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DECENTRALIZATION AND DEMOCRATIC 

DEEPENING: EVALUATING THE 73RD AND 74TH 

AMENDMENTS 
 

AUTHORED BY - JOMOL JOSE 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments, enacted in 1992, signified a transformative 

milestone in India’s democratic journey by formally establishing local self- governance 

through Panchayati raj institutions and urban local bodies. These amendments aimed to 

decentralize power from central and state governments to the grassroots level, ensure local 

participation in development, and empower marginalized sections through constitutional 

recognition. This paper examines the impact of these landmark reforms over the last three 

decades, focussing on their role in deepening democracy and fostering grassroots governance. 

 

This paper begins by tracing the historical evolution of local self- governance in India, and 

tracing the recommendations of key committee's that laid the groundwork for these 

constitutional changes. it then analyses the structure and provisions that introduced through the 

73rd and 74th amendments, highlighting the reservation policies, functional devolutions, and 

financial frameworks. 

 

Despite notable achievements such as increased representation of women and marginalized 

groups, the paper highlights persistent challenges, including limited devolution of powers, 

fiscal dependency, administrative weaknesses, and tokensim. these factors have often hindered 

the effective realization of democratic decentralization. This paper argues that genuine 

democratic deepening requires not only constitutional status but also political will, fiscal 

empowerment, administrative capacity at the local level. 

 

Ultimately, the paper calls for renewed efforts to strengthen participatory institutions and build 

resilient democratic structures that reflect the true spirit of local self -governance in India 

 

Keywords: Decentralization, Democratic Deepening, 73rd Amendment, 74th Amendment, 
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Local Self- Governance, Grassroots Governance 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Democracy is most meaningful when it is experienced at the local level- where people can 

participate in decisions and make sure their leaders are accountable. Decentralization is a need 

for a democracy in a large and diverse country like India, not only one of administrative 

convenience.  

 

Recognizing this, the 73rd and 74th Amendments, which respectively conferred constitutional 

recognition to Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) and Urban Local Bodies (ULBs), were 

introduced in 1992 to amend the Indian Constitution. These developments marked a major shift 

from centralized government to established grassroots democracy, therefore enabling its 

citizens to actively engage in development-related choices.  

 

While the 74th Amendment set a three-level structure for Urban Local Bodies, the 73rd 

Amendment established one for Panchayati Raj Institutions in rural areas. Encouraging 

involvement in development projects, improving the delivery of basic services, and promoting 

accountability were all intended to make governance more open to people. Importantly, they 

also mandated the setting of seats for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and women, 

therefore enhancing political representation. 

 

The impact of these changes over the previous thirty years on the process of decentralization 

and the democratic deepening is critically examined in this paper. further examines their 

structural provisions, achievements, and challenges as well as their historical context. 

Furthermore, the paper analyses, at how various states have put these reforms into effect to 

highlight variations, achievements, and persistent challenges. 

 

The methodology adopted is mostly doctrinal, also used case studies from different Indian 

states, Constitutional provisions, committee reports, scholarly articles, and government 

statistics are among the references used. Beginning with a historical context, the article is 

divided eight parts: overview of the constitutional framework, impact of the amendments, 

challenges faced, comparisons across states, and concluding with recommendations for 

improving local governance in India. 
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This paper argues that although the 73rd and 74th Amendments laid a strong foundation of 

inclusion of people in governance that is participatory governance, there is still considerable 

work to be done to ensure true autonomy, accountability, and inclusivity in local 

government across India. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 India's local self-governance idea has a deep history dating back to ancient times when village 

communities acted as autonomous entities managing their own affairs. The British purposefully 

weakened local groups during the colonial period, therefore increasing central control. Though 

there were first moves toward decentralization, like Lord Ripon's Resolution of 1882 

advocating local self-government, these initiatives were mostly superficial and did not provide 

real independence. 

 

The Indian Constitution recognizes the importance of democratic governance after 

independence in 1947, but it did not initially provide a constitutional framework for local self-

governments. The inclusion of Articles 40 and 243 in the Directive Principles of State Policy 

urged the government to create village panchayats and give them the necessary authority. Still, 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) and Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) frequently worked 

informally for many years, relying on the preferences of particular states, producing diverse 

systems, poor financial help, and limited powers. 

 

The first major effort to institutionalized local self-governance was through the Balwant rai 

Mehta Committee Report from 1957, which proposed a three-level Panchayati Raj structure to 

promote democratic decentralization. This initiative resulted in the establishment of PRIs in 

various states. Subsequently, the Ashok Mehta Committee Report of 1978 highlighted the 

necessity for more robust local organizations, advocating for their constitutional recognition. 

However, because of political instability and a lack of agreement, its proposals were not fully 

implemented. 

 

By the latter part of the 1980s, the issues with modern centralized planning systems, further 

aggravated regional inequalities, and growing public demand for local participation brought 

the opportunity for decentralization which once again gained focus. The State bureaucrat's 

inability to deliver adequate service, coupled with the absence of women and other 

disadvantaged social groups in the decision-making processes, highlighted public sector reform 
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as a matter of priority. 

 

In this context, the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments were passed and enacted in 1992, 

coming into effect in 1993. These amendments created a uniform framework for the setup, 

powers, and functioning of local governments in all the states and union territories. They had 

provisions for periodic elections, reservation of seats, decentralization of finances, and the 

creation of institutional structures like State Finance Commissions and State 

Election Commissions. 

 

Therefore, the Amendments were more than just administrative reforms; they reflected a 

holistic vision to democratize governance and promote inclusive, locally responsive 

development. They responded to long-standing demands for empowering local institutions and 

marked a conscious shift towards participatory democracy at the grassroots level. 

 

CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK: 73RD AND 74TH AMENDMENTS 

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments enacted in 1992, marked a major turning point 

in India's democratic development as they embedding the concepts of decentralized governance 

and active citizen participation within the framework of the Constitution. Using Panchayati Raj 

Institutions (PRIs) and Urban Local Bodies (ULBs), these reforms established local self-

governance in both rural and urban environments therefore guaranteeing that democracy 

reached down to the local level. Local administration frequently lacked appropriate 

independence and responsibility before these reforms, so it was often fragmented and 

ineffective. Giving constitutional recognition to these entities meant to empower citizens, 

improve service delivery, and promote inclusive development by transferring power from 

central authorities to local elected leaders. 

 

73rd amendment was introduced in part IX of constitution, emphasizing Panchayati Raj 

Institutions, in the Eleventh Schedule with 29 subject matters for delegation. All states with 

populations over two million were asked to create a three-tier governance structure consisting 

of the Gram Panchayat at the village level, the Panchayat Samiti at the intermediate level, and 

the Zila Parishad at the district level. Providing a means for direct participation in local 

governance and responsibility, the Gram Sabha—composed of all registered voters in a village, 

was recognized as the foundation of rural democracy. 
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Direct elections at every level of the Panchayati Raj system are one of the most important 

changes brought about by the 73rd Amendment. Under Article 243K of Constitution of India, 

an independent State Election Commission oversees these five-year elections. Elections are 

required to conduct within in a six-months. Furthermore, the amendment introduced an 

advanced reservation system guaranteeing that seats are allotted for Scheduled Castes (SCs), 

Scheduled Tribes (STs), and at least one-third of the whole seats for women. This has 

significantly affected political participation and leadership development among marginalized 

groups and women, hence changing the political and social landscape of rural India. 

 

The amendment gave Panchayats, the power to prepare and implement social equity and 

economic growth plans. Including agriculture, micro-irrigation, education, healthcare, and 

poverty alleviation, the Eleventh Schedule lists 29 sectors of duty that can be delegated to 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). Even though these responsibilities span a broad spectrum, 

political motives and administrative capabilities have shaped the actual extent of devolution 

differently across states. Concerning finance matters, the amendment mandated the creation of 

State Finance Commissions every five years to advice on how funds should be divided between 

the state government and Panchayats. Panchayats were also authorized to collect taxes, 

obligations, and fees under state regulations. 

 

Concurrent with this, the 74th Amendment focussed on urban management by adding Part IX-

A into the Constitution together with the Twelfth Schedule, which lists 18 subjects including 

water distribution, land use management, public health issues, and urban planning. Three kinds 

of municipalities were needed: Nagar Panchayats for underdeveloped areas, Municipal 

Councils for lesser towns, and Municipal Corporations for larger cities. Members of these 

urban local bodies are selected through direct elections and serve for a five-year term. To 

support thorough urban governance, provisions were made for reservations for Scheduled 

Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and women-much like rural areas. 

 

Forming Ward Committees in cities of 300,000 or more strengthened urban decentralization. 

These committees are expected to foster community involvement and make certain that urban 

administration satisfies the demands of particular communities. The reform required 

Metropolitan Planning Committees in big cities to produce overall development plans, so 

guaranteeing cooperation between several local entities and various agencies. 
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Similar to those in the 73rd Amendment, the financial provisions of the 74th Amendment, 

establishes the State Finance Commissions advising on financial matters to Urban Local Bodies 

and authorizing local governments to impose taxes. Still, like the Panchayati Raj Institutions, 

the degree of financial independence urban institutions experience has often been limited owing 

to delays in the release of funding and state supervision over major sources of income. 

 

Establishing independent State Election Commissions to administer local entity elections 

improved democratic accountability and transparency under both reforms as well. 

Constitutional status of PRIs and ULBs assures their continued presence and legal protections, 

hence shielding them from arbitrary state intrusion. 

 

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments reflected important changes that gave 

constitutional recognition to regional self-governance in India, both rural and urban. By 

creating a clearly defined, legally binding framework for local government entities, they aimed 

to strengthen local democracy. Panchayats and Municipalities operated inconsistently, without 

stability, or meaningful power before these changes. These constitutional changes provided a 

foundation for decentralized governance, therefore supporting more efficient development 

planning and participatory democracy. 

 

IMPACT ON DEMOCRATIC DEEPENING 

73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments have been crucial in playing an instrument in a new 

era of democratic deepening in India. Integrating the ideas of local self-government into the 

Constitution, these modifications facilitated the decentralization of power, therefore increasing 

the accessibility, transparency, and inclusivity of government. Numerous successes over the 

past 30 years demonstrate how these changes have positively impacted India's democratic 

system. 

 

One of the most remarkable developments is the institutionalization of regular local elections. 

Prior to the amendments made, elections to local bodies were irregular and often under the 

discretion of state administrations. With penalties for delays, the constitutional mandate for 

elections every five years has guaranteed a constant rhythm of democratic participation at the 

grassroots level. Independent State Election Commissions help to give the voting process 

credibility and consistency. This allowed millions of people, particularly those from formerly 

underprivileged groups have been able to participate directly in the democratic process both as 
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voters and as candidates. 

 

One of the most significant outcomes of the reforms is the political empowerment of women, 

SCs, and STs through its mandatory reservations. Reserving one-third of the seats for women 

has changed politics gender relationships. Rajasthan and Bihar are among the states that have 

raised this to 50% in an effort to elevate female leadership. Though male relatives initially 

opposed and substituted proxy leadership, female sarpanches and councilors have steadily 

grown their own influence and brought attention to issues including health, cleanliness, and 

education. In a similar way, the depiction of SCs and STs has traditionally given 

underprivileged groups a voice in local government, therefore allowing them to influence 

decisions that directly affect their lives. 

 

Decentralized governance has also led to more administrative responsiveness and 

accountability. Living among the people they represent, representatives are more sensitive to 

local problems and simpler to hold accountable. Participative decision-making, where residents 

can review ideas, adopt budgets, and keep elected officials responsible, has been set up by 

Gram Sabhas and Ward Committees. This has especially helped to create a feeling of 

responsibility and transparency in development practices in rural locations. 

 

Furthermore, the changes have made it easier for local governments to map out their growth. 

Panchayats and towns have become increasingly reliant on the execution of governmental 

initiatives on housing, sanitation, public health, and employment. For instance, local body 

involvement has been essential for the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), Swachh Bharat Mission, and Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana 

(housing). Because of their proximity to the people, they can improve their targeting, get 

quicker input, and more readily adapt to the particular needs of every neighborhood. 

 

Though there are differences by state, fiscal decentralization has also moved forward. State 

finance commissions have encouraged governments to define resource sharing with municipal 

organizations. By earmarking a substantial portion of the budget for local governments, fiscal 

devolution has been effectively practiced in Kerala, Karnataka, and several other states. ULBs 

and panchayats have also been given more financial autonomy by being empowered to produce 

their own income by means of service charges, user fees, and local taxes. 
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The modifications have promoted institutional experimentation and invention. Some states 

have gone over and beyond the constitutional requirements to promote strong local governance 

systems. Often cited as an example of participatory planning on a grand scale, the People's Plan 

Campaign in Kerala, launched in the late 1990s, involves citizens actively assisting to create 

budgets and oversee projects. Similarly, in Tamil Nadu and Maharashtra, Panchayats have 

gotten more authority over school management and the delivery of fundamental medical 

treatments. Provided the right power, these inventions demonstrate the ability of local groups 

to become vehicles of social and financial transformation. 

 

Moreover, there has been a considerable increase in collaboration between municipal 

authorities, civil society, and community-based groups. Several NGOs work closely with 

Panchayats and ULBs to enhance service delivery, capacity building, and citizen participation. 

This interaction between the administration and the people has boosted the legitimacy of 

government institutions and strengthened democracy from the bottom up. 

 

On a larger scale, the changes have aided in fostering a cultural transition toward democratic 

awareness and involvement. Local governance has produced a new cohort of political leaders, 

notably from rural and underprivileged communities, who have gone on to participate actively 

in state and national politics. The presence of elected officials at the local level has demystified 

governance and brought it into the realm of daily experience for many people. 

 

73rd and 74th Amendments have greatly strengthened Indian democracy by fostering 

participatory development, inclusive political participation, and responsive governance. 

Despite variations between states and communities, these gains represent a significant 

advancement in the Indian democratic experiment. By constitutional methods, the 

decentralization of power has not just increased the legitimacy of government but also laid the 

groundwork for a fairer and more just society. 

 

CASE STUDIES AND STATE LEVEL EXPERIENCES 

The implementation and consequences of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments have 

varied considerably among Indian states Because of discrepancies in political will, 

administrative capacity, and involvement of civil society. Considering specific local 

experiences might help to clarify how decentralization might succeed or fail depending on the 

surroundings. 
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Kerala is a great illustration of successful decentralization starting in 1996 with its People's 

Plan Campaign (PPC). This project was a bold participatory planning experiment giving local 

governments immediate control over around 35–40% of the development funds for the state. 

Panchayats were empowered to plan, execute, and monitor projects meeting local needs via 

Gram Sabhas, which guaranteed significant community participation. The campaign 

highlighted social justice, public accountability, and openness. Kerala's success was built on a 

strong political will, extensive administrative support, and an educated and active civil society. 

Under the 1993 Panchayati Raj Act, particularly, Karnataka advanced considerably local 

government empowerment. One of the first states to delegate major responsibilities and powers 

to Panchayats was aided by training institutions such the Abdul Nazir Sab State Institute of 

Rural Development. Political changes, however, caused fiscal devolution to be uneven across 

time, highlighting the flaws of policies without ongoing political support. 

 

Bihar, on the other hand, battled to execute decentralization because of low literacy rates, 

inadequate institutional capability, and firmly ingrained caste systems. Though it marked a 

turning point, the 2006 reserving of 50% of Panchayat seats for women was. It caused the 

number of women engaged in government to increase significantly. Even if proxy governance 

and other issues still exist, there is growing evidence that female leaders in Bihar have begun 

to assert their agency and improve service delivery. 

 

Maharashtra has a long history of the Panchayat System, and the state has shown persistent 

support for local government. One interesting initiative is the Gaon Tithe Sarkar project, which 

seeks to handle issues and ensure the availability of government programs at the village level. 

Additionally focused on empowering Gram Sabhas to play a more active role in training elected 

officials and planning, Maharashtra has. 

 

The 74th Amendment's mandate for urban decentralization has encountered further challenges. 

Delhi, for instance, has had trouble with the fragmentation of power and conflicting 

jurisdictions, which undermines the independence of its municipalities. Despite the 

amendment's granting the Municipal Corporation of Delhi (MCD) authority, state and central 

government bodies have significantly restricted its financial and operational autonomy, thereby 

restricting actual urban self-government. 

 

Generally speaking, these case studies demonstrate that decentralization works best when there 
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is a high level of political commitment, straightforward administrative processes, financial 

empowerment, and active public participation. While some states, like Kerala and Karnataka, 

demonstrate what can be achieved with a genuine commitment, others emphasize the 

difficulties associated with symbolic implementation. India's wide range of experiences 

highlights the need for state-specific reforms while maintaining the democratic decentralization 

tenets of the Constitution. 

 

CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTATION 

Though their implementation has been hampered by several hurdles that have limited the scope 

and effectiveness of democratic decentralization in India, the 73rd and 74th Constitutional 

Amendments have the potential to cause major transformation. Because of the federal character 

of government, these problems vary significantly across states and span legislative, 

institutional, fiscal, and socioeconomic domains. 

 

The imperfect and unequal distribution of responsibilities presents among the most continuous 

challenges. While the Constitution specifies 29 topics under the Eleventh Schedule and 18 

under the Twelfth for possible transfer to local entities, the actual devolution of powers has 

been selective and inconsistent. Many states have kept control over important areas including 

health, education, and irrigation. Local entities are sometimes subordinated to executing 

functions rather than acting as independent decision-making agents. This weakens the spirit of 

self-governance and turns decentralization into a procedural event rather than a meaningful 

fact. 

 

Fiscal decentralization is strongly linked to the issue of functional devolution. Though State 

Finance Commissions (SFCs) have been set up to provide financial transfers advice to local 

entities, not all states have followed these suggestions effectively. Lack of independence, 

sufficient staff, and data access often undermines the credibility of SFCs. Consequently, towns 

and Panchayats continue to struggle for dependable and adequate money. Their limited tax 

bases, lack of rate-setting authority, and poor collection mechanisms prevent them from 

producing their own income. Their dependence on central and state grants, limits their ability 

to independently plan and execute development projects. 

 

Another serious barrier is the lack of administrative ability and staff members. Most municipal 

governments lack qualified people to oversee complex administrative, financial, and technical 
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duties. Usually, the state government regulates personnel, which limits the power of elected 

officials and creates parallel lines of accountability. Moreover, training programs for local 

officials and representatives are often insufficient, which leads in a skills deficit influencing 

the caliber of government. Institutional efficacy is undermined by the lack of a strong 

bureaucratic support network at the grassroots level. 

 

Elite capture and political influence have also undermined the democratic promise of 

decentralization. Often guided by state-level political interests, local groups Decentralization 

has sometimes produced fresh hierarchies in which strong local elites dominate decision-

making rather than enable local voices. Elections for panchayats and cities are frequently 

affected by caste, kinship, and political party connections, which can result in nepotism, 

exclusionary policies, and improper resource allocation. This affects the developmental goals 

and challenges the participatory democracy idea. 

 

Another major obstacle is the tokenistic functioning of Gram Sabhas and Ward Committees. 

These forums are legally obligated to be platforms for direct democracy, yet their real 

implementation is often minimal. Meetings are poorly attended, minutes are falsified, and 

community involvement is limited. Citizens' sometimes ignorance of their rights and the 

possibly significant impact they can have in municipal government cause apathetic behavior 

and lack of accountability. Without the participation of active citizens, these groups cannot 

provide the bottom-up monitoring and debate so crucial to decentralized governance. 

 

Although the terms of representation, the implementation of reservation rules has hit several 

roadblocks. In a number of states, the frequency of "proxy leadership," especially among 

female legislators, continues being noted. Though there has been increased female 

participation, elected women sometimes face pressure to represent the needs of their male 

family members or party heads. Similarly, discrimination based on caste and the exclusion of 

SC/ST representatives persist in many rural areas, which restricts their capacity to take on 

leadership positions or oppose the existing interests. 

 

Additionally, there is a problem of coordination and integration across government levels. 

Often resulting in duplication, service gaps, and ineffective resource distribution, local plans 

are out of alignment with those created at the state or central level. Underutilized or ineffective 

in many states, the Metropolitan Planning Committees and District Planning Committees seek 
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to advance integrated planning. Effective policy execution is impeded by the absence of clear 

accountability systems between various levels and departments of government. 

 

Moreover, many people lack civic awareness of the responsibilities and roles of local 

governments. Without extensive knowledge of how PRIs and ULBs function, the electorate 

cannot successfully participate in or monitor their representatives' actions. The democratic 

culture that decentralization aspires to advance is undermined by the ongoing 

underdevelopment of civic education initiatives and community involvement. 

 

Finally, especially in rural and impoverished areas, a lack of infrastructure and digital assets 

impedes good governance. Even as e-governance and digital service delivery grow, many local 

organizations still lack essential infrastructure like management information systems, 

workplaces, and internet access. As a consequence of their ability to provide public services, 

manage records, and preserve openness is compromised. 

 

Despite laying a strong constitutional foundation for dispersed democracy, the 73rd and 74th 

Amendments have encountered many hurdles in practice. Along legal and administrative 

changes, overcoming these challenges calls for a cultural and political revolution toward 

genuinely empowering local governments. Achieving the full potential of local self-governance 

in India requires more commitment from state governments, stronger institutions, public 

awareness, and an informed populace. 

 

WAY FORWARD AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

A good implementation of the 73rd and 74th Amendments depends on the prolonged exercise 

of a commitment to real devolution and prospects of participatory governance. It would take 

a multi-pronged approach to bridge the gap between constitutional intent and on-ground 

reality.  

 

Developing Devolution of Powers: States must ensure complete devolution of the 11th and 

12th Schedule functions to local bodies. Clearly defining roles and responsibilities at each 

level is a must to ensure no overlap and misunderstanding. 

 

Economic Empowerment: A healthier SFC is necessary for timely and adequate fiscal 

transfers. Local bodies need to be empowered to increase their own-source revenues by using 
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measures such as rational tax policies and various innovative financing models including 

community contributions, local bonds optional tax and so forth. 

 

Capacity Building and Administrative Support Trained and technically sound manpower, local 

governments to function effectively. Regular capacity-building programs for elected 

representatives—particularly women and marginalized communities—need to be 

institutionalized. The bureaucrats should be made answerable to local bodies to check 

administrative tyranny. 

 

Revitalizing Mechanisms of Participation: Gram Sabhas and Ward Committees should be 

empowered as forums of people’s participation, transparency and accountability. Legal 

requirements for holding regular meetings, social audits, and public disclosure can help 

buttress their operation. 

 

Political and institutional will: At the end of the day, decentralization should be looked at, not 

as an exercise in administrative reform, but a political resolve for bottom-up democracy. We 

need our States to fight anti-centralizing temptations and to make sure our local institutions 

are highly performing actors of development and democracy. 

 

An effective and accountable local governance system is a sine qua non for inclusive 

development and strengthened democracy. Achieving this vision involves structural changes, 

civic participation, and a transformation in governance culture that empowers the last mile. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments were a significant move towards deeper 

democracy and localization of power in India. In spite of advance in institutionalization of 

grassroots democracy, functional devolution, autonomy in finances, and participative 

governance remain daunting challenges. While successful state models show the potency of 

effective decentralization, the latter indicate an imperative for firm commitment and redesign. 

Realizing the real essence of democratic decentralization is not just a matter of legal provisions 

but also political will, administrative capability, and participatory citizenry. Empowering local 

governments is crucial for inclusive development, responsive administration, and the 

consolidation of India's democratic experience. 
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