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Women Participation in Rural Loca Saf -
Governance Sysem in Odisha: A Congtitutiona
and Resarvationa Perspective

I ntroduction:

The actud function of Panchayati Rg Ingtitutions
(PRIs) which is otherwise known as inditutions
of rural local self governance is of greater
significance now more than ever before.
Institutions of rural local governance are
consdered as partners of the Centra and State
Governments in carrying out development
functions. Article 243-G introduced by the 73rd
Amendment to the Constitution empowers State
Governmentsto vest powers and respongbilities
with village Panchayats to prepare plansfor their
socio-economic development and ensure socid
justice to the people through implementation of
different schemes with their active participation.

There is a continuous effort on the part
of Government through policy-makersto evolve
systems and mechanisms to enable ingtitutions of
rurd loca governanceto performand deliver their
new roles more effectively and efficiently. The
objectives of institutions of rural local self
governance are only redlized to the expected
extent to which it istrandated on the ground. But
it can only be translated through proper
participation of elected representatives of
inditutionsof rurd loca sdf governance epecidly
the women representatives.

Dr. Benudhar Rout, N.T. Sahu

In Odisha, women condtitute avery little
bit lessthan 50 per cent of the state’ s popul ation.
Despite some favourable traditiond vaues and
customs and emergence of powerful women
persondities, the pogtion of women is not very
rosy. Their socio-economic gatus is, however,
relatively low and they are discriminated in dl
walks of life. For centuries, women have been
confined to home and suppressed and deprived
of their rightsto get afair treetment fromthemale
dominated society. Development of women has,
therefore, been one of the mgor issuesin Odisha.
Right from independence, gender discrimination
has been identified as one of themost seriousand
debatable issues. After independence, it was
realized that potentials of a state cannot be
harnessed unless women became equa partners
in the development process. Indian Congtitution
has made specid provisons to ensure women's
rights. To safeguard various condtitutiond rights
of women, the Government has enacted women-
specific and women-related legislations. In
addition to Condgtitutiona provisons and socio-
legd legidations, variouswomen specific policies
meant to promote their development have aso
beeninitiated. All the Five Y ear Plans have given
importance to the devel opment of women, witha
magor objective of raising their economic and
social status. Following various socia and

55




Odisha Review

economic development programmes, the next
logical step was to enhance the participation of
women in the decision - making process. One of
the negative consequences of slow rate of
transformation in the status of women is the low
level of participation in the decison making and
implementation of programmesand policiesmeant
for them. Participation, to be meaningful, should
dart at the grassroot level where implementation
of programmes takes place. Local level
governance is a means to ensure democratic
functioning and participation in decison making.
o, efforts to ensure the participation of women
in decison making process at the local level
acquire specid sgnificance.

Women Participation through Constitutional
Obligations:

Rurd locd sdf governance system i.e.
Panchayati Rgj is one of the most important
political innovations of independent India. It isa
proper channd for equa and popular participation
in the process of rural governance and
development both by men and women. Before
independence the Franchise Committee set up by
the British Government discussed the Condtitution
of statutory village Panchayats, but did not
consder the question of representation of women
in PRIs on the contention that the then women
did not even have the right to franchise. As a
result, in the first set of Acts of the 1920s of the
provinces and the princely states, women did not
participate as representatives or even as voters.
This is in the line with the ideologies prevaent
during that point of time. Intheyear 1923, for the
firg time, the names of women gppeared in the
electora rolls and in the year 1926, the first
woman member was nominated to the Indian
legidature. In the year 1931 women demanded
for universal adult franchise but are said to have
opposed againgt reservation, nominations or co-

56

February-March - 2012

options for women. In our country, the demand
for women's representation a higher levels of
political decision making process has been
continuing till today. Way back in the year 1931,
Lady Tata during the Indian Nationd Congress
Session had lamented the absence of women
membersin the legidative assemblies, as she felt
that women members could have voiced the
fedingsof their Sgterswith greeter darity andforce
than men.

After independence, it was redized that
India s potential's cannot be harnessed or realized
unless women became equal partners in
development and governance of the State affairs.
Indian Condtitution has made adequate provisons
to ensure rights of women. Following various
socid and economic development programmes,
the next logical step was to enhance the
participation of women in the decison making
process. Participation of womenin PRIshasgresat
importance, as the objective of congtituting loca
governance is to encourage local leadership
according to the developmenta needsof therurd

villages

As constitutional mandate, the
condtitution of India guarantees equality of sexes
andinfact grantspecid favourstowomen. These
can be found in the different Articles of the
Congitution. Article 14 gatesthat the Government
shall not deny to any person equdity before law
or theequd protection of laws. Article 15 declares
that Government shdl not discriminate agangt any
citizen on the ground of sex. Article 15(3) makes
a specia provison enabling the gate to make
afirmative discrimingtions in favour of women.
Above dl and mogt importantly the Congtitution
imposes a fundamental duty on every citizen
though Article 15(A)(3) to renouncethe practices
derogatory to thedignity of women. TheDirective
Principlesof State Policy articulatesthe key policy
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gods of the Indian welfare date. A duty is cast
upon the State to provide for an appropriate
policy, enabling conditions, congenid environment
toitsditizensfor fulfillment of meansof liveihood
for men and women equdly. Article 38, 39(a),
39(d), 39(e), 41, 42, 43 and 51(1) etc. are
specidly and exclusvely dedt with wdfare of
women a par man. Article 325 of the Condtitution
guarantees political equality to women and
prohibits excluson from the ectord rollson the
bassof sex, cagte, religion etc. Article 326 of the
Condtitution guarantees equd politica datus to
evey ditizen of India including women. Articles
14, 15, 16 and 19 of the Condtitution of India
and the Representation of Peoples Act provides
for equa participation of women in political
process.

To protect and promote the rights of
women and to encourage them to participate in
al the affairs of governance, some internaiond
covenants have a so been passed and as assented
by the sate partiesincluding India. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, the
International Covenant on Political and Civil
Rights 1966, the UN Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, 1966 etc are
indrumentd todiminatedl formsof discrimination
agang women on theground of sex, maritd status
by guaranteaing enjoyment of fundamentd rights
and freedomin socid, economic and culturd fidd.
The United Nations initiatives namely UN
Convention on Elimination of al forms of
Discrimination againgt Women (CEDAW) is
another important international initiative
instrumental for determining women centered
policy measures by al the countries of world
including India. According to the above
internationd inititives, unlesswomen areinvolved
in the decison and policy-making process & all
levels of the governance, changes in women's

political and to some extent socia and economic
gaus will continue to be margina.

Ontheabove context, in India, under the
exiging laws of the land and as per planning and
policy measures, important initiatives have been
undertaken by the Government to ensure equa
gatus of women in the country. The Committee
on the Status of Women in India (CSWI)* set up
in the year 1971 to look into different aspects of
datus of women in India including their politica
participation and released itsreport in 1974. The
Report of the* Committee on the Status of Women
in India (CSWI) —Towards Equality, 1974”
noted the ineffectiveness of the representation of
women in Panchayat's governance system and it
recommended for a statutory separate ‘All
Women'sPanchayat’ at thevillageleve to ensure
better and greater participation of women in the
political process. It dso arted initiatives and
efforts to encourage participation of women in
the rura local governance as well as urban
governance systems. The Committee also
recommended for the system of reservation for
women in the Legidative bodies which was
opposed by some members of the Committee,
representatives of politica parties and women's
organistionsasaretrograde sep from the equaity
conferred by the Condtitution [ Sharma, 1998:27].

TheNationd Education Policy, 1986 and
the * Report of the Nationd Commission on Sdf
Employed Women' and ‘Women in the Informa
Sector — Shramshakti, 1988', the *National
Perspective Plan for Women 1988-2000 AD’ of
the Government of Indiaand the‘ Nationa Policy
for Women 2001 etc have aso made sgnificant
contributions to the understanding and finding
solutionsfor issuesrelating to women participation
in India. The above measures are mostly
ingrumenta for ensuring participation of women
in locd governancein India
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Besides, the above women specific measures
undertaken by the Government, the women's
participation in the local governance was sarted
with the recommendationsthe Bawant Ral Gopdlji
Mehta's Team Report. The Report of the study
team on Community Projects and National
Extension Service Programme (Committee on
Plans and Projects) Balwant Rai Mehta
Committee Report, New Ddhi. Nov. 1957, Vol.l)
aso recommends for women' s representation in
PRIs. In the words of the Committee “in regard
to the congtitution of Panchayat, we suggest that
thisshould be purdly on an dective basis, but that
theremay beaprovison for the co-option of two
women membersand one member each fromthe
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in
conditions similar to those prescribed for the
Panchayat Samiti, we do not consider that
members of any other specid group need any
gpecial representation either by eection or by
cooption.”?

The Central Council of Local Self
Government at its third meeting held in 1957
decided that the elected representatives in each
Block Panchayat will co-opt two women who
are interested to work among women and
children. This was in line with the
recommendations made during the time by the
Bawant Rai Mehta Study Team (1957) which
recommended co-option of two women in
Panchayat bodies for the purpose of
‘participation’. The fourth meeting of the Centra
Council of Loca Sdf Government in the year
1958 aso recommended for gpproximately half
of thetota membersin Panchayatsto be women
if the Panchayats were to be redl representative
body of the people. The Council further suggested
that till that stage is reached at least two seats
should be reserved for women. It was aso fdt
by the Council that having two women was
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preferable compared to a solitary woman [Buch
2001] .2 The Bdwant Ra Mehta Committee was
followed by Ashok MehtaCommittee, whichwas
gppointed in December 1977. The Ashok Mehta
Committee recommended for two-tiers of loca
sf Governmentsa Mandd and Zillalevels. The
Committee also recommended for the co-option
of two women as members of both at Zillaand
Mandal level. The Report of Ashok Mehta
Committee* also recommended for reservation
of two seets for women in Panchayats and two
co-option women membersin case they did not
come through eections. The Committee also
suggested for a Committee of women to be set
up within Panchayats to operate specific
programmesfor women and children. The Ashok
Mehta Committee was followed by G.V K. Rao
Committee in the year 1985 and M.L. Singhvi
Committee, 1986 which also tried to make PRIs
more viable and effective with the popular
participation of both maeand femae. Findly, the
reviva of rurd governance system culminated into
giving the desired condtitutional satusthroughthe
Condgtitution (64th Amendment) Bill, 1989 which
was an attempt to amend the condtitution of India
to give condtitutional status to the PRIs and to
encourage the participation of women in therurd
governance system through the provision of
reservation of seatsin al the 3-tiersof rura local
governance sysem. But, unfortunately the Bill was
defeated in the Rgjya Sabhaand could not take a
shape due to political reasons.

73rd Constitutional Amendment Act,
Instrumental for Women Participation

The historic 73rd constitutional
amendment was passed and cameinto forcewith
effect from 24th April, 1993. The most Sgnificant
and sdient festures of the 73 Amendment Act is
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the provision of reservation of 1/3rd of seats for
womenindl the 3-tiersof rura local governance
system. It laysdown in Article 243D (3) that not
lessthan onethird of the total number of seatsto
befilled by direct ectionin every Panchayat shall
be reserved for women and that such seats may
be dlotted by rotation to different congtituencies
in a Panchayat. The Conditutiond amendment
further lays down in Article 243-D (1) that seats
shall be reserved for the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribesin every Panchayat and Article
243-D (2) states that not less than one third of
thetotal number of the seetsreserved under clause
(1) shal be reserved for women belonging to the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. The
number of seats reserved for the Scheduled
Cagtes and Scheduled Tribes women would be
alotted by rotation to different constituenciesina
Panchayat. Article 243-D(4) provides that the
office of the Chairperson in the Panchayats e the
village or any other level shdl dso be reserved
for, women and such reservation shall not beless
than one-third of the total number of offices of
Chairpersonsinthe Panchayatsat eechlevel. The
officessoreserved at thelevel of the Chairperson
would aso be dlotted by rotation to different
Panchayats a each level. Besdes, where there
are no women Chairpersons at all 3-tiers of
Panchayati Rg system, the post of Vice-Chairman
shall be reserved for women &t dl levels of rura
local governance. After this constitutional
amendment, alarge number of women have been
elected to the PRIs as aresult of the mandatory
reservaiond provisons Theresarvation provison
under the Congtitutiona 73rd Amendment Act,
1993 made to ensure that women play a mgor
rolein rurd loca sdf governance system. It dso
provided women an opportunity to demonstrate
their potential and to prove their capability as
partners in the process of rural development by
participating with their male counterparts.

Rural Local Governance in Odisha and
Women Participation :

Odishais one of the pioneering Satesin
thefidld of Panchayati Rg initiativesinindia. Soon
after the independence of our country, the
Government of Odisha enacted Orissa Gram
Panchayat Act in 1948. After that Panchayat
Samiti and Zilla Parishad Act ,1959 was enacted
and executed on 26th January 1961 in Odisha
Biju Babu when became Chief Minister during
gxties, he had made concrete effortsto revitdize
Panchayati Rg system. Heisone of the pioneers
in the filed of women participation who strongly
advocated for women participation in the local
governance system in Odisha. His vison and
policy wasto empower the Panchayati Rg system
with powers and active participation of women.
In fact during his second term as Chief Minister
(1990-95) and under his dynamic leadership.
Odishabecamethefirg gatein Indiato implement
the sound provisions of 73rd Constitutional
Amendment Act, 1992 in advance to give
opportunitiesto thewomen by making reservation
of 1/3rd sests for them and women belonging to
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes out of the
total seats. It dso addsto the credit of Biju Babu
that after a long gap he conducted Panchayat
eectionsin Odishain the year 1992. He was an
ardent advocate of devolution of funds, functions
and functionaries to the PRIs and was most
emphatic about participation of womenintherurd
local governance system. For thefirgt timein the
history of independent India, women were given
30% reservation in the three-tier PRIsin Odisha
prior to implementation of 73rd amendment Act.
Hewasbold and broad in hisvision and approach
to ensure the participation of womeninrurd loca
sdf governance sysemsin Odisha Biju Babuwas
aso emphéticaly emphasized onthe politica and
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adminidrative training and orientation of eected
women representatives to acquire skill and
knowledge on politics and adminigtration. His
proactivevison wasthat loca Government isthe
level of Government wherewomen can enter into
politicd life with relative ease, as the costs of
mounting eection campagns are rddively low
and issues a the loca leve tend to motivate
women to enter politics. Further, local
Governments are good training grounds for
women politicianswho want to reach higher levels
of elected or gppointed office in Government.

At present, Odishahasthree-tier system
of rurd locd sdf Government sysem — thefirst
tier being a thevillageleve i.e. Gram Panchayat,
the second tier at the Block level i.e. Panchayat
Samiti and the third & the didtrict levd i.e. Zilla
Parishad and 50% of seats for women has been
reserved in dl the tiers. The present Panchayati
Rg gructureof Odishaindudes 30 ZillaParishads
with 854 elected Zilla Parishad Members, 314
Panchayat Samitiswith 6,235 dected Panchayat
Samiti Members, 6236 Gram Panchayats
including 6,236 dected Sarpanchs and 87,551
elected Ward Members out of which 46,643
Women Ward Members congtitute therura locdl
governance system. Thus, in Odishanow thereis
atotal of 1,00,876° dected representativesinthe
three-tier rural loca self governance system out
of which 50% women elected members that
underlinesthe importance of women participation
inthethree-tier rurd loca sdf governance system.

Reservational Participation of Women in
Rural Local Sdf Governance:

As a condtitutiond mandate under the
73rd Constitutional Amendment Act 1992,
provisonshave been madefor reservation of seets
for women in the 3-tier rura loca governance
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system in Odisha like other states. Accordingly
and prior to the present 50% reservations for
womeninthe 3-tier rurd locd bodies, reservations
were made for women upto 33% indl rura local
bodies as per the provisons of Orissa Gram
Panchayat Act 1964, The OrissaPanchayat Samiti
Act, 1960 and The Orissa Zilla Parishad Act,
1991 as modified and amended up to date. The
objectives of reservation for women in the above
three important Acts was to encourage women
to participateintherurd local governance system
through the provison of reservations. Hence, it
may be cdled as reservationd participation of
womeninrurd loca sdf governance system. The
rationale for reservations for women and other
disadvantaged groups in the rural local self
governance system intended to give voice and
therefore influence to these disadvantaged groups
inlocal governance. According to palitical theorist
Anne Phillipsg(1995) the palitics of presence’ can
provide such groups with guaranteed
representation in public ingtitutions - such as
quotas in law making bodies, so that they may
effectively represent their own needs and
interests. The visonary leader of Odisha, Biju
Patnaik for the first time in the history of
independent India, announced that women will
be given 33% resarvation in the three- tier rurd
local governance systems since he was most
emphatic about the participation of women in the
rural loca governance systemi.e. Panchayati Rg
Indtitutions. According to his announcement, the
Orissa Gram Panchayat Act 1964, the Orissa
Panchayat Samiti Act, 1959 were amended by
Orissa Assembly during 1991 and 1992 and the
Orissa ZillaParishad Act, 1991 was enacted by
the Orissa Assembly in 1991 and that provided
33% resarvations for women in conformity with
the 73rd Congtitutional Amendment Act, 1992.
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Asamandate and according to the above
condtitutiond and legd provisions, the generd
Panchayat dections were held in Odisha during
1992 and a total of 28,069° women
representatives were dected for the first time to
the 3-tier rurd locad governance system from
5,262 Gram Panchayats. This is the first
Panchayat dection in Odishawhere such alarge
number of women representatives were elected
to the 3-tier Structure of rura loca governance
system to participate in the loca governance
system.

The next generd dectionsto PRIswere
held in Odishain the year 1997. The abstracts of
total elected representatives of rural local
governance structure system aong with women

elected representatives of 30 didtricts of Odisha
elected to the rural loca self governance system
during the Panchayat Generd Elections 19977 are
given in detail below Table-1.

The Table-1 reveds that during 1997
Generd Panchayat Elections, out of total 92,452
elected PRI members, women condtitute only
32,621 of total elected members.

Smilarly, the abstracts of totd eected
members of PRI structure ong with women
elected representatives of 30 didtricts of Odisha
elected to the three-tiers rural local self
governance, system during the Panchayat Generd
Elections 20022 mentions below in the following
table:

Table-1
General Panchayat Elections 1997 - Status of Women Participation in Odisha
PRI Elected Total Elected | Scheduled |Scheduled | Backward | Reserved | Totd
Members Members Caste(SC) |Tribeg(ST) | Class for Women | Elected
Women Women women (RW) Women
(BCCW) Members

Ward Member 81,077 6,348 8,060 6,858 7,329 28,595
Sarpanch 5,261 396 579 0 887 1,862
Panchayat Samiti
Member 5,260 399 562 411 498 1,870
Zilla Parishad
Members 854 54 86 63 91 294

92,452 7,197 9,287 7,332 8,805 32,621
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Table-2 - General Panchayat Elections 2002 - status of women participation in Odisha

PRI Elected Totd PRI Scheduled  Scheduled  Backward Resarved Totd
Members Elected Caste Tribe class for Elected
Members  Women Women Women Women Women
(BCCW) (RW) Members
Ward Member 87,547 7,056 9,164 8,665 6,529 31,414
Sarpanch 6,234 336 894 462 496 2,188
Panchayat Samiti 6,227 449 674 577 488 2,188
Member
ZillaParishad 854 54 85 82 75 296
Members
1,00,862 7,895 10,817 9,786 7,588 36,086

From the above table, it is found that during the
2002 General Panchayat Elections, out of
1,00,862 elected PRI members, women
congtitute only 36,086 of the total elected
members.

Thelast Genera Panchayat Election was
held in the year 2007. As per the last Panchayat
election datain Odishathere was 314 Panchayat
Samitis and 6,234 Gram Panchayats. The total
number of Zilla Parishad congtituencies was 854

and therewas atota number of 6,233 Panchayat
Samiti Membersinthe state. Thetota number of
Ward Members of the state was 87,542. Thus,
there was a total of 1,00,863 elected
representatives in the three-tier rural local
governance system in the state during the 2007
Panchayat Elections. The Table-3 describesin
detail about thetota dected representativesaong
with total women members of the rural locd
governance system in Odisha during the 2007
generd dections.

Table -3 - General Panchayat Elections 2007° - Status of Women Participation in Odisha

PRI Elected Total PRI Scheduled Scheduled Backward  Reserved Total women
Representatives Representatives Caste Women Tribe Women Class for Women Representatives
Women

Ward Member 87,542 7,172 9,665 9,148 5,719 31,704

Sarpanch 6,234 344 907 471 466 2,188

Panchayat

Samiti Member 6,233 455 699 632 422 2,208

Zilla Parishad 854 58 85 88 70 301
1,00,863 8,029 11,356 10339 6,677 36,401
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Condluson:

Evidences in Indian nationd politics and
a0 a theregiond levels have suggested that the
presence of such large number of women
representatives do not necessarily lead to the
enhancement of red participation of the women
in the system. Therefore, in recent years, the
question of the preferentia trestment of women
asapolitical group or the provison of quotasfor
women to ensure numerica srength and presence
in the local governance system has assumed
considerable importance. Very recently the
Government of Odisha has taken abold step to
enhancethe percentage of reservation for women
from one-third to a least 50% in the 3-tier rura
local Government system during the current
general eections to PRIs which is a timely
laudable stepin thisdirection to encouragewomen
participationintherura loca governance system.

However, over the short span of fiveyears
of participation no directly vishle impact can be
assessed ether in terms of participation rates or
digtribution of benefits, snce their participation,
inthe next eectionsremain absent in case of most
of women representatives on political and
indtitutiona obstacle grounds. Women participate
sgnificantly lessthan men duetolack of educetion
and information and the socid factorswhich limit
women's involvement in public affars, are dso
reflected in the generaly. low leves of education
and information tha prevall among women. At
the same time education and information also
suggest ways of reducing the gap between men
and women that arise from socid and traditiond
norms. Women who are educated and well
informed are often ableto bridge socid differences
associated with gender.

In spite of the above discussed
congtitutional and reservationa provisions for

women participation, in actud practice, theactive
participation of women in rurd loca governance
system hasremained restricted to asmall number
of women and not to the masses. The nature and
extent of participation of women is limited to a
few areas of rura loca governance system and
not up to the expected extent. Women have been
given opportunitiesto lead through the reservation
provisonsimparted in the shape of condtitutional
amendments. On the contrary, undermining the
capaaitiesof women, thisopportunity isin mgjority
of cases being utilized by their male counterparts
and not by them. In practice their participation is
missing and restricted to tokenism participation.
Notwithstanding the reservation provisions under
condtitutiona obligations, the rurd women are
being deprived of red participation in the rura
loca sdf governance system in Odisha. Their
participationisconfined to their representation and
reservationa participation only. Many factorsare
responsblefor their low participationin the system
but two most important factors thet impair their
participation are psychologica and low leve of
education. The psychologicd factor that inhibited
active participation of women in the rura loca
governance system was shyness and
submissvenessand lack of understanding of their
role, rule and respongbilitiesand the low leve of
education can be trested as another inhibitor of
women's active participation in the rura loca
governance system.
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