
Annexure I 

rd73  Amendment and the Schedule XI of the Constitution of India

Introduction
Article 40 of the Indian Constitution states that “the State should take steps to organise village 
panchayats and endow them with such powers and authority as may be necessary to enable 
them to function as units of self-government”. This Article is in the nature of a directive 
principle for state policy, responsibility for the implementation of which is devolved to State 
governments. In 1957, the Government of India instituted the Balwantrai Mehta Committee to 
make a detailed set of suggestions for establishment of a three-tier local self-government 
system.

Keeping in view the idea of democratic decentralisation as envisaged by the Balwantrai 
Mehta Committee, the West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1957 was passed. Subsequently, the West 
Bengal Zilla Parishads Act, 1963 was enacted. Under the Act of 1957, the Gram Sabha is the 
foundation on which the entire Panchayati Raj institution rests. It is a village assembly 
consisting of all persons whose names are included in the electoral roll of that area for the 
West Bengal Legislative Assembly. The experience of a couple of other States bears 
mentioning. The western states of Gujarat and Maharashtra passed legislation in the 1960s 
transferring many activities, including primary health care and education to district 
panchayats. In both States, funds were devolved as well and a separate administrative service 
–  the Panchayat Service in Gujarat and the Maharashtra Development Service in Maharashtra 
–  was set up to facilitate the transfer (or deputation) of State-level civil servants to work with 
the district panchayats. But the original vision behind the decentralisation effort has not been 
sustained.

The enactment of the new West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1973 was necessitated because of the 
failure of the West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1957 and the West Bengal Zilla Parishads Act, 
1963, to fulfil the aspirations of rural people and therefore, was replaced by one 
comprehensive Act encompassing all tiers of the Pachayati Raj institution. Under the new Act, 
the operational area of the Gram Panchayat was enlarged to make it an economically viable 
unit with resources of its own in the form of taxation, grants and loans from the Central or the 
State Government but the capacity of local governments to raise local revenue remained 
limited due to non-implementation of the provision.

The Left Front gained power in West Bengal in 1977 and since 1978 it has been holding direct 
elections for seats at all three levels of the panchayats once every five years. Each level of 
local self-government is comprised of a number of seats and operates as a council that makes 
decisions collectively. At the district and development block levels, the councils include 
representatives from the lower level, and corresponding officers of the state bureaucracy (e.g., 
Collector/District Magistrate in the Zilla Parishad and Block Development Officer at the 
Panchayat Samity). Reforms to the system were effected in 1985 to shift responsibilities to the 
local self-governments, away from bureaucratic officials in concerned departments of the 
State government and to create a bottom-up budgeting system. The principal responsibilities 
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entrusted to the panchayats included implementation of land reforms, of the two principal 
poverty alleviation schemes (the IRDP credit programme and the Food for Work programme), 
distribution of subsidised agricultural inputs, local infrastructure projects, and miscellaneous 
welfare schemes (old-age assistance, disaster relief, and housing for the poor). The role played 
by the Gram Panchayats therefore consisted mainly of selection of beneficiaries of various 
development programmes handed down from the Central or State government.

Multiple failures of the bureaucratic and centralised apparatus of the Indian developmental 
state, and the decentralisation and devolution effected so far – failure to ensure efficient and 
effective delivery of public services, and to effectively provide and maintain key 

rdinfrastructure – necessitated the 73  amendment of the Constitution of India.

Table 1: Eleventh Schedule of the Constitution of India

No. Description Category

1 Agriculture including agricultural extension Agriculture and allied

2 Land improvement, land reforms, land consolidation, soil conservation Agriculture and allied

3 Minor irrigation, water management, watershed development Agriculture and allied

4 Animal husbandry, dairy, poultry Agriculture and allied

5 Fisheries Agriculture and allied

6 Social forestry, farm forestry Agriculture and allied

7 Minor forest produce Agriculture and allied

8 Small scale industries Industries

9 Khadi, village, cottage industries Industries

10 Rural housing Welfare

11 Drinking water Core

12 Fuel and fodder Agriculture and allied

13 Roads, culverts, bridges, ferries, waterways Core

14 Rural electrification, electricity distribution Core

15 Non-conventional energy sources Welfare

16 Poverty alleviation programs Welfare

17 Education, including primary and secondary schools Welfare

18 Technical training and vocational education Welfare

19 Adult and non-formal education Welfare

20 Libraries Welfare

21 Cultural activities Welfare

22 Markets and fairs Agriculture and allied

23 Health and sanitation, hospitals, primary health centres, dispensaries Core

24 Family welfare Welfare

25 Women and child development Welfare

26 Social welfare, welfare of handicapped and mentally retarded Welfare

27 Welfare of weaker sections, Scheduled Castes and Tribes Welfare

28 Public distribution system Welfare

29 Maintenance of community assets Core
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rdThe 73  Amendment and the Eleventh Schedule
rdThe 73  Amendment Act, 1992 requires the States to devolve powers and authority to 

Panchayats so as to enable them to function as institutions of self-government. In particular, 
the provision calls for devolution of powers and responsibilities for the preparation of plans 
and implementation of schemes for development and social justice dealing with an 
impressively wide range of items, which are listed in a new schedule, Schedule XI, of the 
constitution (Article 243G).

The newly introduced Schedule XI of the Constitution (shown in Table 1) contains a 
comprehensive list of functional items, ranging from agricultural extension, implementation of 
land reforms, poverty alleviation, and promotion of small-scale industries to health, primary 
and secondary education and family welfare. There is considerable overlap between Schedule 
XI and Schedule VII, the State List (items within the purview of State Government) of the 
constitution, with one of the notable omissions in Schedule XI being law and order.

Outcome
rdPrior to the 73  constitutional amendment the functional domain of rural local self-

government bodies was largely limited to the provision of some core services such as street 
lighting, water supply, sanitation, and local roads. To the extent that Panchayats were involved 
in developmental activities, they played the role of implementing agencies at the local level 
for various schemes sponsored by either Central government or State government 
departments. In this capacity, Panchayats oversaw the management and implementation of 
various local infrastructure schemes funded through various State government departments. 
This situation was expected to change in the new scheme of things with the empowerment of 
the Panchayats. However, a number of reports that have reviewed the State-level legislations 
indicate that, in most instances, the statutes merely provide a 'shopping list' of various 
activities and sectors for which Panchayats would be newly responsible (Government of India, 
2001a and 2001b). Nevertheless, there have been attempts at various points in time and in 
various States to enhance the role of local governments. As of 2001, West Bengal (one of the 
most progressive States, second only to Kerala in terms of devolution and decentralisation) 
has transferred all of the 29 functions envisaged in Schedule XI to the Panchayats but has 
transferred funds and personnel for only 12 of those functions up to the sub-district 
(Development Block) level.

Overall, in most States there has been very limited progress in terms of administrative and 
financial devolution. This suggests a lack of political will and significant bureaucratic 
resistance but at the same time it also needs to be recognised that the process of transferring 
funds and functionaries can be quite complicated. In terms of transferring personnel, two sets 
of issues arise. The first is a practical one: the need to adequately address bureaucratic career 
concerns in order to retain and attract suitably qualified individuals to these positions. The 
smaller scale of the bureaucracies supporting local governments potentially limits upward 
promotion possibilities for civil servants and practical ways have to be devised to get around 
these limits. A second issue that arises is the tension between the need to, on the one hand, 
make bureaucrats accountable to elected representatives, and on the other, ensure some degree 
of insulation for the bureaucracy from political pressures. The basic tension between 
bureaucratic accountability and autonomy does not of course exist only at the local level but it 
does complicate the process of reconfiguring bureaucratic structures.

For a further discussion on Panchayati Raj institutions see Down to Earth, Jan. 31, 2007.
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Figure 2: Population growth in the nine mouzas on field research islands
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Daniel Hamilton was a notable exception among the zamindars (estate holders) of the 
Sundarbans. In 1903, he leased Gosaba, Rangabelia and Satjelia islands but he was not the 
typical zamindar interested only in revenue; rather his interest lay in social experimentation. 
His objective was to achieve overall development by creating model villages based on 
cooperative principles. “He brought labour from the mainland, built dykes to keep out the sea, 
a plant to distil seawater and other similar works. To finance this activity he issued his own 
notes based on the sum of eleven hundred rupees held in the Estate Office. It is interesting to 
note the words which appeared on his own [currency] note issue. On one side it stated:

Sir Daniel Mackinnon Hamilton promises to pay the Bearer, on demand, 

at the Co-operative Bhundar, in exchange for value received, one rupee 

worth of rice, cloth, oil or other goods.

On the obverse side of the note was written:

The value received in exchange for this Note may be given in the form of 

bunds constructed, or buildings erected; or in medical or educational 

service. The Note may be exchanged for coin, if necessary, at the Estate 

Office. The Note is made good, not by the coin, which makes nothing, but 

by the assets created and the services rendered. The Note is based on the 

living man, not on the dead coin. It costs practically nothing, and yields a 

dividend of One Hundred percent in land reclaimed, tanks excavated, 

houses built, etc. and in a more healthy and abundant LIFE.

The notes were willingly accepted by the workers on the island, villages were built – each 

with its school – and eventually what was formerly an uninhabited area achieved a population 

of twelve thousand” (Holloway, 1971[73], pp. 5-6; emphasis mine).

This illustrates how infrastructure was built and public services provisioned and paid for in the 

estate, through a consumer cooperative, the oldest of its kind in India.
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A glimpse of Daniel Hamilton's estate in Gosaba



Bikash Raychaudhuri (1980) is credited with one of the few ethnographies carried out in the 
Sundarbans. He studied a temporary fishing settlement on Jambudwip (also known as 
Bulberry Island, southeast of Mousuni Island) in the Sundarbans in the 1960s. Temporary 
fishing camps were being established on Jambudwip every season in order to ensure a fresh 
supply of fish to the markets by the fishing community for part of the year since at least 1955. 
Although fishing was not regarded as being as worthy an occupation as was rice cultivation, it 
ensured the survival of those for whom it was the only possible livelihood. These temporary 
camps attracted fishermen from villages as far away as districts of Howrah, Hoogly, to the 
north, Midnapore to the west and parts of Bangladesh in the east. The fishermen at these 
temporary camps set up a transient society for about four months (November through 
February), away from their families. 

Over time, fishing as an occupation did not remain as lowly as it used to be, attracting greater 
numbers. Some time in the late 1980s the transient society at Jambudwip changed its 
character. It did not become a wholesome society; nevertheless, the settlements became 
permanent centering on khuntis or fish trading posts. With encouragement and support from 
the Fisheries Department, Government of West Bengal, the settlement at Jambudwip 
flourished and became a permanent centre for the dry-fish sector. All this while the island was 

1
designated as “Reserve forest” under the Namkhana Division . It came to the notice of the 
Forest Department that mangrove patches were being destroyed because of the activities of 
fishermen. According to Raychaudhuri's account fishermen did use mangrove branches for 
firewood for cooking and boiling their nets with resin derived from barks of mangroves. 
Fishermen had also cleared patches of mangrove to set up fish drying beds. A competition of 
sorts ensued during 2002-03 between the Fisheries and Forest departments of West Bengal, 
carried out very much in public and often through the media. Ultimately, on March 31, 2004 
access to the island was completely closed, and the island came under the direct control of the 
Home Department of the Government of West Bengal.

In the context of conservation of the Sundarbans, the two aforementioned government 
departments have on earlier occasions worked at cross-purposes. The Fisheries Department 
had taken the initiative of introducing intensive and semi-intensive aquaculture farms that 
resulted in high demand for Tiger shrimp seeds while the Forest Department was trying to 
protect wildlife and its habitat. In fact, there was a time (late 1980s) when Fisheries 
Department initiatives resulted in clearing of mangrove patches, which was in direct conflict 
with the stand of the Forest Department that felling of mangroves was illegal. 

1
 Jambudwip was notified as Reserved Forest on May 29, 1943. As per provisions of the Forest 
(Conservation) Act, 1980, seasonal occupation of Jambudwip by fishermen and fish-drying activity is a 
non-forest activity not permissible without prior approval of the Government of India.
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Community of Fishermen at Jambudwip
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