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 Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) are said to be the foundation of 

grassroots democracy and rural development in India as well as in 

Assam. The Panchayati Raj system has a long historical evolution, 

beginning with the Assam Rural Panchayat Act, 1948 and culminates in 

the Assam Panchayat Act, 1994, which incorporated the constitutional 

framework created by the 73rd Constitutional Amendment. Assam's 

rural governance currently operates through a three-tier structure 

comprising ‘Gaon Panchayat’ at the village level, ‘Anchalik Panchayat’ 

at the intermediate level and ‘Zilla Parishad’ at the district level. The 

significance of these institutions is particularly articulated because 

Assam has a predominantly rural population and faces distinctive 

developmental challenges, including poverty, geographical isolation, 

recurring floods and erosion, inadequate infrastructure, livelihood 

insecurity, and disparities in access to education, health and basic 

services. This article analyses the evolution, structure and functions of 

Panchayati Raj in Assam and examines its contribution to rural 

development through employment generation, housing, infrastructure, 

poverty reduction, social security, livelihood promotion and 

participatory planning. It also discusses the role of Gram Sabhas, 

women's political participation, digital governance and social audit. At 

the same time, the study identifies institutional challenges such as 
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inadequate financial and administrative autonomy, limited technical 

capacity, uneven participation, bureaucratic dependence, social 

inequalities and difficulties associated with planning in a geographically 

vulnerable state. The article argues that Panchayati Raj system can 

become more effective instruments of rural renovation when democratic 

decentralisation is accompanied by enough devolution of functions, 

funds and functionaries, capacity building, transparency, social inclusion 

and locally appropriate planning. 

Introduction 

Rural development is one of the central concerns of public policy in Assam. The state's geographical, 

demographic and socio-economic characteristics make effective rural governance particularly important. 

According to the Statistical Handbook of Assam, the state had a population of about 31.21 million according 

to the 2011 Census, of which approximately 26.81 million lived in rural areas. The state's official statistics 

also identify 26,395 villages and a large network of administrative and development institutions, according 

to the data collected from Directorate of Economics and Statistics, Government of Assam. 

Panchayati Raj Institutions provide an important institutional mechanism through which development 

programmes can be connected with local needs. The underlying principle is that people living in villages 

should have opportunities to participate in identifying priorities, implementing development programmes 

and monitoring public expenditure. The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1992 gave constitutional 

status to Panchayati Raj Institutions and established the broad framework for democratic decentralisation 

through Part IX of the Constitution and the Eleventh Schedule.  

In Assam, decentralised local government has an even longer history. The state government traces the 

evolution of the system from the Assam Rural Panchayat Act, 1948 through subsequent legislation in 1959, 

1972 and 1986, before the Assam Panchayat Act, 1994 incorporated the provisions of the 73rd 

Constitutional Amendment. The 1994 Act received gubernatorial assent on 22 April 1994, and elections 

under the new three-tier system were held in October 1996.  

The relationship between Panchayati Raj and rural development is therefore not merely administrative. 

Panchayats are expected to function as institutions of local self-government as well as agencies through 

which development programmes reach rural households. Their effectiveness consequently has implications 

for democracy, service delivery, poverty reduction, social justice and livelihood security. 
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 Evolution of Panchayati Raj in Assam 

The evolution of Panchayati Raj in Assam reflects the wider Indian experience of attempting to reconcile 

democratic participation with development administration. Before independence, village communities had 

various forms of local institutions. After independence, the state began formalising these institutions 

through legislation. 

The Assam Rural Panchayat Act, 1948 was an important early step. It was subsequently replaced and 

modified through the Assam Panchayat Act, 1959; Assam Panchayati Raj Act, 1972; and Assam Panchayati 

Raj Act, 1986. The present framework is primarily based on the Assam Panchayat Act, 1994.  

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment represented a major transformation because Panchayati Raj ceased to 

be simply a state-level administrative arrangement and became constitutionally recognised local self-

government. The constitutional framework provides for regular elections, reservation for Scheduled Castes 

and Scheduled Tribes, reservation of not less than one-third of seats for women, State Election 

Commissions and State Finance Commissions, among other provisions. Assam's 1994 legislation 

subsequently established a three-tier Panchayati Raj structure: 

i) Gaon Panchayat (GP) at the Village Level; 

ii) Anchalik Panchayat (AP) at the intermediate or Block Level; 

iii) Zilla Parishad (ZP) at the District Level. 

The Gaon Panchayat is the institution closest to rural citizens, while the Anchalik Panchayat provides an 

intermediate coordinating role and the Zilla Parishad functions at the district level. The Assam government 

describes the Gaon Panchayat as the key village-level unit and notes that development funds for various 

programmes flow through different levels of the Panchayati Raj system.  

Structure and Role of Panchayati Raj Institutions 

The three-tier structure is intended to create vertical coordination between local, intermediate and district-

level planning. 

(a) Gaon Panchayat: The Gaon Panchayat represents the basic unit of rural local government. Its 

proximity to citizens gives it an important role in identifying local development needs. Issues such as village 

roads, sanitation, drinking water, drainage, community assets, poverty alleviation and implementation of 

government programmes frequently require local knowledge. 
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The Gram Sabha is particularly important because it provides a forum for citizens to participate in local 

decision-making. In principle, it can improve accountability by allowing villagers to discuss beneficiaries, 

development priorities and implementation of schemes. 

(b) Anchalik Panchayat: The Anchalik Panchayat operates at the intermediate level and has an important 

coordinating function. It can help integrate development activities across several Gaon Panchayats and 

facilitate coordination with block-level administration. 

(c) Zilla Parishad: The Zilla Parishad occupies the district-level position within the Panchayati Raj 

structure. The Assam government envisages district-level Panchayati Raj institutions as having an important 

role in integrated planning. However, the department acknowledges that district planning functions have 

historically also been performed by government departments because of limitations relating to preparedness, 

awareness and understanding of planning responsibilities.  

This illustrates a central issue in decentralisation: establishing elected institutions does not automatically 

result in effective transfer of decision-making authority. Institutional capacity and actual devolution are 

equally important. 

Panchayati Raj and Rural Development 

The Panchayat and Rural Development Department of Assam identifies several major objectives of rural 

development, including reduction of rural poverty, employment generation, rural infrastructure 

development, removal of regional imbalance, housing for rural poor and community participation.  

Thus, rural development in Assam can be understood through several interconnected dimensions. 

Employment Generation 

Employment security is a major component of rural development. The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) provides a legal framework for wage employment to rural 

households willing to undertake unskilled manual work. 

Assam began implementing MGNREGA in a phased manner, with the programme initially introduced in 

seven districts and subsequently expanded. The state reports that all 27 districts were covered by 2008–09 

under the earlier district configuration.  

Panchayats are important at the implementation level because rural households can approach the Gaon 

Panchayat for job cards and employment. MGNREGA also has a broader developmental significance: 
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employment works can generate community assets such as roads, drainage, water-conservation structures 

and other infrastructure. 

In Assam, where seasonal unemployment and livelihood vulnerability affect many rural households, 

employment programmes can provide income support while simultaneously creating productive assets. 

Nevertheless, the effectiveness of such programmes depends upon timely wage payments, proper planning, 

transparency and the quality and durability of assets created. 

Rural Housing 

Housing is another major area of rural development. Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana - Gramin (PMAY-G) 

aims to address rural housing requirements. The programme is implemented through a system involving 

Panchayats and other administrative institutions. Assam's programme guidelines indicate a role for Gram 

Sabhas and Gaon Panchayats in verifying beneficiary information.  

The importance of local institutions is evident because housing deprivation cannot be understood solely 

through administrative databases. Local verification can help identify households whose socio-economic 

circumstances may not be adequately reflected in official records. 

Rural Infrastructure 

Rural development cannot be separated from physical infrastructure. Roads, bridges, culverts, drainage, 

drinking water facilities, electricity, community buildings and communication networks influence access to 

markets, schools, hospitals and employment. 

The Assam Panchayat Act assigns various local development responsibilities, including construction and 

maintenance of village roads, drains and culverts and maintenance of certain community infrastructure.  

The infrastructure challenge is especially significant in Assam because of its riverine geography and 

recurring flooding and erosion. Development assets may be damaged or become inaccessible during floods, 

requiring Panchayat planning to incorporate resilience and maintenance rather than concentrating only on 

new construction. 

Poverty Reduction and Social Development 

Poverty in Assam has both income and multidimensional dimensions. NITI Aayog's National 

Multidimensional Poverty Index: Progress Review 2023 estimated Assam's multidimensional poverty 
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headcount ratio at 19.35% in 2019–21, compared with 32.65% in 2015–16. The rural headcount ratio in 

2019–21 was 21.41%, compared with 6.88% in urban areas.  

These figures illustrate why rural development policy needs to extend beyond employment and income. 

Multidimensional poverty encompasses health, education and living-standard indicators. In Assam, the 

indicators contributing to multidimensional poverty include nutrition, years of schooling, housing, cooking 

fuel and sanitation, among others. 

Panchayats can contribute by linking households with welfare programmes and by identifying local deficits 

in basic services. Their effectiveness is greatest when they operate not simply as implementing agencies but 

as institutions capable of local planning and coordination. 

Women's Participation and Grassroots Democracy 

One of the most important consequences of Panchayati Raj has been the institutionalisation of women's 

participation in local politics. The 73rd Constitutional Amendment introduced reservation for women in 

Panchayati Raj Institutions. This transformed the social composition of elected local bodies across India. 

Assam provides an important context for examining the difference between representation and effective 

participation. Research on Tiwa women in Assam indicates that reservation increased women's presence in 

local institutions but that socio-economic and patriarchal conditions can continue to influence the extent of 

substantive participation. 

Research on women's participation in Jorhat similarly identifies a distinction between formal representation 

and actual involvement in decision-making, implementation and local deliberation.  

This suggests that numerical representation alone cannot be regarded as the complete objective. Women's 

participation becomes more meaningful when elected representatives have access to information, training, 

administrative support and opportunities to exercise independent decision-making authority. 

Capacity-building programmes for women representatives are therefore an important part of democratic 

decentralisation. Panchayat training should include budgeting, government schemes, Gram Sabha 

procedures, digital systems, social audit, legal rights and development planning. 

Social Audit and Public Accountability 
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Accountability is essential to the credibility of Panchayati Raj. Social audit allows citizens to scrutinise 

public programmes and expenditure. Assam's Panchayat and Rural Development Department maintains a 

dedicated system for social audit status and reports.  

Social audit is significant because conventional administrative audits may focus primarily on financial 

compliance, whereas social audit can also ask whether a development work actually benefited the 

community. Gram Sabha have to perform this function effectively, citizens need access to information and 

opportunities to question implementing authorities without fear or intimidation. 

Major Challenges of Panchayati Raj System in Assam 

Despite considerable institutional development, several challenges affect the functioning of Panchayati Raj 

in Assam. 

i) Limited Decentralization: A major challenge is the gap between formal responsibilities and actual 

decision-making authority. The existence of an elected Panchayat does not necessarily mean that it controls 

the personnel, financial resources and administrative mechanisms required to perform all assigned functions. 

Effective decentralization requires meaningful transfer of functions, funds and functionaries. 

ii) Financial Constraints: Many Panchayats depend heavily on grants and scheme-based funding. Limited 

own-source revenue reduces their financial autonomy. Without adequate and predictable resources, local 

institutions may have difficulty responding to priorities that fall outside centrally or state-designed schemes. 

iii) Administrative Dependence: Panchayats often have to work closely with the bureaucracy for technical 

approval, fund release, implementation and reporting. Administrative coordination is necessary, but 

excessive dependence can weaken the principle of local self-government. 

iv) Capacity Constraints: Effective local planning requires knowledge of budgeting, project design, 

engineering, social development, data analysis and government procedures. Some Panchayats may lack 

adequate technical personnel and training. Capacity building should therefore be continuous rather than 

limited to occasional orientation programmes. 

v) Geographical and Environmental Vulnerability: Assam's rural development is strongly influenced by 

floods, erosion and riverine geography. A road or community building constructed in a vulnerable location 

may require repeated expenditure for repair. Rural development planning therefore needs to incorporate 

disaster risk reduction, climate resilience, watershed management and environmentally sustainable 

infrastructure. 



The Academic                                                                                      Volume 4 | Issue 9 | September 2026 

Bellal Hussain                                                                                                                                      Page | 44 

vi) Social Inequality: Class, gender, economic status, education and social hierarchy can influence 

participation in local institutions. Formal democratic structures do not automatically remove these 

inequalities. 

The Gram Sabha will be more democratic when marginalised households, women, Scheduled Castes, 

Scheduled Tribes and other vulnerable communities can participate meaningfully in deliberations. 

 Way Forward to more effective ‘Rural Governance’: Strengthening Panchayati Raj in Assam 

requires a combination of institutional, financial, technological and social reforms. 

First, there should be clearer activity mapping so that responsibilities assigned to different levels are 

unambiguous. Panchayats should have sufficient authority to perform responsibilities assigned to them. 

Second, Panchayats require predictable financial resources. Grants should be timely and transparent, while 

opportunities for strengthening legitimate local revenue should be explored. 

Third, professional and technical support should be expanded. Panchayats need access to engineers, 

accountants, planners, social-development specialists and digital support personnel. 

Fourth, Gram Sabha institutions should be strengthened. Meetings should be regular, adequately publicized 

and accessible to women and marginalized communities. 

Fifth, women's leadership requires sustained institutional support. Training should go beyond procedural 

knowledge and develop skills in public speaking, budgeting, planning, negotiation and monitoring. 

Sixth, rural planning in Assam should incorporate flood and erosion resilience. Development plans should 

identify vulnerable areas and prioritize durable infrastructure, water management, environmental protection 

and disaster preparedness. 

Finally, social audit and digital transparency should be integrated with participatory governance. Digital 

information should be made accessible to citizens in understandable formats, while Gram Sabhas should 

remain central to public accountability. 

Conclusion 

Panchayati Raj represents one of the most important institutional mechanisms for connecting democracy 

with rural development. In Assam, its evolution from the Assam Rural Panchayat Act of 1948 to the Assam 

Panchayat Act of 1994 demonstrates a long institutional history of decentralisation. The present three-tier 

system of Gaon Panchayats, Anchalik Panchayats and Zilla Parishads provides an organisational framework 

for grassroots governance.  

The importance of Panchayats in Assam is reinforced by the state's predominantly rural demographic profile 

and the continuing need to address poverty, employment, housing, infrastructure and social development. 
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Programmes such as MGNREGA and PMAY-G demonstrate how Panchayat institutions can connect 

national and state policies with local communities.  

At the same time, Panchayati Raj should not be viewed simply as a mechanism for implementing 

government schemes. Its deeper significance lies in democratic decentralization- allowing citizens to 

participate in decisions that affect their own communities.  

The future of rural development in Assam requires a shift from a predominantly scheme-oriented approach 

toward locally planned, participatory and resilient development. Strengthening Gram Sabhas, improving the 

capabilities of elected representatives, ensuring women's substantive participation, enhancing financial 

autonomy, expanding digital transparency and incorporating flood resilience into local planning can 

strengthen the contribution of Panchayati Raj to rural transformation. 
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