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ABSTRACT

This paper is an attempt to explore the relevantc¢he lost legacy of Gandhi in the context of thenchian idea of
decentralization at the time of the most challegdiealth crisis in the world, the pandemic COVID TBe impetus to the
idea of democratic decentralization was first witsed during the 78Constitutional Amendment which came out with the
constitutional status to the Panchayati Raj Institus and evolved three-tier system of Panchayag. dredit goes to the
BalwantraiMehta Committee which was set up in 186d recommended the three- tier structure of idenected local
self-government. The idea was the endowment of Wiisthe necessary power for the implementatiosaafial justice
and welfare programmes. However, it is a bitterlitgathat centralization remains at the centre igimg the envisioned
objective of decentralization. Gandhi talked abougrall holistic village development, where hedrie establish a close
link between positive transformation through vasoprogrammes and village governance through Parafhayaj
Institutions (PRI). Both went not parallel to eagtiner but enclosed in each other. It thus becomgmitant to identify
this correlation in the role of decentralization iackling the most difficult crisis in human histoiThis paper thus is a
modest attempt to examine the Kerala way of fight®OVID from the perspective of the Gandhian idda o
decentralization. Kerala is known for its succekafodel of decentralization; many times this ariglggnored or remains

unacknowledged in analysing the outcome.
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INTRODUCTION

The world is a stage that witnessed the drama wémgunent and governance in its varied forms. Thasge from Federal
government, Anarchy, Republic, Capitalist, Commuridéctatorship, Monarchy, etc. Out of these andwynanmentioned,
democracy holds a special place and repute. THi®dause of its special feature to install peopté wower through
indirect representation. Our school text definesaleracy as government of the people, by the peapdefor the people.
We have grown listening to this. Our youth daysspdsobserving this and in adulthood, we becomingctine part of this
phenomenon called democracy. People thus havedtadie in putting up their development and welfaiierities which

have a direct bearing on their wellbeing. In théidm context which is diverse and at the same tiamplex, democracy is

further refined with the addition of grassroots denacy, here political decentralization in the fooinPanchayati Raj
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Institution (PRIs) holds a special place. Way batk1907Royal Commission on Decentralization was get The
Commission came out with its recommendation in 1998ch reads “It is most desirable, alike in theefnests of
decentralization and in order to associate the lpewjth the local tasks of administration that @empt should be made
to constitute and develop village panchayats far #uministrations of local village affairs.” Alikeoday all the
recommendation of Committee largely remained cadjron papers. During the pre- independence péhiec: where
many subsequent but not substantive work doneigncitntext. Some of these included Punjab Villagadhayat Act
(1935), Mewar Gram Panchayat Act (1940), MarwarnGfRanchayat Act (1945), Wadia Village Panchayat (Aé#46),
etc. Under many of these attempts, only limitedagiés were covered with limited functions. This waesically in
legislative terms under the aegis of foreign ruMdsch had already subjugated the nation with less@intention to
empower the people. The Indian National Congresshwivas wedded to the idea of Gram Swaraj introdimeMahatma
Gandhi distanced itself from it when India got ipdadence. A village which was viewed as a unitaxfal self-
government and social and political change suddéailgd to acquire any place in the first drafttbé most important
document of independent India, the Indian ConsbitutAfter noticing the disappointment of Gandhiedid neglect of
India of his dream an amendment was inserted aglé\rd0- Organization of Village Panchayat in PAft of the
Constitution- Directive Principles of State Polichhe most important unequivocal propagation of (e idea of
decentralization under the fold of Gram Swaraj Wil dealt separately in the consecutive sectiompittinuation let's
understand the ensuing progress after the inclusidrticle 40. In this context, M. Aslam aptly daiThis provision of
the Constitution was primarily advisory in naturedatherefore not taken seriously both by Centrad #me State
Governments. It is a fact that the Indian Statemeédiately after attaining independence, was monanagitted to
industrialization and rural transformation througtonomic growth than democratic decentralizationugh Panchayati
Raj.” The failure of the Community Development Piaagme (CDP), 1952 came heavy on the governmenttemdfore
to analyse the impact a review Committee undecttz@rmanship of Balwantrai G. Mehta was constituted957. It was
clear that the non-existing delivery mechanismhatdrassroots level led to the lesser public gpeton and gave a top-
down approach to CDP. This was the reason thahiamed far behind the expectations that were &sdowith it. Thus,
the Committee made a strong entreaty to establédtteel local bodies in the form of Panchayat Raijtli@ initiation of
devolution of power. It was then the need for reseting the Panchayati Raj came in light. The Cottemithus stated
“Development cannot progress without responsibiind power. Community Development can be real ovitgn the
community understands its problems; realizes igpaasibilities; exercises the necessary power giroits chosen
representatives....” There were many other Commitid@sh time and again came into existence .Howeter jdea was
cemented with a concrete step, under The Constit(ff3rd Amendment Act), 1992. It came into effsom April 24,
1993. The amendment included an exhaustive featusmmpower the third-tier of government. It inclddgram sabha,
uniform three-tier system (village, intermediated agistrict level), reservation of seats (SC/ST amgimen), direct
elections and conduct of elections, developmeritities, etc. The irony is that the necessity otabGovernment is seen
differently by different Governments both at Cerdsewell as State. Very few states have emergedtablishing a model
of PRIs which is worth attention while others ssitand far behind. In the aftermath of 73rd andh Aihendments even
after three decades, it is seen that PRIs are eédiacthe level of a vehicle for delivery of governt programmes with
minimal fiscal power. However various policymakeaad scholars have stressed the role and importahdhis
semiconscious extension of government, it is olt@gn T. R Raghunandan opined “We need a robustyls@s that will
help us to cope with the challenge of India trangifrom largely rural to a substantially urban oty over the next 20 to

25 years and this might necessitate constitutionahges.” This need is never felt so hard befoeer¢lsently COVID 19

Impact Factor (JCC): 6.2487 NAAS Rating 3.17



Revisiting Gandhian I dea of Decentralization at the Time of COVID 19: Kerala Model 53

hit India. The compromised state of health and rotkedfare delivery system is forcing us to revibié Gandhian vision of
Gram Swaraj and Panchayat Raj Institutions. Thevegice of the same is apparent in the successMIZ®9 model of

state of Kerala which is acclaimed by the entirelgio
GANDHI'S GRAM SWARAJ THROUGH THE LENSES OF HIS PRIN CIPLES

One cannot understand Gandhian thoughts withoue¢rstehding Gandhian principles. The set of primdphat Gandhi
talked about are not exclusively associated witagticular field such as political, social, spidtuetc. These are the
universal principles that are prerequisite to m#ies foundation of change stronger as the unit @inge is always an
individual. 1t will be obscurantism if we talk of @&dhian idea on decentralization without knowing tiehavioural
essentials that he advocated for every human bélisgidea of an egalitarian society based on theewiealization of
power was founded on nonviolent social order. Hedauch a society an Ahimsak Samaj. Therefore, @annot forgo
with nonviolence and truth. It has to be intringith regular practice for self-mastery. Only aniikak Samaj can enable
a socio- economic and socio- political structurat throtects the self and harness a healthy conelueiation with self.
Here an individual is at the centre and sociestithe periphery, yet both influence and get infeerl by each other. The
change starts at the centre which then transcendsmds the edge. The Gandhian idea of Swaraj igoeEmensive which
also comprises Gram Swaraj. Swaraj not only meatitigal freedom but it also means regulation off.s€his same
principle of regulation of self when applied to allective order such as village then it means d-reglulated an
autonomous village republic. It is in this conté@andhi proposed a decentralised production systedhself-sufficient
village side by side with individuals who have attal self- control” .Gandhi said “I hold that withtotruth and
nonviolence there can be nothing but destructiomhémmanity. We can realize truth and nonviolencly amthe simplicity
of village life....” Gandhi introduced a detailedapl of people-centric change which not only indidatiee areas that
needed improvement or replacement but at the simneehie presented a picture of a future order. Téve socio- political
order will be in more equilibrium. Gandhian ided$ssam Swaraj were critical to the role of poweashg. This was both
in the social as well as political arena as thtetahfluence the former. The concentration of poleads to exploitation,
sectarianism, subjugation, and skulduggery. Gamghited the delineation of power across the politiéararchy. He
wanted to use it as a subversive object to giveetopto his greater concern of social justice amapfe’s participation in
welfare objectives. It was indeed his pragmatisithée’ swaraj based polity comprised small, cultureell -organised,
thoroughly regenerated and self- governing villagenmunities. They would administer justice, mammtaider and take
important decision, and would thus not merely bmiadstrative but also powerful economic and poditianits.” The one
very important point of reflection here is that @annot only viewed it as an administrative unit lBumore powerful
economic and social unit. He well knew that in tiesence of decision-making power the resourceildligion is
meaningless. He had this ubiquitous fear that wittdecentralization of power, his plan of actiootsas village health,
sanitation, economy, and overall development withain unachieved. This was the reason that whenehevtalked about
village development, he did talk about the decdisrd model of the village government where Panahé&iad a special
place. Gandhi in his writing and speech eulogisempowered village republic through village pangiayHe thus said
“Independence must begin at the bottom. Thus, eviigge will be a republic or Panchayat havingl fpbwer.” He
further added, “My idea of village Swaraj is thatsia complete republic, independent of its negghib for its own vital
wants, and yet interdependent for many others iitlwblependence is a necessity.” This account uedlyaestablishes
the fact that decentralization had an importantela the Gandhian plan of action. The importanw @le of Panchayat

Raj therefore need to be understood in a morelddtaianner.
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PANCHAYAT RAJ A GANDHIAN PRAGMATISM

It is evident that Gandhi’s favour of panchayat Wwasd- nosed one. It is equally a subject of engthiat even after having
an army of Constructive Workers for restructurihg social order; what made Gandhi glued to the ddéganchayat Raj?
It is thus important to understand the ideal. Pogegration is centric in his thought, it is clearemnthe said “Let India live
for this true picture, though never realizabletindompleteness. We must have a proper picturénatf we want before we
can have something approaching it. If there evéo ise a republic of every village in India, theoldim verity for my

picture in which the last is equal to the first mr,other words, none is to be the first none tst.1 Gandhi envisioned
panchayat as a unit of governance, policy initiategislator, and even local law, and order werguded under its
jurisdiction. This prissily means the complete aatmy of panchayats. This was intended to strengthenpower of

people. Here the public opinion mattered the nmiRepresentation of people’s voices by their repriadiees at the lowest
strata of government will surely ensure their empgownent. Therefore, the dent caused by the cerdtaliz of power at

the higher level will reduce steadily. Gandhi achted prioritizing the need of the people dependimgheir local realities
through the channel of the village panchayat. H® ahlked about shouldering the responsibilitiedhafse felt needs
through the channel of village panchayat with aipg@atory approach where people play an active.rbi his scheme of
panchayat, accountability was the heart of the enaffthe power to question the elected panchayatbaemby the

common man was democratic and much ahead of that tilis idea of Panchayat Raj was inspired by mtfiadition and

culture but not confined within its authoritativeegiew. It was influenced by the democratic ide&gre people’s power is
significant. This layout is clear in Gandhi's owmrds when he said, “The government of the villagiel® conducted by
the Panchayat of five persons, annually electethbyadult villagers, male and female, possessingnmim prescribed
qualification. These will have all the authoritydgjurisdiction required. Since there will be notsys of punishment in the
accepted sense, this Panchayat will be the legisiajudiciary and executive combined to operatétfoyear of office...”

he further added, “the greater the power of thecRayats the better for the people.” The sociabmstruction of Gandhi
went under the umbrella of the 19-point ConstrictRrogramme. The exhaustive list indicated areashahge. These
were rural oriented. The task was thus viewed asntbral responsibility of every Indian to achiete goal of Poorna
Swaraj through nonviolence and truthful ways. Maouths and Gandhian in both pre and post-indepeedeorked for

this endeavour under the branding of Constructiviats. Though Gandhi delegated these works latgedyi and yet it

had grown with its ilk that is village panchaydEsnphatically and consistently he pointed out thecfions of panchayat
many of these can be presently found under theesulnf panchayat jurisdictions. Some of these wecal dispute

settlement, cattle improvement, soil improvemengliy of foodstuff grown, health and sanitatiodueation, water, etc.
He explained its functions and power and kept thieative clear when he said “My purpose is to pnesa outline of the
village government. Here there is perfect democtased upon individual freedom. The individualhie architect of his
own government.” Impeccably Gandhi's intend catearer when he went to an extent of changing theabCongress.
He perceived its role dedicated to social constretaining apolitical in free India. In the draftaonew constitution for
the Indian National Congress which Gandhi preparedy before his demise on 29th January 1948 ¢ittés referred as
his Last Will and Testament), in a strenuous manmestressed the need and importance of thettairdf government in
newly independent India. He said, “The AICC reselte disband the existing Congress organizationfveer into a

Lok Sevak Sangh under the following rules with poteealter them as occasion may demand. Every Regatlof five

adult men or women being villagers or village misdddall form a unit.....As the final formation of pinces or districts

is still in a state of flux, no attempt has beerdm#o divide this group of servants into Provin@aDistrict Councils and
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jurisdiction over the whole of India....It should beted that this body of servants derives their @ith or power from
service ungrudgingly and wisely done to their madte whole of India.” Conspicuously Gandhi wasaadent supporter

of devolution of work and power and thus outlinkd tdecentralised model in the form of PRIs.
THE RELEVANCE OF PRIS UNDER KERALA'’S FIGHT FOR COVI D 19

After the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, the ElateSchedule was added. It presented a detailedfliss many as 29
functions that are to be devolved by states toPtiechayat Raj Institutions. It was then left on diseretion of states to
decide the ways and means as well as the timeftaraehieve this objective. Though it was enactetti@tevel of centre,
the main authority in terms of devolution was vdsaéthe level of states. Unfortunately, the pcditiand bureaucratic will
of different states remained divided on this fragkttthe same time state of Kerala was fortunateughdo realize this need
much earlier than other states. The remarkableistdps direction took place in 1996when the Ladtlition government
came in power. It took an audacious decision tooblev35 percent of plan funds to local bodies. dsva promise of an
unprecedented level of financial flows to PRIs. Tinecess used the epistemic of a Marxist partyteSinning board,
and Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP). Effeete made for roping the opposition in the staseably. Thus, in the
language of John Gaventa Kerala moved towardsziatiiits “invited spaces” for development plannifighe most
noticeable was the Kerala People’'s Campaign forebealized Planning. The mechanism and module Hix were
unambiguously clear “Village assemblies listed peots, then elected task forces drew up projectsitbee prioritized by
village and municipal elected council members. Dematically elected development block councils ardrigt councils
processed the local proposals and added projedit ito gaps or reduce conflicts. Special allotrtemwere set aside for
projects aimed at former untouchable castes angrfjects designed to benefit women. Innovativeoanting procedures
and high levels of transparency are widely beliet@chave helped limit rent-seeking and to have tledsignificant
improvements in physical infrastructure throughthe state.” Decentralization of health servicesntba special place
under Kerala People’s Campaign for Decentralizethfthg. A considerable improvement in public inugstt in health
was noted. The assemblies which were organisedthtusban, as well as rural areas identified headtla priority sector.
After gathering the local data, a detailed Panch®evelopment Report (PDR) was formed. The reporharises a
different subject which included health as onehef $ubjects later became base for creating thefligtoject areas. It is
also noted that capacity building of the local camity went hand in hand. Various seminars, trainimgetings, and
campaign brought the people in the loop. It is thesessary to analyse Kerala’s response to COVIih 18e context of
both past and present. The efforts of decentradizgiercolated to the sector of public health aadeha positive bearing
on the contemporary health sector of Kerala. Itsaded in establishing a culture of decentralipalip transmitting it to

common people.

Past COVID 19 pandemic there is an increase irizagain to rework the area of governance. The hi &y
method cannot be applied to risk the life of milo Therefore, there is a need to closely monitoderstand, modify, and
replicate the success stories. Indeed, the Ketata feadership needs a generous appreciationafadling this health
emergency at its best. Apart from emphatically andstering the lockdown, deploying the dedicatedesteealth workers,
dealing with empathy, and firmness with the infodnstate citizen; there is something more to thicess model. This
unacknowledged subject is the role of Kerala’s dedization model in tackling COVID 19. The Fornfecretary, Rural
Development and Panchayat Raj, Karnataka, and Falomgt Secretary, Ministry of Panchayat Raj, Goweent of India,

T.R Raghunandan rightly said in his piece in Theddi “ Kerala's panchayats were COVID-19-ready biseayears ago,
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they stepped in as caregivers for the old, the vaakthe marginalised. From their flexible fundanghayats feed the
destitute through their Ashraya programme, and fraea day-care centres for the mentally and physiczhallenged
through ‘Buds’ schools. These are initiatives inahhthe government later participated in, but thidétives were those of
the panchayats themselves. Moving from that tontakiare of those affected by COVID-19 has beenasy &ansition.”
With the nationwide lockdown and extended lockd@asmper the state’s need and requirement the aleddijng active
PRIs in Kerala took a leading role in filling theigt between citizen and service as well as citaeth state officials. This
enabled the system to go on rather than standstilie time of lockdown. Also, this dispensationtbe ground came out
with district and village level COVID task forcerfonmediate work and action. This was made possibkelimited time
as there was just delegation of tasks. This skighedcreation of the whole system of delivery awaks existing in the
form of PRIs. With regular training and capacitylhimg exercise, the PRIs in Kerala are capabldadhis massive task
with small training of basics of COVID. With actiygeople’s participation, the change can be seethermground. The
COVID task force includes health workers (doctorsdwifes, Asha workers, etc.) as well as Panchédgatl staffs.
Already familiarized faces make this task smootthucdng the trust deficient behaviour of the commyunihe robust
combination of PRIs and health workers came iroaativen at the time of the Nipah virus outbreaR@f8. The team had
exposure to the experience of contact tracing wipichved a boon at the time of the present crisi$is' is not an
unfamiliar exercise for the Health Department ofrdde which tracked over 2,500 people during the&Blpah virus
outbreak”. This tracking exercise involved locablies. “The State Control Cell set up 18 sub-divisi¢for surveillance,
training and awareness, sample tracing, transpamtaind ambulance, etc.), charted out the rolesragponsibilities of
each team, and micromanaged nearly everythingt dgtvn to roping in local self-government bodies dssistance and
ensuring that families quarantined at home had @watedfood and supplies delivered to them” The ipuigalth system of
Kerala already had the decentralised model andoapprthat reached the ground and hence enableéfibetive
implementation of policy and programme. It not osgrves as an implementing body but also enjoysnanty in terms
of fiscal decision making as well as local polidyaoge. This also helped the PRIs to bring changdsandling the
COVID crisis depending on their local challenged agalities. The strength of the local bodies iadtual strength of the
common man. It is this strength that insulated kKeead prevented it to succumb to this grave cri3ike floods and the
pandemic have given testimony for the potentiaderhocratic decentralisation.” Another uniquenesthisfsuccess model
is the community kitchen which is run by the logavernment. Right from preparation to distributisrihe responsibility
of local self-government with accountability. ltsal shoulders the responsibility of monitoring treemps of migrant
workers for constant health services and food sepplAlso, the information gathered at the transpaints such as
airport, railway stations, and bus stops afterstre@ening is further passed on to its next chahithlocal authorities and
bodies to further take necessary steps. Theseidmscare assigned to this third tier of governmarKerala looking to
their credentials and decades of experience. Bwvemplanners and top officials acknowledge the ingae and need of
PRIs. It is evident as the state health ministdf, $hailaja Teacher is reaching beyond the stateeotb the frontline
workers and the lowest level of governance.“At ttre of Kerala's success in its fight against Cel@dis the
decentralisation of power and the efficient funciing of local bodies in the state. The fight agagwonavirus pandemic
would not have been successful despite a resolirgefiernment, good leadership, and sufficient meddiacilities, had
the state failed to reach out to the people.” \Wéett is awareness generation, health monitofimagl supply, or stigma
control, Kerala has identified and assigned poaémtle and responsibility to local self-governmetit is the synergy
generated by integrating state government planspaogrammes with the local governments, the coatpers, women

neighbourhood groups (Kudumbashree) and civil $pcsganisations that makes Kerala distinct.” Maxperts, national
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as well as international bodies have acknowledbedegacy of decentralization in Kerala behindsitscessful handling
of this crisis. Dr. Shibu Vijayan who is a doctordar B Global Technical Director with PATH, in his@unt to The Quint
has identified four core areas that can be regitétom the Kerala Model of COVID. In the contettdecentralization,
he said, “The Indian state of Kerala is celebrdtedts efficient response to COVID-19. Built onad&les of investment in
rural health, education, decentralized administeasiystems, and a huge network of women’s groupglK has created a
health care model that prioritizes empathy and aesipeness. This strong social and administrataleié has made
Kerala a prime example of how other states andtcesrcould respond to the pandemic.” On one hamdhave a success
model like Kerala and on the other, in the midhi$ thealth crisis, many states are emerging asigno@atarian centralised
model. This is also a bitter reality that the aleseof this structure of government is glaringlyderit in the results that are
coming on the failure of tackling the COVID criddy many states. It is another point of discusshmat tmany of these
states may not accept the culpability of their aegbf this important Constitutional task. Neitllee government nor the
administration working under them is distressechtite idea of ignominy upon them; whereas the deaddKerala’s
investment in decentralization is yielding its pivg result at this crucial time. Indeed, Gandhidgas on decentralization
have found its true place on the land of Keralds lin this context the pioneer in the areas ofedé@lization in their
recent meet on webinar drew the attention on thietpln the very inaugural session of the webiiitais said that India
needs a national campaign to implement the 73rdrdtid Constitutional Amendments. The success oélédas rooted in

its People’s Planned Campaign. It is time for ostates to start investing in people.
CONCLUSIONS

The point of elaboration culminates at a point thatdecade-old Gandhian ideas on decentralizAaer not outlived its
usefulness but it proved that it is pertinent icoatemporary health crisis. The social and econawoidition of India at
the time of Gandhi does not have exact resemblafittepresent India but this necessarily not meias the Gandhian
ideas are obsolete. In particular, the essencésdhbughts on decentralization has been stregsedand again. The fact
of the matter is that it lacked the will of the jogl formulators and implementers to enact it on dgiheund. This is an
insouciant approach of those who, at the higherahidy of government often neglect the need foredwalization.
Gandhi warned about the ill of this attitude andvpn He was well aware of the fault of such a gosece model.
Therefore, he disliked all forms of centralizatimipower and bureaucracy. He favoured decentraizand volunteerism
to bring change in governance and society. The emscof the Kerala COVID 19 model is based on ificient
decentralised model of government. It has the essai Gandhi's vision which not necessarily needntm@ing.
However, this cannot be overlooked when millions staring to the venerated government with hopés, Itherefore,
necessary to revisit the Gandhian ideas in the drarh Kerala’s response from the perspective of deentration,

devolution, and delegation of power to the lowestl.
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