
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

By: - Shreya Som 

Project ID #33 

Effects of women reservation in 

Panchayats : Realities, Myths, 

Learnings and Suggestions 

 
 

Under the Mentoring of 

Prof Nisigandha Bhuyan, IIM C 

Disclaimer: This report is an outcome of a student project and the content of this report represents the views of its author. Neither the report 

nor any of its parts represent the views of  Rakshak Foundation and/or any of its affiliates and officials in any capacity whatsoever. The figures 

and facts used in the report are only suggestive and cannot be used to initiate any legal proceedings against any person or organization. 

However, the author shall be extremely grateful to acknowledge any inaccuracies in the report brought to his notice. Please email 

to hr@rakshakfoundation.org] 

mailto:hr@rakshakfoundation.org


    

  
 
Copyright © 2012 Rakshak Foundation. All Rights Reserved.                  Page | 1 
  
 

 

Preface 

 

I am a LLB final year student from Campus Law Center, University of Delhi. During 

my days as a law student I have interned with many law firms and senior lawyers to 

have a fair idea about the legal and judicial system before I plunge into the arena. 

However, what attracted me to this project was its involvement with policy making 

which is something that I hadn‘t experienced in my earlier internships as this is one 

domain which is outside the purview of common man. It was definitely different and 

interesting. Further, the opportunity to interact with young minds from across India and 

various academic milieu also acted as a boost for taking up this project. 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to my mentor Prof Nisigandha Bhuyan who 

has guided me relentlessly on this project. further I  would like to thank Mr. Sachin  

Bansal, for giving me the cue as to how to go about the project, the coordinators of 

Rakshak Foundation, Mr Rohit Aggarwal and Mr. Kunal Sharma who provided support 

whenever required and my fellow co-interns who disseminated relevant information 

concerned with my project whenever they came across such information. 

I would like to further thank Mr Khalil Ahmed ,Ms Tarana Begum (Pradhan 

Parapratappur),Mr. Vidya Sagar Katiyar (ADO Samaj Kalyan Choubeypur Gram 

Panchayat) for their time and valuable inputs which helped  in the successful 

compilation of the report. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

  
 
Copyright © 2012 Rakshak Foundation. All Rights Reserved.                  Page | 2 
  
 

 

 

 

Table of contents 

List of figures……………………………………….. …………………………ii  

List of Tables…………………………………………………………………..iii 

Executive Summary………………………………… ………………………..3 

1. Introduction of project……………………………………………………5 

1.1. Background Information. ….………………………………………... 

1.2. MainProblems, their scope and impact on the society.…………… 

1.3. Goal and Objectives of the project………………………………… 

2. Methodology..…...……………………… ……………………..................14 

2.1. Literature Survey……………………………………………………… 

2.2. Field Visits……………………………………………………………… 

3. Current NGO, and Govt. Efforts………………………………………….16 

4. Results and Discussions.……………………………………………………31 

4.1. Findings from the literature 

4.2. Finding from the fields and impact on the theoretical focus of the project 

4.3. Gap analysis 

5. Recommendations, Scope and Strategy for Implementation.…………………70 

6. Conclusion………………………………………………………………………72 

7. References …………………………………………………………………74 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

  
 
Copyright © 2012 Rakshak Foundation. All Rights Reserved.                  Page | 3 
  
 

Executive Summary:-  

The project assigned to me deals with the impact of reservation of women in Panchayati 

Raj Institutions . It entails me to carry out a detailed study on the role of women in 

Panchayats, effect of their reservation, the current state of affairs and suggest further 

improvements. There are two sides to this issue. The first one is the evolving role of 

women as empowered representatives themselves and empowering other women in the 

process and the second is whether such policy of reservation is actually helping women 

or are they merely reduced to token candidates by the other male members of her family 

usurping her role in the Panchayats. 

Reservations are acts of affirmative action designed to improve the well being of 

perceived under represented communities. Now it has been a matter of extensive debate 

whether such reservations actually serve the avowed purpose. 

It cannot be denied that women for long has been victims of discrimination and male 

bias. She faces challenges at every step of her life in order to forge her identity, secure 

respect and equality with her male counterparts. Her struggle for independence starts 

from the threshold of her own house and finally culminates in the portal of public life. 

At every step her identity is threatened not only by the society but also by her own 

family. Women, especially rural women have always remained in the periphery 

confined to household chores and has been constantly denied access to decision making 

bodies. Therefore, women have to be empowered economically, politically and 

legislatively.  

The legacy of women's participation in the political movements in India can be traced 

from the Gandhian clarion call for the non-cooperation movement. Women came out en 

masse for the first time from the confines of their four walls to raise their voice in 

protest against the Salt Law. [1] 

 

I have divided the project into various parts. It first starts with the introduction of the 

Panchayati Raj and the status and role of women which has been changing overtime. It 

then looks into the various schemes and policies launched by the government to 

encourage women to come forward as political candidates as well as impart training to 

them to be leaders. It is then followed by the various key findings and recommendations 

of the government contrasted with my own findings during the field visits. Finally, the 

report ends with trying to find plausible solutions to the problems. 

 The scope of the project surrounds the inspection of the appearance and the reality i.e 

efficacy of the schemes at the policy level and the ground reality of its implementation. 
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The project is entwined with various other issues related to women. The key indicators 

related to women had been summarized by a Report commissioned by the Office of the 

Resident Coordinator in India 2001. These include: 

 

 Men outnumber women in India, unlike in most other countries where the 

reverse is the case.. The reason for this imbalance is that many women die 

before reaching adulthood 

 The majority of women go through life in a state of nutritional stress . they are 

anaemic and malnourished. Girls and women face nutritional discrimination 

within the family, eating last and least. 

 The average Indian woman bears her first child before she is 22 years old, and 

has little control over her own fertility and reproductive health. 

 Only 50% of Indian women are literate as compared to 65.5% men. Far fewer 

girl than boys go to school. Even when girls are enrolled, many of them drop out 

of school. 

 There are far fewer women in the paid workforce than there are men. Women‘s 

work is undervalued and unrecognized. Women work longer hours than men, 

and carry the major share of household and community work, which is unpaid 

and invisible. 

 Women generally earn a far lower wage than men doing the same work. In no 

State do women and men earn equal wages in agriculture. 

 Women are under-represented in governance and decision making positions. 

 .Women are legally discriminated against in land and property rights.  

 Women face violence inside and outside the family throughout their lives. 

 

Though the study was undertaken in 2001, sadly even after 11 years things have not 

changed for women in India. My study shows that reservation though a necessary  

condition is definitely not the sufficient one as women have to face a more hurdles. It is 

impossible to achieve anything with reservation if women are not treated at par with 

men right from their birth. 

 

 

1.Introduction 

 

1.1 Background Information:  

   Strengthening of Panchayat Raj Institutions 

The idea of Gram Swaraj was mooted by the Father of the Nation Gandhiji. He was of 

the opinion that  

“ My idea of village Swaraj is that it is a complete republic independent of its 

neighbours fir its own vital wants and yet , interdependent for many others in which 

dependence is a necessity.” 
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The introduction of Panchayati Raj was hailed as one of the most important innovations 

in political India and as a revolutionary step towards decentralisation of powers. In lay 

man‘s terms, it is a system of local self government and a system of institutional 

arrangement wherein the people take upon themselves the responsibility of 

development. 

The system of Panchayati Raj in India after passing through the phases of ascendance 

stagnation and decline has now entered the phase of resurrection and revitalization. The 

system has to its credit achievements like increasing the consciousness and awareness 

of rural people providing for a uniform pattern of infrastructure to implement rural 

development programmes facilitating a distinct shift in the social composition of PR 

leadership and ―generating a new leadership which is not merely relatively young in age 

but also modernistic an pro social change in outlook 

Some form of rural institutions has been in existence in the country since ancient times 

and they flourished during the medieval and Mughal period as well. During the 

Nationalist movement, establishment of self governing institutions at the grass roots 

level formed a part of nationalist ideology. However, despite such an important 

realisation the draft of the Constitution did not make any reference to village as unit of 

self government. After considerable debate and discussions, Article 40 was 

incorporated in the chapter of Directive Principles of State Policy which calls upon the 

state: 

“To take steps to organise village panchayats and endow them with such power and 

authority as may be necessary to enable them to function as units of self government” 

Some efforts to achieve this was made with the initiation of Community Development 

Programmes in 1952. The aim of this programme was the coordinated development of 

the area with the help of an extension organisation consisting of technical specialists 

working under the leadership of Block Development Officer. The intention was to use 

limited government funds to stimulate action for self help. 

However, the programme could not achieve much success. The Panchayati Raj in India 

is therefore, broadly based upon the recommendations of a committee known as the 

Balwant Rai Mehta Committee. The body which went into detail felt that the 

Community Development Programme could not make appreciable progress as the 

bodies neither had durable strength nor necessary leadership. The Committee believed: 

“So long as we do not discover or create representative and democratic institutions and 

endow them with adequate power and finance, it is difficult to evoke local interest and 

excite local initiative in the field of development.” 

It also reviewed the National Extension Service and made the following 

recommendations: 
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1. Establishment of a 3-tier Panchayati Raj system-Gram Panchayat at the village 

level, Panchayat Samiti at the block level, and Zila Parishad at the district level. 

These tiers should be organically linked through a device of indirect elections. 

The main purpose of this division is to simplify and to decrease the work load of 

the state and central government [MSD]. 

2. The village Panchayat should be constituted with directly elected 

representatives, whereas the Panchayat Samiti and Zila Parishad should be 

constituted with indirectly elected members. This is because Panchyat is similar 

to that of state assembly where there is place for politics where as Samiti and 

Zilla Parishad should members should be more educated and knowledgble and 

may not need the majority support. 

3. There should be a genuine transfer of power and responsibility to these 

democratic bodies. 

4. Sufficient resources should be transferred to these bodies to enable them to 

discharge their functions and fulfill their responsibilities. 

These recommendations were accepted by the National Development Council in 

January 1958 and most of the states too accepted this recommendation and Andhra 

Pradesh and Rajasthan were the first states to implement the recommendations. 

However, due to the absence of a strong Central Legislation the functioning of the 

panchayats could not achieve the desired efficiency that was envisioned. Therefore, the 

Ashok Mehta Committee to review the working of the panchayats  and it made some 

further recommendations. 

States like Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and West Bengal tried to implement these 

recommendations to some extent. Thus, Balwantrai Mehta Committee introduced the 

three tier Panchayat system and Ashok Mehta Committee made an attempt to revitalize 

the system. [2] 

Finally the Rajiv Gandhi regime intended to revitalize the Panchayat system by passing 

a bill intending to accord constitutional sanction to the units of self government but it 

failed to get the approval of the Rajya Sabha. Finally the Narasimha Rao government 

took the matter up and passed the 73
rd

 Constitutional Amendment Act in 1992 which 

was landmark legislation making the concept of Panchayti Raj more endurable and 

efficient. 

With this Act, Chapter IX , Articles 243 A to 243 O was incorporated in the 

Constitution of India.  

The salient features of the amendment are the provision for a uniform system of three 

tier Panchayats at the village, intermediate and district levels , all the seats in a 
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panchayat are to be filled by persons chosen by direct elections from territorial 

constituencies in  the Panchayat area. One of the major reasons which hampered the 

development of Panchayti Raj has been the absence of regular and periodic elections 

within a time frame. Hence these institutions had unstable tenures and so the Act 

provided for a uniform term of 5 years and the elections are mandatory before the 

expiry of the term. In the event of dissolution , it has been made obligatory for the State 

to conduct the election within six months for the constitution of a new body providing 

continuity and strength to these institutions. 

In order to ensure a genuine and meaningful participation of weaker sections of the 

society, the Act provides reservation of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled tribes in the 

membership to these bodies at all three levels in proportion to their population . mere 

participation at the membership level may not prove to be meaningful . Therefore, the 

Act provides for reservation in the offices of the chairpersons also for these categories 

in proportion to their population. 

Further, in order to give women an opportunity of participation in the local offices ―not 

less than one third‖ posts of chairpersons as well as mwmbers have been reserved in her 

favour. 

A State Finance Commission has been set up in every state once in every 5 years to 

review the financial position of the Panchayats and make appropriate recommendations 

for strengthening the resource base of these institutions. 

A State Election Commission has been provided for the superintendence , direction and 

conduct of all panchayat elections as free and fair elections in a democracy constitute 

the most important step for the functioning of these institutions. 

The net effect of the 73
rd

 Amendment is: 

a) Constitutional status of PRIs 

b) Widening of the social base of these institutions 

c) Making Panchayats the foundation stone of planning 

d) Provision for constitutionally allocated fund for development work to be 

undertaken by the PRIs [3] 

Status of women in India 

In order to understand the need for reservation of women in local bodies it is very 

important to understand the changing status of women through ancient times. 

Scholars believe that women enjoyed equal status with men in the ancient Rig Vedic 

times in terms of education and participation in social political and religious life. 

However, their status started declining with the publication of Manusmriti. Manu 
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not only entrenched the cast system in the Indian society declaring Brahmins to be 

the superior most and further his annals  Treating women as unequal. Women, that 

is, even women belonging to Brahmin, Kshatriya and Vaishya varna are not entitled 

to upanayan and the study of the Vedas. For them, marriage is equivalent to 

upanayan and service of their husbands is equivalent to the study of the Vedas in the 

gurukul. Even if the husband is morally degraded, engaged in an affair with another 

woman and is devoid of knowledge and other qualities, the wife must treat him like 

a god. A widower is allowed to remarry but a widow is not. Besides, women are not 

considered fit for being free and independent. They are to be protected in their 

childhood by father, in youth by husband and in old age by son. They should never 

be allowed by their guardians to act independently. A woman must never do 

anything even inside her home without the consent of her father, husband and son 

respectively. She must remain in control of her father in childhood, of husband in 

youth and of son after the death of her husband. 

 Their position further declined with practices like Sati, child marriage, the ban on                       

widow remarriage and the introduction of the ―purdah‖ System. The situation 

improved a little with various reform activities taken up by social reformers during 

the struggle of Independence. [4] 

―But You Cannot draw the masses into politics without drawing the women into politics 

as well. For the female half of the population is doubly oppressed under capitalism and 

household bondage‖…. V.I Lenin 

The founders of the Panchayati Raj , desiring that women should not only become 

beneficiaries of and contributors to development should have representation in the rural 

political institutions. Accordingly. The Balwantrai Mehta Committee recommended the 

co option of two women members and one member each from the SCs and STs to 

Panchayati Raj bodies. The Ashok Mehta committee laid special emphasis on the need 

to strengthen and reorganize women‘s constructive decision making and managerial 

roles. This committee considered women as the most important part of our population 

and recommended that a committee with all women members of the Mandal Panchayats 

represented in it should be formed so that decisions are made by women members 

themselves on priorities and choices in welfare and development programmes meant for 

women  & children . 

The Narasimham Committee recommended that 5% of the posts of Sarpanches in each 

block should be reserved for women. 

The Committee on the status of women recommended the establishment of statutory 

Women‘s Panchayats at the village level as a transitional measure to ensure greater 

participation for women in the political process. 
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The core group, set up by the Central Government , in its report in 1988 pointed out that 

political power and access to positions of decision making and authority are critical 

prerequisites for women‘s equality in nation building. The group further felt that 30% of 

the executive heads of all bodies from village to district level bodies and a certain 

percentage of chief executives of Panchayati Raj at the lower middle and higher levels 

must be reserved for women. This group emphasized the point that co option of women 

members to Panchyat has not brought any perceptible impact on women‘s participation 

in the Panchayati Raj bodies and that co option is done only in letter and not in the spirit 

of getting women involved in Panchayat  activities . it suggested the reservation of 30% 

seats in Panchayati Raj institutions to women. 

It is now widely held that participation of women in political process in general and 

political institutions in particular makes a difference : effective participation depends 

considerably on the roles assumed , political empowerment of women means not only 

possessing political rights but also having opportunities for enjoying them and that it is 

this situation that provides for what could be treated as ―just‖. 

What is required is both qualitative and quantitative improvement in respect of 

women‘s membership and leadership positions in the political process . when female 

population enters into political competition and succeeds quantitative increase is 

possible. The intensity of competition would definitely bring about qualitative 

development. When women have reasonable membership in political positions , the 

legitimacy of the system gets strengthened . As Ruth B. Mandel pointed out a balance of 

sexes in politics facilitates more fairness and equity , more representatives in experience 

, interest and outlook and more willingness among more people to share responsibilities 

for the larger community. 

It is also increasingly felt that for effective participation the women should be recruited 

to key position in ministries , commissions, executive offices and the like. 

Aim of the Act was to facilitate a due mixture of democratic de centralization , popular 

participation and gender justice. 

Orissa first state to implement women 33% reservation in Panchayats. [5] 

“  It will warm the heart of many a woman to know that free India will mean not only 

equality of status but equality of opportunity. It is true that a few women in the past and 

even today enjoy high status and have received the highest honour that any man can 

receive, like our friend, Mrs. Sarojini Naidu. But these women are few and far between. 

One swallow does not make a summer. These women do not give us a real picture of the 

position of Indian women in this country. The average woman in this country has 

suffered now for centuries from inequalities heaped upon her by laws, customs and 

practices of people who have fallen from the heights of that civilisation of which we are 

all so proud, and in praise of which Dr. Sir S. Radhakrishnan has always spoken. There 
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are thousands of women today who are denied the ordinary human rights. They are put 

behind the purdah, secluded within the four walls of their homes, unable to move freely. 

The Indian woman has been reduced to such a state of helplessness that she has become 

an easy prey of those who wish to exploit the situation. In degrading women, man has 

degraded himself. In raising her, man will not only raise himself but raise the whole 

nation. Mahatma Gandhi’s name has been invoked on the floor of this House. It would 

be ingratitude on my part if I do not acknowledge the great debt of gratitude that Indian 

women owe to Mahatma Gandhi for all that he has done for them. In spite of all these, 

we have never asked for privileges. The women’s organisation to which I have the 

honour to belong has never asked for reserved seats, for quotas, or for separate 

electorates. 

What we have asked for is social justice, economic justice, and political justice. We 

have asked for that equality which can alone be the basis of mutual respect and 

understanding and without which real co-operation is not possible between man and 

woman. Women form one half of the population of this country and, therefore, men 

cannot go very far without the co-operation of women. This ancient land cannot attain 

its rightful place, its honoured place in this world without the co-operation of women. 

I therefore welcome this Resolution for the great promise which it holds, and I hope that 

the objectives embodied in the Resolution will not remain on paper but translated into 

reality.” [6] 

Women have played an important part in all political movements since the struggle for 

independence. The sacrifices of Bina Das, Kalpana Dutt and Pritilata Wadder gave a 

new dimension to the armed resistance to British rule. Communist ideology attracted a 

significant number of women who actively took part in the historical movements of 

Tebhaga, Telengana and food movement in post-independence period. The historical 

agitation to violent upsurges the women came [7] 

 

Reservation, women and Panchayati Raj  

 

Technically, Mahi Pal has explained the necessity for women's reservation in local units 

in terms of partial fulfillment of the women specific programmes by government 

agencies and panchayats. Targets under the programme of Development of Women and 

Children in Rural Area (DWCRA) were not achieved either in the sixth plan or in the 

seventh plan. [7] 

The Central Council of Local Government first dealt the issue of reservation of seats for 

women in panchayats in the year 1957. The Balwantrai Mehta study team recommended 

(as suggested by the Central Council of Local Government) cooption of two women to 

the local bodies who are interested in work among women and children. The council 

however, categorically noted in 1958 in its fourth session that ideal position would be to 

keep half of the total seats reserved for women. The world conference of women in 

Nairobi in 1985, declared ―for true equality to become a reality for women, the sharing 

of power on equal terms with men must be a major strategy‖. (Bishakha Datta: 2000). 
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This declaration perhaps led some of the South Asian countries to introduce new 

policies of reservation of seats for women in local governments.  

In 1974, the Committee on the Status of women in India proposed formation of 

statutory women's panchayat as part of the panchayat structure. The objective is to 

ensure greater political participation by rural women. In Maharashtra, Shetkari 

Sanghatana Mahila Aghadi proposed to prepare a panel to all the women panchayats in 

the late 80's. This experiment in Maharashtra though it initially suffered from many 

obstacles, social and legal, the determination and sincerity of the women members made 

a good imprint on decentralization process where women in some areas are readily 

invited to shoulder the responsibility in local decision-making. They overcame the 

barrier of illiteracy and successfully gave a blow to the asymmetrical social relation. 

Women once elected, take up need oriented development programmes. The village has 

reported providing water taps, biogas plants, toilets especially in the Dalit areas, 

playgrounds for the village schools (Gail Omvedt: 1990). The panches in Vinter, 

Maharashtra complained that initially they were not allowed by the former male 

sarpanch to work for four months. “He also gave us a pot of dung and asked us to use 

it, saying that is what we were meant for”. Sharad Joshi, the 'mangdarshak' (guide) and 

'guru' of the Maharashtra farmers' movement in the 80's raised the slogan of India vs. 

Bharat. He asked the Shetkari Sanghataks to make their wives financially independent 

without which political participation would remain a myth. This movement in Vinter 

empowered the women to assert their own voice and enjoy equal rights in major 

decision-making at home and in the panchayats.  

While the women-elect in All Women Panchayats in Maharashtra were fighting against 

upper caste encroachment, the upper caste domination in urban Maharashtra took a very 

ugly shape in the mid 80s. The women from upper caste and middle class background 

participated in an anti reservation agitation in which over 200 people died and more 

than 2000 were injured. The National Perspective Plan for women in 1988 (NPP) 

focused on under representation of women at all levels. It recommended 30% 

reservation for women in local bodies. With the announcement of emergency in 1975, 

moves for decentralisation by all political parties were shelved. Instead, all democratic 

bodies and political parties, except the ruling one, jumped into the fray for the 

restoration of democracy. The Janta Dal and its alliance which came to power in 1977 

pledged for devolution of power to the local bodies and to build up Panchayati Raj in its 

true sprit. Ashok Mehta Committee, appointed to review the PRI submitted its report in 

1978. It proposed co-option of two women members at district and block level if they 

remain unrepresented. Karnataka government made a provision for the reservation of 

25% seats for women at district and block levels. This attempt of Karnataka government 

perhaps induced the union government to place 64th Constitutional Amendment bill 

with 30% reservation of seats for women in the year 1989. The example set by the W.B. 

in implementing land ceiling law, and poverty eradication programme through 

panchayat inspired states like Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra and Orissa to undergo 

second generation Panchayati Raj. V. P. Singh in 1990 reintroduced the 64th 
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Amendment which had been later passed as 73rd Amendment by the Congress 

government in 1991. 

With the enactment mandate for elected panchayat as the third tier of government has 

started functioning. Unlike the previous panchayats the third generation panchayats 

have not only been vested with the power of implementation of schemes but also 

entrusted with the task of planning for ensuring equitable justice. Art 243 (D) maintains 

reservation of not less than 1/3rd of the total number of seats for women. Such seats are 

to be allotted by rotation to different constituencies in a panchayat. The reserved quotas 

for the SC/St communities will be in proportion to the total population. The offices of 

the chairperson at the village or any other level shall be reserved for the SC/ST and 

women.[8] 

 

1.2 Main Problems, their scope and impact on the society:  

 

What can be called India‘s strength as well as her strength is her diversity. Accordingly 

her problems are also diverse and varied and it is always like two sides of the same 

coin. Any problem in India has two aspects to it , negative and positive and my topic is 

not any different. On the one hand whereas it has opened doors of self empowerment 

hitherto unknown to women, it has also resulted in misuse of such rights as well 

inefficient and ineffective implementation of the same. The issues have been discussed 

in detail. But before delving into that it is important to know the provisions in the 

constitution relating to women. 

 

The Constitution of India guarantees to all Indian women equality (Article 14), no 

discrimination by the State (Article 15(1)), equality of opportunity (Article 16), equal 

pay for equal work (Article 39(d)). In addition, it allows special provisions to be made 

by the State in favour of women and children (Article 15(3)), renounces practices 

derogatory to the dignity of women (Article 51(A) (e)), and also allows for provisions to 

be made by the State for securing just and humane conditions of work and for maternity 

relief. (Article 42). 
 

The recognition of the right of every citizen to participate in public decisions is a basic 

element of democracy, which, to be effective, requires that the needs and interests of all 

members of society are respected and represented. This cannot happen if any one group 

is consistently excluded from taking part in decision making. The fact that others might 

claim to be speaking for them is no guarantee of social justice, as is evident from the 

situation of women and children in most parts of the world. 

Indian women are marginalized in decision making and leadership by a variety of 

processes that begin in infancy. In contrast to boys, girls are encouraged to play passive 

roles and given little opportunity to make decisions or develop leadership skills outside 

the family context. Instead, they are taught to accept the decisions that others - parents, 
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teachers, brothers - make on their behalf. As a result, women tend to lack the self-

confidence and skills needed to function effectively in the public sphere. 

 

 

India has a proud record of democracy and there have been 15 occasions since 

Independence when the country has gone to the polls to elect a new government. 

Women gained voting rights at Independence, and over the years, the number of women 

voters has shown a steady rise. While the participation of women remains lower than 

that of men, the gap has reduced from 16% to less than 10% in the last four decades.  

One objection is that a quota system would benefit women from the privileged classes 

and castes, and further marginalise women from oppressed groups. The rotating lottery 

system envisaged for the reservation of seats has been criticised on the ground that it 

violates basic principles of democratic representation by forcibly unseating one third of 

candidates.  

The Questions  therefore, that emerge are: 

1.What has been our experience in the matter of recruiting women to Panchayati Raj 

Institutions –by Reservation? 

2.Could rural women come out of the cultural and environmental constraints to assume 

effective roles in these bodies? 

3.Are there any women who could be regarded as role models ?[9] 

There has been a lot of speculation, and some anecdotal evidence, on how well this 

policy has worked. These can be classified into four broad categories — which can be  

labeled  as ―pessimistic‖ and ―optimistic‖: 

 

Pessimistic: 

1) That women who stand for elections in reserved constituencies would be tokens of 

powerful interests in the village. Poorly educated, elderly women from impoverished, 

easily manipulated, families would be picked by elites to run (e.g. Ramesh and Ali, 

2001 [10]), 

2) A variant of 1) saying that the women would instead be poorly educated but picked 

from the same wealthy, powerful families as the existing political elite and would, 

therefore, serve the interest of the elite. 

 

Optimistic: 

3) Effective, educated women would choose to run for elections, and would serve to 

represent the interests and preferences of women. 

4) That women, because they are newcomers to the political process, would be more 

enthusiastic and less corrupt and therefore more effective than entrenched male 
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politicians. They would therefore generally improve the quality of governance (e.g. 

Vyasulu and Vyasulu, 1999 [10] 

 

 

 

1.3 Goals and Objectives:  

 

The objective of the project is find out the impact of these reservations , the role of 

women before and after the provision of reservations , current status and plausible 

suggestions and solutions to the existing problems and improvements on the same. 

The project also entails me to study the actual law passed, government policies and 

loopholes and to study the factors necessitating reservations and also to study the 

capacity building measures taken by Government and various NGOS to enhance 

participation of women and to familiarise them with the administrative set ups. 

The project also has the goal of comparing the administrative set up of the foreign 

countries and the role of women in the same 

 

 

2.Methodology:  

 

2.1 Literature Survey:  

 

The primary and main source of my research has been literature survey from the internet 

and reports of various committees and books available on the internet. The literature 

helped me in familiarizing myself with the background of the project ,findings already 

arrived at by different scholars and other academicians working in this field. Since the 

Government enjoys a vast amount of resources to carry out a survey on a large scale 

with a huge sample base it helped me to have a wider view of my project. Further, the 

reports and other materials released by the Ministry helped me in getting information 

about the various schemes undertaken by the Government for the welfare of the people 

which cannot be known otherwise. 

Studying of literature online also helped in getting information on the administrative set 

up  of other countries and the status and participation of women in the same for a 

comparative analysis as to where India stands when it comes engagement of women in 

politics. 

 

2.2 Field Visits: 

 

After reading the literature on the internet I went on field visits around villages in 

Kanpur to gauge the reality of the situation. I visited 7 villages covered by a block i.e 

the Choubeypur GramPanchayat Block. The villages are: Mariyani, Ameliha, 

Bhawanipur, Parapratappur, Pem, Trilokpur, and   Ganshyampur 
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2.3 Meetings and Interviews 

Date Name Designation  Institution Topic of 

Discussion 

21.6.2012 Mr. Vidya 

Sagar 

Katiyar 

ADO, 

Samajkalyan,  

Choubeypur 

Gram 

Panchayat 

Efficacy of 

reservation for 

women, 

Problem of 

Proxy 

candidates, 

govt schemes 

for women etc 

21.6.2012 Mrs  

Neelima 

Tiwari 

Pradhan Mariyani 

village 

Developmental 

work in her 

area, working 

of gram 

panchayat, 

general issues 

faced by 

women at 

home 

21.6.2012  Mrs. 

Kalyani lal 

Wife of Lala 

Ram lal 

Ex Pradhan 

Amehila 

village 

NREGA, 

Reluctant to 

talk about 

anything else 

 

21.6.2012 Mr. Anil 

Gupta 

Son of Rani 

Devi, Pradhan   

Bhawanipur 

Village 

Problems faced 

by a Pradhan , 

Paucity of 

funds, 

21.06.2012 Mr. Rajnesh 

Kumar 

Pradhan Trilokpur 

Village 

Developmental 

work done by 

him 

22.06.2012 Ms Tarana 

Begum 

Pradhan Parapratappur 

Village 

Challenges 

faced, 

developmental 

work 

undertaken, 

future course 

of undertaken 

22.6.2012 Mr. Anil Husband of Pem Village Confessed to 
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Pal Mrs Rima, 

pradhan 

having fielded 

his wife as a 

candidate 

because he 

couldnt stand 

for election 

22.06.2012 Ms Tara 

Kumari 

Shiksha Mitra Ghansyhampur 

Village 

Challenges 

faced by 

woman in a 

village 

 

  

3. Current NGO and Govt. Efforts: 

Government efforts: 

1) Panchayat Mahila Evam Yuva Shakti Abhiyan. (PMEYSA) 

  

The Ministry of Panchayati Raj launched a new Scheme in 2009 called the  Panchayat 

Mahila Evam Yuva Shakti Abhiyan. (PMEYSA) 

In order to address the empowerment of EWRs and EYRs in a systematic, 

programmatic manner, the Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Govt. of India, has launched a 

new scheme with the approval of the competent authority in the 11th Five Year Plan.  

The objective of PMEYSA is to knit the EWRs in a network and through group action, 

empower themselves, so that both their participation and representation on local 

governance issues, improves.  PMEYSA aims at a sustained campaign to build the 

confidence and capacity of EWRs, so that they get over the institutional, societal and 

political constraints that prevent them from active participation in rural local self 

governments. 

 It is a Central Sector Scheme.  The entire amount is funded by the Ministry of 

Panchayati Raj for organizing the various activities under this scheme.  Fund is released 

to the State Panchayati Raj Department in two equal installments in the ratio of 50:50.  

The balance amount (second installment of 50%) is released only on furnishing of (1) 

Utilization certificate in respect of funds released and (2) Audited Statement of account 

on the expenditure (item-wise) incurred by the State Government/SSC. [11] 
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2) Swarnajayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojana (SGSY) 

The SGSY was somewhat intended to provide self-employment to millions of villagers. 

Poor families living below the poverty line were organised into Self-help groups 

(SHG)s established with a mixture of government subsidy and credit from investment 

banks.
[
The main aim of these SHGs was to bring these poor families above the poverty 

line and concentrate on income generation through combined effort. The scheme 

recommended the establishment of activity clusters or clusters of villagers grouped 

together based on their skills and abilities. Each of these activity clusters worked on a 

specific activity chosen based on the aptitude and skill of the people, availability of 

resources and market potentiality. 

The SHGs are aided, supported and trained by NGOs, CBOs, individuals, banks and 

self-help promoting institutions. Government-run District Level Development Agencies 

(DRDA) and the respective State governments also provided training and financial aid. 

The programme focuses on establishing microenterprises in rural areas. 

The SHGs created may have a varying number of members based on the terrain and 

physical abilities of the members. It goes through three stages of creation: 

 Group formation 

 Capital formation through the revolving fund and skill development and 

 Taking up of economic activity for skill generation. 

The SHGs are usually created by selecting individuals from the Below poverty-line 

(BPL) list provided by the Gram sabha. The SHGs are divided into various blocks and 

each of these blocks concentrated on 4-5 key activities. The SGSY is mainly run 

through government-run DRDAs with support from local private institutions, banks and 

Panchayati raj institutions. 

The Government also assists villagers in marketing their products by organizing melas 

or fairs, exhibitions, etc. 

Under the Livelihoods Improvement Project in Himalayas, women self-help group 

members in Uttarakhand were even elected as gram pradhans (heads of the local 

governments at the village or small town level) in 170 out of 669 panchayats
 
in villages. 

In those operations, the country programme evaluation also found unequivocal advances 

in the self-confidence and assertiveness of self-help group members. [12] 

3) Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Yojana (RGSY) 

This scheme is directed at ER as a whole. The Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Yojana is a 

Centrally Sponsored Scheme being implemented by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj for 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community-based_organization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microenterprise
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panchayati_raj
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the non-BRGF districts. The scheme focuses primarily on providing financial assistance 

to the States/UTs for Training & Capacity Building of elected representatives (ERs) and 

functionaries of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) so that they can perform the 

functions devolved upon them and the schemes entrusted to them effectively, besides a 

small component for infrastructure development. Under the Infrastructure Development 

component, assistance is provided for Satellite based training infrastructure for Distance 

Learning for the ERs and Functionaries of the PRIs and, in respect of the Hilly States 

and States in the North Eastern Region, for capital expenditure on establishment of 

Panchayat Resource Centres/ Panchayat Bhawans at Block/Gram Panchayat levels.The 

scheme has two components of Training & Capacity Building and Infrastructure 

Development. Under the component of Training & Capacity Building, financial 

assistance is provided to the States/UTs for Training of elected representatives (ERs) 

and functionaries of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs as well as for setting up of 

Satellite/SWAN based training infrastructure for Distance Learning for the ERs and 

Functionaries of the PRIs. Under the component of Infrastructure Development, 

assistance is provided for establishment of Panchayat Resource Centres/ Panchayat 

Bhawans at Block/Gram Panchayat levels. The scheme is demand driven in nature and 

provides for funding on 75:25 sharing basis between the Central and State Governments 

concerned. Assistance under the Training component is also given to Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs), where the central assistance is 100% and such 

proposals are required to be forwarded with the recommendations of the State 

Government concerned. The training content encompasses a range of issues, including 

improving the process of planning, budgeting and expenditure management, 

information systems, participatory and consultative decision making, improving local 

taxation and in particular delivery of public services to the poor.   The scheme of RGSY 

supports the National Capability Building Framework of the Ministry for 

comprehensive Capacity Building & Training of the Elected Representatives & 

Functionaries of Panchayati Raj Institutions. The NCBF is available at as also at . It 

provides for first training to all ERs of PRIs within 6 months of elections and 

refresher/sectorally focused trainings thereafter every year. [13] 

4) NATIONAL POLICY FOR THE EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN 

(2001) 

The policy was undertaken under the 9th Five year Plan keeping in commitment to the 

various international charters related to the empowerment of women.The 73
rd

 and 74
th

 

Amendment s (1993) to the Indian Constitution have served as a breakthrough towards 

ensuring equal access and increased participation in political power structure for 

women. The PRIs will play a central role in the process of enhancing women‘s 

participation in public life. The PRIs and the local self Governments will be actively 

involved in the implementation and execution of the National Policy for Women at the 

grassroots level. [14] 
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Efforts made by NGOs in collaboration with the Ministry of Panchayti Raj 

1. Capacity Building of Elected Women Representatives and Panchayat 

Functionaries’ project of the Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India, 

and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), India. 

A million women have been elected at the village, block and district levels, following 

the landmark 73rd Amendment to the Constitution of India (1992), reserving 33 percent 

of the seats in Panchayati Raj Institutions for women. 

The process of decentralization has provided representation but representation does not 

necessarily lead to participation. Women still face a number of challenges for their 

engagement in political spaces such as inadequate education, lack of financial 

independence, burden of productive and reproductive roles and opposition stemming 

from entrenched patriarchal views. Training, therefore, has emerged as a critical 

concern for facilitating their effective participation. 

 

This document brings together the lessons emerging from the ‗Capacity Building of 

Elected Women Representatives and Panchayat Functionaries‘ project of the Ministry of 

Panchayati Raj, Government of India, and the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP), India. The publication highlights the critical importance of training for 

improving the performance of elected women representatives, based on the experiences 

from 10 states across India. The present document presents successful strategies for 

mobilizing women, building their capacities and ensuring their effective participation in 

governance structures. Rajasthan, Haryana, Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,Madhya 

Pradesh, Maharashtra, Jharkhand, Orissa, Chhattisgarh. 

 

While representation is adequate (as per the norm of one-third of all seats) participation 

is less than adequate. While it is relatively easy to legislate representation, it is more 

difficult to create conditions suitable for participation. Experience indicates that 

representation does not automatically lead to participation. 

 

A number of factors limit the active engagement of women in the political sphere. 

 First, deeply entrenched stereotypical norms relegate women to the domestic space, 

with severely restricted engagement in public affairs, an area largely dominated by men 

.  

Second, caste and class restrictions and the patriarchal system and mindset pervades the 

political space provided to women. Women are still not recognized as political entities 

and their perspective is seldom seen as integral to the design and delivery of services. 

 

The third factor is the lack of exposure of women themselves to politics and the absence 

of any experience in exercising their political responsibilities. Low literacy levels, 
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absence of education and limited or no exposure, all lead to a lack of confidence and 

many women are unable to comprehend the true spirit of decentralization and recognize 

the opportunities that it provides. 

Factors such as these, that deter the effective participation of women, led to the 

initiation of the project Capacity Building of Elected Women Representatives and 

Functionaries of Panchayati Raj Institutions by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj 

(MoPR), Government of India and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

India, from 2003 -2008 

 

 

 Specifically, the project aimed to: 

• Build capacities of Elected Women Representatives (EWRs) for effective functioning 

and setting of women‘s agenda. 

• Institutionalize mechanisms to strengthen capacity building of EWRs to better 

understand and perform their functions. 

• Mobilize community and strengthen processes of constituency building to enable 

women to articulate their voices and participate in the electoral process. 

The project activities were implemented through Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) to 

harness their expertise in mobilizing women and creating awareness of issues at the 

grassroots level. For each of the 10 states, one CSO was identified based on the 

demonstrated work experience on local governance issues in that area. 

The capacity-building project focused on EWRs and panchayat functionaries. 

as the unit of intervention. In some states, the entire district was covered through a 

combination of intensive (covering the entire block by conducting a range of activities) 

and extensive (covering the district through dissemination of information and 

educational material) methods, while in others only a few specific blocks were covered. 

The following partner organizations were identified to carry out activities in the project 

districts. 

Strategies for capacity building 

The overall project strategy was designed to bring women into political structures and 

support their participation in politics, by organizing campaigns and training 

programmes to prepare women to discharge multiple roles, enabling them to link local 

priorities to the planning process. 

The CSOs adopted a multi–track approach to achieve the project objectives. They were 

tasked with facilitating women‘s participation, inspiring them to lead the process of 

change in the district, strengthening the existing collectives and networking with them 

at different levels. 

Within the overall objectives and the framework of the project, different organizations 

were mobilized to assist in the implementation. In Madhya Pradesh, the Sakhi Manch 

and Self Help Groups (SHGs) were pivotal to the programme, in Rajasthan, the 

Panchayat Resource Centres (PRCs) and community based units were critical, in 

Chhattisgarh, SHGs and community volunteer groups were extensively used and in 
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Uttar Pradesh, local Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) were engaged in project 

execution. 

The key interventions for building capacities of EWRs and other panchayat 

functionaries were:  

(1) Environment-building through the campaign approach 

The design of the project activities in each state envisaged implementation over the 

five-year electoral cycle. Consequently, activities commenced with a Pre-Election 

Voters Awareness Campaign (PEVAC), which was followed by capacity-building 

interventions. 

A campaign-based approach was adopted to influence peoples‘ perspectives on 

panchayats and local governance and to encourage them to participate in gram sabha 

meetings. In the pre-election period, campaigns were devised to motivate people to 

participate constructively in the elections, both as voters and/or candidates. 

PEVACs, carried out both in intensive and extensive modes, sought to promote an 

enabling environment for free and fair elections, encourage increased participation of 

women and people belonging to marginalized groups (as voters and candidates), 

generate awareness among voters about the importance of exercising their right to 

franchise and encourage them to vote for women candidates.  

 

Some elements of the campaign approach were: 

i) Awareness generation and perspective building:  

These campaigns focused on the importance of people‘s participation in governance, the 

features of the 73rd Constitution Amendment Act and the role of women in governance. 

Posters, pamphlets, handbills, inspirational songs, nukkad nataks (street plays) and 

mashaal jaloos (torch light processions) were organized in Haryana, Jharkhand, 

Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and  Uttarakhand. Graffiti, posters, pamphlets, and handbills 

also served to widen and diversify the process of dissemination5. Women were 

encouraged to contest elections, vote for women candidates and explained the 

significance of participation. 

 

ii) Support in filing nominations and mock polling exercises:  

In many states ‗nomination camps‘ were set up to offer support to aspiring candidates, 

especially women. These camps provided information regarding filing of nominations, 

assisted in filling nomination forms and encouraged women to contest from unreserved 

seats. As a consequence, there were relatively few instances of invalid nominations 

being filed and an increase in the number of women who contested from unreserved 

seats. Mock polling exercises undertaken in Bihar and Jharkhand served to generate 

awareness among voters and make them familiar with the polling process. After the 

elections, in Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Uttar Pradesh, the partner institutions 

organized felicitation functions for the newly EWRs. This helped to create a positive 

impact, especially on the women who had won the elections. 
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iii) Mobilizing people to participate in gram sabha meetings: 

Mobilization campaigns were conducted in Chhattisgarh, Haryana and Uttarakhand, in 

an effort to increase people‘s participation in gram sabha meetings. Printed material, 

highlighting the importance of gram sabhas, the role, powers and functions of the 

members, was distributed to create awareness. 

 

(2) Building capacities of EWRs and other women leaders 

The basic premise of this exercise is the idea that informed and well trained EWRs and 

leaders will be equipped to handle their roles and responsibilities independently and will 

be in a better position to participate effectively in panchayat affairs. Capacity-building 

approaches sought to enhance the understanding of women representatives and leaders 

about their role and responsibilities, the procedures and mechanisms associated with 

decentralized governance and the schematic interventions of the Government. Gender 

sensitization was taken up in some areas; activities included training programmes, 

perspective-building meetings, exposure visits, strengthening women‘s collectives and 

developing information dissemination mechanisms. 

Several innovative and successful actions were taken under this subcomponent of the 

project. Most states arranged exposure visits for the EWRs to other states, where the 

project was underway. In Rajasthan, information kiosks were established in the 

Panchayat Resource Centres (PRCs). In Madhya Pradesh workshops for women 

panchayat representatives and mahila sammelans (womens‘ gathering) facilitated 

dialogue and better coordination. In Haryana, the campaign involved street corner 

meetings, street plays and thematic songs. A series of six nagrik samvads (citizen 

dialogues) was organized on the issue of self and inclusive governance. 

In Chhattisgarh, Haryana and Madhya Pradesh, gender sensitization training initiatives 

were organized specifically for elected male panchayat members. 

In Maharashtra and Orissa, the partner institutions‘ main strategy was to consciously 

include men in the training, wherever possible. The orientation programmes, which 

were organized for both men and women in Orissa, led to a district-level convention of 

women on Panchayati Raj. The convention led to capacity-building of EWRs and the 

emergence of a district-level women‘s forum. In Chhattisgarh, gender sensitization 

training programmes were held for EWRs; in addition, PATH also organized leadership 

training for EWRs and SHG members, training camps for the purpose of networking 

among elected women, SHG leaders and members of CBOs and refresher training to 

consolidate the knowledge and capacities of EWRs. A Pratinidhi Pati Sammelan (a 

gathering of husbands of EWRs) was organized by SBMA - the partner organization in 

Uttarakhand. 

Personality, Perspective and Performance (the three Ps) were the core elements that 

were stressed in the structured training programmes conducted by UNDP‘s partner 

institution (SSK) in Uttar Pradesh. In addition, interfacing and handholding were other 

aspects of the capacity building approaches. Samman samarohs (felicitation 
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ceremonies) of EWRs helped to defuse the political polarization within the village and 

build up the confidence of the members. Similarly the organization of amna samna 

(interface) meets between EWRs and the community enabled regular interaction to 

discuss local issues, the provisioning of services etc. 

In Uttarakhand, elected women members were given training as master trainers. This 

enabled them to mobilize other women ward members on issues of governance. The 

partner institution in Madhya Pradesh produced training modules for the training of 

saathins, (village level professional women workers), manch leaders and EWRs. 

Training of trainers, orientation workshops, refresher workshops, exposure visits and 

the formation of an association of EWRs were the major capacity-building initiatives in 

Rajasthan. 

 

(3) Strengthening women‘s collectives and building networks 

The interplay of several factors prevents women‘s voices from being heard, their needs 

being addressed and their active engagement in governance processes. The culture of 

continued subordination has rendered many women less than confident to exercise their 

public responsibilities. Coupled with the fear of being ridiculed and sidelined, this has 

been a major constraint to the active participation of women in governance. The 

linkages between EWRs and women‘s groups or movements are limited. Recently there 

have been some efforts at building networks of women, though these have been limited. 

Under the project, partner organizations facilitated the formation of women‘s forums 

and networks that developed a sense of solidarity amongst the women. In some places, 

new forums and networks were formed by bringing together various self help groups/ 

women‘s groups and EWRs, while in other places existing networks were expanded and 

strengthened. The basic focus was on building the capacities of traditional and local 

associations of women and making them aware of governance issues. Such networks 

were federated at the block, district and state levels. 

11 

These networks have helped women gain collective strength and solidarity, a common 

platform to share experiences, increased recognition and voice and enabled dialogue and 

the sharing of experiences 

In certain areas the partner organizations had to deal with additional constraints of caste 

and class in the formation of networks, particularly in eastern Uttar Pradesh. 

In Bihar, the idea for the formation of a network emerged at a function organized by 

CENCORED, the partner institution for newly EWRs, to provide a platform to share 

experiences and build confidence. The network was called the Mahila Jan Chetna 

Manch. Similarly, the partner institution in Chhattisgarh utilized the leadership training 

programme that they had organized to plan for cluster/ network meetings, to work out 

strategies for establishing a platform for collective action. Block-level forum meetings 

were organized to develop bye-laws, discuss women‘s issues and build the level of 

coordination required to make the network sustainable. 
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These networks10 were instrumental in performing a wide variety of functions. In Uttar 

Pradesh the networks acted as pressure groups and enabled women to raise their issues 

at various forums. Initiatives were taken through the networks to combat issues of 

alcoholism, women‘s health and related issues including violence against women. It was 

useful in monitoring the Janani Suraksha (women‘s safety) scheme (under which 

pregnant women are encouraged to visit the closest hospital for their deliveries), the 

work of Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHA) and anganwadi workers, the 

Midday Meal Scheme (MDMS) and the Public Distribution System (PDS). The network 

has played an active role in convening gram sabhas to take up issues such as 

encroachment of public land; in some areas these networks succeeded in reclaiming the 

land and redistributed it among landless people. Another notable achievement of the 

network has been to ensure the provision of basic education for girls in rural areas. 

Women were instrumental in ensuring better and more accessible education for girl 

children – an initiative that was commended by the Union Ministry of Panchayati Raj. 

In Maharashtra, the network focused on women‘s issues and ensured that at least 10 

percent of the revenue of the panchayats was earmarked for women‘s welfare. 

The network also organized a campaign called Tanta Mukti Abhiyan (freedom from 

violence) to build up pressure against domestic violence. 

 

In Jharkhand, where panchayat elections have not been held, a federation of women 

SHGs has been formed and it plays a significant role as a pressure group to ensure the 

enforcement of the provisions related to women at the village level. Similarly, existing 

networks were strengthened by partner institutions in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgrah 

as well. 

A district level forum of women leaders called Shakti Parishad, formed by SCRIA the 

partner institution in Haryana – was actively involved in cases of violence against 

women. The members of this forum assisted women who were victims of domestic 

violence, social intolerance and economic injustice. In many instances, this network 

acted as a pressure group and lobbied with the relevant administrative bodies, legal 

offices, social and political institutions. The network was also active on issues of 

poverty reduction and access to information; along with other villagers, it was 

instrumental in rectifying the Below Poverty Line (BPL) list. Due to pressure exerted by 

the group and the village community, a special gram sabha was convened by the 

panchayat and the villagers were instrumental in rectifying the BPL list. 

13 

In Uttarakhand, existing networks of women were encouraged to organize themselves 

into forums at the block level, so that they can participate effectively in the governance 

process. Here also the process of forming a network involved identification of active 

EWRs by the block level volunteers; door to door campaigns, regular meetings and field 

visits by volunteers to motivate women to participate in activities related to political 

processes. Once the forum started to take shape; block level workshops were organized 

to formulate the Constitution, formalize the forum, debate the agenda and discuss the 
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need to provide a supporting role to the forum until a natural leadership emerged from 

within the forum. 

In Orissa, women‘s forums were created at the cluster, block and district level and 

covered the entire district/ project area. The district-level forum formed the apex body, 

the block-level forums the middle level, and the cluster-level forums were at the bottom 

of the pyramid. Each cluster consisted of members from seven gram panchayats and 

this ensured maximum participation. It was envisaged that each and every woman 

would be a part of the forum, if not directly, at least in the decentralized system, 

consisting of the village, block and district level. To strengthen the women‘s forum, 

periodic district-level conventions were organized by the partner organization. Nearly 

500 women from different panchayats of Anugul district gathered at the Anugul 

sabhaghar (community hall) to review the progress, interact with government 

functionaries and plan the future course of action. The fact that these women took out 

the time to attend the convention is an indication that they realize the importance of 

participation . The network has helped women interface with government officials and 

build cohesion among community organizations. 

 

 (4) Activating the gram sabhas 

Empowering the community to enable people to participate proactively in the 

governance process was another aspect of the role undertaken by the partner institutions 

across states. Unless regular gram sabhas are convened, with the active participation of 

the villagers, the objective of decentralized governance cannot be achieved. A special 

effort must be made to ensure that women and people belonging to the disadvantaged 

sections feel empowered and motivated, so that they can voice their concerns and ensure 

that these are placed on the agenda and discussed. In the absence of such motivation, 

very few people attend or participate effectively in gram sabha meetings. 

Awareness generation programmes, community mobilization activities and perspective-

building programmes were organized by almost all partner organizations. Substantive 

educational programmes were adopted. 

For instance, in Rajasthan, a 15 minute radio programme in the local language was 

broadcast every week, covering subjects like the role of panchayats in providing basic 

services and their monitoring, planning and budgeting, identification and verification of 

the BPL list, micro-planning, the significance of participation in the gram sabha and the 

ward sabha, domestic violence, legal provisions relating to the rights and protection of 

women, social practices and their impact on women. In Rajasthan, the broadcasts 

encouraged people to share their experiences and provide feed back through telephone 

helplines and postcard responses. At the end of each episode, listeners were asked a 

question that sought their opinion on a particular issue or on some information provided 

during the episode. Prizes were awarded to the best responses. The issues which were 

identified then fed into the training needs assessment, which was taken up subsequently 

as part of the capacity-building initiatives. Similar tele-help lines were also used quite 

successfully in Haryana.  A total of 120 episodes were broadcast. On an average, 28 
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postcards and 10 telephone calls were received each week; the postcards helped gauge 

the community‘s response to specific issues and the tele-help lines helped address these 

issues. 

 

Street plays were also used in Madhya Pradesh to familiarize women with the 

procedures and conduct of the gram sabha and to encourage them to participate 

effectively in the gram sabha. Using the play format, women were asked to identify five 

problems on a priority basis. They were then asked to put this in the form of a proposal 

and given tips as to how to present it in the gram sabha. One woman was made the 

sarpanch, another woman the patel of the village and two others played the role of 

secretary and gram sabha prabari respectively. The play format was a very effective 

way of illustrating the functioning of PRIs to people. 

A series of model gram sabhas were organized in Chhattisgarh to build awareness about 

the gram sabha and encourage more participation. These ‗mock sabhas’ demonstrated 

the methods and procedures of conducting a gram sabha meeting and helped to 

mobilize villagers to identify an issue which could be placed before the gram sabha. 

Door-to-door visits made in the pre-preparatory stage were followed by the organization 

of ward-level and group-level sub-groups to motivate villagers to participate in gram 

sabha meetings. Special focus was given to SHGs, panchayat members,traditional 

village leaders and leaders of CBOs. The holding of mock palli sabhas (assemblies at 

the level of a revenue village) and gram sabhas in Orissa by the partner organization 

helped women become more familiar with conducting meetings, noting proceedings and 

maintaining records. 

Women were also familiarized with government policies and circulars. 

In Bihar, kishore and kishori groups (groups of young boys and girls respectively) 

comprising of adolescents in the age group of 14 to19 years, were formed and these 

were used to motivate villagers to participate in the gram sabha meetings. The objective 

was to encourage young people to become aware of the democratic process and 

encourage them to participate in gram sabha meetings in the future. 

In Maharashtra, special focus was given to strengthening the mahila gram sabhas 

(women‘s village assemblies). SHG members were motivated to actively participate in 

the mahila gram sabhas. 

 

(5) Information dissemination mechanisms 

Information dissemination strategies that were adopted included formation of 

information centres, information melas, radio programmes and the establishment of 

PRCs. 

Information centres were set up in Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Maharashtra, Rajasthan and 

Orissa. At these centres materials and posters on Panchayati Raj and government 

schemes were displayed. 

Thirteen panchayat-level centres were set up in Jharkhand; each centre was provided 

with a radio to enable discussions on issues of current importance. Centres in 
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Maharashtra were equipped with contact details of key government functionaries, 

literature on women‘s rights, and material on government programmes, especially on 

the Right to Information (RTI) and the NREGA. Computers installed in the information 

centres in Orissa encouraged and facilitated computer literacy amongst women. A 

fictional character, Paanchu Panchi (a mythical bird), was used to carry the message of 

self-governance on posters and calendars and in short films. The PRCs facilitated 

training programmes and functioned as an interface between government departments 

and panchayat functionaries. 

Information melas (fairs) in Haryana and Jharkhand provided another mode of 

dissemination of information and brought a range of stakeholders including elected 

panchayat representatives, teachers, government officials, SHGs and the media to a 

common platform. 

Information, Education and Communication (IEC) materials were prepared in Uttar 

Pradesh, in the local dialect with large fonts and pictures. These were very effective in 

meeting the information needs of neo-literate and semi-literate audiences. 

Even as partner institutions followed a common strategy and approach, they developed 

tools, modalities and mechanisms that were specific to the local context and 

requirements. As a consequence, the project has been successful in building capacities, 

confidence and skills amongst EWRs and women‘s groups and has exerted a positive 

and catalytic influence on the local governance process. It has strengthened existing 

networks of women and helped to establish new networks. 

The magnitude and scale of building and sustaining the effort required for participatory 

government is daunting. Equally daunting are the challenges faced by the local 

governance systems and by patriarchal social systems. 

These are compounded by practical everyday challenges faced by the teams in the 

implementation of these projects, everywhere. 

 

Immediate Outcomes: Some successes 

Women assert their rights 

Capacity building exercises and the strengthening of women‘s networks were critical 

elements in the transformation of many EWRs from passive, non-participating members 

to confident, active and responsible members of the community. In Orissa, women who 

had so far been largely silent in public began to share and voice their concerns. 

Acknowledging this trend and the importance of womens‘ participation, block-level 

officials provided forum members with space in the block office to conduct their 

meetings. 

In Rajasthan, in several gram panchayats, women sarpanchs who had been denied their 

legitimate right to chair gram sabha and panchayat meetings were enabled to do so. In 

fact inspite of the feudal, conservative and paternalistic environment that prevails in the 

state, dalit16 women have been enabled to participate in PRIs, which is a remarkable 

success. 
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In Maharashtra, women organized successful campaigns to implement the State 

Government‘s avowed policy of registration of houses in the joint names of husband 

and wife and the inclusion of the name of the mother in all official documents 

pertaining to children. The women also succeeded in asserting their right to influence 

the utilization of 10 % of the panchayat funds, earmarked for them. The most 

significant impact has been the solidarity established amongst women through the 

networks and forums. In a path-breaking instance in Orissa, a no-confidence motion 

was sought to be passed against the woman chairperson of the panchayat samiti. She 

was also the chairperson of the district mahila manch and the members of the mahila 

manch united crossing party lines, to ensure that the motion was defeated. When women 

in Karond village, Bandi Panchayat, of Madhya Pradesh, realized that women wage 

labourers were being paid less than their male counterparts on the construction site of a 

dam, they took up the matter in the women‘s forum. They then raised it with the 

sarpanch and the secretary of the panchayat, who asked them to approach the 

concerned authorities, which they did. Though the work stopped for a few days, when it 

was finally resumed, equal wages were paid to both women and men. 

These and a number of other instances from various project areas show that the 

capacity-building project has helped to empower women to demand their rights. 

 

Engagement of women elected members and leaders in panchayats 

A key outcome of the project has been the increased recognition by women, both 

elected members and gram sabha members, of the importance of their participation and 

engagement. In Maharashtra, a 75 % increase in attendance of women was recorded in 

the gram sabhas of several villages. 

In more than half the panchayats in Rewari in Haryana, 65 % of the EWRs participated 

in panchayat meetings, a 20 % increase from 2004, the year when the project19 was 

initiated. Similar increases in participation have been reported from the other states as 

well. 

 Interestingly, on one occasion, in Marakbodi village, while a large number of women 

turned up for the gram sabha, there were no men present at the meeting, except the gram 

sevak. In 70 % of the villages in Rewari, the participation rate varied from 15 to 160 

women, significantly higher than the earlier norm of participation, which was between 

two to five women at a meeting. 

18 

An interesting case was reported in Basala gram panchayat, in Anugul block of Orissa, 

where the Block Development Officer (BDO) refused to acknowledge a palli sabha 

because only women were present at the meeting. When he was questioned, he claimed 

that the panchayat manual does not recognize a palli sabha, where only women are 

present. However the sarpanch with the help of the forum members protested against 

this stand and lodged a complaint with the Collector, who intervened and decided in 

their favour. 
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Incorporating women‘s issues in gram sabha and gram panchayat meetings 

Efforts to bring women‘s issues to the forefront of the agenda of gram sabhas and 

panchayat meetings have been successful. For instance, in Rewari district of Haryana, 

which is noted for its adverse sex ratio, 15 % of the issues raised in panchayat meetings 

related to female foeticide, dowry and domestic violence. Similarly, 25 % of the issues 

raised in the gram sabha were related to women. In most villages, an average of four 

proposals in each gram sabha were proposed by women and taken up for action. 

 

Monitoring of basic services 

Reflecting increased confidence and awareness, elected women members and network 

members have begun to monitor the functioning of panchayats and the departments 

within the purview of the panchayats, as well as the implementation of government 

schemes. Some areas where the women have been active include monitoring of the 

Public Distribution System (PDS), the running of the Integrated Child Development 

Services (ICDS), the Mid-day meal scheme (MDMS), identification of BPL families, 

ensuring attendance of teachers in schools and the provisioning of services like water 

and roads etc. 

Between 30 to 35 %  of the EWRs in Ghazipur district, Uttar Pradesh, visited 

government departments and discussed their concerns and grievances with the 

concerned officials. They have also built pressure on panchayat secretaries to ensure 

that schemes are effectively implemented. 

In Rajasthan, elected women members monitored 36 schools in 12 gram panchayats 

and 93 anganwadi kendras (creches) in 25 gram panchayats. 

Even though elections have not been held in Jharkhand, the members of the women‘s 

forum have been active in monitoring the programmes and schemes of the government. 

They identified areas where these schemes were not being implemented correctly and 

where they suspected that corruption was prevalent. The women brought this to the 

attention of the Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA), who agreed that the 

corruption had to be stopped. However, the persons against whom the women had 

complained took them to court; and the case is still on. The women maintain that they 

are fighting for their rights and they will continue to do so, regardless of how much 

money they have to spend or the threats they receive, a vindication of their new 

confidence. 

 

Women entering the political arena 

The PEVACs enabled voters to make informed choices. Their success is reflected in the 

fact that there was a perceptible decline in the number of dummy candidates, and in the 

rejection of nominations. There was increased voter participation and a larger number of 

women contested elections on reserved seats, as well as from general seats. Women‘s 

collectives were instrumental in identifying potential women candidates and in helping 

them to file their nominations.[15] 
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2) The HUNGER Project 

The Hunger Project is a global strategic organisation working in 14 countries committed 

to ending hunger. In India it is committed to ignite, kindle and sustain the leadership 

spirit in women elected to village Panchayats. 

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act (CAA) mandated 33.33 % reservation for 

women in all three tiers of the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), has brought more than 

one million women into public political life. It is our conviction that active participation 

of these women in local governance shall make hunger free India a reality. 

In reality there are numerous obstacles faced by the elected women representatives. The 

Hunger Project recognizes the social conditions and understands the obstacles and seeks 

to address them by strengthening the role of elected women representatives in 

grassroots governance so that they are able to assert their rights and build a future free 

of hunger, poverty and injustice. 

The elected women leaders that The Hunger Project has worked with in the last nine 

years have shown phenomenal leadership ability, against all odds. They have struggled 

to bring water, health, and education to their villages despite pressure, threats, violence, 

and brutalities. They have constructed roads and provided clean drinking water to their 

communities. These elected women representatives are slowly but surely changing the 

development agenda of their villages. Years after the 73rd CAA, rural women 

understand that it is their right to stand for elections and govern their Panchayats. In the 

remote corners of this country, thousands of women leaders have already started to 

occupy public spaces and are questioning corruption, inefficiency, and lack of 

necessities in their villages. 

The elected women leaders need support and mentoring such that their leadership is 

strengthened and they are able to construct a hunger free India for themselves and their 

fellow citizens. The Hunger Project is committed to staying the course with these 

elected women leaders.[16] 

 

 

The method included : 

_ All elected women needed to be trained, 

_ Ensure that EWRs with maximum social disadvantage are the first ones to be picked 

specially those from SC/ST categories, 

_ Capacity Building needs to be understood as an integrated long-term investment and it 

is not going to be mere training, 

_ Trainings should be structured as well as on the job, 
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_ All capacity building efforts for PRIs, need to address the entire Local Governance 

system. It is not one panchayat mahila but the whole local governance system which has 

to be understood, 

_ All capacity building initiatives should be delivered through partnership at the 

National, State and District level, 

_ All Capacity Building efforts have to be focused on EWRs in the first year of the 

elections. 

The rights perspective had to be addressed. The training had to cover poverty 

alleviation/human resource development schemes, identification and prioritization of 

local needs, self-governance, participatory monitoring, social auditing and dealing with 

authorities. 

The national strategy needed to be developed for addressing the local training needs for 

every State and the States had to develop their own relevant processes and materials. 

Residential training programmes were necessary but these must be supported with 

crèche and child care facilities. 

Since most of the EWRs had little education, the training had to be available in a 

manner that they could understand and it should be multi-media diverse. EWRs could 

only be effective if all other stakeholders were equally aware. This included EMRs, 

Government officials, block and district officials. The Hunger Project tried to inculcate 

in the EWRs the spirit to move from ―I cannot to I can‖. Training and constituency 

building to be an effective leader were also covered. Women had to understand groups 

and group dynamics, mobilizing Gram Sabhas, going door to door to meet constituents 

and to develop confidence to use tools such as the telephone for communicating and 

dealing with officials. The impact of the capacity building was such that when women 

went back, their confidence level and visibility was much higher and their concerns 

shifted from those of EMRs regarding mere execution of works to issues of quality of 

service delivery in mid-day meal programmes, running of Anganwaris and dispensaries, 

availability of clean drinking water, sanitation, etc.[17] 

 

4.Results and Discussions 

4.1 Findings from the literature: 

  Diversity in India can be defined as her  boon as well as her  bane. Due cultural 

differences the experience of reservation among women in various parts of India has 

also not been same or uniform.  India as a country is not only plagued by gender bias 

but it is also diseased by certain other factors like caste bias, economic bias which 

further adds on to the hurdles already present. 

My findings from literature is a compilation of reports and statistics released by 

Government and International monitoring bodies and essays and writings by eminent 

authors and academicians associated with this field. 
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Report released by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj based on a survey carried out 

in 2008 

 

The objectives of the survey were: 

     To map the socio-economic profile of EWRs 

   • To track the political careers of EWRs 

   • To evaluate the quality of participation of EWRs 

   • To study the performance of EWRs 

   • To triangulate the findings from the community 

   • To analyse the impact of being EWR on her own development 

 

The research methodology followed a two pronged approach i.e. quantitative and 

qualitative survey. These methodologies were integrated to give not just facts and 

figures but also to give the findings and interpret the results. There were four categories 

of respondents i.e. EWRs, EMRs, ex elected women representatives and community 

based organizations and parallel bodies. Males also had to be covered to identify their 

reasons for not contesting again or not being re-elected. Focus group discussions were 

held at the village community level and minutes of the meetings held at Panchayat and 

Gram Sabha level were reviewed. The Survey covered 23 States where Panchayati Raj 

was functioning. States were categorized as large, medium and small. Districts for 

conducting survey were identified on this basis. The Developmental Index prepared by 

the Institute of Economic Growth was utilized to rank the districts and required number 

of districts were selected using the random sampling technique. In each selected district, 

the literacy level was used to identify the blocks for coverage. 

Overall, 114 districts, 228 blocks and 1368 villages were covered. The actual 

respondents included 1368 Pradhans of whom 912 were women, 5,350 Ward Members 

of whom 3973 were men, 1302 former EWRs and 20154 community members. 

The findings of the survey included: 

 

This study analysed various issues related to elected women representatives vis-à-vis 

their male counterparts. It investigated their socio-economic characteristics, tracked 

their political careers over the past three rounds of election, and, specifically examined 

the quality of their post-election participation in terms of performance of their roles, 

their synergy with the parallel bodies13 and community-based organisations. The study 

constructed a "Performance Index" which has scores for individual elected 

representatives. The individual scores are correlated with a set of independent variables 

to identify the critical determinants of performance. 
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Table 1.Figures Regarding Overall Representation of SCs/STs and Women in PRIs 

 

 No of 

Panchayats 

No of 

ERs 

SCs STs Women 

Zilla Parishads 542 15613 17.5% 11% 37.2 

IntermediatePanchayats 6094 156794 21% 7.3% 37.1% 

Village Panchyats 232855 2645883 18.4% 11.5% 36.9% 

Total ERs(%)   18.5% 11.3% 36.9% 

Total ERs (N) 239491 2818290 521,522 317479 1039058 

Source : MoPR 2006 

 

 

 

Fig 1.Representation of women in Gram panchayat from 2001 to 2008 
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Fig 2.Representation of women in  Intermediate  panchayat from 2001 to 2008 

 

 
 

 

Fig 3. Representation of women in  District  panchayat from 2001 to 2008 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

  
 
Copyright © 2012 Rakshak Foundation. All Rights Reserved.                  Page | 35 
  
 

 

Fig 4 .Impact of being an EWR in a woman’s life 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Fig 4.1. Support from family 
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P4-Spending time for 

looking after children 

 P5-Family members 

looking after Children 

 

Fig. 4.2 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fig 5: Voice in Household decisions 

 
 

According to the survey the major factors affecting positively the 

performance of EWRs: 
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 Working for Panchayat - reported as main Occupation 

 

 Empowerment level of EWR 

 

 Years of Social Work 

 

 Years of Political Involvement 

 Involvement in group/ Community 

 

 Study Conclusions 

 

Socio-economic and demographic profile of elected women representatives 

 

• The Pradhan is the senior-most Panchayati Raj functionary at the Gram Panchayat 

level, and this is reflected in the data on age, which showed that Ward Members were 

generally younger than Pradhans. By gender, too, the seniority of males in politics was 

marked as elected female representatives were found to be generally younger than their 

male counterparts. 

• In terms of social groups, the distribution of elected representatives by caste reflects 

their distribution in the rural population. A large proportion of them are from the more 

disadvantaged sections of society (SC - 26%; ST - 13%). About 28 percent belong to 

the general category. 

• Generally, educational attainment was up to middle school or above among elected 

representatives (48%). Almost one-fifth were illiterate, but the gender gap was 

significant (women - 24%; men - 6%). As expected, the Pradhans had higher levels of 

educational attainment than the Ward Members. 

• Economic background, assessed across 'APL/BPL status' and the 'adequacy of food 

throughout the year,' revealed that Pradhans had a better economic status, and there was 

not much difference on the basis of gender. 

• The responsibilities that accompany a higher position in Panchayati Raj institutions 

are reflected in the higher proportion of Pradhans, as compared to Ward Members, 

spending the greater part of their time in panchayat related works. Other than this, the 

main activities were found to be 'farming' for men and 'household work' for women, 

neither of which is a surprising finding. 

 

Political career of EWRs 

• Usually, the time gap between getting associated with local politics and contesting the 

local body election for the first time was found to be very small, implying that the 

majority of the elected representatives did not have longstanding political linkages. It 

was with a few representatives that we find evidence of early association with local 

politics serving them in good stead in the long run. 
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• In the case of women representatives, prior association with any form of politics was 

low, and for most women the act of contesting the first election signaled their entry into 

active politics. Whatever prior association they had was of a limited nature. 

• In the case of male representatives, on the other hand, association with some form of 

local politics seems to have been a characteristic of their political careers. Most of them 

had been involved with community activity or politics in their youth before entering the 

panchayats. This early association may be indicative of their aspirations to pursue 

politics as a career. In the case of women, it is clear that the provision of reservations 

had played a determining role. An analysis of this data, by state or by elected status, 

does not reflect much difference on this aspect. 

• A family environment attuned to politics can be an important factor underlying the 

choice of politics as a career. However, as much as four-fifths of the elected 

representatives did not have anyone in their family affiliated with politics. This was 

more evident in the case of Ward Members as compared to Pradhans, and male 

representatives as compared to their women counterparts. 

• Husbands (30%) and other family members (12%) were reported as playing an 

important role in motivating women representatives to contest elections the first time. 

By contrast, their male counterparts are usually self motivated  (40%). 

• The majority of the elected representatives had contested only one election (87%) and 

hence the proportion of first timers in politics was also high (86%). Around 14 percent 

were re-elected more than once at the Gram Panchayat level. 

• Reservation has played a significant role as four-fifths of all the representatives got 

elected from reserved seats. 

Reservation facilitated the first entry into politics for most of the elected representatives 

(83%). However, it did not help much in continuing for second or third terms, as the 

proportion that got elected from the reserved seats was 45 percent and 58 percent 

respectively. The role of reservation was also evident from the fact that it emerged 

as an important motivator (43%) for contesting the first election as much as its 

withdrawal was an important reason for not contesting the election among former 

women representatives (39%). 

• Ex- women representatives, who faced defeat in their attempts to continue their 

careers, accepted that there was less social interaction and/or no proper campaigning 

(52%) on their part. The problem of unacceptability/conflict across different social 

categories was another important reason mentioned by two-fifths of them. 

• In line with the above discussion, and also based on the fact that 91 % did not contest 

any intermediate/ Zilla Parishad election, higher levels of political aspiration are 

generally not present among the Gram Panchayat- level Panchayati Raj functionaries. 

• After getting elected, acclimatization to the Panchayati Raj system for effective 

performance is facilitated by first undergoing a well-structured training programme. 

However, this opportunity was not available to a large proportion of newly elected 

representatives (43%). The chief reason was simple: 'training not being held (61%)', 

followed by 'not called for training (22%). 
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• Training in 'Rules and Regulations of Panchayats' and in 'Roles and Responsibilities' 

are very critical for better performance, but these were attended by 57 % of and 43 % of 

representatives respectively. Irrespective of gender and position, three-fifths apparently 

felt the need for training on the 'Rules & Regulations of Panchayats'. 

• High levels of satisfaction with different aspects of training such as logistical 

arrangements of training (seating, visibility of screen board, training material), quality 

of instructor (attitude and language) among those who attended the training further 

reinforces the importance of having a defined training programme for elected 

representatives. 

• By and large, training programmes are perceived as participatory in nature (90%), 

where questions could be easily asked (85%) and female representatives, reportedly, 

receiving treatment at par with male trainees (91%). 

• The findings also indicate that, overall, elected women representatives' functioning 

within an enabling environment at the level of the village community and the 

household. 

 

 

Quality of Participation of EWRs 

• Overall, the quality of participation assessed across various dimensions turned out to 

be reasonably good. A sizeable 93 % of male Pradhans reported performing their 

primary role of organising and attending the Gram Sabha meetings. Though in smaller 

numbers than male Pradhans, a significantly large proportion of female Pradhans (86%) 

also reported executing this important role of being a local Panchayati Raj functionary. 

However, the participation of women citizens of the village was reported to be quite low 

(less than 25%) which points to the need for better community mobilisation by elected 

representatives. 

 

• The satisfaction of the community with elected representatives' initiatives regarding 

Gram Sabha meetings was neither too high nor too low. Elected representatives forcing 

their ideas or dominating during Gram Sabha was not reported (86-89%), but, at the 

same time, their consideration of the community's voice was also not reported by 

a large majority (61%). 

• One-third of elected representatives report interactions with the police, local 

bureaucracy and officials in the line departments to discuss schemes or participation in 

election campaigns. As expected, this was slightly higher in the case of male 

representatives and among Pradhans. Taking proactive initiatives in signing petitions, 

participating in protests, alerting media or notifying police/court about local problems 

was mentioned by 24-35 percent of elected representatives. 

• The selection of beneficiaries for different schemes is usually done during Gram 

Sabha meetings (56%). But at least in one-third of the time, they are prepared ahead of 

the meetings for mere approval by the Gram Sabhas. (31%). According to the elected 

representatives, most of the time the programme guidelines related to drawing the list of 
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beneficiaries appear to be adhered to (81%). However, the community's perception 

about beneficiary selection for different schemes and its implementation were not that 

high. 

• Elected representatives' initiatives for public health such as awareness generation 

campaigns, drives for the prevention of disease, counselling/providing medical aid for 

family planning were mentioned by 41-51 % of community members, while around 58-

66 % reported their elected representatives' efforts for providing better education by 

efforts to increase enrolment and reduce dropouts from school. However, the majority 

of community members did not confirm such initiatives, indicating scope for further 

efforts on the part of their elected representatives. 

• The performance index, computed by using a range of questions related to the role of 

elected representatives, shows that the important determinants of good performance 

include the following: a longer duration of being an elected representative, training, 

education upto middle school and above, and, active engagement in panchayat work. 

 

Impact of participation of women and community development 

• The positive impact of entering politics and working as a Panchayati Raj functionary 

is evident from the fact that a sizeable proportion of women representatives perceive 

enhancement in their self-esteem (79%), confidence (81%) and decision-making ability 

(74%). 

• Becoming a Pradhan or Ward Member augments respect within the family (67%) as 

well as in the community at large (82%). Encouragingly, this change is more perceptible 

in the case of elected women representatives who also perceive an increased voice in 

decisions related to economic matters and other issues in their family (66-71%). 

• Beyond the household domain, and in the professional environment, an increase in 

attention from local government (64%), responsiveness of the Block Panchayat (60%) 

and recognition from other Panchayat Members (65%) is reported by a slightly higher 

proportion of female Pradhans. While no gender discrimination in the panchayat is 

reported by 60 % of elected women representatives, acceptability in panchayat meetings 

and enabling them to raise issues freely was mentioned by 94 % 

A supportive professional environment evidently motivates elected women 

representatives to perform better, as 60-64% reported an increase in their interaction 

with line departments and parallel bodies. Even the participation of common women 

citizens in various activities such as attending Gram Sabha meeting, etc. has reportedly 

increased (68-78%). 

 A large proportion (72%) reported having been actively involved in providing civic 

amenities, while 62% said they made efforts in increasing enrolment and mitigating 

domestic violence. 

 

Study Recommendations 

The following recommendations have been made within the broad conceptual 

framework .This suggests that if women are adequately empowered through a political 
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process, they would have enhanced capabilities for decision making, which, in turn, 

would be reflected in the quality of participation, impacting performance as well as her 

own development. 

 

Participation and Women's Development 

• The level of educational attainment seems to have played an important role in 

determining performance. Those educated showed a significant positive correlation with 

better performance of elected women representatives. On the other hand, those who 

were illiterate or had been educated below the level of primary school did not perform 

well. 

• The performance of women representatives who belonged to a younger age category 

(21-35 years) was better than those who were above 35. This finding was statistically 

significant, suggesting that younger women should be encouraged to join politics. 

• Imparting training emerged as a critical determinant of the performance of elected 

women representatives. A large proportion of women who received training have 

performed better. This was true for Pradhans (male/female) and Ward Members 

(male/female), though the data also show that 43 percent of elected women did not 

receive any training in their current political term. Hence, training should not only be 

made mandatory for all elected representatives, but it should also be organised 

regularly, covering multiple dimensions including rules and regulations, administrative 

issues, budgeting and finance and the implementation of development schemes. 

• In order to increase the effective participation of women, they should be given more 

honoraria, as the findings show that the representatives who devoted more of their time 

in doing Panchayat work register better performance. This finding was statistically 

significant. 

Membership of groups/committees plays an important role in terms of increasing the 

visibility of women in the village. A significant proportion of women representatives 

has said that they were earlier associated with groups/ committees and confirmed that 

this association has helped them in joining politics. Thus, such entities should be 

provided greater support. 

• Reservation is an opportunity to bring women into the mainstream. It provides them 

with a platform to interact, participate and enhance their image. It becomes more 

meaningful when women can sustain their political activity through re-election. The 

data shows that 85 % of the women representatives were first timers, and only 15% 

could get re-elected in the subsequent terms. Further analysis showed that a majority of 

ex-women representatives could not get re-elected because the seat from where they 

were elected was de-reserved in the next round. Hence, at the policy level, the rotation 

of seats may be discontinued for the women-headed Panchayats and Wards. 

• The data show that the duration (in years) of political involvement is directly 

proportionate to the performance of women representatives. As women progress in their 

political career, they become better performers by virtue of being politically more aware 

and experienced. Thus, the effort should be made not only to maintain the 
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representation of women in politics in terms of their percentage, but also their ability to 

remain in politics.[18] 

 

Report of the Seminar held on 2-3 March, 2009 at Vigyan Bhawan, New Delhi to 

discuss the findings of the Nationwide Survey on Elected Women Representatives 

in Village Panchayats: 

 

Shri Mani Shankar Aiyar  referred to his experience at the Mexico Conference on 

Decentralization, Local Power and Women‘s Rights on 18 November, 2008 organized 

by IDRC, when academics from India challenged the findings of the Study Report on 

EWRs, that he had referred to while delivering the inaugural address there. It was 

because of t his, that the Seminar had been organized bringing together academics who 

have specialized either in Panchayati Raj as a subject or women in Panchayati Raj, and 

a large number of relatively successful women in Panchayati Raj. 

 

Major Conclusions by Ms. C.P. Sujaya in the seminar 

 

1) The  special budget at state and central level for capacity building. One important 

difference was somebody saying that every state is different. Needs are different in 

different states. 

 

2.Cross learnings and interactions at all three levels are necessary. We always train 

panches or we train BDC members or we always train ZP members be we never train 

them together. So there should be cross learning and interaction. 

 

3)  Interface with women‘s movements. This has been brought up on several occasions 

and I said in my presentation that 3/5/7 EWRs in a panchayat are still a minority. You 

need to link them with a larger constituency of women. 

 

4)The next is for MoPR to interact with sister ministries. If panchayats are to be healthy 

and panchayats are to deserve devolution, MOPR should have some communication 

with the system Ministries running the CSSs and those concerned with the 29 subjects 

listed in the 11th Schedule. These Ministries may be only 6-7 in number. 

4)Gender sensitization of EMRs and civil servants.  

 

5)MoPR at act as a clearing house for capacity building, subject to the rider that you 

can‘t have a blueprint for all states. Strengthen the Gram Sabha. Emulate the example of 

Mahila Gram Sabha which was there in H.P. GOs should be issued so that all the Gram 

Panchayats have Gram Sabha meeting regularly. 

 

6)Support services: Support services means enabling women to carry out their duties as 

elected representatives.  
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7) More interpretation of existing data, state-wise data to be sent to all concerned states 

that was discussed be published every two years, the Study on EWRs should also be 

taken up at two year intervals. The EWRs report should be institutionalized in this 

manner. At the same time, there was no intention to focus on women alone for 

reviewing their performance. The whole of the Panchayat system, the performance of 

the different States and the Panchayat, irrespective of whether they were run by men or 

women, would come under the scanner. 

 

The Ministry should also institutionalize this interaction between the think tanks and 

universities and the elected women representatives through development of a permanent 

forum that could meet every year in November. 

8)The Ministry should also develop a centrally sponsored scheme that could enable it to 

develop a permanent platform for women representatives at the national level and three 

levels of the PRIs at the State level. At the State level and the national level, national 

forum would be a confederation of state forums and funding support could be extended 

for this purpose.[19] 

 

In 2008, women accounted for 18.4% of parliamentarians worldwide, and a woman 

headed the government in only thirteen countries (UNIFEM 2008). These gender 

disparities do not reflect legal restrictions—women can vote, support candidates, and 

run for office in almost every country. Rather, many suggest that in both rich and poor 

countries, women‘s access to public office is at least partly restricted by voter and party 

bias that favors male politicians. The belief that the gender of policymakers may have 

important consequences for policy decisions, and the possibility that such bias, if 

present, may be malleable has led policymakers to emphasize the importance of 

supporting early cohorts of female politicians. The assumption is that once voters learn 

that women can lead effectively, gender bias in politics will diminish. This possibility 

has led more than one hundred countries to introduce affirmative action policies for 

women in public office, either by law or through voluntary actions of political parties, 

over the last two decades . Although these policies have significantly increased female 

representation in politics  (Jones 2004) and have often altered subsequent policymaking 

), little is known about their impact on women‘s electoral prospects and voter attitudes 

toward female leaders. Although in many settings exposure to members of another 

group creates ―empathy,‖ whether mandated exposure to female leaders can 

successfully alter social norms or perceptions of women‘s ability to lead remains 

debated. A first reason for doubting their effectiveness is that voters may dislike quotas 

that restrict their choices, and therefore may dislike women leaders . Another is that 

voters may perceive gender quotas as violating social norms and potentially reducing 

the value of traditionally male activities. 

As a result, quotas may precipitate a backlash against female leaders and strengthen 

taste-based discrimination . An important counterargument is that mandated exposure to 
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women leaders informs voters on women‘s ability to lead. Consider the case where 

voters are risk-averse and no women were initially elected leaders (possibly because of 

some small initial taste discrimination). 

Because voters gain relatively more information on the male leaders they elect, they will 

perceive the choice of female leaders as risky and continue to favor male leaders, 

causing biased perceptions about women‘s effectiveness as leaders to persist. In such 

settings mandated exposure can reduce statistical discrimination and improve 

perceptions of female leaders‘ effectiveness (unless women make incompetent leaders 

and being exposed to them causes voters to update negatively). 

Reservations may have facilitated the entry of women in politics through multiple 

channels.  

First, female pradhans may act as important role models and mentors. Their presence 

may have directly motivated other women to participate in politics and made the public 

sphere less intimidating for women. Chattopadhyay and Duflo  show that women are 

more likely to attend, and speak during, village meetings in reserved GPs. 

 

 Second, female pradhans may have also helped create and strengthen political networks 

that benefit women politicians. We find evidence that parties are strategic and field 

more women candidates in GPs that are reserved for women pradhans.10 If parties 

recognize the need to find suitable female pradhan candidates in a third of allGPs in 

every election, then they may encourage elected female pradhans to identify and mentor 

women candidates. This process may take some time, which would explain why 

significant results emerge only after two electoral cycles.  

Third, women leaders take different policy decisions (see Chattopadhyay and Duflo 

[2004] and our results in Section IV.D); voters may discover a preference for these 

types of decisions over time. 

Indian villagers prefer male leaders and have negatively biased priors on the 

effectiveness of female leaders. On a scale of one to ten, male villagers rate their feeling 

toward female leaders more than one point below that toward male leaders; moreover, 

in never reserved villages hypothetical leaders with identical performance are evaluated 

as less effective if they are female. Although reservation does not make male villagers 

more sympathetic to the idea of female leaders, Chattopadhyay and Duflo‘s  IAT and 

speech and vignette results suggest that it makes them more likely to associate women 

with leadership and improves their evaluation of female leader effectiveness. The 

speech and vignette results suggest that voters immediately update their opinion on the 

effectiveness of female leaders in general (i.e., after being exposed to reservation once). 

The second generation of female pradhans benefit from this decline in bias: this may 

explain why they are liked as much as male pradhans. In contrast, the evaluation of the 

first pradhan elected during reservation continues to be colored by voters‘ initial prior 

against women. 

The timing of the impact on electoral outcomes follows naturally from the timing of the 

impact on citizens‘ explicit opinions: if, after one round of reservation, parties observe 
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that the general distaste for female leaders has not improved , and that voters are 

negatively disposed toward their current leaders , then they have no incentive to field 

women candidates. Analogously, individual women may not consider running in an 

environment where female leaders are not well regarded. However, once female 

pradhans‘ approval ratings improve, fielding women becomes a good idea. Thus, if 

reservation improves electoral outcomes for women, the effect should be stronger after 

two cycles of reservations than after one cycle. This is what is observed  in the electoral 

data. In the 2008 panchayat elections, the third since the reservation policy was 

implemented, more women were elected ward councilors and pradhans in GPs that had 

been reserved for women in the last two elections. The results provide striking evidence 

that although ten years of exposure to women leaders may not have changed voters‘ 

stated preference for male leaders, by giving voters a chance to learn about the 

effectiveness of women leaders, they have effectively improved women‘s access to 

political office. These results, of course, leave open the possibility that other channels of 

influence are also at work. Another important caveat of the study occurred in a state that 

has seen a single party in power for the last thirty years, where village councils have 

worked well, and where gender discrimination is considered less extreme than in some 

other Indian states. In other settings, taste discrimination against women leaders may 

play a larger role in determining electoral outcomes. An encouraging sign for the 

external validity of our findings is the study of Bhavnani (2008) , who finds similar 

results in Mumbai municipal wards. Conversely, the setting for this study is India, a 

poor country with relatively high levels of gender discrimination. It is possible that the 

impact of quotas in rich countries, which tend to have less gender discrimination, would 

look different. 

That said, these results provide some of the first evidence on the potential role for 

public policy in mitigating voter discrimination. 

While the political underrepresentation of women is widely documented, there is almost 

no credible evidence on whether public policy can influence voters‘ belief systems and 

prejudice. 

Much of the evidence from outside the political sphere suggests that policies that limit 

awareness of a candidate‘s gender may be an optimal short-run response to 

discrimination  (Goldin and Rouse 2000). The  results suggest that, in political settings 

where such strategies are infeasible, political affirmative action can play an important 

medium-run role. Although the first generation of women leaders may encounter 

significant prejudice, their experience can pave the way for others to go further. 

 

Chattopadhyay and Duflo‘s  paper has shown that reservation for SCs and women in the 

Panchayati Raj makes a difference: Both women and SCs invest more in what women 

and SCs seem to want (water for women, goods in SC hamlets for SCs).  

These results also suggest that, given the difficulty of targeting public transfers to 

specific groups in an otherwise decentralized system, reservation may be a tool to 

ensure not only adequate representation but also adequate delivery of local public goods 
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to disadvantaged groups. They fly in the face of skepticism founded on anecdotes or 

prejudice that women or SCs are not capable of being independent leaders. These results 

show that, whatever the process underlying the effects may be, women and SC leaders 

make a difference on the ground. Correcting imbalance in political agency does result in 

correcting inequities in other spheres as well . 

In this light, recent developments that try to tag other objectives onto the reservation 

policy are troubling. Six states (Haryana, Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and 

Madhya Pradesh, and Himachal Pradesh) now have laws mandating a two-child norm 

for members of the Panchayat. As  women and men Pradhans have the same number of 

children on average (around 2.5 in West Bengal). Since women do not necessarily 

control their fertility choices, and are unlikely to find it worthwhile to fight their family 

in order to be eligible for the Panchayat, this policy is likely to discourage women, or 

members of the SCs and STs, from being candidates, even when there is reservation, 

thus encouraging the situations that critics of the reservation policy describe, where 

―puppet candidates‖ will take the place of real candidates. De facto, it will thus reduce 

women‘s agency and, if anything, may result in an increase in fertility, rather than the 

opposite. 

This would be an unfortunate outcome, given the evidence that Panchayat leaders make 

a difference and that bringing women and SCs into politics may help in improving their 

welfare. 

Reduced fertility may be achieved by increasing women‘s bargaining power in the 

family, and an effective democracy with adequate women‘s representation may be more 

effective at achieving it than regulation that takes away from women and SCs what the 

73rd Amendment guarantees them. 

 

Table 2: Showing  the fraction of formal requests by type of good made by 

villagers to the Panchayat in the six months prior to the survey. 

 

 WOMEN MEN WOMEN MEN 

 ALL  ALL  

  

(1) 

(2) (3) (4) 

ALL 

PROGRAMS 

    

Public works 0.84 0.85 0.62 0.87 

Welfare Progs 0,10 0.04 0.19 0.03 

Child Care 0.01 0.01 0.07 0.01 

Health 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.04 

Credit & 

employment 

0.01 0.09 0.05 0.04 

BREAKDOWN     
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OF PUBLIC 

ISSUES 

Drinking water 0.31 0.17 0.54 0.43 

Road 

Improvement 

0.31 0.25 0.13 0.23 

Housing 0.11 0.05 0.03 0.04 

Electricity 0.08 0.10 0.03 0.02 

Irrigation & 

Ponds 

0.04 0.20 0.02 0,04 

Education 0.06 0.12 0.05 0.13 

Adult 

Education 

0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 

Others 0.10 0.09 0.20 0.12 

  

Notes: 

1. Each cell lists the number of times an issue was mentioned, divided by the total number of issues in 

each panel 

2. The data for men in West Bengal comes from a subsample of 48 villages. 

 

 In West Bengal, drinking water and roads were by far the issues most frequently raised 

by women. The next most important issue was welfare programs, followed by housing 

and electricity. 

In Rajasthan, drinking water, welfare programs, and roads were the issues most 

frequently raised by women. The issues most frequently raised by men in West Bengal 

were roads, irrigation, drinking water, and education. With the exception of irrigation, 

men have the same priorities in Rajasthan. 

These patterns of preferences are expected, in view of the activities of both men and 

women in these areas. Women are in charge of collecting drinking water, and they are 

the primary recipients of welfare programs (maternity pension, widow‘s pension, and 

old age pension for the destitute, who tend to be women). In West Bengal, they are the 

main source of labor employed on the roads. In Rajasthan, both men and women work 

on roads, and the employment motive is therefore common to both. However, men 

travel very frequently out of the villages in search of work, while women do not travel 

long distances; accordingly, men have a stronger need for good roads. 

 

In West Bengal, the percentage of women among participants in the Gram Samsad is 

significantly higher when the Pradhan is a woman (increasing from 6.9% to 9.9%). 

Since reservation does not affect the percentage of eligible voters attending the Gram 

Samsad, this corresponds to a net increase in the participation of women, and a decline 

in the participation of men. This is consistent with the idea that political communication 

is influenced by the fact that citizens and leaders are of the same sex. Women in villages 

with reserved Pradhans are twice as likely to have addressed a request or a complaint to 
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the GP Pradhan in the previous six months, and this difference is significant.12 The fact 

that the Pradhan is a woman therefore significantly increases the involvement of women 

in the affairs of the GP in West Bengal. In Rajasthan, the fact that the Pradhan is a 

woman has no effect on women‘s participation at the Gram Samsad or the occurrence of 

women‘s complaints. Note that women participate more in the Gram Samsad in 

Rajasthan, most probably because the process is very recent, and the GP leaders are 

trained to mobilize women in public meetings.[20] 

 

Comparison drawing a picture of women’s involvement in local 

government in the Asia and Pacific region.   

 

The Parity movement in France in 1992 raised a similar demand with the slogan 'all 

local and national elected assemblies will be made up of as many women as men'. In 

1992, only 4.3% women were elected to public office in France. Sweden topped the 

European Union with 40.4% women in its parliament. Holland had one-third followed 

by Germany and Austria with one-fourth women members. (Dannielle, Hoas Dubsoc: 

2001). 

 

Table 3:Percentage of women in local government in various countries in Souyh 

Asia 

 

Country Year women 

were eligible to 

vote and stand 

for Local 

Government 

Women in 

Local 

Government 

seats 

% of Total 

Srilanka 1938 2 

India 1947 33.3 

Pakistan 1970 33 

Nepal 1955 24.1 

Bangladesh 1947 33.3 

Thailand 1932 6.7 

Malaysia 1957 9.8 

Philipines 1937 16.5 

China 1949 22.1 

Vietnam 1946 19.8 

Japan 1946 6.2 

Australia 1908 26.3 

New Zealand 1910 31,5 

This comparative report has been prepared for the United Nations Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific Summit of Women Mayors and Councillors being 
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held in Phitsanulok, Thailand from 19 to 22 June 2001. This report has been compiled 

from 13 country reports submitted by the following countries: 

·  South Asia: Sri-Lanka, India, Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh 

·  South East Asia: Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines 

·  East Asia and the Pacific: China, Vietnam, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. 

 

The Current Situation 

Women are underrepresented in local government in the Asia and Pacific region. 

Statistics show the percentage of women in local government seats range from a 

high of 33 percent to a low of 2 percent. There are even fewer women in management 

positions in local government. 

Women in South Asia and the East Asia and Pacific sub-regions have had more 

electoral success overall than those in South-East Asia. In South Asia this success is 

directly related to a quota of reserved seats being allocated for women, a measure that, 

when introduced, instantly changed the level of women‘s involvement. In East Asia and 

the Pacific the numbers reflect the length of time women have been able to vote and 

stand for election; the overall level of development in most of these countries and the 

social and economic circumstances within which women live, and the long campaigns 

for changes to increase the numbers. 

Women have had more success at gaining access to decision-making positions in local 

government than to those at central government level. Research has shown that this is 

due mainly to: 

 local government being easier for women to fit into their lives along with family 

responsibilities and employment; 

 local government being more accessible as there are more positions available 

and less competition for places than in central legislatures; 

 reserved seats for women on local authorities (in some countries); 

 more acceptance of women in city and community government as it is seen as an 

extension of women‘s involvement in their communities. 

 

3. Factors that Affect Women’s Involvement in Local Government 

There are three key factors affecting women‘s involvement: 

3.1 Laws, Practices and Initiatives that ensure participation 

These include: 

(a) Statutory Provisions 

All 13 countries have statutory provisions that guarantee women the right to participate. 

All have also signed the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) which guarantees political and civil rights, 

although there are some reservations in some countries. 
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(b) National Policies and Programme 

These guarantees have led to policies and programmes which aim to work for change in 

women‘s lives. Some governments have established specific women‘s departments and 

plans. 

(c) Local Government Requirements 

Some local governments are required to ensure participation although this is not always 

gender specific. 

(d) Role of NGOs 

NGOs have taken a major role in encouraging women to participate. 

(e) Training 

Training is a crucial factor in encouraging women to participate and in ensuring this 

participation is effective. Training is provided throughout the whole region by NGOs, 

governments, political parties and training institutes. Some local governments have set 

up orientation and training programmes for women. 

(f) Regional and International Conferences 

These provide support, training and momentum for initiatives that increase the numbers 

of women. 

(g) Initiatives by Women In Local Government 

Women within local government encourage women to participate and have established 

their own associations for support and training. 

3.2 Barriers to participation 

These include: 

(a) Fundamental Inequality 

While women have constitutional rights they are not seen as equal, their roles are 

closely tied to their reproductive and household activities, and politics and community 

affairs are seen as unsuitable for them. In many countries women are constrained by 

obstacles such as culture and tradition (the view that men are superior to women), 

religion, political turmoil, violence, money, workloads and lack of opportunities. 

Demographic statistics, particularly in the South Asia sub - region, show low literacy 

rates, poor health rates and poverty, all of which point to a lack of basic rights to such 

things as education, health care, safety and employment opportunities. 

(b) Political and Economic Instability 

Political and economic instability affects the development of a political culture with 

democratic norms. Socio-economic norms and religious interpretations are frequently 

used for challenging and reinterpreting women‘s rights and creating insecurity for 

women. And while women have equal political rights to participate, in reality they can 

be actively discouraged to do so. Highly patriarchal societies enforce rules, 

responsibilities and behaviour for women, enforcing these norms in ways that affect 

their self-confidence, limiting their access to information and skills and reinforcing their 

lower status. 
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(c) Discrimination 

Women face discrimination when standing for office and when elected or appointed to 

local government positions. Attitudes that put politics and decision making into the 

male preserve see women as incapable of management and governance roles. 

(d) The Male Environment within Political Institutions 

While there are few women on decision-making bodies the styles and modes of working 

are those that are acceptable to men. This can limit the extent to which women can raise 

women‘s issues and issues of social justice. Some also find they are judged harshly by 

society and by their colleagues. 

(e) Costs 

Campaign expenses are prohibitive for women, particularly while they continue to earn 

less than men in the labour market. Once elected the rate of remuneration can be 

insufficient for what is, in some countries, almost a full time job. The lack of childcare 

and the timing of meetings can also be a barrier. 

 

3.3 Impact of the Political System on Participation 

The following aspects of political systems can affect women‘s involvement: 

 (a) The Local Government System 

Women‘s involvement in local government can depend on the level of democracy 

practised. Women can be disadvantaged by a system of local government which is 

strictly controlled by central government, is totally reliant on central funding, has little 

accountability to its community and to which members are appointed. Women are more 

likely to participate in a devolved system of local government that, while working 

within central or state government statute, has more autonomy, greater financial 

freedom, holds regular elections and is open to change. 

(b) Electoral System 

The electoral system used for electing representatives has had a significant impact on 

women‘s access to political office. Proportional representation party list systems of 

election can result in more women being elected. 

(c) Wards versus At-Large Systems of Election 

There is also some evidence that local elections based on ward representation improve 

women‘s chances of being elected as women candidates are more likely to be known to 

voters than in an at-large election across the city. Wards also enable more women to 

stand for election as campaigning costs are not as high as in a city wide election. 

(d) A Quota of Reserved Seats for Women 

The introduction of quotas systems for women in local government in many countries in 

the South Asia region has resulted in significant increases in the number of women 

being elected and employed. 

(e) Access to and Effectiveness of Reserved Seats 

Even with quotas there are barriers to women accessing reserved seats and effectively 

participating once there. In some cases reserved seats are decided through indirect 

election and women in reserved seats have little autonomy. Reserved seats can be seen 
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as having an inferior status and a lack of constituency and the ability to be part of 

decision-making can still be blocked from within the system. Considerable support and 

training is needed to assist women to learn the way in which the political environment 

works and support is also needed to help them fulfil both their public and private roles. 

(f) Kinship Ties 

While kinship ties have enabled many women to access political positions, their election 

or appointment into political environments that remain inherently conservative and male 

can mean they have little opportunity to change policies, particularly for women. For 

women without family connections, barriers to participation remain. 

(g) Political Party Support for Women 

Political parties have historically acted as gatekeepers to women‘s participation in 

politics as with few positions available they only field a token number of women 

candidates, believing instead that voters prefer male politicians. 

(h) The Adversarial Nature of Politics 

Women are not prepared to be involved in political environments which support an 

aggressive culture, combative debate and personality conflicts as well as male 

colleagues who have difficulty coping with women and so belittle and personally attack 

them. The increasing corruption in politics is another disincentive. 

 

4. The Impact of Women as Transformative Leaders 

There is a growing recognition of the impact that women have on political institutions 

and agendas. Their different approaches to governance have been defined as a version 

of transformative leadership, a framework within which power is used to create change 

and develop people and communities. This type of leadership is non-hierarchical and 

participatory, and it gives priority to disadvantaged sectors. 

As part of the research undertaken for the 13 country reports on which this analysis is 

based, questionnaires were distributed to women in each country in order to find out the 

impact these women have on local government and the impact that more women are 

likely to have. It is clear that these women believe they practise transformative 

leadership. The evidence they present is of different agendas and styles from men and 

they show that their presence has an impact on local government and on women in 

general. The nature of their leadership is defined by the issues they promote, their style 

of leadership and their impact on equality. 

4.1. The Issues they Promote 

These women say they have: 

 a greater sense of social issues and the well being and welfare of their 

communities. Their priorities are more likely to centre on housing, safety, clean 

water, sanitation, education, the social implications of policies, health services, 

childcare, poverty alleviation and community development. 

 a commitment to improving the environment within their communities. In 

planning city development, local government women take into account the 
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physical considerations, the quality of life, harmony in art and culture and 

environmental development. 

 different priorities and are prepared to spend time on issues that some men find 

trivial such as family issues, dowry problems and violence against women and 

children. 

 a focus on change, preferring a more democratic and transparent approach to 

governance in an effort to move away from the adversarial and, in some cases, 

corrupt image of politics. 

4.2. Their style of Leadership 

They say their leadership: 

 is more inclusive, collaborative and consultative 

 is more tolerant of different points of view 

 is more people orientated 

 encourages participation 

 places a higher emphasis on the importance of good communication with their 

communities 

 uses more democratic and facilitative forms of decision-making 

 is based on leadership by example, focusing on the issues rather than 

personalities 

 is more assertive, innovative and conscientious. 

4.3. Their Impact on Equality 

The women said that they encourage equality by: 

 encouraging more women to be politically aware and to participate 

 ·promoting gender equity policies 

 ·providing role models for other women and promoting women to decision 

making positions 

 improving the status of women by promoting policies, projects and funding for 

development that increases understanding of conditions for women and children 

changing the environment of local government, making it more people friendly, 

consultative and more transparent. 

 changing the focus of policies and services within local government to take 

account of the real needs of the community. 

 accelerating change. 

 

 

5. Proposals for Change 

The priority is to increase significantly the number of women in local government. 

It is clear that a comprehensive country-level strategy that takes into account the 

specific issues related to the status of women in society, structures of government and 

the culture of governance, needs to be discussed and adopted in order to increase the 

representation and participation of women in local government. 
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The research suggests four key strategies. 

5.1. Changes to the systems within which local government operates 

 A quota of reserved seats for women to be implemented in countries where few 

women have been elected. These reserved seats to be permanent, filled through 

direct and open elections and to have the same status as general seats 

 Proportional representation systems of voting be implemented 

 The number of elected positions at community level be maintained 

 Wards systems for electing representatives be retained 

 EEO programmes to ensure more women are employed in local government and 

to enable more women to move into senior management positions 

 Elected representatives to be paid at a level that will enable more women to 

participate 

 Local government implement the policies outlined in Agenda 21 on good 

governance 

 Consultation processes be established to ensure women participate 

 Funding allocated for gender and development that emphasises capacity 

building, networking and advocacy 

 Women‘s standing committees be established 

 Recruitment by political parties of women candidates 

5.2. Ways of changing attitudes towards women in local government 

 The culture of local government needs to change to ensure that women are 

treated fairly and equally and to make sure that discrimination against women is 

not acceptable 

 Gender awareness programmes for men and women need to be developed 

 Local government needs to be more women friendly. Consensus style politics 

and meetings at times that fit into the other responsibilities that women have, 

will enhance the political environment 

 Opportunities need to be made available for women as soon as they are elected 

to learn about local government and their governance role and to provide them 

with support. 

5.3. Strategies to increase the number of women 

 Strategies need to be adopted to change policies and structures that perpetuate 

women‘s subordinate status 

 Policies on economic and social empowerment are needed to enable women to 

participate on an equal footing with men 

 Local government needs to work closely with NGOs, civil societies and 

women‘s groups to develop communities and services that take account of the 

needs of women 

 Women in local government need financial support, childcare, support systems 

and training opportunities 
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 Women‘s associations to be established for women councillors and managers in 

local government to provide a voice for women‘s views and a base for 

networking 

 Women in local government need to encourage more women to participate 

 Funds to be established to assist women to run for election 

 Gender-disaggregated statistics need to be collected to increase the visibility of 

women. 

5.4. Training 

 Training programmes to be established by NGOs, political parties, educational 

and political institutions to help women in local government develop skills and 

self confidence and to enable them to learn the functions and processes within 

this tier of government 

 Training to be provided for women candidates on the political system, local 

government functions and processes 

 Workshops be provided on gender awareness and development for both women 

and men in order to educate people on women‘s rights and the importance of 

women‘s equality 

 Girls and young women‘s education should include training on self reliance, 

self-confidence and their potential for decision-making positions. 

 

6. Regional Support 

 A regional structure needs to be considered as a pivotal part of changes put in 

place to ensure the numbers of women in local government increase, training 

and support networks are established and to assist with ensuring that the political 

environment become more women friendly and political agendas include women 

and development issues. While there are already regional networks in the Asia 

and Pacific area that focus on women‘s empowerment, none of these focus 

primarily on women in local government. 

 Regional actions should focus on: 

 Establishing regional targets for increasing the number of women in local 

government within timeframes and monitoring progress achieved. 

 Promoting exchange of experience and information as well as comparative 

research. 

 Promoting regional, sub-regional and country-based training programmes on 

gender mainstreaming, training for women already in local government and for 

women aspiring for positions in local government. 

 Catalysing resource mobilisation at the country level to support training and 

campaigns for women candidates in local governments.[21] 
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The 110th amendment to the Constitution  

 

The amendment mandated at least 50% of the seats to be reserved for women. The 

salient features of the amendment are: 

 

1. The Committee note that the proposed ‗Constitution (One Hundred and Tenth 

Amendment) Bill, 2009‘ seeks to amend Article 243 D so that the reservation for 

women in Panchayats in the total number of seats, offices of Chairpersons and in the 

seats reserved for the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes across three tiers is 

raised from ‗not less than one-third‘ to ‗not less than one-half‘. Reservation for women 

belonging to the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe categories in the offices of 

Chairpersons in Panchayats at each level is also proposed to be ‗not less than onehalf‘. 

The Committee are of the firm view that enhancement of reservation for women in 

Panchayats would not only ensure their increased representation and participation in 

Panchayats, but would also facilitate women in general and women from the most 

marginalized communities becoming politically active. Incidentally, the Committee find 

that almost all experts/NGOs and representatives of State Governments who have 

tendered evidence before the Committee have unanimously supported the Bill. 

According to the Secretary, Legislative Department, there is no legal or Constitutional 

objection to increase the reservation for women to 50 per cent in Panchayats. Having 

considered all aspects, the Committee agree with the proposed amendments and 

recommend consideration of the Bill subject to certain modifications suggested in this 

report. 

 

2. The Committee note that the modalities regarding rotation of reserved seats has been 

left entirely to the States with the result there will be no uniformity among States in the 

matter of rotation. The Committee have been informed that only Tamil Nadu and Bihar 

have the provision of rotation of seats after two cycles and that the Ministry of 

Panchayati Raj is in the process of interacting with State Governments on this issue. 

The Committee desire that action should be taken through this Constitutional 

amendment to achieve a measure of uniformity in the modalities of rotation of seats by 

ensuring that rotation of seats after at least two cycles is provided for. 

 

3. The Committee are of the view that enhancement of reservation for women in 

Panchayats ought to be accompanied by sound measures for capacity building and 

training of Elected Women Representatives (EWRs) in Panchayats. With the proposed 

increase in the percentage of reservation for EWRs, there will be expected increase of 

about 4 lakh EWRs which will call for augmented efforts in capacity building. On 

hearing the representatives of State Governments, NGOs/experts in this regard, the 

Committee received an impression that efforts in capacity building and training of 

EWRs so far leave much to be desired. The Committee feel that ‗the National Capacity 
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Building Framework (NCBF)‘ is under-funded and has not been effectively 

implemented so far. This must be corrected. In this connection, the Committee suggest 

that in order to meet the Capacity Building and Training requirements of PRIs, one per 

cent of the funds for centrally sponsored schemes of different Ministries related to rural 

development be earmarked for Capacity Building and Training under NCBF. This 

amount may also be utilized for catering to promote e-governance in PRIs by utilizing 

the information and communication technology network of the National Informatics 

Centre (NIC). As in the case of Karnataka, West Bengal and some other States, e-

systems and satellite-based training and capacity building should be promoted 

countrywide to ensure adequate outreach to elected representatives of PRIs particularly 

EWRs. The Government is stated to be taking measures to strengthen State Institutes of 

Rural Development (SIRDs) and other training institutions besides promoting public-

private partnership for capacity building. The Ministry of Panchayati Raj has also 

proposed to set-up District-cum-Resource Centres involving NGOs for imparting 

quality training to EWRs. The Committee desire that immediate steps should be taken 

to ensure effective implementation of all capacity building plans so that the proposed 

enhancement of reservation of seats for women in Panchayats really yield intended 

results. 

5.One of the inadequacies which impedes women empowerment relates to lack of 

amenities and inadequate remuneration to elected women representatives. There has 

also been wide disparity among States in the grant of allowances and remuneration to 

elected representatives. There is unanimity among different experts and State 

Governments that there should be adequate enhancement of remuneration and 

allowances to elected representatives of Panchayats to enable them to perform their 

duties effectively. The Thirteenth Finance Commission has recommended a Basic Grant 

at the rate of 1.5 per cent and a further Performance Grant of 0.5 percent rising to one 

per cent of the total divisible pool, amounting to a minimum absolute amount of Rs. 

63,050 crore and possibly upto Rs. 90,000 crore over the five year cycle. The 

Committee suggest that the Panchayats may be advised to provide for honorarium and 

sitting fee for elected representatives out of the ‗un-tied‘ Basic and Performance Grants 

recommended by the Thirteenth Finance Commission. The Committee hope that in 

order to ensure effective performance of elected representatives of Panchayats, the 

Ministry of Panchayati Raj will take up the matter appropriately with State 

Governments and ensure adequate amenities to elected representatives. 

 

6.It transpired during the Committee‘s examination that there have been instances of 

some Panchayats being run by spouses/close relatives of the Elected Women 

Representatives (EWRs). The Committee note that in order to deter such 

unconstitutional practices, the Ministry of Panchayati Raj has issued communications to 

different States/UTs in January, 2010 and in February, 2010. The Committee hopes that 

the State Governments would take the issue of proxy attendance seriously and take 
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effective steps to prevent this. The Committee desire that as has already been made 

clear, if such proxy attendance takes place in the meetings of the PRIs, the concerned 

Government Officers/Secretaries who allow relatives to attend instead of office bearers 

should be proceeded against by the Department. [22] 

 

Some case studies 

Case 1 

Haleuru gram panchayat is located between Malgudi, the district headquarters, and 

Balgudi, the taluk HQ—it is 17 km from each on the main highway. The total 

population is over 4000. There are 490 houses and 580 families. The GP is divided into 

7 wards, and has 8 members. Two positions are reserved for SCs and one for STs. Out 

of the 8, 4—four—are women. 

When the elections to the GP were held in 1993, there was considerable discussion in 

the village. Under the guidance of the elders of the village, it was decided that only one 

candidates‘ name would be proposed for each post. So each member was declared 

elected without a contest. 

After the election, the post of GP President was reserved for an ST woman. Smt 

Gangamma Jayakar, the only eligible candidate, thus became the President. She has 

passed her 4
th

 standard. 

The other members who did not mind her being an `ordinary member‘, could not accept 

her in the role of the President of the GP. They asked her to resign, so that one of the 

others could take over as President. This she was not willing to do. The others refused 

to co-operate with her. 

She sought the advice of the officials at the taluk and zilla levels. She was told that she 

need not resign: the post was hers by right. She was also told that the quorum for 

meetings was 3 members, and that she and two other members could take decisions. 

With the help of the two SC members, she conducted the meetings. When the others 

protested against this, as advised by the officials she went to the High Court in 

Bangalore, which ruled in her favour. After that, the three members have been 

conducting meetings for the village. The others attend every third meeting, sign the 

register and leave (just to retain their membership]. They refuse to co-operate in the 

running of the panchayat so long as she remains President. She can be a "number", but 

not a "member"! 
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These members also argue with the GP secretary, who therefore seeks an excuse to ask 

for a transfer. The present Secretary is the third one in this term. Gangamma is not 

happy with him. 

Ms Jayakar feels that she could have achieved a lot more if the others co-operated. As it 

is, in getting works like gutters dug, she has effectively to work alone. But she is proud 

that she could get a bus stand constructed. She could do all this because of the support 

of officials at the TP and ZP levels. 

Several questions arise. Does a mere reservation for women bring in social change? 

What is the relation between caste and class? Here, reservation has brought to 

prominence a person who would never have attained such a position under "normal" 

conditions. Would a man have fared differently in this situation? Can officials make the 

difference to the functioning of local governments to this extent? If so, under what 

conditions will they play a positive role, as in this case? 

Case 2 

There has been a public protest, early in January 1999, by the women members of the 

Malgudi zilla panchayat. Located in the capital of the state, this should be a "model" of 

sorts. It is. The women, who we noticed in the course of our visits, always sat in one 

group on one side of the chamber, have now said there is no point reserving seats for 

them if there is no intention of the ZP listening to what they have to say. They have 

pointed out that the current President is a woman. Yet when Ms Ganga Bai was present 

in the chamber and presiding over the meeting, the Vice President, a man, was 

answering the questions that were being raised. The President was not allowed to 

answer! They have pointed out that when the President in the house, the Vice President 

cannot usurp her powers and functions. 

 She has been elected from a remote part of Malgudi—a very backward area with poor 

roads, no electricity and little drinking water. We had to walk a long way to get to her 

place. When we got there we were told she did not live there; she has been living for 

long in Malgudi. We could not find her in Malgudi either. The phone number given to 

us as a contact number turned out to be that of an STD booth that did not know her. Yet, 

one day, she became the President of the zilla panchayat. 

It is not surprising this matter has come to the fore. It is surprising it has taken so long 

to do so. And we do not know how the issue will be resolved. It clearly shows the 

situation in which women have to work after getting elected. 
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The Chief Executive Officer of this ZP is also a woman—an IAS officer. But she seems 

to have no difficulty in doing her job. We have seen her differing on many matters with 

the earlier President, a powerful male politician. 

What questions does this protest raise? Ms Ganga Bai is clearly a "dummy" member, 

there because a male relative could not contest due to the reservation for women. What 

is she to do? In a traditional society, it is difficult for men to accept women in positions 

of authority. These is not only a loss of face, but of power that has been exercised 

without gender controls till now. What kind of orientation do men need in this situation? 

Has this question been addressed in any way in training them? And if it is ignored then 

what will be the consequences for women? Also, why is it the CEO does not seem to 

face such problems? Does belonging to the IAS give her a special status? Or is it the 

fact that she is highly educated? If so, is this a gender question at all? 

 Case 3 

Is Gangavva Bai President of Hosahalli Gram Panchayat? The question is not an idle 

one. 

Hosahalli gram panchayat is located in Malgudi district, about 55 Km from the district 

HQ. It is on the main road to Bhimeshwar, about 10 Km from Balgudi—the taluk HQ. 

In 1991 it had a population of 10,991, of which 707 were SC and 365 ST. The area 

grows chilly, and the village has 100 small farmers, 498 medium farmers and 410 large 

farmers. The GP consists of Hosahalli village and Nayahalli hamlet. It is a relatively 

prosperous village, with a railway station and 6 primary schools. 80% of the houses 

have tap water facility. 

Elections for the gram panchayat, which has 28 members, were held in 1993. 9 seats are 

reserved for women. The post of President was reserved for an SC woman—and 

Jamunavva became the President. She had the support of two other members who were 

also SCs. The rest of the panchayat members did not like the fact that her associate—a 

man who they said was her lover—began to dictate events in the panchayat. They 

moved a no confidence motion against Jamunavva and she was voted out of office in 

1995. The presidency, however, was reserved for an SC woman, and the other woman, 

who supported Jamunavva, refused to accept the Presidency. Since she was an SC, and 

a friend of Jamunavva, the others also did not really want her as President. 

Now comes the astounding part. All the other members [except Jamunavva and her 

friend] resigned, and the panchayat got dissolved. For one year this state of affairs 

continued. An administrator was appointed to look after routine matters. 
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;When no work could be done, the elders in the village decided to act. New elections 

were scheduled, and a new panchayat was elected without contest. They took the 

officials into confidence, and effectively "selected" 27 members to the GP—on the 

16
th

 of July 1997. Most of them were people who had lost the election in 1993. This 

group elected Gangavva, who is an SC, "selected" into the panchayat, President. Since 

then, panchayat matters have been running smoothly—the panchayat‘s tax collection is 

about 3 lakhs! 

Is this a situation we purists can be happy with? Was this situation due to gender effects, 

or not? What was the basis of objection – that it was Jamunavva‘s lover who was 

dictating terms? Would it have been acceptable if her husband was doing so?! Are 

reservations for women alone enough to bring in democratic change in our society? 

And, if the local people have accepted this situation, and it is performing well, then is 

opposition on merely ethical grounds correct in a democracy? 

Case 4 

Ms Gangamma Jayker has just completed her 20-month term as President of the 

Malgudi zilla panchayat. She now plans to contest the election to the Legislative 

Assembly of Karnataka when elections come around later in 1999. 

Gangamma is a product of reservations in the PRI system. She comes from a small 

village called Haleuru in Malgudi taluk, and belongs to the SC category. Her childhood 

story is typical [in several respects] to women born into that strata of society. She was 

married at the age of 10 had a son at 13, and struggled to get a primary education—

walking 7Km to go to school. She was the only girl from the area going to school. She 

completed her primary education, and attended school till the 8
th

 standard. 

Being educated she felt she should do something for the women in her village, and 

started a mahila mandal. Growing to strength of 100 members this mandal was 

successful in accessing govt loans meant for poor women—like sewing machines under 

TRYSEM. This was the beginning of her political career. When the PRI institutions 

were set up in 1987, the mandal became her base, and she was elected to the mandal 

panchayat—the second tier in the earlier Karnataka system. She completed her five-year 

term, and learned a great deal about the functioning of local government in the process. 

She established good links with politicians from the area—in particular the local MLA, 

X.Y. Patel, who later became a minister in the J.H. Patel ministry in Karnataka. 

These panchayats were abolished by the Bangarappa government, and later, after the 

73
rd

 amendment, when elections were held for the new gram panchayats in 1993, she 

was elected once again—and offered the presidency of the GP. She did not accept this. 

She wanted to fight elections to the Zilla Panchayat and did so by resigning from the GP 
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when elections were called. In the ZP, the post of President was reserved for a woman 

from the SC category—and she fought for this position. With the support of X.Y. Patel, 

who was powerful in Bangalore, she won the position. Although she had the usual 

problems, she completed her term, and at the end of it, she brought out a pamphlet on 

her achievements. 

In Gangamma‘s view, the earlier two-tier system was better than the current three-tier 

system. It is a matter of local autonomy, she says. In the current system, there is greater 

delay built in. 

Gangamma Jayker is an example of the new politician emerging from the PRI system in 

Karnataka. Women like her would have found it impossible to make a mark in the 

system without the reservations. Yet, she argues that this is only a first step. Without 

educational improvements, women will find it difficult to work the system. 

Gangamma shows the system of reservations for women and for depressed sections of 

society working at its best. How many such cases are there? Do cases that show genuine 

growth of new political players, like Gangamma, outnumber the cases of "proxy" 

members and so on? Under what conditions will such reservations lead to positive 

results, especially where women are concerned? How will established politicians react 

to the emergence of politicians like Gangamma? We do not know. 

 Case 5 

Gangamma Jayaker is a sarpanch. She had been active in her village, and, after the 

panchayat elections, had been elected sarpanch. She is very keen on promoting 

education. An educated person herself, she has been running literacy classes for women 

in her village – and continues to do even after her election. On hearing of the 

government program for girl‘s education, she got the details of the scheme, and 

followed the procedures to get a school opened in her village. When she heard that we 

were visiting schools in the area, she made sure that we visited her school 

Her activities did not go unnoticed in the village. She was going against age-old 

traditions and customs. Some of the panchs got together, and got her defeated in a no-

confidence motion. She was forced out of office. She was not discouraged. She fought 

back, organised, made her political deals, and got re-elected sarpanch when the post 

came up for re-election. She is the kind of person from whom the political leaders of the 

future will emerge. While there are people like her around, there is little doubt that 

panchayati raj will succeed – and not be male dominated either! People like her can be 

relied upon to develop their areas responsibly. 
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How many persons like Gangamma Jayakar are there in our rural areas? How many of 

them are capable of fighting as she did? What gave her the confidence, and strength to 

fight as she did? Would it be very surprising if many of them did not relish such fights 

and opted for "softer" solutions? What can we do so that the system supports the 

Gangamma Jayakers? 

Case 6 

Ms Gangamma and Ms Jamunavva were elected President and Vice President of 

Malgudi District panchayat, defeating Shri Honappa and Shri Siddappa respectively, 

when elections became due after the earlier incumbents had completed their 20-month 

term of office. Is this a cause for celebration by women? 

Ms Gangamma was elected from Haleouru constituency in Balgudi taluk on a party A 

ticket. Ms Jamunavva was elected from Hosaouru in Malgudi taluk on a party B ticket. 

Four hours prior to the election for the ZP President and Vice President, Ms Gangamma 

joined party B along with 5 "rebel" members of party A. A former President of the ZP, 

Shri Ayaram, who had joined party C after being expelled from party A some time ago, 

accompanied her in this. He too joined party B. As a result of this re-alignment, party 

B‘s strength in the ZP rose to 11 from 4 previously. 

;In the election, Ms Gangamma and Ms Jamunavva, as party B‘s candidates, secured 11 

votes against 8 for the party A‘s candidates. 

Ms Gangamma is 45 years old and is a graduate. She has worked in literacy 

programmes and organised women in different ways in Balgudi taluk. She said she 

joined her new party to end political uncertainly and to work with others for the 

development of the district. 

Ms Gangamma has shown considerable political dexterity. The realignment of party 

loyalty of a few persons has changed the fortunes of major political parties in the 

district. Few men could match these political skills. But has this in anyway improved 

the status of women in Malgudi? Has this in anyway improved political ethics? Has Ms 

Gangamma stuck a blow for gender, or for personal gain? If women behave in this 

manner, what benefits does reservation bring? 

These cases, of which we have direct knowledge, raise a number of issues for 

discussion. However, the direct positive gender impact from them cannot be assessed.. 

Except for the fact that women are fully into the political process, what specific gains 

have women made in Malgudi? 
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One, the grinding poverty in which most of the people live makes abstract notions of 

democracy and ethics rather distant concepts. Exploitation of different sorts is a reality. 

Corruption is a matter of routine, where payment of a bribe is at best seen as a minor 

nuisance to getting something, never mind that it is a right, done. It is into this situation 

that local self-government has been introduced from the top. If one goes by the spirit of 

the Balwant Rai Mehta Committee report, nothing loftier than an efficient local tier of 

development administration was intended. This is what the higher level would like to 

see. It is important to remind ourselves of this basic truth. 

Added to this is the fact that the women who have come in under caste reservation have 

come in `with their social and economic disadvantages‘ – mostly non-literate, with little 

productive assets, largely dependent on wage labour and into a rural society that has 

fixed places for various castes and gender. These cannot be changed by a wave of the 

constitutional amendment wand! 

 Two, while people have a clear sense of survival, they are prepared to cope in a feudal 

type system in which direct action does not work. Rural reality is complex—being freed 

from bondage has often not meant freedom as many expected it to. Experience has 

taught them to go slow, to approach their goal indirectly. They have to decide if 

attending PR meetings is sometimes worth missing their daily wage. This is even more 

so in the case of women, who have to worry about crying babies and hungry husbands. 

This is how they see the new system of PRIs. Thus, it is unrealistic to expect much in 

terms of their response. It has first to be demonstrated that the system is indeed here 

to stay. In West Bengal, it is only after one or two rounds of elections had been held 

that the system settled down as a permanent part of the rural countryside. In Karnataka, 

the constant tinkering with the system has meant that people are still cautious about this 

system. No one is sure it will not be overturned tomorrow!  

Three, the new system co-exists with traditional institutions. The elders wield power in 

a way the Constitution may not have foreseen. If the PRIs are to succeed in their main 

goals, then they must work in harmony with these traditional institutions, not confront 

them head-on. This is easier said than done. 

The traditional institutions have not given space for women. The pros and cons of this 

are beyond the scope of this paper. It is enough to note that many of the factors that 

hindered women in the earlier systems continue to exist and operate in rural areas—and 

legal changes cannot change them. 

Four, giving women positions in the panchayats is good in itself. But it would be naïve 

to believe that it would address social injustice or issues of poverty. Women have class 

and caste identities, not just a gender identity. In fact gender as a phenomenon hardly 
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ever appears in a pure form. It is almost always alloyed with caste, class and 

religious factors. In matters where there is a clash between gender and caste or 

class, we cannot expect women to align themselves with other women, going 

against their caste or class loyalties. 

Some women have developed political ambitions too, especially when it is seen as a 

quick means for upward mobility. And political survival will be difficult if they "betray" 

class and caste interests. This is why the reservation of the posts of President to the 

SC/ST category is so resented. They can be members of the panchayat, but not its 

President or Vice President. And if they are in such posts then a conflict between their 

different roles is inevitable. Different individuals will cope in different ways. The 

problem is in society, not in the panchayat that only reflects social reality. 

Five, it is essential that the panchayat system be stable. In Karnataka, the state began 

well in the 1980s. But since then the spirit of local democracy has taken several steps 

backward. The state Act passed after the 73
rd

 amendment is far less progressive than the 

earlier one. Given that both were imposed from the top, the withdrawal can be seen as a 

response of politicians at the higher level to the backlash on the ground—from 

politicians and the civil servants. But the continuing tinkering with this Act has done 

little to convince people that the system is here to stay. In this situation, women in 

particular will choose to play safe. What is the point of risking one‘s local position with 

powerful people if the system itself is likely to undergo changes? The experience of 

West Bengal provides a strong contrast to Karnataka. 

Six, the power enjoyed, and exercised by line departments of the state government, will 

have to be reduced. Today, it is they who decide major matters. And officials, who 

belong to these departments, treat district postings—and panchayat authorities—as 

minor nuisances. This administration is quite gender insensitive. It is just not enough 

that there are women in the civil service—the service has to be sensitised. While an 

effort has been made in Karnataka to reduce diarchy in administration by giving the 

Chief Executive Officer a co-ordinating role in the ZP, much more needs to be done. 

Capabilities have to be developed at this level. It is only when ZPs develop their own 

[gender sensitive] expertise that they can begin to chart their own path. Important 

in this will be co-ordination amongst themselves. For example, they could get together 

to form an Inter-District Council on the lines of the Inter-State Council. It is important 

that, in such a body, the Chief Minister remains one among equals, not a superior. This 

kind of body does not exist at all at the moment. Much needs to be done. 

Seven, NGOs work in the social sector, and have strong links at the grassroots. They do 

not have a very positive experience of government at this level. In fact, many of them 

came on the scene because government was unable to deliver the goods. There are 

NGOs that resent the emergence of PRIs because they now have to vacate space for 
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these new bodies. There are some who argue that panchayats are NGOs. There are 

NGOs that see PRIs as rivals and competitors for implementing government 

programmes and believe they are superior because they are not "political". NGOs have 

been involved in training those elected to PRIs. But there are also other NGOs that have 

welcomed the emergence of these local governments. It will be essential to reduce the 

hostility of some of these NGOs to PRIs in the coming years. How is this to be done? 

Eight, what has been the impact of PRIs on women individually? Why is it that so many 

of them say they do not wish to contest elections again, in spite of the fact that it has 

given them power and status? Is it that they have only male role models that they do not 

wish to follow? Is it that this experience has taught them they cannot change the system 

without joining it, in all its corruption? This needs deeper probing. 

The experiences of women in the PRIs has been so varied, across the three levels of the 

PRIs and the different states that except for some 'tautological' statements little can be 

said. 

It is important to  distinguish between women who hail from families with political 

background and those who can be termed 'first generation political aspirants' - women 

who drifted into PRIs due to the 73rd amendment. Even though the amendment made 

the 'space' for both these to enter the PRIs, the alacrity with which they take to the new 

role will vary. 

The point to be noted is that hitherto, space for women to participate in institutions like 

the PRI which are in the 'public sphere' were negligible. Consequently, the early 

entrants have had only 'male role models' of political leadership.(Some of us will recall 

the paradoxical statement made on Mrs. Gandhi being 'the only one wearing the pants in 

the parliament!). Thus, we have had women in a double blind - to be seen as effective, 

they have to take to masculine ways and when they do that they cease representing 

women's interests! 

From everywhere, an often-heard comment is that many of these women would not like 

to contest in the next round of elections! Why is that so? Is it a pointer to their 

'unsuitability' to assume leadership? Or an inability to cope with multiple and 

conflicting role demands? Or Is it time we ask ourselves what is it about PRIs (and 

politics) that makes it unpalatable to half of humanity, even when it can determine 

the quality of life? 

Nine, What is the constituency for panchayati raj? Is it women as a gender? Is it the 

local electorate? We have seen that the changes that have so far been brought about 

have come from the "top"—the union of India, for a number of reasons. At the local 

level, there is a great deal of opposition—from the bureaucracy, from the established 
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politician like the MLA. If they have little interest in PRIs, then who, other than a small 

number from the urban elite—like us—is interested in promoting the cause of PRIs—

and of women within them. Is it not a coincidence that researchers, women‘s groups and 

international organisations are more excited about the PRI experiment than the 

politicians? How else can we explain the backward steps that Karnataka has been 

taking? And if the system provokes such opposition, then what can we do to support 

women within that system? It is a difficult problem. 

In conclusion, for fundamental changes in society, much more than PRIs are required; 

but that does not mean PRIs are not important. That the PRIs as they are now are 

limited does not mean that they cannot be improved. PRIs as grassroots democratic 

governance institutions are a necessary, but not sufficient condition in the 

transformation to a better social order. And in that transformation, enabling women's 

participation through reservations is a first and important step. 

In this process of social transformation, there may be some negative unintended 

consequences - sub-optimal utilisation of resources, weakening of other bodies of 

governance...not all these will automatically mean empowerment of women or 

engendering of the PRIs. 

Much more will be needed if gender justice is to become the norm. And it will take 

time. We must not be impatient. But it is important to support this fledgling experiment 

in every way we can—if we believe in democracy at the grassroots. [23] 

4.2.Finding from the fields and impact on the theoretical focus of the project:  

 

My field visits were mostly confined to the villages around Kanpur in the Choubeypur 

Gram panchayat and my key findings include: 

 

 The menace of ―proxy‖ candidates is rampant in the villages around Kanpur. 

The authorities are fully conversant with the situation but they are nothing but 

helpless observers. . Many are surrogates for husbands and fathers who could 

not contest because of the reservation. Some were put in place by the wealthy 

and powerful, for their malleability—a kind of puppet to serve the vested 

interest while appearing to be an elected representative. This has led to many 

problems that have been extensively discussed in the literature and form the 

basis for an excellent film, sponsored by UNICEF, called Shansodhan. 

 Its only women who have a strong financial and educational background act on 

their as Mahila pradhans  or whose husbands are engaged in meaningful 

employment themselves 
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 The  status of other women in villages has been the same despite having a 

woman as the pradhan. However, there are exceptions but nothing extra 

ordinary. The developmental work is limited to constructing roads and nalas. 

The only women oriented activity undertaken is facilitating pension to widows 

 In some villages , the attitude towards women has not changed much 

 The villagers are also very reluctant and suffer from a sense of ennui to change 

the situation fearing social boycott 

 The female leaders perform no differently than male leaders and are no more 

likely to make decisions that favor women‖ s concerns 

However, it is to be kept in mind that my sample is very small and a macroscopic 

understanding of the topic cannot be achieved through my field visits. It merely 

facilitated in having an idea about the reality of the situation. It cannot be denied that 

women are considered incapable of holding administrative positions and the idea of a 

woman participating in the political and public sphere is still a taboo among some parts 

of rural India. 

Despite numerous challenges and cynicism the government policy of reservation  has 

brought the women out of the "Chulha" to the "choupal" Some of the anecdotes 

regarding the interviews are as follows. 

The son of a proxy woman Pradhan who is also a BCom graduate when asked why does 

he not get himself employed rather than interfere with the working of the Panchayat told 

us that the work to be undertaken by a Sarpanch is a tough one and it is not possible for 

a woman to do it all the time. There are times when the Sarpanch has to run to the 

police stations at the middle of the night to solve some dispute and there are times when 

supervision over a developmental work has to be done and labours have to be dealt with 

which a woman cannot always do. 

In another instance a woman Pradhan told us as to how she was prevented b the Ex male 

Pradhan to hoist the National Flag during Republic Day. But she didnot succumb to the 

challenge without a fight. She went to the court and took out a order in her favour 

allowing her to hoist the flag!! 

4.3.Gap analysis: 

In a country like India where women most of the time are treated as chattels the 

government policy of reservation was a welcome move to empower women and bring 

them at par with their male counterparts. But reservation can achieve its avowed and 

noble purpose only when it is accompanied by a change in attitude and mindset not only 

of the men but the women as well. Women have to rise above the parochial interest of 

caste and build a network to strengthen other women. Education which aims at an all 

round personality development should be aimed at and this has to be done right from 
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when a woman is nurtured. The law can only be given shape effectively when the 

community and the enforcement authorities would have decided to act in unison. 

 

 

Fig 6.Representation of women in Panchayats 

 

Fig 7 .Graph representing allocation and utilization of funds in the RGSY Scheme 
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Fig7 Graph representing allocation and utilization of funds in the PMYESA 

Scheme 

 

 

 

It is clear from the pictorial representations that the government spends crores in 

capacity building and training requirements of the EWRs. However, the results havent 

been that laudatory. The amount spent on training should be utilized in imparting proper 

education, nutrition and health improvement of the Girl Child so that she blossoms out 

into a capable leader. The amount spent is utilized in the upbringing of the child right 

from her childhood, it can be assumed that it will be much lesser than the amount spent 

in capacity building measures after the women are  elected. Also, the money spend on 

various schemes will focus on developing only one aspect of the personality of the 

woman, but the same amount used at a nascent stage will lead to an overall 

improvement in the woman‘s personality as it will cater to various needs of the woman. 

Further, the 33% reservation has given political empowerment to a large number of 

women, sometimes the number crossing more than 50% in some states. In lieu of this it 

is rather unnecessary to mandate a 50% reservation by the law because it is a known 

fact that reservations can be misused to perpetuate the menace of proxy candidates. 

Further, it can lead to a discontentment in the minds of male candidates if meritorious 

candidates are sacrificed at the altar of reservation. Meritocracy should be upheld at any 

cost so as to bring out the best in governance. Also, for women to be really empowered, 

they should be stopped from being treated as a disadvantaged class all the time and 

should be encouraged to compete with men in equal terms. 
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5.Recommendations, Scope and Strategy for Implementation: 

There have been various recommendations made by various dignitaries and the ministry 

of panchayati Raj and rural development which have been already discussed above. 

However, adding further to what already has been proposed my reccomendations would 

include the following:  

1)Recommendation: A minimum and maximum age limit should be prescribed for 

contesting Panchayat elections 

Scope: This will weed out proxy candidates and will reduce puppetry of women in the 

hands of the male family members paving the way for individual decision making 

capability. It has already been seen that younger candidates are more energetic and 

enthusiastic and also not embroiled in household work  

2)Recommendation: Minimum educational qualification 

Scope: This again would help in weeding out proxy candidates as women will find 

themselves empowered to take the right decisions 

 

3)Recommendation: The Government officials should absolutely discourage the 

presence of men when holding a meeting of women pradhans and women ward 

members while imparting training  

Scope : This will enhance the participation of women and make them more aware about 

themselves as well as their rights and duties 

 

4)Recommendation: Strict scrutiny of nomination papers by the Returning Officer 

Scope: This will help in pulling out proxy candidates 

 

5) Recommendation: Surprise visit to villages by government officials and questioning 

of the women Pradhan to gauge the level of participation in Gram Sabhas 

Scope: This will keep the proxy candidature in check forcing the woman to come out 

and take part in the political as well as development process of the village. 

6) Recommendation : All induction trainings conducted by the State for local 

functionaries in PRIs (Panchayat Secretary, BDO, line department functionaries) and 

State and Nationally recruited civil servants should include exhaustive sessions on 

gender and women‘s socio-economic and cultural realities. Exclusive sessions should be 
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allocated towards building an understanding on women‘s political empowerment. This 

should include a historical perspective on women‘s participation in politics, discussions 

on suffrage, 73rd amendment, need for affirmative action, CEDAW (article 7) and 

National Commitments like the National Policy on Women should be part of the 

induction trainings. 

 

Scope: Specifically, the State needs to promote work environments that engage with 

elected women, especially from the marginalized communities without being 

patronizing and judgmental. A work culture which imbibes zero-tolerance for 

harassment, including sexual harassment at work place, misconduct and disrespect for 

elected women needs to be encouraged by the State. 

 

7) Recommendation:  The government needs to invest in capacity building of elected 

women representatives. Given the lack of exposure to public life, low levels of literacy 

and the increasing responsibilities of panchayat representatives, regular capacity 

building is important. Currently, the responsibility of training newly elected 

representatives in the State is with the SIRDs. It is recommended that the entire capacity 

building portfolio of SIRDs is overhauled to accommodate the learning needs of elected 

women. The training modules need to be reviewed so that they are not limited to 

providing information on government schemes, but include concepts of leadership, 

gender dynamics and roles, planning and management, which are essential for elected 

women to step out as effective and efficient leaders. At present, capacity building 

initiatives by the State are limited to one time training in the first year of their tenure. It 

is advisable that exclusive batches of elected women be trained, instead of mixed group 

trainings so that focused attention can be given to elected women and the learning 

environment is non-intimidating. Further, participatory, adult learning techniques need 

to be adopted in training elected representatives, since most of them are non-literate and 

semi-literate. 

 

8)Recommendation: The State Election Commission (SEC), form a ―Women‘s Cell‖ 

to address such cases during the elections. It is also recommended that the election 

officers deputed across the State during elections are sensitized towards incidences of 

gender based violence during elections and are equipped with adequate knowledge and 

skills to address such incidences appropriately and with responsibility. 

 

Scope: The prevalent feudal and patriarchal socio-cultural milieu of States hinders the 

full participation of women in Panchayat elections as equal citizens. Many instances of 

assault , murder and intimidations are reported. This will help in tackling such issues. 

 

 

6.Conclusion  

 
The feudal and patriarchal milieu of all the States continue to pose one of the biggest 

impediments to elected women exercising their leadership effectively. 

Caste dynamics still determine allegiance and support to elected leaders in Panchayats. 

Caste based discriminatory practices in Panchayats result in denial of dignity and self-

respect of elected women from marginalized groups. Against this backdrop, mobilizing 

elected women leaders to attend the trainings and take action in the Panchayats remains 
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a challenge. In the Bundelkhand region of Madhya Pradesh, elected women have to 

seek permission from former local landlords (―dausaab‖) who are still considered de 

facto ―rulers and leaders‖ in those areas. In Rajasthan, feudal landlords and traditional 

centres of power, hold complete sway over the time and mobility of elected women 

representatives from marginalized groups like SC and ST, since they work as farm 

labour on their fields. In some cases, the feudal landlords have put up their farm labour 

as proxy candidates in reserved categories. In Rajasthan, the practise of veiling is a big 

deterrent for elected women to exercise their leadership. Being public office holders, it 

limits their mobility and interaction with citizens in public spaces. This practice of 

veiling is particularly wide spread in western Rajasthan. Such challenges are met by the 

local Partners by engaging with the feudal landlords. Intensive mobilization efforts are 

undertaken by local Partners to convince the elected women to attend programmes and 

meetings. In all States, family support is lacking, especially for residential trainings and 

travel outside the village and Panchayat. Considerable time and resources are spent to 

convince the elected women and their families before they consent to attend the 

trainings. Families view the trainings suspiciously and often male Panchayat members 

and male family members do not support them. THP has sought to address this problem 

by holding block level meetings for elected women and their families / communities. 

These meetings help to create awareness about the objective of the trainings and help 

create an enabling environment for EWRs to work as aware and informed leaders. 

Another challenge is the severe backlash that elected women representatives have to 

face when they start carrying out their duties and responsibilities. 

As women assert themselves in the previously male dominated public domain, they face 

rising hostility, discrimination and gender based violence. They are increasingly 

vulnerable to exploitation and abuse, and become victims of insensitive bureaucracy, of 

policemen, local mafia, landlords and criminals, of civil society and sometimes of their 

own families. Every success and achievement of the EWR has been tempered with a 

hostile response that has been swift and harsh. 

While the 110th Amendment will ensure 50% reservation in Panchayats for women, the 

States need to fully comprehend and address the barriers to elected women‘s 

participation in Panchayats. Only when the barriers are acknowledged and addressed, 

will reservation for women transform to full participation by women in local 

governance. Towards that, then States need to re-look at some of its policies that 

are anti-women and anti-poor and directly pose a threat for elected women to realize 

their full capabilities as a public office holder. The existence of a non-cooperative and a 

gender insensitive local bureaucracy results in creating a very intimidating and harsh 

environment for elected women to function. It has been observed that the local 

bureaucracy and officials put a premium on literacy, background and class affiliations 

which further inhibit women from marginalized group sto engage with confidence with 

the Panchayati Raj Institution.[24] 

 

However, reservation should not be used as a tool to perpetuate class and caste 

domination. 

Moreover, it has to be seen whether elected women  representatives once elected 

address the need of other women specifically. A survey should be carried out 

extensively to gauge whether having women participate in the local political process 

helps other women to come out and address their issues troubling them. 
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India is a proud democracy with a woman President, a woman chief minister and 

various other women chief ministers, but it is rather doubtful to conclude whether 

women enjoying huge political power and etching their mark in the higher echelons of 

government have really been successful in addressing women issues and helping in 

uplifting the status in woman.  
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