








The Constitution-pow-
ered new-look Panchay-
ati Raj was launched
with great fanfare to

achieve Mahatma Gandhi’s dre-
am of Gram Swaraj heralding a
silent revolution to transform
the face of rural India. The
broad objectives had been: (a)
to establish constitutional
democracy at the grassroot level
as the third tier of governance;
(b) to empower every adult citi-
zen of the village involving them
in direct election process; (c) to
empower women by reserving
one-third seats for them; (d) to
make the villages self-reliant; (e)
to deliver social justice and (f) to
establish social equality and
eliminate caste and communal
conflicts.

Apart from these broad ob-
jectives, the Panchayats were
also required to undertake spe-
cific tasks of economic develop-
ment and “are responsible for
managing local affairs, includ-
ing infrastructure development,
public health, sanitation, and
urban planning, minor irriga-
tions, fisheries, social forestry,
small scale industries, social
welfare, electricity, sports and
cultural affairs, poverty allevia-
tion, housing etc.”

Installation of the Panchay-
ati raj throughout India has
been revolutionary in many
ways. First, it laid the foundation
for a decentralized democracy. 

Secondly, it empowered the
faceless village womenfolk to
participate and hold leadership
positions in the governance
structure. Thirdly, it was sup-
posed to deliver social justice.
Finally, it gave a roadmap to
make the villages self-reliant
and progressive.   

To say that the achievement
of the Panchayati Raj has been
disappointing would be an un-
derstatement. The rural distress,
massive migration from rural
areas, decreasing rural income,
lack of quality education and
healthcare, lack of employment,
violence against women, caste
and communal tensions do in-
dicate that everything is not well
with Panchayati Raj and beg the
questions: where are the pan-
chayats and what are the pan-
chayats doing?  

Where are the 31.5 lakh rep-
resentatives hiding? How many
panchayats have endeavored to
solve the basic problems of the

villages ~ safe drinking water,
electricity, cooking gas, primary
education and health facilities,
agriculture, employment, coop-
eratives and marketing? 

Had the panchayats been
fully functional and effective,
there would have been no com-
munal riots, rampant rapes and
murders in rural areas. An effec-
tive panchayat should be able to
deliver social justice, establish
social harmony and prevent
caste and communal conflicts.

Three decades have elapsed
since Panchayati
Raj was installed
with great hope.
Mahatma Gandhi
wanted Pa-
nchayati Raj to be
the basic frame-
work for the free
political order. Has
it moved in that
direction? The
experience so far
has not been uni-
form and has been
as diverse as the
diversity of the
country and all the
states cannot be
painted with the
same brush. Pan-
chayati Raj has been successful
to a limited extent in a few states
like Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Kar-
nataka, Maharashtra and
Rajasthan. Kerala is the only
State where there has been con-
siderable devolution of powers
~ the district panchayats have
been given the responsibility of
managing district hospitals and
the schools and the panchayat
Samitis to manage the sub-divi-
sional hospital and schools.

Under pressure from NGOs,
financial accountability of the
panchayats could, to some ext-
ent, be established in Rajasthan
where the audited accounts are
required to be displayed on the
notice boards of the panchayat
office. Even in Rajasthan, in
many areas, women have to
travel five kilometers to fetch a
pitcher of drinking water!

The Ministry of Panchayati
Raj has from time to time for-
mulated grand schemes and
programmes to equip and rejuv-
enate the panchayats to achieve
the goals of Gram Swaraj.

Some of the ambitious
schemes have been: (a) Rash-
triya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan
(RGSA); (b) Gram Panchayat
Development Plans (GPDP); (c)

Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs); (d) Capacity Building
and Training Programmes; (e)
E- Governance Initiatives
including Audit online; (f)
Financial Devolution Scheme
and (g) SVAMITVA Scheme. The
Svamitva  scheme has been a
unique plan for survey and
mapping of villages with impro-
vised technology and giving
property rights to the villagers.
The question arises: What has
been the net impact of these
grand programmes on the vil-

lage panchayats?
Except in a few
enlightened pan-
chayats in the
southern parts of
the country, the
impact has been
minimal. 

How is it that
even after 30 years
of its existence,
thousands of vil-
lages are still with-
out potable drink-
ing water, house-
hold electricity,
cooking gas, basic
education, basic
healthcare, isolat-
ed and without the

benefits of economic developm-
ent? This does indicate utterly
lackadaisical development of
this great project in many States
of the country.

A plethora of reports on the
functioning of Panchayati Raj in
various States, emanating from
the offices of the Comptroller
and Auditor General of India,
the statutory auditors and the
NGOs suggest that while there
has been some progress in cer-
tain States, in general, the ele-
phantine edifice of Panchayati
Raj (2.6 lakh panchayats with
31.5 lakh elected lawmakers) as
the foundation of decentralized
governance, is tottering, if not
collapsing. The reasons for the
stagnation or atrophy have been
too many; some of them are
mentioned below.

(a)  The panchayats suffer
from perennial financial crunch.
There has been no satisfactory
devolution of powers from the
Central government and the
State Finance Commission.

(b)  While decentralization
of powers has been the objec-
tive, the system has been mov-
ing in the opposite direction ~
all the plans, programmes, and
schemes have been Central mi-

nistry-driven and are thrust on
the State governments and the
panchayats. There has been
debilitating over-centralization
of the system.

(c)   One of the vital organs
of Panchayati Raj is supposed to
be the District Planning Com-
mittee (DPC) responsible for
decentralized planning for each
district. In most of the areas, the
DPC has not been constituted
and if constituted at all, they are
not functional.

(d)  The 3-tier Panchayati Raj
(in practice it is 5-tier) is too com-
plicated and bureaucratic. Induc-
tion of government officials and
politicians at various levels
imposing them on the elected
representatives have made the
whole system non-functional.
The Gram Panchayat has to
depend on the Panchayat Samiti,
the Panchayat Samiti has to
depend on the District Council
(Zilla Parishad), the Zilla Parishad
depends on the State government
and the State government
depends on the Central govern-
ment ~ creating a web of depend-
ency. This kills all local initiatives.

(e)   Finally, total politiciza-
tion and ingress of VIP culture
have been the bane of the pan-
chayats. While they are supposed
to be apolitical, party politics has
affected almost every panchayat
often leading to violence during
the panchayat elections. The
Panchayat Pradhans have also
inculcated the VIP culture and
have developed deep vested
interests and political ambitions,
surrendering themselves to party
politics. Also, in spite of 30-50 per
cent reservation for women, male
dominance and suppression of
women continue unabated.

Had the panchayats func-
tioned as apolitical bodies in
accordance with the Constitu-
tional objectives and implement-
ed the government’s plans and
programmes, the face of rural
India would have changed sub-
stantially. This has not hap-
pened. The mammoth panchay-
at structure and inherent con-
flicts with the State and the dis-
trict administration have created
more complications and bureau-
cracy than serving the cause of
the common villager. What was
supposed to be a silent revolu-
tion to bring about Gram Swaraj
and decentralized democracy
has lost its way. The Panchayati
Raj has failed the people.

(Concluded)

Although Vice-Chancellor of
Germany and Federal Minis-
ter for Economic Affairs and
Climate Action Robert Habeck

does not represent the European Com-
mission, his three-day visit to China,
which concluded on Sunday, has help-
ed to ease tensions between China and
the European Union over the issue to a
certain degree.

In his packed itinerary that con-
sisted of stops in Beijing, Shanghai and
Hangzhou, Habeck not only met with
business leaders of both China and
Germany, he also had face-to-face
meetings with Chinese Minister of
Commerce Wang Wentao and Minister
of the National Development and
Reform Commission Zheng Shanjie in
Beijing on Saturday.

Habecks respective meetings with
the Chinese commerce chief and head
of the country’s economic policymak-
ing body have served to reinforce the
two sides’ consensus on the need to
avoid a damaging trade war and pro-
duced some concrete bilateral cooper-
ation agreements and projects on trade
facilitation, the green economy and
energy. This year marks the 10th anni-
versary of the establishment of the
comprehensive strategic partnership
between China and Germany. Both
have been beneficiaries of economic
globalization, and the two countries'
economic interests are deeply inter-
twined. Both Beijing and Berlin know
clearly that cooperation poses no risk,
but that decoupling does. Habeck’s
hosts reaffirmed that China is willing to
work with Germany to deepen mu-
tually beneficial cooperation between

the two sides’ enterprises, create an
open and fair competition environm-
ent, and inject more positive energy
into the healthy and stable develop-
ment of China-Germany and China-
EU economic and trade relations.

The productive exchanges during
Habeck's visit clearly convey the com-
mon pro-free trade stance of the EU’s
largest economy and the world’s seco-
nd-largest economy, as well as their
joint concerns over the dire implica-
tions of the European Commission’s
planned punitive tariffs on Chinese
EVs. If implemented, the tariffs will
unavoidably plunge the EU and China
into a damaging trade war that will
actually harm the EU’s green transition
and consumers’ interests, as Habeck
said. Beijing’s announcement that it is
launching an anti-dumping probe into
imports of EU pork products indicates
that China will resolutely defend its
legitimate rights and interests.

The EU launched its anti-subsidy
investigation on Chinese EVs in Octo-
ber, without any application from
member states or the industry. And the
details that have been disclosed regar-
ding the investigation clearly indicate
that the probe and the resulting plan-
ned punitive tariffs violate World Trade
Organization rules. By adopting such
protectionist measures, the EU aims to
suppress the development of Chinese
companies, which is doomed to fail-
ure, and will not help boost the global
competitiveness of the EU’s EV com-
panies either.

As both China and Germany urge,
Brussels should try and resolve its dif-
ferences with Beijing through dialogue
and consultation in good faith. In that
sense, it is good to hear that after a
video conference between the Chinese
commerce chief and Executive Vice-
President of European Commission
Valdis Dombrovskis on Saturday, the
two sides have agreed to launch con-
sultations on the EU’s anti-subsidy
investigations into Chinese EVs.

If the EU is sincere in sitting down
at the negotiating table, China is also
willing to engage in dialogue to try and
resolve the reasonable concerns of the
EU. It is to be hoped that the EU will
strive to avoid the expansion and esca-
lation of trade frictions in a rational
and professional manner by meeting
China halfway in that direction.
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Water woes

India is facing a water crisis that could significantly
undermine its economic stability and growth pros-
pects, according to Moody’s Ratings. As the country

continues to experience rapid economic expansion, the
demand for water in agriculture, industry, and house-
holds has skyrocketed. Yet, the supply remains per-
ilously limited, a situation exacerbated by climate
change and increasingly frequent natural disasters. This
imbalance poses a profound threat to India's sovereign
credit strength and overall economic health, as high-
lighted by Moody’s. The severity of the water shortage is
underscored by alarming projections from the Ministry
of Water Resources, which estimates that India’s per
capita water availability will drop to 1,367 cubic metres
by 2031, down from 1,486 cubic metres in 2021. Given
that levels below 1,700 cubic metres indicate water
stress, and those below 1,000 cubic metres signify water
scarcity, the future looks troubling. The current sce-
nario, marked by a prolonged heat wave affecting major
cities like Delhi and Bengaluru, underscores the urgency
of addressing this crisis. Water is a critical input for
many sectors, particularly agriculture and industry. In
agriculture, reduced water availability can devastate
crop yields, leading to food shortages and rising prices.
This not only affects the livelihood of millions of farmers
but also fuels inflation, impacting the economy. In the
industrial sector, water-intensive industries such as coal
power generation and steel production face operational
disruptions, which can ripple through the economy,
affecting employment and industrial output. Moody's
notes that these disruptions can severely impact the
credit health of the sovereign and heavily water-depend-
ent sectors. 

The social implications are equally dire. Water
scarcity can lead to social unrest as communities and
regions compete for limited resources. The rural-urban
divide could widen, with urban areas often prioritised
for water supply, leaving rural areas to suffer. This can
exacerbate existing socio-economic disparities and fuel
migration from rural to urban areas, adding further
strain to already overburdened urban infrastructures.
The threat to India's sovereign credit rating, as high-
lighted by Moody’s, is a reflection of these cascading
effects. Economic instability, driven by disruptions in
agriculture and industry, coupled with social unrest, can
lead to volatility in economic growth. This, in turn,
affects investor confidence and the country’s ability to
attract and sustain investment. A lower credit rating
would increase borrowing costs, making it more expen-
sive for the government to finance development projects
and social programmes. To mitigate these risks, India
must invest heavily in water management and conser-
vation. This includes modernising irrigation techniques
to reduce wastage, implementing rainwater harvesting
on a large scale, and investing in technologies for effi-
cient water use in industries. The sustainable finance
market offers a potential lifeline, providing avenues for
companies and state governments to raise funds for
water management projects. Moody’s suggests this
could involve issuing green bonds or tapping into inter-
national funds dedicated to climate resilience and sus-
tainable development.

Assange saga

The resolution of WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange’s
long-standing legal battles with the US Justice
Department is a significant moment that invites

reflection on the delicate balance between national secu-
rity and freedom of the press. Mr Assange’s decision to
plead guilty to a felony charge in exchange for his free-
dom marks the end of a saga that has polarised public
opinion and raised critical questions about the bound-
aries of journalism and the responsibilities of those who
uncover and disseminate classified information. For over
a decade, Mr Assange has been at the centre of a global
controversy. His role as the founder of WikiLeaks, which
published a vast trove of classified documents, brought
him both acclaim and condemnation. On one hand,
many have hailed him as a champion of transparency,
revealing truths about government actions and military
operations that were hidden from the public. Notably,
WikiLeaks’ publication of the Apache helicopter attack
video in Baghdad, which killed several people, including
two journalists, shed light on the brutal realities of war
and spurred a global conversation on military conduct
and accountability. On the other hand, Mr Assange’s
detractors argue that his actions jeopardised national
security and put lives at risk. The US government has
long maintained that by encouraging and assisting in
the leak of classified documents, Mr Assange crossed the
line from journalism into criminal activity. The Espi-
onage Act charge to which he has pleaded guilty under-
scores the government's stance that his actions were not
protected by the principles of free speech and press, but
rather constituted a direct threat to the safety and secu-
rity of the nation.This case has forced the world to con-
front uncomfortable questions about the limits of press
freedom. While the role of the media in holding power to
account is undeniable, there is a fine line between
responsible journalism and the reckless exposure of sen-
sitive information. Mr Assange’s actions have highlighted
the need for a nuanced understanding of this distinc-
tion. The plea deal, which allows Mr Assange to avoid
further imprisonment and return to Australia, reflects a
pragmatic resolution to a deeply contentious issue. It
acknowledges the gravity of his actions while also recog-
nising the complex motivations behind his pursuit of
transparency. This outcome can be seen as a compro-
mise that seeks to uphold the rule of law without disre-
garding the broader context of Mr Assange’s work and
the impact it has had on public discourse. 

Moving forward, it is crucial that we learn from this
episode. Governments must strive to maintain a balance
between safeguarding national security and respecting
the fundamental principles of free speech and press
freedom. Journalists and whistle-blowers, in turn, must
navigate their responsibilities with an acute awareness
of the potential consequences of their actions. The
Assange saga serves as a potent reminder of the chal-
lenges inherent in this dynamic and the importance of
on-going dialogue to navigate these complex issues.
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SIR, I refer to “Indigenous seeds
help rural empowerment” by
Bharat Dogra published in your
columns. Based on rice and
wheat, the Green Revolution was
launched on account of the
apparent threat of famine. India’s
vast traditional arena of ecofrien-
dly cereals like millet and maize
was ignored. 

The Green Revolution elimi-
nated food diversity and has
reduced the importance of mil-
lets on our farms and plates.  

Of the 30,000 edible plants
just 30 crops account for 95 per
cent of human food and that is
dominated by rice, wheat, maize,
millet, and sorghum. 

Scientists say that over half
of common plants and one third
of the animals could decline this
century due to climate change. 

“The line between abun-
dance and disaster is becoming
thinner and thinner and the pub-
lic is unaware and unconcerned,”
Dan Saladino writes in his book
Eating to Extinction. 

India is the world's largest
producer of millets, harvesting
about 11 million tons per year.

Pearl millet (bajra), finger millet
(ragi) and sorghum (jowar) are
the most popular. Millets do not
come under IPRs or patents that
agro-monopolies are so keen to
capture. 

Seeds were in farmers’ hands

and often preserved or exchanged
for free. Patented seeds is where a
company holding the patent
makes money by selling those
seeds year after year, upsetting
the traditional system of farmers
saving seeds from each year’s

harvest to sow the following year.
Reliance on ultra-high-tech seeds
to produce and seed control is
moving in the wrong direction.

Yours, etc.,
H N Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru, 26 June.

Seed  diversity
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

PARIMAL
BRAHMA

The writer is a former Dy.
Comptroller & Auditor General
of India and a former Ombuds-
man of Reserve Bank of India.
He is also a writer of several
books and can be reached at

brahmas@gmail.com

Talks only way to

prevent trade war

MANUFACTURE

SIR, In a global marketplace reshaped by volatile forces ~ especially the animosity between the U.S. and
China ~ some multinational retailers are turning away from Chinese factories. Instead, many are
looking to India, which may be on the verge of becoming a major manufacturing power. The shift could
fortify the global supply chain and lift fortunes in India. 

The country has roughly one billion people of working age, but about only 430 million jobs,
according to an independent research institution. Growing exports could be a source of new jobs ~
especially for women, who have been largely shut out of the formal working ranks. The shift to India
could make the global supply chain more resilient, reducing its susceptibility to shocks. 

It could also boost fortunes in India, which missed out on the manufacturing boom that lifted hun-
dreds of millions of people from poverty in East Asia ~ first in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, then in
China and, more recently, in Thailand, Indonesia and Vietnam. India presents a unique proposition as
a country of 1.4 billion people, making it even larger than China. With abundant raw materials, from
cotton to iron ore to chemicals, it holds the potential to develop its own supply chain. If any country
might someday replicate China’s role in the manufacturing realm, India may possess the best shot.

Yours, etc., Shovanlal Chakraborty, Kolkata, 27 June.






