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The philosophy of development that emerged in India after independence emphasized the 

need for involvement of the member of the national community in a web of relationship and 

institutions that would enable them to actively participate in the process of decision-making 

affecting their welfare and progress. The move to diffuse power to grassroot bodies was 

initiated in 1952 through the community development projects. These projects which 

envisaged Tural facilities, including hospitals, agricultural extension service, centres for 

village crafts, co-operative units and similar other things, under a community project 

administrator, met with only partial success in mobilising people's participation. The 

participation of the people in rural development nas become the corner-stone of panchayati 

raj system in India which was introduced in 1959 on the recommendation of Balwantrai 

Mehta Committee. 

 

The panchayati raj system which succeeded the community development projects, is a three-

tier system of rural local govern ment. These three tiers are: 

(1) Panchayats, 

(ii) Panchayat Samitis, and 

(iii) ZilaParishads (with different nomenclatures in differentstates). 

The panchayati raj also acts as the agent of the state govern ment in the execution of 

programmes of rural development. The panchayati raj has, thus, three roles to play 

simultaneously (1as a unit of rural local government, (i) as an instrument of community 

development, and (n) as an agency of the state government. 

The Balvantrai Mehta Report is an essay on the science and art of democratic 

decentralisation. It deals with the theory and practice of decentralisation as well as its basic 

postulates and institutional premises. The report suggests democratic decentralisation as a 

remedy for the failure of the community development movement, for it believes that 

decentralisation would evoke people's initiative and mobilise their voluntary and spontaneous 

participation. 

The report does not merely embody the quintessence of demo craticdecentralisation, but also 

offers a blueprint for the panchayati raj which has served as the institutional framework for 

democratic decentralisation in rural India. As already stated, the report suggests a three-tier 

scheme with panchayats as the base, panchayat samitis as the intermediate tier, and 
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zilaparishads at the apex. The three institutions as envisaged in the report are discussed 

below. 

1. The Panchayat 

According to the Balvantrai Mehta Report, the panchayat should be a directly elected 

institution with a provision for the co option of two women members and one member each 

from the scheduled castes and the scheduled tribes. The panchayats would have two fold 

functions-one pertaining to civic amenities and the other relating to development. Their 

compulsory civice functions would be (i) provision of water supply for domestic use; (ii) 

tion; (iii) maintenance of public streets, drains, tanks, etc.; (iv) lighting of the village streets; 

(v) land management; (vi) main enance of records relating to cattle: (vii) relief in distress; 

(viii) maintenance of the panchayat roads, culverts, bridges, drains, etc.; (ix) supervision of 

primary schools: (x) welfare of backward classes; and (xi) collection and maintenance of 

statistics. As regards their developmental functions, they would act as the agent of panchayat 

Samitis and execute all development schemes undertaken by the latter. 

The Balvantrai Mehta Report also deals with the problem of resources of the village 

panchayats which are necessarily inelastic, and it suggests that every effort should be made to 

assist the pan chayats to augment them. The panchayats, main resources of income, should 

include (i) property or house tax; (ii) tax on markets, bazars, haats etc.; (iii) tax on carriages, 

carts, bicycles, rickshaws. boats and pack animals; (iv) octroi or terminal tax; (v) conservancy 

tax: (vi) water rate; (vii) lighting rate; (viii) income from cattle ponds; (ix) fees for the 

registration of animals sold within the local area and for the use of sarai, slaughter house, 

etc.; and (x) grants from the panchayat samiti. 

2. The Panchayat Samiti The report suggests that the panchayat samiti which would form the 

most important unit in the three-tier scheme should have a jurisdiction co-extensive with a 

development block. Its members should be indirectly elected by the village panchayats, and 

two women members and one member each from the scheduled castes and the scheduled 

tribes (provided their population exceeds 5 per cent of the total population) should be co-

opted. Besides, the number of seats equal to 10 per cent of the number of elected seats should 

be filled by representatives of the director of co-operatives functioning within the block, 

either by co-option or by election. 

The panchayat samiti would be the primary unit to deal with development activities as the 

panchayats would be too small to form a viable unit for this purpose. It would also act as an 

agent of the state government to execute the special schemes of develop ment entrusted to it. 

To enable the panchayat samiti to act effectively as an instrument for development activities, 

its life should be five years. The samiti, once elected, would see to the execution of the 

second half of the five year plan drawn by its predecessor, draw up its own plan for the next 

period, and shoulder the responsibility of seeing it through the first half of the period. 

Besides, it would have a supervisory role to play in relation to panchayats: it would entrust 

development activities to them and approve their budgets and would ensure that there is no 

overlapping in the distribution of resources between the panchayats and the panchayat 
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samitis. The resources of panchayat samitis would be: (i) a certain percentage of the land 

revenue collected within the block; (ii) cess on land revenue: (iii) tax on professions: (iv) 

surcharge on transfer or immovable property: (v) rent and profit accruing from property: (vi) 

net proceeds of tolls and leases: (vii) pilgrim tax: tax on entertainment: primary education 

cess; proceeds from fairs and markets: (viii) a share in motor vehicle tax: (ix) voluntary 

public contribution; and (x) grants made by the government. 

The panchayat samiti should have an elected chairman, though, during the first two years 

after its creation, it may have the sub divisional officer or prant officer or revenue divisional 

officer as the chairman. 

It was in the above context that the Central Government appointed the Committee on 

Panchayati Raj Institutions December 1977 under the chairmanship of Ashok Mehta, to 

suggest measures to strengthen the panchayati raj institutions. The committee submitted its 

report in August 1978 and made 132 recommendations. 

The Ashok Mehta Committee's principal thesis is that there is a functional necessity for the 

decentralisation of administration. Where millions of people are involved and the lot of the 

poor is sought to be improved through a very large number of micro projects, decentralised 

administration is an unavoidable necessity. This is how the committee enunicates what it calls 

a 'new approach' to the panchayati raj. According to the committee, what is of utmost 

importance is "the formulation of structure, functions and the utilisation of financial, 

administrative and human resources of panchayati raj. Institutions should, in our opinion, be 

determined on the emerging functional necessity of management of rural development." 

However, this is an unduly narrow concept of panchayati raj. It gives one the feeling that the 

panchayati raj is no better than an administrative contrivance whose justification lies only in 

terms of rural development. 

The most important recommendation of the AshokaMehia Committee is for the creation of a 

two-tier system of panchayati raj in place of the present three-tier one which was 

recommended by the Balvantrai Mehta Report. The committee regards the revenue district as 

the first point of decentralisation below the state level which assures the technical expertise of 

a high order required for Tural development. The state government has the requisite 

competence in this regard, and the work is even now being decentralised at the district level. 

When a process of administrative decentralisation is already taking place, analysis of the 

changes, and of the ensuing development emphasis, point to the need for dem. crate 

management of rural development below the state level, so that the entire programme can be 

effectively implemented. codinded and supervised. The inescapable compulsion is that 

decentralisation should first be at the district level. District heads of sufficient competence are 

already stationed here. 

 

Below the zilaparishad would be a mandal panchayat con sisting of a number of villages 

having a population of 15,000 to 20,000. Amandal panchayat would ordinarily cover the 

central village and the hinterland villages linked with the former and would be the point of 
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decentralisation below the district level. The committee wrote: "While our preference is for 

two tiers-a district level zilaparishad and mandal panchayat-we are conscious of the fact that 

two tiers are already in existence and they may take time for the suggested institutional 

design to take shape and become fully operational. The block level panchayat samitis, where 

they exist now, would be converted into non-statutory executive committees of zilaparishad 

and when the mandal panchayats become active, most of their functions would be taken. up 

by themandal panchayats." 

The committee has made specific recommendations about the composition of the various tiers 

of panchayati raj. The zilaparishad would consist of six types of members: (i) Members 

elected from suitably demarcated electoral wards (or constituencies); (ii) Nominees of bigger 

municipalities as well as of the district co-operative federation; (iii) Presidents of the 

panchayat samitis (till they hold office); 

(iv) Two women who have secured the highest number of votes in the zilaparishad election 

and in case no woman contests the election, they are to be co-opted: (v) Two co-opted 

members, one having special interest in rural development and the other drawn from the 

teaching profession from the area; The scheduled castes and scheduled tribes members, seats 

for whom would be reserved on the basis of their population 

The chairman of the zilaparishad would he elected by the members from amongst themselves. 

The parishad would have a number of standing committees through which it would func 

The madal panchayat would consist of 15 members elected directly on village-cum-

population basis, representatives of farmers service societies, and two women. Seats for the 

scheduled ees at the scheduled tribes would be reserved on the basis of their population. The 

president of the mandal panchayat would be elected by the directly elected members from 

amongst them selves. 

The Ashok Mehta Committee advanced technological and administrative arguments in 

support of its recommendation for the creation of mandal panchayats. According to it, a 

mandalpanchayat alone would be able to ensure a balance between technological 

requirements and possibilities of popular participation in decision making. The size of the 

proposed lower tier should be such as to make projects and schemes economically viable. 

Besides, there are many programmes which need a larger unit than the present block. to 

handle them. In short, mandal panchayat would be the ideal body to bring about a symbiosis 

between development and democnicy, review their work. 

An important recommendation of the committee is that the state government must not 

supersede the panchayati raj institutions on partisan grounds and that if the supersession of a 

body becomes necessary, there should be an election within six months. This is a very 

purposeful recommendation. 

Its to the Balvantrai Mehta Committee that the present pattern of panchayati raj owes its 

parentage. The Ashok Mehta Committee was obliged to take a close look at this institution 

with a view to revitalising it. Between the two Mehta Committees hes two decades of 
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functioning of this grassroots government. The two Committees are the two landmarks in the 

history of local government in India, though each has its distinctive conceptual framework of 

analyses and examination. huilds upon the first, but in many others he seeks a deliberate 

departme from his predecessor. 
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