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Abstract 
The structure of development and the processes of 
implementation rely heavily on the planning procedures, 
and the involvement of the stake holders in the planning 
process plays a crucial role in the economic, political, 
social development of the rural areas, considering the 
fact that India lives in her villages. The Panchayats, the 
grass-root level administrative body, aid this by helping 

the people in the villages to work for their own 
development. The planning process on its own may be a 
perfect one, as is in the case of the Panchayats in Kerala. 
There are, however, many factors which either impede or 
promote the planning process. This paper aims to 
identify three such major factors – political influence 
people participation, and availability of funds – that 
influence the planning process through a study of two 
agrarian villages (Melur and Pariyaram) in the state of 
Kerala, India, and the changes that can be brought in this 
respect through a content analysis of the opinions of the 
bureaucrats and political representatives in the villages. 
A concerted effort by the stake holders can moderate the 
effect of these factors in a favorable way thereby 
enhancing the efficiency of the process. The paper 
further provides few suggestions that can be 
implemented and verified as to the actual degree of 
influence that these factors have on the planning process. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Planning occupies an important position in all 
forms of administration. The world is fast growing, 
particularly in terms of knowledge but in a 
disproportionate way, especially in a country like 
India where there is disparity between regions and 
people (Ghosh, 1996). Globalization is a major 
contributor to this disparity, leaving out the poor 
from its ambit of development, aided by the fast 
proliferation of technology. In this sense, 
development is to attain freedom from the clutches 
of poverty, illiteracy, and other social evils to 
which they are prone to. At the same time 
development should foster freedom. Hence, 
freedom is the cause and the end result of 
development (Kunhaman, n.d.). Moving ahead in 
such a situation poses a great problem. It is in this 
context that planning plays an important role, 
principally for the rural development.   
 

 
 
 
 
There is also a need to ensure a balanced form of 
economic development, given the quick expansion 
of capital intensive industries and the ever rising 
inflation. Planning must be a constant precedent, or 
at least a complement, for development at each 
step. Many problems such as ever increasing 
population, urban drift, increasing unemployment 
as the urgent needs wherein the planning process 
could play an important role (Wood, 1958). 
According to Bagchi, planning “can be helpful in a 
market economy by providing ‘indication, 
coordination and prescription” (Bagchi, 2007). 
Other relevant factors that mandate good planning 
in the present situation are the growing 
environmental threats, necessitating the need for a 
sustainable growth ensuring a safe future for the 
coming generations while at the same time meeting 
the needs of the people of today (Dogra, 2016). 
Given the importance of planning, this paper seeks 
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to explore the factors that help or hamper planning 
processes in the grass-root level-panchayats.  
 
2. Literature Review  
 
A comprehensive literature review is presented 
under three heads, namely- planning in India and 
planning in Kerala, and the Inconsistencies in 
planning process in Kerala. The literature review 
informed the factors included in the semi- 
structured interview schedule.   
 
2.1 Planning in India  
Planning has been a common but an important 
practice for a long time. Clear planning can be 
evidenced even during the Indus Civilization. The 
town planning found in Mohenjo-Daro, Harappa 
and other Indus Valley cities were exemplars to the 
world (Wood, 1958). Prasad,in his review of the 
book “States and the People” by Lakshmeshwar 
Dayal, would agree by saying that the type of 
planning in India, even during the medieval period, 
was something which the world around had never 
seen before. This was mainly due to the 
decentralized form of planning that prevailed in 
India, characterized by the Sabhas where the 
people (though comprising mostly of the rich) had 
a check on the arbitrary functioning of the rulers. 
The period of the Mauryas and the Guptas were 
characterized with such type of rule. It was only 
with the entry of the British that this long standing 
tradition was brought to standstill. This period was 
characterized by strong loyalty to the British 
Empire and the subsequent rise in power of the 
bureaucrats, heavily tilting the balance of power in 
favor of the rich and the privileged. It was then that 
Gandhi once again took up the cause of 
Governance through the Panchayati Raj systems.It 
was natural that when the colonialists left, the huge 
task of planning was put down in to the hands of 
the Indian leaders. Planning was, therefore, 
expected to be largely in the hands of the Centre in 
free-India (Prasad, 1998).  
 
As per Rao’s opinion, the idea for planning for 
India had beenn suggested as early as in 1938 
envisaging the need for a national planning body. 
Yet when the constitution was made no mention of 
any planning commission was made in the Indian 
Constitution. It was only two months after the 
inauguration of the Constituion of the India in 1950 
that the Planing Commission was set up as an 
extra-constitutional body, thereby institutionalising 
the planning process.The main contention for 
centralized planning was to impart uniformity in 
plans (Rao, 1986)  
 
The functioning of the Planning Commission was 
criticized by different authorities as it was 
contended that the commission impinged the 

autonomy of the states. The National Development 
Council was therefore set up in 1952 to assist the 
commission in developing national plans, wherein 
the states too had a platform to voices their 
problems. Rao sums up the function of the council 
as “review the working of the national from time to 
timeand to strengthen and mobilize the resources of 
the country in support of the Five Year Plans to 
promote common economic policies in all vital 
spheres and to ensure the balanced and rapid 
development of all parts of the country.”   
 
However, as per Dr. Gadgil, the planning 
machinery in the states was not efficient and 
resulting in much failures which were left 
unattended. This necessitated the need for State 
Planning Boards, especially due to the greater role 
played by the states in planning for agriculture, 
irrigation etc., and because states have a better 
grasp of their regions. The planning process in 
practice, nonetheless, saw the dominance of the 
Centre over the States and the Centre – State 
relations became grave. In the words of Sundram, 
“When it (India) started to plan its way to 
development , it was but natural to begin at the 
Centre. But now, two decades later, some of the 
purely technical difficulties of plannning for such a 
large country from the Centre have combined with 
a changing political situation to demand a 
reconsideration.” He sites lack of information, vast 
distance, sluggish communication, and the 
magnitude of information as the technical problems 
(Sundram, 1972). There was therefore a need to 
devolve more powers to the states so that they can 
tap their own resources and plan while at the same 
time depending on the Centre, as the States on their 
own cannot achieve full development (Rao, 1986).  
 
It was, then, with the introduction of the 
introduction of the 73rd and the 74th ammendment, 
says Pal, that the plans could be formulated in a 
better format since the local bodies like the 
panchayat and the municipalities which functioned 
as peoples institutions and provided a platform for 
the people to participate in the plannig process. By 
Articles 243G and 243W these local bodies were 
empowered to plan for economic development and 
social justice, and by the Article 243ZD allowed 
for the constituiton of the Disrtict Planning 
Commission to review the consolidate the plans for 
the whole district.This means that the local bodies 
are entrusted with the task of “plannning for 
economic and social justice” and these plans would 
then contribute to a larger picture for the whole 
state or the country (Pal, 2001).  
 
India, however, has flopped badly in this attempt. 
The federation in India has been intervening in the 
local matters, therby reducing the freedom that they 
deserve,flaunting the whole idea of decentralised 
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planning. The share for the centrally sponsored 
schemes have gone up greatly which seems 
suspicious , especially with the CAG reporting in 
1991 about misuse of authority. In the light of these 
happenings, the need to give more emphasis to 
decentralised planning via the panchayats. 
Decentralised planning alone would not ensure that 
the services reach the individuals. The need of the 
hour is to provide fiscal autonomy to the local 
bodies to ensure sustainable growth, and a 
simulateous effort on the side of the panchayats 
towards effective management of resoueces and 
their expenditure. The third stratum of the Indian 
government structure must be given a fair chance 
to uplift itself for the people (Oomen, 2001).  
 
In a similar line, Krishnakumar says that, “the 
panchayats, local bodies in India, have remained 
agencies that implement government programs 
imposed from above; they are characterized by 
poor resource capability, excessive control by the 
bureaucracy, corruption, delay in the conduct of 
elections, and, in some States, domination by the 
landed gentry and the upper castes. At best, they 
have a consultative role in local-level planning,” 
especially since the 1992 amendments failed to 
ensure the necessity on the part of the states to 
devolve powers to the local bodies (Krishnakumar, 
2000). However, decentralization still remains a 
major component to ensure economic and social 
justice to the people of a country as large as India, 
especially not through a “market-mediated 
economic growth”(Oomen,2001). The 73rd and the 
74th amendments, however, provided a golden 
opportunity to those states like Kerala that took 
decentralization seriously. In fact decentralization 
saw success in unexpected measures, given its low 
income and low productive capacity (Kannan, 
2000).  
 
2.2 Planning in Kerala  
 
Chathukulam says that the first attempt to bring a 
democratic institution in Kerala was made 
immediately after the State of Kerala was 
recognized in 1957 (Chathukulam, 1991). The 
leaders had a vision to have a Gandhian model of 
decentralization and the first attempt was made in 
1958 when the first Reforms Commission was set 
up. Two other committees were also formed in 
1959 and 1960 for a move towards the Gandhian 
concept, while the Kerala Panchayat Act was also 
formulated in 1960. Kerala, however, has favorable 
conditions due to very less poverty and ignorance, 
the conservative nature of the village people, the 
progressive nature of the state, high social 
consumption at all levels of economy. The unique 
eco-pol-social aspect of Kerala, the political 
awareness and other social factors have led to this 

development of the people of Kerala(Johnny, 
2013).  
Thus decentralization was welcomed in Kerala as a 
means to advance local development.  Thus in 1994 
the Kerala Panchayat Raj Act was passed in the 
Kerala legislature. The preamble of the act says 
that the act was meant to replace the existing 
enactments in line with the 73rd and the 74th 
amendments to the Indian Constitution for 
“securing a great measure of participation of the 
people in planned development and in local 
Governmental affairs, by constituting Village, 
block and district Panchayats and endow such 
Panchayats with such powers and authority to 
enable them to function as institutions of self-
Government. And entrusting such Panchayats the 
preparation of plans and implementation of 
schemes for economic development and social 
justice including the implementation of schemes in 
relation to the matters listed in the Eleventh 
Schedule to the Constitution”(Kannan, 2000).  
 
Since then on Kerala has not turned back. There 
was only more and more thrust towards further 
decentralization. One such means to devolve more 
power to the lower strata was the decentralization 
of planning. This was introduced by the LDF 
government in the year 1996 in the form of a 
campaign called the People’s Campaign. The 
campaign required the local bodies to prepare a 
comprehensive plan before applying for the grant – 
a stark deviation from the existing process whereby 
the local bodies divided the amount provided from 
the state amongst the wards. Another significant 
feature of the campaign was mass participation not 
only by the political representative or voluntary 
organizations but also by the ordinary people and 
other non-official experts in the areas (Isaac, 2001).  
 
Thus, the Kerala model of planning, done through 
the Kerala People’s Campaign, became a stark 
deviation from the process seen elsewhere in the 
country, “A path-breaking event” (Sebastien, 
2008). Krishnakumar says that the campaign, had 
the objectives to “to secure the people's 
participation in drawing up local plans, create 
pressure from below for greater devolution of 
powers, and demonstrate how much additional 
resources could be mobilized from below for local 
development,” and this in spite of its remarkable 
achievements in the fields of health, education, 
human development etc. (Krishnakumar, 2000)  
 
Harilal & George give three main features of the 
campaign:  
• “It is one of the most ambitious programmes for 
democratic decentralisation launched in the 1990s,” 
in terms of area covered, population, and the 
resources involved.  
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• “Unlike many other countries where such 
programmes are being implemented, Kerala 
appears to have all the prerequisites for launching a 
successful programme of democratic local 
governance1”  
• Referring to the work of K.N. Harilal, Thomas 
Isaac, and Thankappan, they say that “the People's 
Campaign has very much been of local origin, it 
being the product of a long drawn out struggle by 
the people for democratic decentralisation of 
governance” (Harilal & George, 2000)  
 
By the fourth year, the campaign saw the growth of 
demand for more institutional reforms to sustain 
the many benefits provided by the campaign – 
mainly the process of people deciding the services 
and other facilities that are to be provided to them, 
keeping a constant check on the elected 
representatives and the government officials at the 
local level. “Matching limited resources with 
competing demands, necessitates a planning 
process where priorities have to be fixe for 
fulfilling them within a fixed time frame….In this 
process the silent sections of the community, even 
though numerically stronger, would get bypassed. 
The Kerala model of people’s campaign for 
decentralized planning aims at preventing this 
contingency. It is innovative, audacious and 
original” ( Bandyopadhyay, 1997). This is in 
accordance with Rajiv Gandhi’s idea of true 
decentralization in planning whereby the 
panchayats are given reasonable funds, to decide 
their own priorities, and the same must be 
mentioned in the state budget. The Appendix IV of 
the Kerala Budget for the year 1997-98 is an 
example showcasing enthusiasm in devolving 
power to the grass root level.  
 
Suriin a book review suggests that the reason for 
the success of decentralization in Kerala is due to 
the high levels of people participation, change in 
the attitude of the civil servants, the resultant 
increase in transparency. Thus, if the Peoples 
Planning Campaign in Kerala has succeeded it is 
not because of just the political interest but due to a 
major contribution by the people.( Suri, 2005)  
 
2.3 Inconsistency in the Planning Process in 
Kerala  
The planning process in India has covered a long 
path from what it was when the Planning 
Commission was set up. Today planning for the 
whole country has take a new turn with the 
replacement of the Commission with the NITI 
Ayog. This, however, does not change the fact that 
the Panchayats play a major role in planning. 
Decentralized planning cannot be avoided given 
the difficulty in reaching every nook and corner of 
the country and also due to the fact that the 
Panchayats are closest to the people. Excluding the 

Panchayats from the ambit of planning would mean 
excluding the villages which would sound the death 
knell of India’s development. At this point 
Mahatma Gandhiji’s words “India lives inher 
villages” are to be kept in mind when formulating 
any new plans for the country.   
 
As was mentioned earlier, Kerala stood out as an 
exception in the implementation of decentralized 
planning in a way which was different from 
elsewhere in the country. The People’s Campaign 
launched all throughout Kerala succeeded for some 
time. Krishnakumar observes that, eight years after 
the introduction of the campaign the story has been 
different. He expresses his concern for the 
campaign owing to the declining figures of people 
participating in the Gram Sabhas/Ward Sabhas. 
The problem was made worse by the unruly 
practice of faking the registers – which had sadly 
gone to the extent of forging signatures – to 
showcase the required quorum(minimum no. of 
people required to call for a Gram Sabha meeting), 
resulting in the fall of the much expected 
campaign. There was a growing tendency towards 
centralizing with the ministers and the bureaucrats 
trying to acclaim their lost influence over the 
people, making them more gullible. Participation 
had become a means of procuring individual 
benefits. Further he quotes T. M. Thomas Isaac, a 
member of the Communist Party of India 
(Marxist),  that the diminishing supply of funds by 
the UDF Government (then) as reason for the 
mounting pressure on the Panchayats. The focus 
had shifted from providing services – important 
criteria for decentralization –to turning the local 
bodies into facilitators. The end result – every 
department had started independent schemes and 
Gram Sabhas have no control over these. The very 
spirit of decentralization had been dampened. 
Today the decentralized planning in Kerala follows 
a detailed all inclusive procedure providing for 
fully reviewing the process to be representative of 
the peoples need to the maximum extent possible 
(Krishankumar, 2004).  
 
3. The Planning Process  
 
The planning process in Kerala follows a multi-
stage decentralized plan formulation process that 
has tremendous de-bureaucratization potential. The 
different stages adopted and found successful in the 
decentralized planning process are environment 
setting, situation analysis, need identification, 
vision setting, plan formulation, creation of a plan, 
plan vetting, plan approval and finally 
implementation; each stage having its sub-sets. The 
details of each step are available in the address 
https://plan.lsgkerala.gov.in/planning.aspx.  
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Objective of Research  
 
The planning process in Kerala as mentioned 
earlier is a perfect process in itself. There are many 
factors that influence the process that in their own 
ways improve or degrade the plans. If this was not 
the case then the process by now should have 
brought about drastic changes in the conditions of 
the Panchayats. While the intention of this paper is 
not to berate the current situation, the idea however 
is to bring to light the fact that much more can be 
done in this regard. This paper therefore aims to 
discern the various factors that affect the planning 
process and suggest some measures to moderate 
their influence on the planning process.  
 
Purpose and Methodology of the Study  
 
The planning process, as described above, is a 
highly systematic mechanism designed to involve 
participation from people, bureaucrats, and the 
political representatives. In spite of having such a 
well-made system the planning process has faced 
many setbacks in many places while finding 
success in other places within Kerala.  A study was 
therefore conducted by the authors to discern some 
of the reasons that have hindered/promoted 
planning.   
 
Two Panchayats were selected from the Thrissur 
District of Kerala. The selection was made on a 
combined basis of convenience for the authors and 
the judgment of the Kerala Institute of Local 
Administration.  The two Panchayats thus selected 
were Melur and Pariyaram. A separate set of 
interviews were conducted involving political 
representatives and the bureaucrats in both the 
Panchayats respectively. The interview schedule 
was approved by KILA. A total number of 30 
respondents including both the categories of 
respondents from both the Panchayats were 
interviewed. Their responses were analyzed using 
MAXQDA 12 – a Qualitative tool used to identify 
the factors and the frequency of occurrence. The 
responses were thus analyzed to isolate the various 
factors that affect the planning process for the 
Panchayats. This is based on the premise that 
planning is the first step in the developmental 
process in any Panchayat.   
 
Findings and Discussion  
 
From the analysis of the interviews done in both 
the Panchayats, A set of factors that affect planning 
were discernable. These factors were extracted 
from the recorded interview responses and 
analyzed using MAXQDA 12. These factors 
include:  

• Political influence  
• People participation  
• Fund availability  
• Awareness among the people  
• Government guidelines  
• Priority  
• Change in the situations  
• Background work  
• Ward-wise development alone  
• Role of bureaucrats  
• Need for more decentralisation  
• Long-term view  
• Government delays  
• Low bureaucratic power  
• Lack of sufficient bureaucrats  
• Lack of training among bureaucrats/political   
representatives  
• External influences like unions  
 
The recurrent theme in the interviews was about 
political interference and low participation of rural 
folk in local governance followed by lack of 
adequate funds. While there were many other 
factors which were cited, these were predominant 
than the rest. The relative degree of impact each 
factor has on the planning process in the Melur 
Panchayat and the Pariyaram Panchayat is given in 
figure 1 and in figure 2 respectively. 
 
Figure 1: Factors Affecting Planning in Melur 
Panchayat 
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Figure 2: Factors Affecting Planning in Pariyaram 
Panchayat 

 
These figures (Fig:1&2) depict two major factors 
that have significant influence over the planning 
process than any other factors – political influence 
and people participation – a common pattern 
observed in both the Panchayats. Political parties 
have become the part and parcel of the Panchayats 
all over India. Today Panchayats cannot be thought 
of without the presence of political parties. This is 
reasonable given the role played by the political 
representatives in identifying the needs of the 
people and providing them with the same. In other 
words, political parties provide an avenue for the 
people of the Panchayat to rule themselves through 
their representatives whom they elect on a regular 
basis. The influence they have today, however, has 
anotherimpact on the Panchayats and therefore also 
on the planning process, that is, it can also be a 
hindrance at the same time.The major problem 
faced is the undue influence that the political 
leaders exercise in the decisions made that are 
more favorable for the party. The extent of the type 
of influence politics has on the planning process, 
based on interview responses, 
Panchayats is given below:  
 
Figure 3: Influence of Political Parties on the 
Panchayats 
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influence is felt in both the Panchayats, the effect it 
has on both the Panchayats is different. While 
political influence has a positive effect in the 
planning process in Melur Panchayat, a negative 
effect is dominant in the Pariyaram Panchayat. 
Figure 3 shows that, 67% of respondents from the 
Melur Panchayat agree to the fact that the political 
influence has a positive effect on the planning 
process while only 33% of the respondents disagree 
with this view point. The positive effect that 
political representatives have on the planning 
process is reflected in the types of decisions taken 
and their proper implementation. In this respect, 
respondent number 1 (political representative, 
Melur Panchayat) has said that “A public 
representative must work for the people and not for 
the party.” A determined leader will ensure that the 
genuine demands of the people are met. During the 
interview, the respondent describ
where she had to fight for sanctioning the water 
connection to her ward. She even had a tussle with 
her own party members over this matter. Similarly, 
many officials in this Panchayat have 
acknowledged the active role played by the 
political representatives in molding the Panchayat. 
Infact, the Melur Panchayat has also achieved a 
place among the state’s good Panchayats. 
 
As compared to this, the Pariyaram Panchayat has 
only 21% of the respondents that have a positive 
outlook about the politica
planning process while 79% feel that the negative 
effect of the politics is felt in the planning process. 
Many of the respondent bureaucrats had displayed 
a lukewarm attitude towards this criterion unlike 
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the lack of unity among the representatives in the 
Panchayat. A slightly varying viewpoint in this 
respect was addressed by respondent number 8 
(political representative, Pariyaram Panchayat) “the 
ward members keep trying to justify the
respective projects, especially if one party’s 
schemes are taken up by other party.” This similar 
to what respondent number 6 (political 
representative, Pariyaram Panchayat) opined that 
“some political representatives take up the needs of 
the people while some stay only to oppose the 
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“some political representatives take up the needs of 
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schemes of the other party.” When decisions are 
based on party lines alone then the decisions are 
not meant for the benefit of the people. Rather, they 
are mere rulings of the party. The observations that 
the authors found from the outlook of the area in 
Pariyaram shows the stark difference in the type of 
development that happens in the Panchayat. As 
respondent number 5 (political representative, 
Pariyaram Panchayat) mentioned, “the areas in the 
Panchayat fall under two categories – the rich and 
flourishing areas that are never in need of anything 
from the Panchayat, except for streetlights, roads 
etc. and the backward areas that is in dire need for 
reforms where there are still mud roads and old 
houses.” Thus the presence of a positive political 
influence is an important criterion for the success 
of implementation of any program in a Panchayat.   
 
Yet political influence cannot be completely 
blamed for the problems faced by the Panchayats in 
the planning process. The next major factor that 
impacts the planning process the most, after 
political influence, is the participation of people in 
the planning process. This is noteworthy deviation 
from the earlier days where people participation 
was arare factor on the Panchayats.People had only 
the role of electing their representatives, unaware 
of the fact that the elected representatives were 
entrusted with the duty of working for the people 
themselves. Over the years this scenario has 
changed and more and more people have started 
taking interest in the workings of the Panchayats, 
shifting the trend towards increased participation. 
This change was tremendous in Kerala with the 
introduction of the ‘People’s Campaign’ 
throughout the state. The campaign had the 
objective to bring together in one forum the elected 
representatives, the bureaucrats and the non-official 
experts, the masses, and finally the mass 
organizations in the Ninth Five Year Plan (Isaac & 
Harilal, 1997). This set the foundation for people 
participation in Kerala.The effect of the campaign 
was however not long lasting and the participation 
in panchayats dipped again. The result is that the 
political representatives have become free to follow 
their whims, given the absence of the biggest 
controlling factor – people. Thus even in the case 
of participation the, the effect can be both positive 
as well as negative on the planning process.  
 
The proportion of high participation as against low 
participation can be observed from the findings of 
the survey. The participation pattern, as described 
by the respondents of the two panchayats, shows a 
stark difference between them. Nearly 50% of the 
respondents in the Melur Panchayat agree to high 
and active participation while none of the 
respondents in Pariyaram Panchayat have voiced 
such an opinion. Almost all of the respondents have 
voiced the lack of adequate participation in the 

Gram Sabha meetings. One of the major 
contentions of the respondents is that people attend 
the Gram Sabha meetings only for the sake of 
availing any benefit from the Panchayat schemes. 
Given that the current planning process is so 
designed so as to ensure people participation in the 
decisions taken by the Panchayats, people are 
equally responsible for the quality of planning in 
Panchayats.Higher the degree of participation in 
the Gram Sabhas, the possibility of making the 
process transparent is higher. This is even more 
beneficial as there is the possibility that people 
themselves can be politically inclined, as was told 
by respondent number 1 (bureaucrat, Pariyaram 
Panchayat). People participation can ensure that the 
policies and projects decided would be free from 
political schemes.In the absence of such active 
participation on the part of the people, placing the 
entire blameon the politician for any failures in the 
planning process is meaningless. Respondent 
number 1 (political representative, Pariyaram 
Panchayat) even remarked that, “they (people) 
come to the Gram Sabha (meeting) only for any 
benefits, be it even tea or snacks. Many are also 
disinterested as they are educated and do not feel 
the need for the same.”To substantiate this, the 
authors, during the interview, personally felt that 
the Panchayat members in the Panchayats were 
quite dedicated towards improving the Panchayats. 
In fact most of the respondents were from different 
backgrounds and were not fully intopolitics. They 
entered the political field for standing for the 
elections and after their term went back to their 
normal jobs.They have found the lack in sufficient 
support from people as a hindrance in the proper 
planning for the Panchayats. Further, respondent 
number 3 (bureaucrat, Melur Panchayat) adds that 
“there is high participation especially immediately 
after elections which later reduces due to delays. 
There is a need for some more decentralization to 
increase participation as people need to know that 
they have power” This leads to another problem 
that deters the proper planning in panchayats – lack 
of awareness among the people in the Panchayats. 
This factor is also partly responsible for the drop in 
the number of people participating in the Gram 
Sabha proceedings. According to respondent 
number 6 (bureaucrat, Melur Panchayat), “people 
do not know that they have the power to decide, the 
right to question any change or implementation. 
Participation is low and men come only to argue or 
to avail any benefit.”Only when people are made 
aware of this fact can they exercise their powers 
and function as a control on the activities of the 
Panchayat. Another trend that has sprung up, as 
another described by respondent number 4 
(political representative, Melur Panchayat), is “less 
participation due to people’s attitude, high standard 
of living, and aloofness.”  
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This has reduced their dependency of the people on 
the Panchayat for availing benefits.For them, 
Panchayats are no more the medium for 
development, only a source to meet the needs 
which they cannot meet, like street lights, roads, 
and other public works. People do not see the 
development of their Panchayat as their own 
development.A all-round outlook of the Panchayat 
has lost its importance and the trend is towards an 
individualistic outlook. In fact, figure 2 will show 
that this problem has been cited more in the 
Pariyaram Panchayat as compared the low 
availability of funds than it is seen in the Melur 
Panchayat where both the problems have the same 
importance. This substantiates the lower degree of 
people participation in the Pariyaram Panchayat.  
 
The next major factor that the respondents from 
both the Panchayats claim to affect the planning 
process is the low availability of funds. The 
problem of fewer funds had been common criteria 
mentioned by every bureaucrat and politician, 
without any exception.The different types of funds 
that are sanctioned to the Panchayats include:own 
revenue income plus general purpose fund and 
grant funds, contributions and loans from 
governments/institutions/citizens (Source: Detailed 
Procedure for Preparation of Panchayat Budget 
2013-2014). These sources, however, do not equip 
the Panchayats with adequate amount of money to 
bring about drastic changes. According to 
respondent number 7 (bureaucrat, Pariyaram 
Panchayat), “whatever money is given is used up 
within the timeframe.Themaintenance fund is very 
less and hence it becomes difficult to do anything 
effectively.” Many a times the plans havebeen 
dropped due to the lack of sufficient funds from the 
state. To combat this situation, the Panchayats are 
entitled to use own sources of funds like the licence 
fees, building tax, rents etc. These however do not 
suffice nor can they be increased without making 
the people discontent, and therefore the Panchayats 
end up putting away the plans for another time. 
Added to this is the difficulty in getting the needed 
funds sanctioned. As per the respondent number 1 
(political representative, Melur Panchayat), “the 
money does not get sanctioned especially if the 
sanctioning authority belongs to a party different 
from the applicant.” This is opposed to the 
viewpoint of respondent number 6 (political 
representative, Melur Panchayat) who claims that 
fund allocation in the Panchayat is bereft from any 
partisan attitude but agrees to the fact that the funds 
available are less. He further cites this reason as the 
reason for the decline n people participation. He 
says that, “initially there would be high 
participation and therefore high demands. But the 
low availability of funds and the resulting inability 
to meet those demands leads to  low expectations 
and hopelessness.”  

 
At this juncture, another factor comes into play that 
adds to the problem – government delays. Any 
scheme or implementation requires the sanction 
from the district office, says respondent number 1 
(political representative, Pariyaram Panchayat). 
Any delay in this step would delay the 
implementation of the schemes and may even pose 
the threat of rendering schemes obsolete. The 
Government guidelines also hinder the planning 
process by listing the qualifications for the 
selection of the beneficiaries. For instance one of 
the requirements for providing subsidy for a startup 
from the Panchayat requires that the beneficiaries 
must be selected from among the BPL card owners. 
This is a limiting factor. Respondent number 2 
(political representative, Pariyaram Panchayat) says 
that, “APL card holders, though may be just above 
the poverty line and are deserving do not get the 
benefit and the fund is directed towards industrial 
schemes.” Similarly, there are certain mandatory 
guidelines that the panchayats must follow, even at 
the cost of other development activities. 
Respondent number 3 (political representative, 
Pariyaram Panchayat) gives the example of the 
compulsory SC/ST funds that must be utilised 
notwithstanding the fact that the amount can be 
diverted for many other areas that require more 
funds. This is also when the Panchayat has fewer 
funds and has not received many applications for 
the SC/ST development activities. Many a times 
the suggestions from the working groups have been 
rejected when it comes to balance the plans with 
the pre-specified stipulations. These situations 
prevent the planning authorities from taking up 
necessary plans. Government guidelines are 
necessary, as opined by respondent number 
30(bureaucrat, Melur Panchayat) in the, as they sat 
a benchmark for the plans prepared by the 
Panchayats and ensure that a good decision is 
made. These guidelines must, however, also be 
able to accommodate certain flexibility when the 
change is genuine and necessary.    
 
A plethora of other factors also affect the planning 
process. Priority given to different working groups 
also decides the type of plans that Panchayats make 
for themselves. In this respect, respondent number 
1 (bureaucrat, Pariyaram Panchayat) contends that 
“though Pariyaram is an agricultural area, the 
priority given for this field is only 20%.” She cites 
many problems like less fund, shift in the 
occupation pattern, increase in the demand for cash 
crops etc. for this. Similarly, the importance for 
small scale enterprises was less in both the 
panchayats as expressed by the respondents there 
while all have agreed that a lot of importance is 
given to public works, which consumes a lot of the 
funds that the Panchayats get.  Lack of long term 
view and proper background, and consequently the 
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unpreparedness towards changes in the 
situations,were also brought up as issues that affect 
the planning process of thePanchayats.As 
respondent number 8 (political representative, 
Pariyaram Panchayat) says, “The Panchayat at 
many times is unable to finish the work undertaken 
due to lack of vision, proper study and 
understanding. Therefore the Panchayat is not 
ready for sudden changes. There is a need to 
understand the willingness of people in accepting 
the Panchayats decisions or else there might be 
rejection from their side, rendering the whole 
process a waste of time.” The role of bureaucrats is 
another important criterion that decides the quality 
of the design of the developmental activities. 
Bureaucrats are experts who can guide the political 
representatives through the pragmatic path before 
settling into a decision. According respondent 
number 3 (bureaucrat, Melur Panchayat) “a good 
working bureaucrat can convince the people and 
can get the required work done. This pre-requisites 
good relation between bureaucrats and the 
representatives. For any failure bureaucrats are held 
responsible and hence it requires that the 
bureaucrats take up good processes.” This, 
however, also mandates that the bureaucrats as well 
as the political representatives be adequately 
trained – another important affecting factor to be 
considered while planning – so that they are aware 
of true scenario of their Panchayat, their duties and 
responsibilities. It is for this reason that KILA 
trains the political leaders in these matters. 
Bureaucrats and the political representatives, 
however, can work efficiently only with more 
decentralization and by giving more power to the 
bureaucrats. Responsibility without authority is 
useless. Political leaders need more freedom to 
decide the plans and the required funds too to an 
extent while the bureaucrats must be given more 
powers and incentives to speak out openly about 
their view points. Lack of sufficient bureaucrats is 
one more such factor that affects the quality of the 
planning process. Some of the respondents like 
respondent number 6 (bureaucrat, Pariyaram 
Panchayat) and respondent number 4 (bureaucrat, 
Melur Panchayat) have been entrusted with the 
responsibilities of more than one Panchayat. In 
case of respondent 4, the number crosses two. The 
effect of the staff crunch is felt more during the 
elections when these officials are called for election 
duties, thereby leaving no scope for any effective 
work during this period. The effectiveness of 
planning faces a setback in such situations and the 
Panchayats have relatively lower pace of 
functioning due to the lack of efficient planning. 
Matters become worse when other external 
influences like unions tooexert pressure on the 
planning group in the Panchayats, as respondent 
number 2 (political representative, Pariyaram 
Panchayat) said.   Many of these factors have a 

minimal role but they come into play at different 
junctures of planning, affecting the process in a 
different manner each time. The varying opinions 
from the respondents point out to this factor. Each 
sees the problem from a different angle. The 
attitude of those involved in the planning process 
therefore has paramount importance. And by all the 
authors mean each and every section that 
contributes in the decisions taken, including the 
people of the Panchayat.  
 
 
Conclusion  
 
The Panchayats have travelled a long way from 
their non-consequential existence as local bodies in 
villages to constitutionally backed institutions of 
power. They have become the passage through 
which power has travelled into the hands of the 
people. Political representatives function on behalf 
of the people to ensure that the will of the public is 
done. Decentralized planning has been one such 
medium. The process laid down for the planning is 
an all-inclusive system accommodating varying 
view points of the people, political representative, 
and the learned bureaucrats. The process has been a 
tremendous success in a state like Kerala where 
decentralization was received with great support 
from the people and Kerala has been a role model 
for rest of the country. Yet today progress in some 
parts of the state seems to have slowed. The 
planning process, being the first step in any 
developmental program, can be verified at this 
stage to discern its effect on the development of the 
Panchayats. It is of paramount importance that 
appropriate decisions are made so that the right 
plan is made for the right need at the right situation 
with the right resources. In itself the planning may 
be perfect. However, when various factors come 
into play while planning, the result differs from 
what was expected. It is, therefore, necessary to 
identify these factors and understand their potency 
in influencing the planning process. The study of 
two Panchayats in the Thrissur district of Kerala 
revealed a plethora of factors that have varying 
degrees of effect in both the Panchayats.  
 
The main highlights of this study are:  
 
1. The wide array of factors discerned through this 
study, though known, are not explicit and easily 
neglected while decision making. No actions to 
delineate the most important ones and take 
necessary steps accordingly are taken in the 
Panchayats.   
2. While the number of factors may be many, a few 
of them are discerned, of which political influence, 
people participation and less funds, form the major 
part. This pattern was common to both the 
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Panchayats. Certain suggestions to remedy this are 
given at the end.  
3. This study takes into consideration the opinion 
of the politicians and bureaucrats. Popular belief is 
that the politicians and bureaucrats are a part of a 
corrupt process. This study however could find a 
marked difference in the attitude of these sections 
at the grass-root levels. In fact, a higher level of 
commitment and determination to improve the 
Panchayat was found in these respondents.  
4. An important factor as mentioned before is the 
people participation. It was surprising to see that 
while people wanted benefits they were not ready 
to attend the Gram Sabha proceedings. This was a 
concern voiced by most of the respondents. 
Increased participation is the means through which 
transparency can be brought in the functioning of 
the Panchayats. Further, participation is necessary 
to voice ones needs which otherwise goes 
unnoticed.  
 
There is a shift in the way the Panchayats function 
today. While the Panchayat plays a major role in 
maintaining the standards, the other factors 
mentioned in the findings are equally important.    
 
Suggestions  
 
There is ample scope for improvement in the 
Panchayats. Certain suggestions that can be applied 
to the Panchayats are as follows:  
 
• This study has helped to identify the factors that 
affect the planning process. Panchayats must 
themselves try to find out those factors that have a 
significant influence in their respective Panchayats. 
The effect of each factor may differ according to 
the circumstances in the different Panchayats. 
Accordingly, they must be controlled or 
encouraged based on their negative or positive 
effects respectively, by seeking the root causes that 
lead to these factors. For instance, refining the 
method of data collection in Panchayats. It must be 
changed from the disorganised and oral form of 
data collection, as was mentioned by respondent 8 
(bureaucrat, Pariyaram Panchayat), to a more 
sophisticated and fool proof mechanism. While 
observing and correcting the factors that affect the 
planning process, it must be kept in mind that the 
factors discerned in the study are not mutually 
exclusive. Many a times one may lead to the other 
as it was specified in the observation. To ensure 
good results in this front, there ought to be a 
constant effort by the politicians and the 
bureaucrats to achieve this goal.   
 
• The aim mentioned above, however, mandates a 
shift in the attitude of the people of the Panchayats, 

as increase in the participation of people in the 
Panchayat activities including planning there would 
be a remarkable reduction in the political influence 
in these activities. There is therefore a need to 
increase the participation of people to what it was 
in the initial periods, and it must increase all the 
more in this journey towards decentralization. Both 
the sample Panchayats voiced a grave concern over 
the dwindling figures of people in the Gram 
Sabhas. The recent initiatives of the Kerala 
Panchayats of introducing the Ayal Sabhas 
(Neighbourhood Committees), is a good start to 
increase participation.  
 
• Further proper awareness, both in quality and 
quantity, must be imparted to the people. They are 
to be made aware of their rights and duties. For 
instance, respondent number 6 (bureaucrat, 
Pariyaram Panchayat) suggested the idea of putting 
of large boards on the roadsides, letting the people 
know about certain important rights and the also 
the duties of the Panchayats that can be asked for 
by the people. In such innovative ways, the sense 
of duty towards the society must be kindled in the 
people for better self governance.  
 
• The efforts put forth by the KILA are highly 
commendable. The State Government must take 
this fact into consideration and promote its 
activities, while providing the maximum possible 
freedom to the Panchayats. This would help the 
Panchayats to equip themselves to work 
independently towards development. The aim of 
legalising the Panchayats was to transfer more and 
more powers to the lower levels gradually over a 
period of time. Any effort to improve the 
Panchayats and their process would be defeated in 
the absence of maximum decentralisation.  This 
study was an attempt to identify the factors that 
affect development as seen from the view point of 
those empowered to work for the people and 
experts who guide the former in the process. 
Further studies can be done to verify if these 
factors do really have the significance they claim 
and thereby give a further conformance as to their 
influence. This would be a step forward to achieve 
the desirous change that all seek in the performance 
of the Panchayats. There are certain limitations of 
this study as the discussions are limited to the 
responses from the political representatives and the 
bureaucrats. The opinions of the people, and no 
financial data are included to substantiate these 
views. The results may or may not vary due to the 
above mentioned limitation. The authors have 
further studied these inputs and have included the 
findings differently. Further the responses are only 
view points of the respondents and are not based on 
the actual implementation of the findings. Further 
study can be done to apply the suggestions and 
moderate the factors to verify the actual impact of 



 

 

Ph ton                                                                                                                                                                                   123 

 

these factors. Financial data and other data can also 
be included to check the influence. The planning 
process as exists in Kerala is a perfect one 
accounting for the appropriate amount of people 
participation. The suggestions given by the authors 
can be implemented by the Panchayats but a big 
hindrance comes in the form of government 
interference from the higher levels. While it is the 
duty of the Centre to think for the good of the rural 
areas, it must limit its help to a greater extent only 
in the form of giving financial aids and keeping a 
vigil on them for improper activities. In case of the 
centrally sponsored schemes, only the broad outline 
must be given to the Panchayats along with 
sufficient funds. There must be enough flexibility 
for the Panchayats to tailor the schemes according 
to their local need.   
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