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Abstract: This study examines decentralization and local self-government in Uttar Pradesh with a 

focus on the legal mechanisms designed to enable participatory governance at the grassroots. It traces 

the evolution of India’s decentralisation framework from early village institutions and the Directive 

Principles to the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments, which established Panchayats and urban 

local bodies as a constitutional third tier. In Uttar Pradesh, this framework is operationalised through 

a cluster of state laws, including the Panchayat Raj Act, 1947, the Kshettra Panchayats and Zila 

Panchayats Adhiniyam, 1961, and the Municipalities and Municipal Corporation Acts, supported by 

key institutions such as the State Election Commission, State Finance Commission and District 

Planning Committees. Doctrinal (legal) analysis is combined with secondary literature to assess how 

far these provisions translate into meaningful citizen participation. The findings indicate a strong 

formal architecture for local democracy—Gram Sabhas, ward committees, reservations, social audits, 

and transparency mechanisms such as the Right to Information—yet a persistent gap between 

constitutional design and practice. Irregular and elite-dominated meetings, partial devolution of 

functions, funds and functionaries, bureaucratic control and capacity constraints all limit the effective 

role of citizens in planning, budgeting and monitoring. The paper argues that deepening grassroots 

democracy in Uttar Pradesh requires not only further legal clarification and strengthening of Gram 

Sabha and ward committee powers, but also improved financial devolution, sustained capacity-

building, and proactive measures to overcome socio-economic and gender-based barriers to 

participation. 
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1. Background of the Study 

Decentralization and local self-government (LSG) in India have deep historical roots. 

Village-level institutions, including sabhas and panchayats, are documented from 

the Vedic period onward and functioned as forums for local decision-making and 

dispute resolution long before the advent of colonial rule (Rini, 2025). These early 

forms of local governance created a tradition of community-based management of 

local affairs which contemporary reforms explicitly seek to revive. 
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Figure 1. Decentralisation & Local Self-Government Horizontal Timeline of Key Phases 

(1947–2025) 

The evolution of decentralisation in Uttar Pradesh spans six phases. The 

Foundational phase (1947–1959) began with the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act, 1947, 

creating Gram Panchayats. The Three-tier & Development phase (1960–1989) was 

shaped by the U.P. Kshettra Samitis & Zila Parishads Act, 1961. Constitutionalisation 

(1990–1999) followed the 73rd CAA and the 1994 Adhiniyam. Decentralised 

Planning (2000–2010) saw District Planning Committees and regular Panchayat 

elections. Gram Sabha & GPDP (2011–2019) strengthened participatory planning 

and e-governance. Data-driven & Partnership (2020–2025) focuses on PDI, 

Matrubhoomi Yojana and Mission 2031. 

In the modern constitutional framework, Article 40 of the Directive Principles 

directed the State to organize village panchayats as units of self-government. Post-

Independence experiments, such as the Community Development Programme 

(1952) and the National Extension Service (1953), and the Balwantrai Mehta 

Committee (1957), pushed India toward a structured three-tier system of panchayats 

at village, block, and district levels (Rini, 2025; Trivedi et al., 2024).  However, until 

the early 1990s, these institutions largely depended on state discretion and were 

often irregular or weak. 
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A decisive constitutional shift came with the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 

1992, which inserted Part IX (Articles 243–243O) and the Eleventh Schedule into the 

Constitution. This amendment gave Panchayats constitutional status as “institutions 

of self-government,” mandated regular five-year elections, created State Election 

Commissions and State Finance Commissions, and provided reservations for 

Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and women (Election Commission 

for UTs, 2025; NITI Aayog & IIPA, 2023). The Eleventh Schedule lists 29 subjects—

such as agriculture, rural housing, drinking water, roads, and primary education—

that may be devolved to Panchayats. 

Following this Union-level amendment, each State enacted “conformity Acts” to 

align their laws with Part IX. Uttar Pradesh, which already had a Panchayat Raj 

framework, amended its laws to create the classic three-tier structure—Gram 

Panchayat, Kshetra Panchayat, and Zila Panchayat—alongside Gram Sabhas as 

bodies of direct democracy. Nationwide, there are over 2.60 lakh Panchayats, of 

which over 58,000 village Panchayats are in Uttar Pradesh alone, underscoring the 

state’s centrality to India’s decentralization story (NITI Aayog & IIPA, 2023). 

Recent scholarly work highlights that, despite the impressive formal architecture, 

actual devolution remains uneven across states and sectors, with many Panchayats 

still heavily dependent on higher-level governments for funds, functionaries, and 

functional autonomy (Rini, 2025; Trivedi et al., 2024). This gap between 

constitutional design and empirical reality is particularly salient in large, socio-

economically diverse states like Uttar Pradesh. 

 

2. Importance of Grassroots Democracy and Participatory Governance 

The normative justification for decentralization in India rests on the idea of 

grassroots democracy—that democracy is most meaningful when citizens 

participate directly or closely in decisions that affect their everyday lives. Local self-

government brings the State “closer to the people,” enhancing responsiveness, 

accountability, and context-sensitive development outcomes (Rini, 2025) Within this 

framework, the Gram Sabha is conceptualised as the foundational institution of 

participatory democracy, in which all adult residents of a village may approve 

development plans, scrutinise accounts, and hold elected representatives 

accountable (Trivedi et al., 2024). 

Democratic decentralisation is expected to improve targeting and efficiency of 

service delivery by utilising local knowledge; foster social inclusion through 
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institutionalised representation of women and marginalised groups; and strengthen 

democratic culture by habituating citizens to regular deliberation and oversight. 

 

Figure 2.  Grassroots democracy – comparison of expected and actual outcomes in key 

dimensions 

Grassroots democracy and participatory governance make democracy real in 

people’s everyday lives. When citizens engage through Gram Sabhas and 

Panchayats, decisions better reflect local needs, services are targeted more 

accurately, and leaders become more accountable. Participation also builds a 

democratic culture, where ordinary people—especially women and marginalised 

groups—gain voice and experience in public affairs. The chart compares expected 

outcomes of decentralisation with actual experience in Uttar Pradesh across four 

dimensions: participation, inclusion, accountability and capacity. In every case, the 

green bars (normative ideal) are higher than the blue bars (reality), visually 

highlighting the gap between promise and practice. 

Recent policy and editorial literature underscores that Panchayati Raj Institutions 

(PRIs) have significantly expanded descriptive representation—especially of 

women, who now constitute nearly half of elected representatives at the local level 

across India. At the same time, PRIs continue to struggle with financial dependence, 

limited administrative capacity, and social hierarchies that constrain meaningful 

participation. 
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Empirical work on Uttar Pradesh shows that Gram Sabha meetings are often poorly 

attended, and that participation is skewed towards local elites, while women and 

SC/ST members—despite formal reservations—face barriers to substantive 

involvement (Trivedi et al., 2024). 

This suggests that the promise of participatory governance at the grassroots level is 

only partially realised. Yet, contemporary initiatives demonstrate the continuing 

centrality of participatory governance to state policy. The Model Youth Gram Sabha 

initiative, for instance, aims to inculcate democratic values among students by 

simulating Gram Sabha processes, signalling a renewed emphasis on informed, 

active citizenship and local self-governance. In Uttar Pradesh specifically, the Chief 

Minister has recently highlighted the importance of “smart villages,” digital 

platforms, and community mobilisation for water conservation, sanitation, and 

village development, linking these to better-functioning Gram Panchayats and 

Gram Sabhas (Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd., 2025). Against this backdrop, a focused 

examination of legal mechanisms for participatory governance in Uttar Pradesh—

and the extent to which they translate into actual people’s participation—becomes 

both normatively and policy-wise significant. 

 

3. Statement of Problem 

Despite a strong constitutional framework and an extensive network of local bodies, 

there is a persistent gap between the constitutional vision of decentralised, 

participatory self-government and its implementation in Uttar Pradesh. First, while 

the 73rd Constitutional Amendment mandates devolution of powers, functions, and 

finances to Panchayats, empirical assessments show that most Panchayats across 

India remain fiscally dependent and administratively constrained. Own-source 

revenues of Panchayats are generally low, Finance Commission recommendations 

are unevenly implemented, and State Finance Commissions are often delayed or not 

fully acted upon (NITI Aayog & IIPA, 2023). 

In Uttar Pradesh, conformity legislation has formally assigned several functions to 

the three-tier Panchayati Raj structure, yet control over key sectors, staff, and funds 

frequently remains with line departments or higher-level executives, limiting 

Panchayats’ effective autonomy (Trivedi et al., 2024). Second, there is a deficit in 

effective people’s participation at the local level, particularly via Gram Sabhas. 

Studies focusing on Uttar Pradesh highlight low attendance in Gram Sabha 

meetings, dominance of local elites, and the symbolic rather than substantive nature 

of many deliberations. 
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Marginalised communities and women, though numerically represented through 

reservations, often face social barriers, lack of awareness, and limited capacity to 

influence decisions. As a result, legal provisions intended to institutionalise 

participatory democracy are frequently reduced to procedural formalities. 

Third, recent policy initiatives in Uttar Pradesh—such as the push for “smart 

villages,” digital monitoring of Panchayat functioning, mandatory computer 

training for Panchayat assistants, and the use of call centres and geo-fencing—signal 

a strong state-level commitment to modernising local governance (Bennett, Coleman 

& Co. Ltd., 2025). Similarly, the Viksit UP@2047 vision explicitly positions self-

reliant (“Atmanirbhar”) Panchayats as key drivers of economic and social 

transformation, emphasising citizen ideas and local innovation. However, the extent 

to which these top-down initiatives actually deepen bottom-up participation, 

strengthen Gram Sabhas, and empower ordinary villagers in decision-making 

remains empirically under-explored. Fourth, fiscal and capacity constraints persist 

at the grassroots level. Comprehensive national studies highlight a continued 

resource gap for Panchayats, limited own-source revenue powers, and insufficient 

training and infrastructure, especially in rural local bodies (NITI Aayog & IIPA, 

2023). In a populous and diverse state like Uttar Pradesh, such deficits can 

exacerbate uneven development and reinforce local inequalities. 

 

4. Central Problem of this Study 

Although the legal and constitutional framework in India and Uttar Pradesh is 

designed to promote decentralised, participatory local self-government, there 

remains a significant gap between this normative vision and the actual functioning 

of Panchayati Raj Institutions and Gram Sabhas, particularly with respect to 

meaningful people’s participation at the grassroots level. This problem points to the 

need for a focused, law-and-governance analysis of how decentralization and 

participatory mechanisms operate in practice in Uttar Pradesh, and which structural 

and legal reforms might bridge the implementation gap. 

 

5. Objectives of the Study 

The study aims (i) to examine the constitutional and legal framework of local self-

government in India and Uttar Pradesh, (ii) to analyse legal provisions that enable 

citizen participation in local governance, and (iii) to identify key challenges in 
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implementation and suggest suitable legal and policy reforms to strengthen 

participatory governance at the grassroots. 

 

6. Conceptual and Constitutional Framework 

6.1. Concept of Decentralization 

Decentralization, in the context of public law and governance, generally refers to the 

transfer of authority, responsibility and resources from the central government to 

subnational institutions or other actors. It is commonly described as a process 

through which responsibility for planning, management and allocation of public 

resources moves from the centre to local governments, field offices, autonomous 

public authorities or even non-governmental organisations (Decentralisation Net, 

n.d.). Rather than a single, uniform reform, recent literature stresses that 

decentralization is a multi-dimensional process that reshapes the relationship 

between different tiers of government within a system of multi-level governance. It 

alters how power is distributed, how decisions are taken and who ultimately 

controls public resources and services. 

Justification 
Grassroots democracy; State closer to people; responsiveness, accountability, 

context-specific development outcomes 

Gram Sabha 
 

All adults; approve 
development plans; 
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(Gram Sabha, PRIs, new initiatives) translate into real grassroots democracy. 

Figure 3. Grassroots Democracy & Participatory Governance Conceptual Framework 
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The framework links grassroots democracy to institutions and outcomes. Gram 

Sabha and PRIs, supported by initiatives like Youth Gram Sabha and smart villages, 

are meant to bring the State closer to people, ensure inclusion, and improve services, 

accountability and democratic culture. However, low participation, elite capture and 

weak capacity create a gap between this legal design and actual people’s 

participation in Uttar Pradesh. 

Most contemporary scholars identifies three principal dimensions of 

decentralization: political, administrative and fiscal. Political decentralization 

denotes the transfer of political authority and decision-making power to elected 

bodies at lower levels of government. It is closely associated with competitive local 

elections, pluralist party politics, and the creation of direct accountability links 

between citizens and their representatives in local institutions (Decentralisation Net, 

n.d.). Administrative decentralization concerns the relocation of responsibility for 

planning, financing and managing public services from central ministries to 

subordinate levels of government or semi-autonomous agencies. It speaks to who 

manages bureaucratic personnel, procedures and everyday implementation of 

programmes. Fiscal decentralization refers to the assignment of expenditure 

responsibilities, revenue powers and intergovernmental transfers to subnational 

governments, along with discretion over local budgeting and financial management. 

Together, these three dimensions define the scope of local autonomy and the 

practical capacity of local institutions to govern. 

Recent guidance from organisations such as the United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) and the OECD emphasises that these 

dimensions must be carefully balanced. Political decentralization without real 

administrative and fiscal powers tends to create “empty” local institutions that bear 

responsibility without control. Conversely, extensive fiscal powers without clear 

political accountability and administrative systems can generate inefficiency, 

mismanagement or capture by local elites (OECD, 2019; UN DESA, 2023). The 

rationale for decentralization in democratic governance is therefore both normative 

and instrumental. Normatively, decentralization is grounded in the principle that 

decisions should, as far as possible, be taken close to the people who are affected by 

them, thereby reinforcing self-rule and democratic legitimacy. Instrumentally, 

decentralization is expected to deepen democracy and accountability by bringing 

government “closer to the people”, making it easier for citizens to monitor 

performance and sanction non-responsive officials. It can improve the matching of 

policies to local preferences because local governments often possess better 

information about local needs and conditions, particularly in relation to services 



ISSN: 2065-1759                                                  Public Administration & Regional Studies 

 68 

such as rural roads, drinking water, primary education and local infrastructure 

(OECD, 2019).. Thus, decentralization is not intrinsically beneficial or harmful; its 

outcomes depend on constitutional design, legal frameworks and the quality of local 

institutions within which it operates. 

6.2. Local Self-Government: Concept and Significance 

Local self-government denotes a system in which democratically elected local bodies 

manage the public affairs of their communities with a legally recognised degree of 

autonomy. In India, contemporary accounts describe local self-government as the 

“third tier” of democracy created and entrenched by the 73rd and 74th 

Constitutional Amendments, under which Panchayats in rural areas and 

Municipalities in urban areas are empowered to manage local functions such as 

roads, water supply, sanitation and a range of basic services (Padhai.ai, 2025). These 

institutions are endowed with legal personality and clearly defined jurisdictions 

over local public affairs. Their powers and responsibilities are set out in specified 

functional domains, which are now constitutionally anchored through the Eleventh 

and Twelfth Schedules of the Constitution.  The constitutional framework further 

provides for the representation of marginalised groups and women through 

reserved seats and leadership positions, and establishes various accountability 

mechanisms, including periodic local elections, Gram Sabhas, audits and public 

disclosure of information. 

Local self-government is often described as the “backbone of India’s democracy” 

because it institutionalises everyday democratic engagement at the village and ward 

levels (Padhai.ai, 2025). Its significance can be appreciated along three main 

dimensions: democracy, development and social justice. Democratically, Panchayats 

and Municipalities offer the closest interface between citizens and the state. They 

provide ordinary residents with opportunities to contest elections, participate in 

Gram Sabhas or ward committee meetings and monitor the behaviour of their 

representatives. Recent commentaries highlight initiatives such as the Model Youth 

Gram Sabha, which seeks to familiarise students with grassroots democratic 

processes and local institutions, thereby cultivating a culture of citizen engagement 

from an early age. Developmentally, local bodies are responsible for preparing and 

implementing local development plans. Gram Panchayat Development Plans 

(GPDPs) are intended to integrate the 29 functional subjects listed in the Eleventh 

Schedule, ranging from agriculture and rural housing to drinking water and rural 

roads. (Press Information Bureau, 2023).  
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The social justice dimension of local self-government is closely connected to 

constitutional provisions on reservation. Part IX and Part IX-A of the Constitution 

mandate reservations for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and not less than 

one-third of seats for women in Panchayats and Municipalities, with several states 

opting to reserve up to fifty per cent of seats for women (MEA, n.d.). These measures 

are designed to redistribute political power towards historically excluded groups 

and to enable their voice in public decision-making. Nonetheless, the 

constitutionalisation of local self-government has undeniably opened new avenues 

for democratic participation and social inclusion at the grassroots. 

 

7. Participatory Governance: An Overview 

Participatory governance refers to institutionalised processes through which citizens 

influence public decision-making beyond simply casting votes in periodic elections. 

In conceptual terms, it is useful to distinguish between indirect and direct 

participation. Indirect participation is exercised primarily through elected 

representatives in councils and legislatures; citizens delegate power to 

representatives who then make decisions on their behalf. Direct participation, by 

contrast, involves citizens personally taking part in forums such as Gram Sabhas, 

public hearings, participatory planning meetings or social audits, where they can 

deliberate, raise concerns and shape decisions more immediately. In India’s rural 

local governance, the Gram Sabha—the assembly of all registered voters in a 

village—is recognised in Part IX of the Constitution and in state Panchayati Raj laws 

as the central institution of direct participation.  

The Gram Sabha is envisaged as the basic forum for collective deliberation, approval 

of local plans and scrutiny of Panchayat performance. National programmes like the 

People’s Plan Campaign require Gram Sabhas to review past Gram Panchayat 

Development Plans, prioritise new works and monitor implementation, increasingly 

using digital platforms such as e-Gram Swaraj and mobile applications like Meri 

Panchayat (Press Information Bureau, 2023). Public hearings and consultations, 

often convened as part of Gram Sabhas or Ward Sabhas, provide spaces where 

officials present information on schemes and citizens can raise grievances or 

demand explanations. Studies of social-audit Gram Sabhas in states such as 

Telangana suggest that, when properly organised, these forums allow citizens to 

question officials and insist on corrective action, although participation levels and 

the quality of facilitation remain uneven (National Institute of Rural Development 

and Panchayati Raj, 2022). 
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Social audits have emerged as a particularly significant tool of participatory 

governance. Under programmes such as the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), social audits are mandated as a legal 

mechanism for community-based oversight of works and expenditures.  

Recent empirical and professional literature highlights social audits as powerful 

instruments for transparency and accountability at the grassroots, but also points to 

challenges such as limited mobilisation, low attendance, technical complexity and 

weak follow-up on audit findings (ICSI, 2025; International Journal of Creative 

Research Thoughts, 2024). Other instruments, including citizen charters, Right to 

Information applications, participatory budgeting pilots, online grievance portals 

and local vigilance committees, have been used in different states and sectors to 

deepen participatory governance.  

 

8. Constitutional Framework in India 

The constitutional framework for decentralization, local self-government and 

participatory governance in India is primarily shaped by the 73rd and 74th 

Constitutional Amendments. The Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 

1992 granted constitutional status to the Panchayati Raj system by inserting Part IX, 

entitled “The Panchayats”, into the Constitution and appending the Eleventh 

Schedule. Part IX (Articles 243 to 243O) requires states to establish a three-tier 

structure of Panchayats in rural areas—Gram Panchayat at village level, Panchayat 

Samiti at intermediate or block level and Zila Parishad at district level—subject to 

some flexibility for smaller states (MEA, n.d.; Election Commission for UTs, n.d.). It 

mandates direct elections to all seats in Panchayats, normally every five years, 

thereby ensuring continuity of democratic representation. The Amendment further 

provides for reservation of seats and chairperson posts for Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes, and for not less than one-third of seats to be reserved for women, 

with scope for additional reservations for backward classes. It also requires the 

creation of State Election Commissions to supervise local elections and State Finance 

Commissions to recommend principles for distributing financial resources between 

states and Panchayats. 

Article 243G empowers state legislatures to endow Panchayats with such powers 

and authority as may be necessary to enable them to function as institutions of self-

government, including the preparation of plans for economic development and 

social justice and the implementation of schemes with respect to the matters listed 

in the Eleventh Schedule. The Eleventh Schedule, introduced by the same 



Public Administration & Regional Studies                                           Vol. 18, No. 2/2025 

 71 

amendment, lists twenty-nine subjects including agriculture, land improvement, 

minor irrigation, animal husbandry, fisheries, rural housing, drinking water, rural 

electrification, non-conventional energy sources, rural roads, poverty alleviation, 

education and public distribution systems (MEA, n.d.). Recent government 

communications from the Press Information Bureau explicitly connect Article 243G 

and the Eleventh Schedule with inclusive, SDG-aligned planning, underlining that 

Panchayats are recognised as institutions of local self-government responsible for 

promoting economic development and social justice at the grassroots (Press 

Information Bureau, 2023). 

The combined effect of the 73rd and 74th Amendments is that Panchayats and 

Municipalities no longer exist merely as optional or revocable creatures of state law 

but have become constitutionally recognised institutions of local self-government. 

States are constitutionally obliged to constitute these bodies, hold regular elections 

and respect the basic features of the system (Election Commission for UTs, n.d.). The 

Eleventh and Twelfth Schedules provide a functional roadmap for devolution, 

although the actual transfer of “functions, finances and functionaries” varies 

significantly across states and sectors. Contemporary evaluations acknowledge that 

India has created one of the largest democratic local government systems in the 

world, but they also highlight the need for deeper fiscal devolution, greater 

functional clarity, systematic capacity building and stronger participatory 

mechanisms such as Gram Sabhas and social audits if the full intent of the 

constitutional amendments is to be realised in practice (Press Information Bureau, 

2023). In sum, the Indian constitutional framework embeds decentralization, local 

self-government and participatory governance within a robust legal architecture. 

The central challenge now lies less in the absence of formal provisions and more in 

ensuring effective devolution, meaningful participation and genuine accountability 

in the everyday functioning of local institutions 

 

9. Legal Framework of Local Self-Government in Uttar Pradesh 

The legal framework of local self-government in Uttar Pradesh rests on a set of state 

statutes that translate the constitutional vision of Part IX and Part IX-A into concrete 

institutional arrangements. In the rural sphere, the principal enactment is the Uttar 

Pradesh Panchayat Raj Act, 1947 (originally the United Provinces Panchayat Raj 

Act, 1947), which provides for the establishment of Gram Sabhas and Gram Panchayats 

across the state, excluding areas notified as cities or municipalities under urban local 

government laws (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1947/2020). The Act sets out the 
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constitution, composition, powers and functioning of Gram Panchayats as the basic 

units of rural self-government. Above the village level, the Uttar Pradesh Kshettra 

Panchayats and Zila Panchayats Adhiniyam, 1961 establishes Kshettra (Block) 

Panchayats and Zila Panchayats as intermediate and district tiers, thereby completing 

the three-tier Panchayati Raj structure envisaged by the 73rd Constitutional 

Amendment (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1961/2019). Recent official data used 

for panchayat election preparations indicate that Uttar Pradesh has 75 Zila 

Panchayats, 826 Kshettra Panchayats and about 57,700 Gram Panchayats, 

underlining the scale and reach of its rural local government system (Times of India, 

2025). 

Urban local self-government is organised under two core statutes. The Uttar 

Pradesh Municipalities Act, 1916 regulates municipal boards / Nagar Palika Parishads 

and, after later amendments, Nagar Panchayats in smaller and medium urban areas, 

laying down provisions on the constitution and composition of municipalities, 

reservation of seats, term of office, duties, discretionary functions and financial 

powers (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1916/2018). The Uttar Pradesh Municipal 

Corporation Act, 1959 applies to larger cities and provides a more elaborate 

framework for Municipal Corporations, including elected corporators, mayoral 

institutions and a Municipal Commissioner as chief executive (Government of Uttar 

Pradesh, 1959/2018). These urban local bodies implement the 74th Constitutional 

Amendment at the state level, with powers and functions broadly aligned to the 

Twelfth Schedule. 

All of these statutes have been amended multiple times—most notably through the 

Uttar Pradesh Urban Local Self-Government Laws (Amendment) Act, 1994 and 

subsequent state amendment acts—to incorporate constitutional requirements 

relating to structure, reservation, tenure, ward delimitation and devolution (CAG of 

India, 2008; India Code, n.d.). Taken together, they produce a dual but coherent 

legal architecture: a three-tier Panchayati Raj system in rural areas governed 

primarily by the Panchayat Raj Act, 1947 and the Kshettra Panchayats and Zila 

Panchayats Adhiniyam, 1961, and a differentiated system of municipal councils and 

municipal corporations in urban areas governed by the Municipalities Act, 1916 and 

the Municipal Corporation Act, 1959. 
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9.1. Powers, Functions and Responsibilities 

The legal powers and duties of Panchayats and Municipalities in Uttar Pradesh arise 

from the Constitution, state statutes and delegated legislation. The U.P. Panchayat 

Raj Act, 1947 assigns Gram Panchayats obligatory and discretionary functions in 

public services, minor infrastructure, local regulation and welfare. These include 

village sanitation, maintenance of public streets and tanks, regulation of markets, 

registration of births and deaths, and implementation of rural development 

schemes, subject to detailed rules and government orders. The Kshettra Panchayats 

and Zila Panchayats Adhiniyam, 1961 gives Kshettra and Zila Panchayats 

responsibility for block- and district-level development, supervision of Gram 

Panchayats, and execution of state and centrally sponsored programmes. Section 31 

of the 1961 Act mandates that every Kshettra Panchayat and Zila Panchayat exercise 

powers and discharge duties conferred “by or under the Act”, allowing the 

government to assign subjects by notification. 

In practice, however, devolution remains partial. The Fifteenth Finance Commission 

was informed that only 15 of the 29 subjects in the Eleventh Schedule had been 

effectively devolved to Panchayats, despite the 73rd Amendment, so line 

departments still control many core sectors. A similar situation exists in urban areas. 

The U.P. Municipalities Act, 1916 and the U.P. Municipal Corporation Act, 1959 

legally confer functions over urban planning, roads, water supply, public health and 

solid waste management, but the actual transfer of functions, staff and finances is 

uneven. 

Fiscal powers depend heavily on State Finance Commissions and intergovernmental 

transfers. Successive SFCs recommended sharing the state’s net own tax revenue, 

with 60% of devolved funds for urban local bodies and 40% for Panchayati Raj 

Institutions, mainly for asset maintenance and basic services. The Fifteenth Finance 

Commission noted that Uttar Pradesh still followed the Fourth SFC’s 

recommendations and had not fully implemented the Fifth SFC report, revealing a 

persistent gap between statutory design and operational reality. 

9.2. Institutional Framework for Decentralized Governance 

The first objective of this study is to examine the constitutional and legal framework 

of local self-government in India and Uttar Pradesh. At the national level, the 

Constitution now treats local self-government as a third tier of governance. Article 

40 in the Directive Principles laid the normative basis, which was given concrete 

shape by the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts, 1992. The 73rd 
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Amendment created Part IX and the Eleventh Schedule, granting constitutional 

status to Panchayati Raj Institutions, prescribing a three-tier structure of Gram, 

intermediate and district panchayats, regular elections, reservations for SCs, STs and 

women, and independent State Election and Finance Commissions. The 74th 

Amendment inserted Part IX-A and the Twelfth Schedule, similarly recognising 

municipal corporations, municipal councils and nagar panchayats, and assigning 

them a broad range of urban functions. 

In Uttar Pradesh, decentralised governance is anchored in the Constitution and key 

state statutes. In rural areas, the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act, 1947 establishes Gram 

Sabhas and Gram Panchayats, while the Kshettra Panchayats and Zila Panchayats 

Adhiniyam, 1961 creates block- and district-level Panchayats. In urban areas, the 

U.P. Municipalities Act, 1916 and the U.P. Municipal Corporation Act, 1959 govern 

Nagar Panchayats, Nagar Palika Parishads and Nagar Nigams. Together, these 

provisions form a unified legal framework for rural and urban local self-

government. 

Institutionally, three bodies underpin this framework. First, the Uttar Pradesh State 

Election Commission, constituted on 23 April 1994 under Articles 243K and 243ZA, 

conducts elections to Gram, Kshettra and Zila Panchayats (under the 1947 and 1961 

laws) and to urban local bodies (under the 1916 and 1959 Acts), with powers over 

electoral rolls and the conduct of polls analogous to the Election Commission of 

India. Second, the State Finance Commission, mandated by Articles 243-I and 243-

Y, reviews the finances of Panchayats and Municipalities and recommends 

devolution of the state’s net own tax revenue; a 60:40 sharing formula between urban 

local bodies and Panchayati Raj Institutions has been adopted. Third, District 

Planning Committees, required under Article 243ZD, consolidate Panchayat and 

Municipal plans into a draft district development plan, though in practice they often 

remain consultative and weak. 

Second objective is to analyse legal provisions that enable citizen participation in 

local governance, Citizen Participation in local governance in India is enabled by a 

cluster of constitutional and statutory provisions that open decision-making spaces 

to ordinary residents rather than only elected representatives or officials.  According 

to the Government of India (1992a), the Gram Sabha is acknowledged as an 

institutionalized forum of direct democracy because it is explicitly empowered to 

“exercise such powers and perform such functions at the village level as the 

Legislature of a State may, by law” in Article 243A of the Constitution. The Gram 

Sabha consists of all registered voters in a village. Basu (2020) and Mathew (1994) 

note that the 73rd Constitutional Amendment has created formal spaces for 
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historically excluded groups to influence decisions and has also mandated regular 

Panchayat elections. Additionally, Art. 243D states that at least one-third of the seats 

and chairperson posts must be reserved for women, and that Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes must have a certain percentage. Article 243S of the 74th 

Amendment mandates the establishment of ward committees in bigger 

municipalities with the aim of incorporating neighborhood-level discussion and 

supervision (Government of India, 1992b; Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, 

2015). 

Transparency and accountability statutes bolster participatory clauses. Panchayats 

and municipalities are required to make some records available to the public under 

the Right to Information Act, 2005. This law allows residents to examine documents 

such as muster rolls, beneficiary lists, budgets, and minutes (Government of India, 

2005; Jenkins, 2007). Community monitoring of local expenditure is institutionalized 

under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005, 

which mandates Gram Sabhas to conduct social audits of all scheme works (Section 

17) (Government of India, 2005; Dreze & Khera, 2017). All things considered, these 

statutes form the backbone of India's (and Uttar Pradesh's) system of local 

government transparency and accountability. 

 

10. The judicial Approach  

The legal perspective of Uttar Pradesh about local self-government is evident in 

significant rulings from the Supreme Court and the Allahabad High Court. In 

Bhanumati v. State of Uttar Pradesh (2010), the Supreme Court affirmed the legality 

of the U.P. Panchayat Laws (Amendment) Act, 2007, which, among other provisions, 

modified the system of reservation and rotation of Panchayat seats. The Court 

determined that such measures pertain to legislative policy and are allowed as long 

as they adhere to constitutional boundaries, reaffirming that Part IX represents a 

constitutional commitment to democratic decentralization. Panchayats were 

acknowledged as constitutional entities of self-governance, and the Court warned 

against judicial intervention in the legislative organization of their operations in the 

absence of a distinct constitutional breach. 

In Usha Bharti v. State of Uttar Pradesh (2014), the Supreme Court scrutinized 

Section 28 of the U.P. Kshettra Panchayats and Zila Panchayats Act, 1961, which 

stipulates the procedure for no-confidence petitions against a Zila Panchayat 

Adhyaksha. The Court upheld both the provision and the method applied against 
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the Adhyaksha of Sitapur Zila Panchayat, emphasizing that elected officials must 

maintain the trust of the majority and that the no-confidence mechanism is a vital 

democratic protection within local governments. 

Kishansing Tomar v. Municipal Corporation of Ahmedabad (2006), originating from 

Gujarat, possesses nationwide significance, particularly for Uttar Pradesh. The 

Court determined that the prompt execution of local body elections is a 

constitutional duty and upheld the independence and power of State Election 

Commissions equivalent to that of the Election Commission of India. 

The Allahabad High Court has established precedent by affirming that Panchayats 

and Municipalities, as self-governing entities under the 73rd and 74th Amendments, 

must be permitted to operate efficiently, with regular elections and safeguarding of 

local resources. The directives for the removal of encroachments from Gram Sabha 

land, along with the classification of such land as a community trust, underscore a 

judicial dedication to local accountability and the stewardship of public property. 

10.1. Legal Mechanisms for Participatory Governance at the Grassroots in Uttar 

Pradesh 

Ward Committees and Gram Sabhas 

In Uttar Pradesh, the Gram Sabha is the village participation forum, mandated by 

Section 11 of the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act, 1947 to meet regularly and review 

Panchayat plans (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1947/2020; Panchayati Raj 

Department, n.d.; Basu, 2020). Urban ward committees oversee works under 2012 

and 2014 (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 2012; 2014; Commonwealth Human Rights 

Initiative, 2008). 

Representation and Reservation 

Provisions for representation and reservation, accountability legislation, financial 

authority, and digital platforms collectively constitute participatory government in 

Uttar Pradesh. Articles 243D and 243T of the Constitution mandate the reservation 

of seats and chairperson positions in Panchayats and municipalities for Scheduled 

Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and a minimum of one-third for women, with the 

possibility of quotas for Other Backward Classes (Government of India, 1992). In 

Uttar Pradesh, these mandates, which include a 27% cap for OBCs, are enshrined in 

the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act of 1947, the U.P. Panchayati Raj (Reservation and 

Allotment of Seats and Offices) Rules, the U.P. Municipalities Act of 1916, and the 

U.P. Municipal Corporation Act of 1959 (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1916/2018; 

1947/2020; 1959/2018). Empirical research demonstrates that these norms have 
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significantly augmented the representation of women, Dalits, and OBCs in local 

governance, however the effects on service delivery are inconsistent 

(Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, 2008; Trivedi, Yadav, Rai, & Asagar, 

2024). 

Accountability and transparency are bolstered by Section 17 of MGNREGA and the 

MGNREGS Audit of Schemes Rules, 2011, which confer a pivotal role to Gram 

Sabhas in social audits (Government of India, 2005a), and by the Right to 

Information Act, 2005, which classifies Panchayats and municipalities as “public 

authorities” (Government of India, 2005b; Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, 

2008). Local authorities possess constrained taxation and budgeting authority as 

delineated by the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act of 1947, the 1961 Adhiniyam, the U.P. 

Municipalities Act of 1916, and the Municipal Corporation Act of 1959, augmented 

by transfers associated with the State Finance Commission (Government of Uttar 

Pradesh, 1916/2018; 1947/2020; 1959/2018; 1961/2019; Vikaspedia, n.d.; CBGA, 

2019). Recent e-governance initiatives—e-Panchayat, e-Gram Swaraj, Meri 

Panchayat, and Uttar Pradesh’s Panchayati Raj portal—aim to augment 

transparency and citizen oversight by digitizing plans, budgets, and Gram Sabha 

decisions (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, n.d.-a; n.d.-b; Government of Uttar Pradesh, 

1947/2020). 

Ground Realities of participatory governance and Implementation Challenges 

Ground realities of participatory governance in Uttar Pradesh show a clear gap 

between a strong legal framework and weak implementation on the ground. Gram 

Sabhas and ward committees often meet irregularly, with low and socially skewed 

participation, and many decisions are simply approved rather than genuinely 

debated..  Third objective of study is to identify key challenges in implementation and 

suggest suitable legal and policy reforms to strengthen participatory governance at the 

grassroots.  

Notwithstanding a strong constitutional and regulatory framework, participatory 

local administration in India is hindered by the incomplete devolution of the “3 

Fs”—functions, funding, and functionaries. The Eleventh and Twelfth Schedules 

delineate extensive functional domains; nonetheless, numerous subjects remain 

under the jurisdiction of state line departments, and Panchayats and municipalities 

are devoid of genuine fiscal authority and enough personnel (Mathew, 1994; 

Oommen, 2005). In Uttar Pradesh, local bodies rely on earmarked grants, generate 

minimal revenue independently, and receive inadequate planning assistance, hence 
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constraining their ability to address goals expressed in Gram Sabhas, ward 

committees, and other platforms (Trivedi, Yadav, Rai, & Asagar, 2024). 

A secondary difficulty pertains to the profundity and fairness of citizen engagement. 

Gram Sabhas frequently exhibit irregularity, low attendance, and dominance by 

local elites, resulting in under-representation of women, lower castes, and 

economically disadvantaged households (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2006; Oommen, 

2005). Urban ward committees are sometimes non-existent or solely consultative, 

possessing minimal influence over budgetary decisions or project selection 

(Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, 2015). Elite capture, patronage, and 

corruption distort beneficiary selection, while inadequate legal literacy and 

restricted technical competence undermine the implementation of the Right to 

Information Act and social audits (Government of India, 2005; Jenkins, 2007; Dreze 

& Khera, 2017). 

To reconcile the disparity between constitutional design and practice, scholars 

advocate for explicit activity mapping of subjects, funds, and personnel across tiers, 

enhanced enforcement of State Finance Commission recommendations, legal 

empowerment of Gram Sabhas and ward committees, statutory support for 

independent Social Audit Units, and proactive transparency, in conjunction with 

ongoing capacity-building and inclusion initiatives (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 

2013; Basu, 2020; Trivedi et al., 2024). 

10.2. Current Status of Participatory Governance in Implementation 

Uttar Pradesh Gram Sabhas operate procedurally, according to field surveys. 

According to PRIA, the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act requires at least two meetings each 

year, however many Panchayats either don't meet or consider meetings as formality, 

without distributing agendas or following quorum regulations. Higher-caste men 

dominate attendance, while women, landless laborers, and destitute households are 

underrepresented. Trivedi et al. (2024) find that discussions often include “rubber-

stamping” pradhan and ally choices rather than deliberating on plans or beneficiary 

lists. Ward committees in larger cities meet rarely, lack staff support, and have 

limited say over ward-level projects or funds (CHRI, 2008). 

Institutional and structural barriers 

Incomplete devolution of functions, funds, and functionaries limits participatory 

governance. Devolution assessments in Uttar Pradesh demonstrate that state line 

departments and parastatals control health, education, and water supply despite 

their inclusion in the Eleventh Schedule (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024). 
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Panchayats rely largely on inter-governmental transfers, earn little revenue, and 

manage just a small discretionary share of finances, according to the U.P. State 

Finance Commission. Parallel user, school, and scheme-specific committees conduct 

programmes, circumventing elected Panchayats and establishing bureaucratic 

control over project design and finance flows (PRIA, n.d.-a; Ministry of Panchayati 

Raj, 2024). Recent National Gram Swaraj Abhiyan investments in Panchayat 

Learning Centres and digital-governance training address these deficiencies but are 

still in development, and their effects on local engagement are unknown. 

Cultural and socioeconomic barriers 

Even with institutional reforms, socio-economic and cultural hierarchies limit 

participation. Many people, notably landless labourers and women, cannot 

participate or question officials due to illiteracy, poverty, and meeting fees (Ghabru, 

2022; PRIA, n.d.-b). Highly stratified caste relations persist. Reservations have 

increased Dalit and OBC participation, yet elites control land, credit, and state 

benefits (PRIA, 1998; Trivedi et al., 2024). Gender norms connect with caste and class, 

limiting proxy representation and mobility for many women (Sauni, 2017, quoted in 

NIRDPR, 2017). Social audits and RTI petitions may expose anomalies but rarely 

result in sanctions without persistent mobilisation and whistleblower protection 

(CHRI, 2008; Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024). 

 

11. Findings and Analysis 

11.1. Incorporation of Legal Analysis 

Doctrinal research indicates that the formal legal framework for local self-

government in Uttar Pradesh is comparatively strong in theory. Constitutionally, 

Parts IX and IX-A, along with the Eleventh and Twelfth Schedules, acknowledge 

Panchayats and municipalities as “institutions of self-government,” mandate 

periodic elections, provide reservations for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, 

Other Backward Classes, and women, and foresee functional devolution supported 

by State Finance Commissions and State Election Commissions (Basu, 2020; 

Government of India, 1992). The requirements have been implemented in Uttar 

Pradesh via the U.P. Panchayat Raj Act of 1947, the Kshettra and Zila Panchayats 

Act of 1961, municipal legislation, and regulations concerning Gram Sabhas, ward 

committees, reservations, and local financing (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 

1916/2018, 1947/2020, 1959/2018, 1961/2019). 
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The framework formally incorporates involvement and responsibility. Gram Sabhas 

and ward committees serve as platforms for discussion, planning, and oversight; the 

Right to Information (RTI) and social audits under the Mahatma Gandhi National 

Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) facilitate examination, while local 

taxation authority and digital initiatives like e-Gram Swaraj and the state's digital 

workforce scheme enhance transparency and traceability (CHRI, 2008; Government 

of India, 2005a, 2005b; Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024; Times of India, 2025). 

However, the identical doctrinal assessment uncovers significant deficiencies. 

Articles 243G and 243W grant extensive discretion to states; U.P. legislation 

frequently employs permissive, discretionary terminology regarding functions and 

funds, and imposes feeble punishments for non-compliance with participatory 

standards. Concerns regarding parallel entities, bureaucratic hegemony, and 

deficiencies in accountability persist in an underregulated state. Devolution 

evaluations regularly classify Uttar Pradesh as “partially devolved” regarding 

functions, funding, and functionaries (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024; Alok, 2024). 

11.2. Discrepancy between Legislation and Implementation 

Empirical evidence underscores a continual implementation shortfall. Legally 

required Gram Sabhas and ward committees are frequently irregular, poorly 

attended, and dominated by local elites, with limited prior dissemination of agendas 

and predominantly ceremonial endorsement of initiatives (PRIA, 1998, n.d.; Trivedi, 

Yadav, Rai, & Asagar, 2024). In practice, devolution is still unfinished. Line 

departments maintain authority over essential areas including health, education, 

and water; numerous “transferred” subjects are managed by parallel committees, 

while Panchayats possess limited influence over personnel or program design 

(Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024; Alok, 2024). Data from the State Finance 

Commission indicate that despite the presence of formula-based transfers, own-

source revenue remains little, and the majority of funds are attached to specific 

schemes, hence limiting locally initiated planning (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 

n.d.). 

Accountability mechanisms are utilized inconsistently. The Right to Information 

(RTI) has facilitated access to muster rolls, beneficiary lists, and Gram Sabha records; 

yet, delays, opposition, and inadequate enforcement are prevalent (CHRI, 2008). 

Social audits under MGNREGA are inconsistent, and their results frequently lack 

subsequent corrective measures (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024). Ongoing 

capacity deficiencies among elected officials and frontline personnel undermine 
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participation measures, necessitating the introduction of new training and digital 

learning programs (PRIA, 1998; Times of India, 2025; Hindustan Times, 2025). 

11.3. Impacts on Democratic Participation and Community Development 

These deficiencies constrain meaningful democratic participation and 

developmental results. In environments where meetings are infrequent or strictly 

regulated, involvement is limited to mere attendance and acquiescence, while 

decisions are formulated in informal settings dominated by influential groups 

(Trivedi et al., 2024). Reservations have expanded descriptive representation; 

nonetheless, the substantive voice for women, Dalits, and the impoverished often 

relies on external assistance (PRIA, 1998; Ahmad, 2021). 

Partial devolution and budgetary dependency undermine downward 

accountability, as citizens find it challenging to assign blame among Panchayats, line 

departments, and higher levels of governance. Empirical devolution scores indicate 

that increased devolution is associated with enhanced congruence between local 

goals and spending, whereas low-devolution states continue to be driven by 

schemes (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024; Alok, 2024; CHRI, 2008). Uttar Pradesh 

integrates a sophisticated legal framework and expanded participation, yet achieves 

only small and inconsistent improvements in infrastructure and social services, 

hindered by persistent hierarchies, bureaucratic dominance, and inadequate 

enforcement (Basu, 2020; Ahmad, 2021; PRIA, 1998). 

 

12. Research-based, suggestions and recommendations 

Legal Reforms 

Comparative evidence indicates that explicit, enforceable provisions enhance local 

democracy (Mathew, 1994; Alok, 2024). Uttar Pradesh ought to revise the Panchayat 

Raj Act of 1947 and municipal legislation to mandate regular meetings of Gram 

Sabhas and ward committees, and to confer binding authority upon Gram Sabhas to 

approve plans and validate beneficiary lists (PRIA, 1998; Trivedi et al., 2024). Social 

audits and public hearings ought to be formalized with sanctions for non-

compliance (Dreze & Khera, 2017), rendering participation a legal obligation. 

Regulatory and Organizational Strategies 

Devolution enhances governance just when accompanied by adequate capacity and 

resources (Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2006; Alok, 2024). Initiatives encompass district 

Panchayat Resource and Learning Centres for training, execution of State Finance 
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Commission proposals featuring increased untied grants and streamlined local 

revenue, with enhanced State Election Commissions and State Finance Commissions 

with assured tenure and allocated budgets (Mathew, 1994; Basu, 2020). 

Citizen Engagement Empirical research indicates that citizens require information, 

assistance, and protection to effectively utilize participatory forums (CHRI, 2008; 

Ahmad, 2021). Statewide civil rights initiatives, preparatory meetings for women 

and youth, localized micro-planning (PRIA, 1998; Dreze & Khera, 2017), and legal 

protections for activists and whistleblowers via grievance and vigilance systems 

(Jenkins, 2007) can transition Uttar Pradesh from “decentralization on paper” to 

genuine participatory governance. 

 

13. Conclusion 

This study looked at how much decentralization and local self-government in Uttar 

Pradesh make it possible for people to have a say in how their government works at 

the local level. Doctrinal analysis reveals a robust formal framework: Panchayats 

and municipalities possess constitutional recognition; Gram Sabhas and ward 

committees are required; reservations enhance representation; and mechanisms like 

RTI and social audits are in place. However, secondary empirical research indicates 

a significant disparity between these legislative assurances and their 

implementation. Meetings are infrequent and controlled by an elite, critical 

decisions transpire informally, and the devolution of “functions, funds, and 

functionaries” is incomplete, resulting in smaller entities being fiscally and 

administratively reliant on higher levels. Capacity deficiencies among legislators 

and bureaucrats, coupled with entrenched caste, class, and gender hierarchies, 

further restrict significant citizen involvement. Decentralization in Uttar Pradesh is 

normatively ambitious yet operationally deficient. Enhancing legal requirements, 

advancing devolution, funding local institutions, and fostering civic awareness and 

protection might facilitate a transition from mere procedural compliance to 

meaningful democratic engagement. 
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