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General Studies – 2 Topic: Issues and challenges pertaining to the federal structure, 
devolution of powers and finances up to local levels and challenges therein. 
 

Empowering Local Bodies 
 
1) Introduction 

 Mahatma Gandhi, once stated, "Independence must begin at the bottom ... it follows, therefore, 
that every village has to be self-sustained and capable of managing its affairs...”  

 73rd and 74th Constitutional amendments were made to energise the local bodies in rural and 
urban areas to make them the institutions of self-government  

 Decentralisation involves the shifting of fiscal, political and administrative responsibilities from 
higher to lower levels of government. 
 

2) Need for Empowering Local Bodies 

 Empowering local bodies key to better urbanisation: World Economic Forum 

 Top down approach to planning and implementation of policies since independence has not yielded 
any significant result. So local bodies can solve the problems at their roots. 

 Rural/agricultural crisis are becoming louder, with suicides of farmers in many parts of the country.  

 Farmers have been hurt by centralized decision making. This is reflected in APMC Acts of states. The 
decision making for agricultural issues must be devolved to local governments. 

 To address generation of jobs and livelihoods. Local bodies have better knowledge of local 
economy, sectors of job opportunity, skill level of youth, their requirements etc. 

 The mitigation and adaptation strategies for environmental crisis have to be implemented locally 
through social forestry, rainwater harvesting etc. 

 The famous Chipako movement in Himalayan states and Appiko Movement in Karnataka are 
legendary examples of local communities’ engagements with environment protection. 

 Irrigation through the centralized planning of the dams and canal for agriculture has failed to serve 
needs of the farmers. The local ponds, kunds, ground tanks etc. need to be restored.   

 Strengthened and responsive local bodies are necessary to ensure effective health and education 
programmes. 
  

3) Concerns / Challenges 

 State governments still try to retain control over Local Governments. 

 Performance of women still tends to be patchy as they are not allowed to build political 
constituency by re-contesting for the second time. 

 Political reservation without fundamental changes in education and social norms is going to have 
limited impact 

 Constitution does not clearly assign the functions or sources of finance, but leaves it entirely to the 
discretion of the States. 

 Most States have not complied with the requirement of having to appoint gram sabhas, ward 
committees, district planning committees and metropolitan planning committees.  

 Financial instability, frequent administrative reshuffles, inadequate human resources, high budget 
variance, poor track record of generating and releasing data are the main factors that hamper 
India’s urban progress. 

 40 per cent of municipal posts are vacant in most States 

 The poor expertise at municipality level also discourages private investors. 
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 Property tax potential remains unexploited across ULBs. 2016-17 Economic Survey has shown that 
Bengaluru and Jaipur collect only 5-20% of their property tax potential.  
 

4) Way Forward 

 World Economic Forum advocates reforms in land acquisition and dispute resolution will help 
attract private participation in government schemes like Smart Cities and AMRUT. 

 It is important to have clarity in the assignment of functions and the local governments should have 
clear and independent sources of finance. 

 There is a need for change in mindsets to empower local governance and networks of small 
enterprises. 

 Empowering urban local bodies and providing them with resources is a key requirement for tackling 
urbanization challenges in India. 

 Enough attention and encouragement to NGOs and voluntary organisations in order to utilize their 
existing potential to maximum extent. 

 Geo-code projects at the local level and figure out where the money is being spent. 

 Municipalities must use the latest satellite-based techniques to map urban properties to realise the 
untapped potential for property tax. 

 The Gram Sabha should be encouraged to invite members of higher level panchayats, legislature 
and even the Parliament to participate in their meetings and articulate their needs in the presence 
of the invitees. 
 

5) Conclusion 

 Local bodies that are entrusted with responsibilities, empowered with resources and encumbered 
by accountability can become effective vehicles for competitive federalism. 

 
 


