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	1. The Panchayat System in West Bengal : the Forerunner in the Country


West Bengal’s being a forerunner in installing a 3-tier Panchayati Raj System (PRI) for rural local governance dates back to 1978 i.e. 15 years ahead of the country’s waking up to a constitutional mandate. Ever since inception, the state has demonstrated strong commitment to rural decentralisation by ensuring regular elections to PRIs, entrusting them with responsibility of implementing various rural development programmes and making the development bureaucracy part of PRIs. The state also ensured representation of the socially backward classes - scheduled castes (SC), scheduled tribes (ST) and women in PRIs.
That rural poverty declined in the state from 73% in 1973-74 to 32% in 1999-2000, that annual growth rate of food-grain production was recorded at 6.5% between 1981 and 1991 and that the highest rate of growth of wages was recorded between 1979-80 and 1992-93 is mostly attributed to the effective role of PRIs in the successful land reforms and in organising the poor and augmenting their social and economic opportunities through various programmes. It is acclaimed that West Bengal Panchayats showed the way and inspired the constitutional amendment.  
	2.  Sustained Reforms in the Panchayat System for Good Governance 


While the Panchayat system in West Bengal attracted even world-wide attention, some critics have observed the “concepts of panchayats being institutions of self-governance” still “either missing or dimly perceived.” Some others observe that PRIs function more as part of the delivery system of the State Government rather than as institutions of self-governance. The State Government itself identified areas in PRI functioning which needed systemic improvements e.g. institutionalisation of bottom-up planning approach
institutionalisation of; intensification of people’s participation and of local level organisations in PRI functioning; convergence of PRIs with all other development agencies; greater accountability of the development bureaucracy to PRIs; and the like. 
The State Government brought about need-based reforms in the Panchayat system from time to time from the very beginning. A spell of major reforms was triggered off by the 73rd constitutional amendment leading to, among others, reservation of seats and office-bearers in PRIs, constitution of State Finance Commission & State Election Commission, creation of Gram Sabha at Gram Panchayat (GP) level and the unique system of Gram Sansad (village parliament with electors regarded as parliamentarians) at village level. In order to strengthen rural decentralisation and to ensure accountability, transparency and inclusiveness aimed at good governance at the local level, the State Government has recently embarked on another series of reforms, the most striking among them being
· Zilla Sansad & Block Sansad (accountability forums for Zilla Parishad & Panchayat Samiti) 
· District Council at each ZP headed by the opposition leader 
· Gram Unnayan Samiti (village development committee) elected by the electors of each Gram Sansad (GS) to enhance people’s participation and to assist GPs to plan, implement and monitor activities for economic development & social justice 
· representation of the oppositions in the standing committees of PS & ZP
· determination of principles of subsidiarity for each tier of PRIs 
· power to standing committees of PS & ZP and sub-committees of GP to prepare and implement work plan and budget
· elaborate systems of institutional audit and social audit
· systems for improved financial management and information management 
	3. DFID Support for Strengthening PRIs & Upscaling Bottom-up Planning 


The State Government also launched participatory planning process in a few blocks under Convergent Community Action (CCA) in 2000. A DFID-funded Scoping Study in 2001 confirmed the success of the CCA pilots in involving poor villagers in the planning process. It transpired that translating all the reforms in rural local governance into reality and institutionalisation of participatory planning process would require huge support for capacity building of PRIs and their support institutions. Encouraged by the State Government’s strong commitment to rural decentralisation and by the positive results of the CCA based planning process, DFID came forward with an explicit plan to support the ongoing rural decentralisation initiatives and upscale the bottom up planning process. The State Government accepted the offer since the process of decentralisation for good governance and focus on poverty alleviation was already a priority of the Government and the assistance from DFID would expedite the process. A Project Concept Note (PCN) for SRD was approved by the Governments of UK and India in 2002.   

	4. SRD : Government of West Bengal’s  Programme with DFID’s grant


In 2002 the State Government’s Panchayats & Rural Development Department (PRDD) deployed a Project Design Team drawing experts/consultants drawn from university, renowned institutions, Civil Society Organisations and Government for preparing a Programme Design for SRD with support from DFID. The Programme Design for SRD, prepared by the PRDD’s Project Design Team, was fine-tuned with findings from a number of Post-Design studies in 2004. In the design and post design processes several thousand stakeholder representatives were consulted at various levels and their suggestions were duly valued in designing the programme. 
In keeping with the Country Assistance Plan (CAP) of DFID India with the objectives of which the SRD programme fits quite well, the Programme Design proposed for a grant of ₤130 million over 7 years. DFID has sanctioned ₤9 million only as grant for implementation of the first 2 years’ activities. DFID has indicated that the remainder of the programme support would be available over the next 5 years subject to fulfilment of the fixed targets and attainment of the agreed milestones in the first 2 years. 

	5. Purpose and Expected Outputs of the SRD Programme


The 7-year SRD programme was brought in to support the State Government to carry out the reforms and to strengthen and accelerate the ongoing process of rural decentralisation aimed at more pro-poor outcome. Its specific purpose is to help secure over time more effective, accountable, pro-poor rural decentralisation leading to sustainable reduction in poverty in the rural areas of the state. As envisaged, the purpose will be achieved through four interlocking outputs:     
	Output 1
	Effective preparation and implementation of a roadmap and linked policy actions to deepen rural decentralisation.

	Output 2
	PRIs, line departments and support institutions will have the institutional framework and capacities to operate more effectively in their decentralised roles.

	Output 3
	Pro-poor, participatory planning, implementation and monitoring systems will be established across PRIs

	Output 4
	Resources will be enhanced and utilised for pro-poor local development in a cost-effective and environmentally sustainable manner


	6. The SRD Programme Components  


The four outputs will be focussed on broadly two streams of activities, which are seen as two programme components :(a) Capacity Building; and (b) Untied Poverty Fund. The Capacity Building interventions will focus on attitudinal development and enhancement of knowledge, awareness and skills of PRI functionaries most of whom being new to the system suffer from tremendous capacity gaps; strengthening the voice of the poor and enhancing responsiveness of PRIs and their support institutions; social mobilisation and participation; enhanced resource mobilisation; improved financial management and fiduciary risks management; identification and support of new livelihood options and social protection mechanisms. The Untied Poverty Fund is meant for direct financial support to the implementation of pro-poor participatory GS based GP plans focusing on both social issues and expansion of livelihoods and also for supporting innovations in strengthening livelihoods of the poorest and most marginalised.
To be more specific, the SRD programme will support the following interventions:
· Support to PRIs and support institutions for strengthening capacity building infrastructure  
· Capacity Building of PRI functionaries and stakeholders

· State-wide campaign and communication for awareness generation 
· Research, studies, assessment and evaluation related to functioning of PRIs for further need-based reforms 
· Developing and strengthening information management systems at each level of Panchayat
· Installation and institutionalisation of pro-poor participatory planning, implementation, monitoring and accountability systems across PRIs
· Support to PRIs with untied funds mainly for strengthening livelihoods of the poorest and most marginalised through participatory plans 
· Programme Management & Monitoring
SRD needs to be seen not as a parallel programme but as a complementary and additional support and as an integral component of the State Government’s ongoing initiative in the same direction. Twenty million poor rural people in West Bengal will directly benefit from this programme. Panchayats, their support institutions and some key line departments will also benefit from significant capacity enhancement.
	7. Programme Phasing & Phased Strategy of Programme Support


To deepen and strengthen decentralisation throughout the state is a daunting task. There are vast differences in capacity of the districts to drive the proposed reforms. The SRD Programme Design has taken account of these and of its own resource limitations in developing a realistic programme of action. The programme strategy has been designed to maximise the impact of the relatively limited SRD resources, by applying these to leverage and create synergy with the own resources of communities, PRIs and the State Government.  A combination of state-wide and phased district-wise interventions will be used to ensure that the work programme remains manageable and becomes realistic. 
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In the first phase, the programme will be launched in six most backward districts (Uttar Dinajpur, Dakshin Dinajpur, Malda, Murshidabad, Purulia & Birbhum), selected on the objective criteria of human development indices. During the first phase, the non-phase-1 districts will draw benefit from the programme in terms of strategies, new systems, limited capacity building support, campaign, communication etc. In the second phase which will commence in the third year, the programme will be rolled out to six more districts and finally in the third phase it will touch another six districts in the fifth year. In effect, the most backward districts will get the highest amount of programme support for the longest term in terms of both Capacity Building and Untied Poverty Fund components.  
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	8. Implementation & Monitoring Strategy


The SRD programme interventions will be implemented by PRDD mostly through PRIs with support from all the line departments concerned operating at various levels, Civil Society Organisations, self help groups and other community based organisations, various institutions and the people by and large who will indeed be the front-line actors in the programme. Most of the funds to be received from DFID through the programme will be utilised at the GS and GP levels in consonance with the other resources to be generated by them. Elaborate monitoring arrangements have been designed and will be refined with regard to implementation experiences. At the district level the SRD programme will be monitored at regular intervals by Sabhadhipati (Chairperson) of ZP and District Magistrate (who is ex-officio Executive Officer of ZP). The Additional Executive Officer of ZP as nodal officer of SRD at the district level, the Sub-Divisional Officer as nodal officer of SRD at the sub-division level and Sabhapati and Executive Officer of PS at the block level will monitor the programme.  The multiple Facilitating Teams to be constituted in each tier of PRI will also monitor the interventions at the respective levels. The programme will be reviewed (output to purpose review) frequently by joint teams of PRDD and DFID. There will be major reviews by the end of Year 2 and Year 4.   
	9. Key Milestones For Deepening Decentralisation and the SRD Programme


The phasing of the programme is linked to achievement of the following milestones and graduation from one phase to another will be based on achievement to be assessed through independent reviews.
	SRD Component
	By start of SRD
	By end of Year 2
	By end of Year 4

	Policies
	Draft Road map on Devolution
	Approval and steady progress in implementing roadmap
	Continued positive assessment of policy environment

	Programme Components
	Capacity building strategy appraised and approved
	Independent review confirms good progress in implementing CB plan
	Release of CB funds linked to performance

	
	Scope of Untied Poverty Fund Agreed
	Untied Poverty Fund performance criteria effectively implemented
	Same as previous column

	
	Management arrangements in place
	Management arrangements functioning well
	Same as previous column

	Institutional Strengthening
	Continued progress in the following areas (effective benchmarks to be developed): PRI planning and pro-poor orientation, administrative capacity of PRIs, level of service delivery and fiduciary risks.

	Review
	
	Independent Review of SRD
	Independent Review of SRD


	10. Major Outcomes Expected by the End of Programme


	Issue
	Major Outcomes Expected by the End of Programme

	Effective preparation and implementation of a roadmap for devolution and linked policy actions 
(Output-1)
	· Comprehensive strategic plan for further devolution will be in place by Yr 2, and supportive legislation and rules by Yr 4.
· Line department plans and budgets will show higher levels of involvement of PRIs compared to the 2004 baseline.

· There will be improvements in the level of devolution on PRIs.

· Mechanism will be established for convergence of GP plans with plans of upper tier Panchayats and the state level plans.

	Development of institutional capacities of PRIs, line departments and support institutions to operate more effectively in their decentralised roles
(Output-2)
	· Elected members and officials of most of the targeted PRIs will report that capacity building support has significantly enhanced their performance. 

· There will be significant improvement in PRI financial management, fiduciary risk mitigation and audit compliance at all levels.
· There will be significant improvement in intra-tier and inter-tier linkages and stronger network among all the PRIs in any district.
· Most of the targeted GPs will report improved service delivery - in immunization and primary health care delivery, child nutrition, school enrolment and attendance, drinking water and sanitation and other services.
· There will be significant improvement in PRI responsiveness to the issues of the poorest and most marginalised sections. 
· Most of the targeted PRIs will have the minimum capacity building infrastructure along with teams of capable trainers and facilitators.
· Most of the targeted PRIs will be able to develop campaign and communication system for awareness generation among communities. 

· Research, studies, assessment and evaluation related to functioning of PRIs will inform policy actions indicate areas of further reforms. 

· Most of the targeted GPs will have effective information management systems.  

	Establishment of pro-poor participatory planning, implementation and monitoring systems across PRIs
(Output-3)  
	· Most of the poorest and marginalised sections will be enlightened and empowered through the participatory planning process.

· Most of the poorest and marginalised sections including SC/ST/women in the targeted GPs will get an opportunity to actively participate in the planning, implementation and monitoring processes, to articulate their voices and to reflect their needs and priorities in the GS and GP plans.
· There will be increase in community contributions which will significantly augment resources for local level planning.  
· There will be better utilisation of natural and human resources under management of communities, who will own and sustain the processes and the assets created.

· Most of the GSs in the targeted GPs will formulate and implement pro-poor participatory GS plans with focus on social development and expansion of livelihoods of the poorest and most marginalised.
· Most of the targeted GPs will formulate plans on the basis of GS plans and implement them with greater thrust on social development and expansion of livelihoods of the poorest and most marginalised.
· There will be significant evidence of most of the targeted GPs using the participatory plans for accessing additional Gol/ GoWB funds.

	Enhancement and utilisation of resources for pro-poor local development   (Output-4)
	· Most of the poorest and marginalised sections will get opportunities for expanding their livelihoods with support from Untied Poverty Fund.

· Resource mobilization by GPs through tax and non-tax measures will improve substantially.
· GP assets will be adequately maintained by most of the targeted GPs, to sustain non-tax revenues.
· Records of resource mobilisation and utilisation will be properly maintained and publicised.

· Enhanced resources will be utilised at GS and GP levels for more pro-poor outcome, leading to sustainable reduction in poverty.
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