
INTRODUCTION

Decentralization of powers- An Understanding :
The twentieth century has witnessed world over the emergence of decentralization in

the democratic political system. In the last part of the 20th century almost all the third world
countries have adopted decentralized programmes and policies as a part of their mandate for
national development (Sundaram, 1997: 17). The motive that has led for adopting decentralized
system is based on certain fundamental principles: first, decentralization is seen as a way of
mobilising support for national development priorities by interacting with people at the local
level and taking their feedback; second, local institution can be effective channel of
communication between the central/ state government(s) and local communities; third, greater
people’s participation in local planning and management for development not only promotes
national integration by giving people in different regions of a country the scope to participate
in decision-making and their community development, but also to have their support for
political stability (Gupta, 2004:4). However, decentralized power does not mean complete
abandonment of higher level responsibilities. The ultimate goal is the substantial relaxation of
central control and substantial community empowerment in local level (Hooja, Rakesh and
Dutt, 2008: 37).

It is impossible to standardize the usage of the word ‘decentralization’ by giving it
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meanings that would be acceptable universally. The English language took the word from
Latin and it has various applications. Through all of them, however, runs a common thinking,
which is inherent in the words of Latin roots, meaning ‘away from centre’ (Macmakon,
1961: 15). The various literature studies on decentralization also reveal the same idea.
According to Gupta,Decentralization is a process through which authorities and responsibilities
for some administrative functions are transferred from central government to intermediate
and local governments. It is also transferred functions to communities through different
fiscal, political and administrative instruments(Gupta, 2004:10). To Dutta, Decentralization
refers to a process of assigning the public functions and responsibilities, and transferred
various central government schemes to sub-district level, which in turn carry out specific
tasks by the local level (Dutta, 2009:5). To L.D. White, decentralization denotes ‘the
transference authority- legislative, judicial or administrative, from a higher level of government
to a lower level’ (White, 1959:23).

Kumara and Gopiprasad viewed that there are three forms of administrative
decentralization, these are- de- concentration, delegation and devolution (Kumara and
Gopiprasad, 2013:80-91). Again, some authors indicate the four types of decentralization-
delegation, de- concentration, devolution and Privatization (Rondenelli, Nellis and Cheema,
1984:31 ). The actual point is that all these words have their own meanings. For instance,
delegation is not a transfer of authority but it is simply an assignment of authority and
responsibility to a lower body by a higher level of government. It is assigning responsibility
for specifically defined functions to the institutions which are outside the regular bureaucratic
structure and are indirectly controlled by the Central Government. Like delegation, de-
concentration is also a technique of administration. De- concentration denotes assignment of
limited powers, resources and functions to the agent of the central or state government in the
field level. It is handing over some amount of administrative authority to lower levels within
the government ministries or agencies.

Another synonymous term is devolution, which is not too much different from de-
concentration. It implies transfer of functions and authority with a greater autonomy in
respect of certain defined functions, including decision making authority. The difference
between the two is that the method of devolution is applied to the formally constituted local
authorities while de- concentration is applied generally to the field of agencies or staff. The
authority handed over to local institutions through devolution can be taken back only after
making amendments in the law.

Privatization on the other hand is the passing of all responsibility and functions to non-
governmental organisations or private institutions which are independent of the government.

The important contribution to the decentralization studies genre have made by James
Manor and Richard Crook. They say that decentralization is a general term for ‘the transfer
of power away from a central authority to lower levels in a territorial hierarchy’. This can
happen in two ways, either by de- concentration or devolution, and each way has its own
‘logic’. According to them, de- concentration means that the centre ‘relocates’ its offices
and officers to places located outside the administrative centre or the capital. The central
government, however, does not give up any of its authority in this process. Devolution,
however, has the ‘opposite effect’. It means that the central government gives up some of
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its power, for example, to collect tax and spend, and may even have limited or minor legislative
competence (Crook, Richard and Manor, 1998:76). Peter Whiteford, in a contribution to the
International Social Science Journal said that decentralization as an “umbrella terms that
covers all forms of transfers of responsibility” (Whiteford, 2000:111-19).

 From the above discussion, it is found that Decentralization and Devolution are often
used synonymous or with very little difference in meaning attached to them. In general, the
concepts refer to the transfer of power from a political or administrative centre to local or
more peripherally located units. Therefore, if we want to, we can drop one of two, or use
them interchangeably, but it is desirable to use ‘devolution’ sparingly since it is so much
favoured by political actors who often claim to have created scheme for reform which is not
much different from ‘decentralization’. Following table highlights the different concept of
Decentralization and transfer of power:

Different concept of Decentralization and transfer of power
Concept Transfer of power
Decentralization It is the process of distributing or dispersing functions, powers, people or resources

away from a central location or authority. It means the transfer of power from the
centre of public administration at the higher level to public administration units at a
lower level.

Terms related to Decentralization

Devolution Devolution transfers all responsibility for decision-making, finance and
implementation of certain public functions to the sub-national level, such as  state,
regional or local government. Here, sub-national units of government are either
created or strengthened in terms of political, administrative and fiscal power.

De-concentration De- concentration is another form of decentralization. It is the transfer of certain
limited functions of central government to places outside the centre. This simply
means that offices of the public administration are transferred to geographical
locations other than the capital. Here the political, administrative and fiscal
responsibilities are transferred to lower units within central line ministries or
agencies.

Delegation Delegation implies assigning responsibility for specifically defined functions to
lower level organisations. Here, responsibilities are assigned to organisations that are
‘outside the regular bureaucratic structure and are only indirectly controlled by the
central government.

Privatization Privatization, mean merely contracting out services and transferring responsibility for
decision-making, finance and implementation of certain public functions to private
companies. In modern liberal democracy, many functions originally are done by
private individuals, companies, or associations. In this process, all responsibility for
government functions is transferred to nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) or
private enterprises which are independent of government.

From the above table it reveals that decentralization is similar to de- concentration and
delegation, but the meaning and scope of decentralization are much wider and deeper. It is a
process of democratization of political power and thereby aims at achieving democratic
values in practice. Decentralization aims at achieving the area of peoples participation in
decision making, micro- level political authority and autonomy through transfer of specific
power to people’s representative institutions at the bottom (Dutta, 2009: 1-21). It deals with
deep urgencies of democracy.
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In this study, the word ‘decentralization’, is mostly related to the devolution of powers
which resulting the creation of local bodies that are separated by law. Here the local
representatives are given formal power to decide on a range of public matters. Their area of
authority is limited, but within that area their right to take decision is entrenched by the law
and can be altered only by a new legislation. The process of decentralization basically seeks
to create greater energy, a higher sense of responsibility and better morale among the field
agents (Mukhopadhyay, 1980:.5). The basic idea of decentralisation is sharing the decision
making power and can be shared within the system at a lower level, or by creating new
mechanisms in the system. Thus decentralization has multiple meaning, interpretation, and
implementation mechanisms in different context in different times, but there is a common
essence of decentralization that is, strengthening local authorities through transfer of power
and resources from the central government.

Decentralization- A Need :
It is well known that the purpose of decentralization is to ensure the best service to the

citizen, service that is closer, more comprehensible and less costly. For that, decentralization
has been advocated as a part of the liberal political tradition (Smith, 1985: 19-30). It is also
argued that decentralization is beneficial for the functioning of a democratic system at the
national level, as also at the local level: ‘each can be further sub-divided into three sets of
inter- related values. At the national level, these values relate to political education, training
in leadership and political stability. At the local level, the relevant values are equality, liberty
and responsiveness’ (Smith, 1985:20) The benefits of democratic decentralization are
elaborated thus: ‘Decentralization combined with democratization (usually in its electoral
and representative form) might provide greater transparency, probity, frugality, efficiency,
equity and opportunities for mass participation————-’ (Crook and Manor, 1998:2).
Decentralization creates a corporate sense of responsibility in local decision making agencies
with more or less independent existence and powers. ‘It is training in self- government; it
confines the administration of powers to those who will feel most directly the consequences
of those powers’ (Laski, 1960:87). Thus decentralization offers ‘parallel people’ organisation
with government agencies to implement people centred development policies.

Joseph Stiglitz has offered an ideological justification of decentralization. According to
him in the context of globalization, decentralization assumes some special importance and
urgency. The nation- state is fast losing its importance as an economic actor, especially in the
developing world. The poor and marginalized nations and their marginalized people have
been more and more experiencing a sort of shocks generated by the global market forces.
The shocks have to be absorbed by giving more autonomy to the local or sub- national
system of governance (Stiglitz, 1999: 52).

Another concept that has appeared on the scene is ‘empowerment’, particularly with
reference to social group that are not generally covered by the processes of democracy and
development because of social and cultural constraints. The ‘deprived’ groups are often
provided with protected representation in the local bodies. There has been a latent hope, that
such measures will correct the distortions in the democratic processes that are affected by
the logic of a structured society. It is argued that such ‘inclusion’ provision will make the
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decentralized system more democratic in so far as this will reflect the views of the wider
society.

Decentralization is also advocated with reference to the geographical and socio- economic
complexity of the country. A large territory is not easy to govern from one centre; this
feature explains why states with large territories like Canada, China, USA, Australia and
India have adopted decentralized government. Along with size, the complexity of the
demography in terms of religion, language, economic development and cultural enclaves call
for decentralization. Indian diversity on all the four counts is phenomenal with the inclusion
of almost all major religions of the world.1 Added to the diversities, there are economic
factors, where imbalances are perceptible between regions, in terms of sections of population,
as also in terms of rural-urban distinctions. The distinctive customary law, traditional practices,
community ethos, mode of living, cultural bindings etc., of tribal community further demands
for combating and preventing exploitation and building up political, economic, social and
moral strength of these communities.

With such complexities and diversities it becomes necessary to recognise the special
needs and demands of the regions and groups of people which get reflected in political
institutions as well as in the administrative processes. While the ‘polity’ finds it advisable to
pay attention to the needs of diversities, the regional and social groups themselves become
assertive about their identities, resisting uniformities and demanding effective voice ‘from
below’. Decentralization thus is affected by pressures both from above and from below
(Jha, 1999 :13-16). Above all, decentralization is accepted as a better choice because it is
supposed to widen democratic values which should be the basis of a modern liberal society.

Rajni Kuthari, the renowned Indian political analyst supported decentralization and argued
that being colonial and bureaucratic in nature, centralized power not only was incapable of
providing stability to the government, it might well give rise to religious, ethnic and minority
upsurges. He admitted that monolithic and progressive socialist states, where power is vested
in a central government, are more enlightened than local governments as far as protecting
the larger interests of the poor and the minorities are concerned. But at the same time, it has
also been observed that under centralized governance, it is not possible to have a stable
political system. Further, centralized power is harmful to democratic values and approaches
to solving problems. He raised question that in such an environment, what is the position of
the poor who are largely located in rural and semi-urban areas (Kuthari, 1996: 47-53). Since
real power is centralized in big urban and metropolitan cities, there is hardly any chance for
the poor to share the benefits of development. As a result, migration has taken place and the
trend is towards degeneration and ecological imbalances. To put the real economy back on
the rails, local governments and decentralized development planning have become a political
necessity.

Kuthari again emphasized that decentralization should be viewed in the context of an
emerging need to reconcile two contrary tendencies: globalization on the one hand and local
self- government on the other (Kuthari, 1996: 47-53). The world is undergoing wide- ranging
changes due to democratic upsurges, decline of authoritarian regimes, experimentation with
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new institutions, problems of ethnicity, urge for social identities- some of these need redefinition
and a political orientation. This need is being felt everywhere but more particularly by Asian
countries. There is a remarkable interest and concern in favour of giving concrete shape to
the democratic upsurges and to local self- government institutions. He argued that an
immediate effect of globalization has been the impact of the world capital market and on
centralized governance, especially in respect of the making of vital decisions that affect the
lives of the people. It is in this changed context of economic and technological development
that there has emerged a need to understand the imperatives of decentralized governance
and to develop commitment to the philosophy of decentralization (Kuthari, 1996:47-53).

It is very striking that in many countries, due to the demands coming from the people
and a number of civil society groups for a variety of development needs- ranging from health
to poverty alleviation, the central government felt the pressure. To meet the challenges and
addressing the problems, the various governments adopted decentralization as a means to
achieve socio-economic goals, ultimately, which has got constitutional mandate. Many
countries in Asia and Africa emphasised the role of decentralization as a means of national
development and for achieving a variety of development objectives, ranging from people’s
participation to meeting their aspirations to political stability. The last part of the 20th century
witnessed paradigm shift in the approach for decentralized democratic development.

Dimensions of Decentralization :
Practically, decentralization has four dimensions viz., political, functional, administrative

and financial. Under political decentralization people are drawn into decision-making process
through empowerment. Political or democratic decentralization signifies the thirst for a
participative and community approach (Gupta, 2004: 7). It entails the transfer of authorities
from central government to autonomous and local tiers that have been democratically elected
by their constituencies. It actually ensures of transferring powers and authorities from upper
governments to the local tiers that have been democratically formed. It mainly deals with
how to give more power to general public or their local level elected representatives in public
decision- making.

Functional decentralization refers to transferring specific functions to the local tiers
(Gupta, 2004: 7). Functional decentralization is aimed at increasing the efficiency, effectiveness
and quality of public services. It mainly deals with the transfer of functions to the PRIs under
XI and ULBs under XII Schedules of the Indian Constitution.

Administrative Decentralization involves placing planning and implementation
responsibilities with the local bodies and assigning the roles and responsibilities to functionaries
and elected members (Gupta, 2004: 7). It also provides the decision-making, monitoring and
evaluation power of the programmes to the local bodies. It provides the roles and
responsibilities to the members of the local bodies for planning, decision- making
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the programme.

Financial Decentralization involves devolving powers with regard to taxation, funds
and expenditure upon local bodies in order to first improve the financial position then giving
them the financial autonomy for planning and implementation as per local needs (Gupta,
2004: 8). It mainly gives power of taxation, expenditure and funds to local bodies with financial
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autonomy for planning and implementation as per the urgency of the locality. In India local
governments or local level units possess the legal authority to impose taxes, but the tax base
is so weak and the dependence on central government subsidies so ingrained that no attempt
is made to exercise that authority. Following table shows the different dimensions of
decentralization and its indicators:

Dimensions Definitions Indicators for attaining
Decentralization in India

Political Decentralization Transferring powers and
responsibilities from central/state
government to autonomous/local
bodies that have been elected by their
respective local constituencies.

Periodic elections,
Representation to women and
weaker sections of the
society, Constitution of SEC
and SFC.

Administrative
Decentralization

Places planning and implementation
responsibility in the hands of locally
Situated bureaucrats and they are under
the jurisdiction of elected local
governments.

Formation of DPC,
Power of implementing
various state sponsored
schemes.

Fiscal Decentralization Devolving taxation, funds and
expenditure powers upon local bodies.

Power of taxation,
Sharing taxes,
Devolution of funds,
Autonomy in own
expenditure.

Functional Decentralization Transferring the specific functions to
the local bodies.

Transfer of functions to the
PRIs under XI and ULBs
under XII Schedules.

Decentralization in Indian context :
The need for decentralization in India was realized in long years back. Peter Ronald

deSouza viewed that the concern with decentralization can be seen to have passed through
the following major phases- the first involved the various policy initiatives of the colonial
period; the second refers to the constitutional assembly debates; and the third concerns the
various post- independence committees; and the fourth represents the period of the
constitutional amendment acts and thereafter various reforms (deSouza, 2002: 370-398).

 The administration of colonial requirements in the last quarter of the eighteenth century
had institutionalized the district administration. The District Collectors acted as the effective
part of decentralized administration. Later the more effective form of local administration
was emphasized by Ripon’s Resolution of 1882 and more comprehensively by the Royal
Commission on Decentralization in 1909. It needs to be emphasized that these schemes of
decentralization were clearly administrative, governed by the strong centralized colonial state.

Actually, the British in 1861, realized that the complex nature of Indian diversity required
a federal arrangement of Government. Thus the scheme of dual levels of government evolved
through the acts of 1909 and 1919. When the Government of India Act 1935 came into
existence, the two principles that took concrete shape were- the federal principle and the
system of representative government. It is true that British colonial administration in India
was highly centralized and all power was concentrated in the capital. There was a very little
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scope for initiative at lower levels. The independence of India brought a new dimension in
the local administration. The Gandhian philosophy underlined an extremely decentralized
society and economy, which was the basis of self-sufficient villages. The need for
decentralization was also an accepted principle by our other leading national leaders for
economic development. After independence, the framers of the constitution of India gave
the federal principle a place of prime importance. The ‘strong- centre’ ideology of the Indian
federal system that was infixed deeply in the Constitution, came under stress from diverse
directions (MuKarji and Arora (eds.), 1992:10). In the later years, the federal scheme
experimented with ‘sub-state political structures’ in the form of the Darjeeling Gorkha Hill
Council (1988), the Bodoland Territorial Council (1993) and Jharkhand Area Autonomous
Council (1994), etc,. Pressures from diverse directions emphasized the need for decentralized
units of government below the state level.

Jha emphasized that decentralization became important after independence from the
point of view of the twin objectives of the Indian polity, namely, democracy and development
(Jha, 1999: 13-16). The early 1950s saw the introduction of the constitution, the democratic
electoral process, and the planned development. The need for decentralization was realized
on all these counts and different types of institutional schemes have been introduced since
19502. Again the acceptance of the socialistic pattern of society by the Forty Second
Amendment Act further underlined the need to dilute concentration of economic power in
the hands of a few3.  In December 1977, the Janata Government appointed a committee on
Panchayati Raj institutions under the chairmanship of Ashoka Mehta. The committee submitted
its report in August 1978 and made 132 recommendations to revive and strengthen the
declining Panchayati Raj system in the country. Ashok Mehta Committee on PRIs states
that decentralisation should not be treated as a political charity but a functional necessity (K.
Lcy John, 2002: 145).

The experience following independence does not show any evidence of the efforts of
decentralization policy. Though the constitution of India has laid down the local government,

2. The Government of India in March 1950 established the Planning Commission to translate the
idea of development of rural villages. The Government of India from the very beginning of its
planning era i.e. with the launching of the First Five Year Plan (1950-51) has been emphasizing on
the development of rural villages. The First Five Year Plan document stated “agriculture, including
irrigation and power must have the top most priority”. In 1952, the multi-purpose Community
Development Programme (CDP) was launched to bring about rural development covering all
aspects i.e. agriculture, rural industries, transport and communications, health, education, social
welfare and welfare of women and children. The Balwant Rai Mehta Committee(1957) recommended
the creation of institutions which were to be statutory, elective, and comprehensive in duties and
functions, equipped with necessary executive machinery with adequate resources and with enough
freedom and autonomy. To secure this, the Committee envisaged establishment of three-tier
system of rural local government system, namely the Gram Panchayat at village level, Panchayat
Samiti at Block/Taluk Level and Zilla Panchayat at District level. Later on these three tiers of rural
local governance system, popularly known as the Panchayati Raj system became the hub of all
the rural development programmes of central as well as state governments.

3. The forty second Amendment Act(1976) introduced the term ‘Socialist’ along with others in the
preamble of the constitution.
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including urban government and land are state subjects, in which only the state governments
are empowered to enact legislation. Even during 1960’s the benefits of economic development
did not percolate down to the grassroots level, which given birth to resentment among the
diversified groups. Even the radical measures adopted by regimes in the 1970’s could not
handle and control the upsurges. The institutions which were created for promoting the
necessary social and economic development have become almost moribund due to their
dependent nature on centre and inadequate ideologies. The different policies formulated and
implemented during the 1980’s also failed and were unable to check the growing
unemployment, economic disparities and other related problems.

Coupled with all these, the authority structures, institutions and policies always depended
on the national bureaucracy. The national planning system addressed only ‘national’ issues
and not in favour of the interests that had emerged at other levels, including the most ‘local’.
Hence the need arose to distribute power to grassroots level institutions. This in view of
restructuring the nature of the state by evolving a structure where people themselves come
to the centre of power and participated in the decision- making on issues that affected them.

Decentralization then began to be seen as an alternative system of governance where
a ‘people-centred’ approach is followed to resolving local problems and to ensure economic
and social justice. The entire process is for locating people at the centre of power, so that
they can become the basic engine of the development process and not, as hitherto, merely its
beneficiaries.
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