk PanchayatiSamiti) and district (Zilla Panchayat) levels 

(KPR Act 1993).   Panchayati Raj system in Karnataka has mainly a three tier structure, spatially 

speaking panchayat at village/group of village level, Taluk PanchayatiSamiti (TPS) at the taluk 

level and Zilla Panchayat (ZP) at the district level.  

CONCLUSION: 

India is mainly dependent on agriculture; nearly 65 per cent of the people live in rural 

areas. The rural people have to be involved in planning, decision making, monitoring and 

execution of development programmes in order to hasten the process of development. 

Unfortunately the people are not actively involved in the development process. There are some 

difficulties in the present system, from top to bottom of rural local bodies. The programmes and 

mechanisms are planned but without much involvement of villages. Ignoring the village as the 

primary unit of local self government, the government made the beginning with a false step.  

There is an urgent need to bring some changes in the existing style. The main reason for non 

achievement of the expected results from any development programmes being implemented by 

the government in the rural areas has been the lack of strong administrative and development 

machinery at the village level. Panchayati Raj Institutions are the best instruments to meet the 

needs of people as the programmes are a manifestation of the needs of the masses at local level. 

Active involvement of the PRIs in the planning process will provide a better climate for people‟s 

participation in the implementation of the plan. 
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