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Kerala’s decentralisation programme is probably the largest of its
kind in the world at present. While it does not mean complete
abrogation of higher-level responsibilities, the ultimate goal is a
substantial relaxation of central control and substantial community

empowerment.

CHAPPARAPADAVU panchayat rises to
only 75 metres above sea level. But the
foothills of the Western Ghat Mountains of
southern Indiaarerugged. forcing the 27,000
people of the 70 square kilometres
community to live on steep slopes and rocky
terraces. Despite the difficult terrain, 70 per
cent of households farm rice. coconuts,
cashew and areca nuts, rubber, and
vegetables. Local accounts claim a 1,200-
year history tor the panchayat, which is said
to be the home of some notable medieval
scholars and poets. _

Chapparapadavu takes its name from the
*chapparam’ tree. one of which stood at a
place called Therandi, along the river that
cuts the panchayat in half, carving 11 kms
of steep slopes that give way in only one
or two places to a landing where a ferry can
be operated. Chapparapadavu means ‘the
villageat the ferry under the chapparam tree’
(the one at Therandi).

it was only in 1985 that the Kerala state
government finally built a bridge over the
river. making possible modern vehicle access
to the panchayat. Now some agricultural
products are sold in the nearby lowland and
coastal towns of Taliparamba and Kannur,
but most production remains for local
subsistence. At Therandi itself, a frustrating
situation developed when the government
built a primary school on one side of the
river, compelling students to cross the river
on the pole-propeiled ferry boat that holds
only 10 people or to walk three kms to the
bridge and three kms back to the school -~
repeating the trip at the end of classes. The
home-made roads along the sides of the river
make even jecp travel barely possible.
Students who could see their school from
their homes had to spend three hours getting
there and another three hours getting back.’

In late September 1996, panchayat
president P P Balan met with residents of
ward two where he lives. They had been
called to meet as part of Kerala’s decentra-
lisation campaign in which the state’s new
Left Democratic Front (LDF)} ministry,
elected in April 1996, had organised what
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it calls the ‘Ninth Plan, People’s Plan’. As
partof India’s ninth national Five- Year Plan,
torun from 1997 to 2002, the LDF in Kerala
increased state development grants to local
communities from 5 per cent — the amount
in the first to eight plans - to 40 per cent.
Communities were asked to hold meetings,
air grievances, plan projects, and take
development directly into their own hands.
We saw elements of the planin action during
our visit to Kerala from December 14, 1996
to January 16, 1997. We interviewed
campaign officials, opposition activists, and
ordinary people across the political spectrum
in four major cities and in seven villages
where we also witnessed meetings, debates,
accomplishments and frustrations.?

P P Balan told how his grama sabha heard
speaker after speaker demand the public
works department to construct a bridge at
Therandi to make their lives easier. They had
asked for many years, but never gota positive
response. Balan asked whether the residents,
in the spirit of the people’s campaign, could
build theirown bridge. Surprised by a sudden
burst of enthusiasm from some farm labourers
who said a focally-built bridge was possible,
Balan found himself obligated to inform his
neighbours that no panchayat funds were
available for the project and he could not
say how long it would take for the Ninth
Plan funds to be released. Having, painted
himselfinto acorner, he suddenly announced
he would contribute Rs 500 personally to
the project if others would come forward to
heip. Three hundred households put together
a fund of Rs 6,000 — about $ 200 or 76 per
cent of one per capita income in the region.’

The first meeting to pian the construction
was held in the Kumaran Asan Reading
Room — one of Chapparapadavu’s eight
village libraries, this one named after a poet
famous in Kerala for his passionate
denunciations of the caste system.* “The
ward members said they could build abridge
as wide as a footpath. They could not build
a structure to hold vehicles. Even then, the
big problem was todrive inthe piles”, recalls
Balan.® Then farm labourer Kolangarakath
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Kumaram rose to speak. 1 know how to do
it,” he told the assembly. With his friend
Puthiyaveettil Govindan, also a labourer,
both with only primary school education,
he described how he had often watched the
public works machinery drive piles. He
thought they could make a home-made pile-
driver.®

They poled the ferry across the river,
dragging a coir rope, marked with a knot
at each five metres. At each knot they took
the depth of the river in the dry season,
finding 2.5 metres to be the greatest depth.
Local households donated 32 coconut tree
trunks, two foreach five-metre stretch of the
85 metre long rope. Working from boats,
Kolangarakath hung a 200 kg wood block
on a pulley from a 10 metres high tripod
of coconut tree trunks. Volunteers held the
tree trunks under the block, the block was
released, and slowly each pile was pounded
into the river bed. Runners, supports, the
bridge floor, and railings were added with
wood from areca nut. coconut and other
trees donated by households and fashioned
at a local saw mill. After 25 days of the
volunteer fabour 0f 402 people, the Chappara-
padavu ‘people’s bridge’ was complete.
Immediately, 500 to 1,000 people were
crossing daily. Bicycles and motorbikes can
be walked across along with pedestrians.
The bridge is functional for seven months
of the year, but is submerged under the
monsoon waters the other five months.
When we crossed the bridge on January 7,
1997, accompanied by local musicians
and hundieds of flower-bedecked school
children, the local press came to Chappara-
padavu; we may have been the first western
visitors since colonial times. P P Balan and
other local residents used every interview
to call for a public works permanent bridge.
They are still waiting.

NintH PLAN, PEOPLE’S PLAN

Kerala’'s decentralisation programme is
probably the largest of its kind in the world
at present. Three million people, 10 percent
of the state’s population, took part in the
grama sabhas, that aired complaints and
identified the major problems in their villages
and urban neighbourhoods in September
and October 1996. Imagine 1.8 miilion New
York metropolitan area residents meeting
forsix hours, arguing, and electing problem-
solving working groups to plan strategies
for overcoming local problems. Imagine
thousands of them continuing to meet for
weeks to hammer out local plans for which
a massive portion of federal and state funds
would be allocated. Imagine technically
trained retired people in their communities
forming associations of experts to helpmake
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the plans technically sound. Imagineall these
people doing all this work for nothing more
than bus fare and lunch. According to
proponents of Kerala's programme, people
“*have to be activated for the new democratic
project to improve their daily lives”. They
should “‘create a new development culture”
that is democratic, participatory and that
transcends political parties often prone to
sabotaging development programmes for
short-term election goals.” Government is to
become moredynamic and more accountable.
State Planning Board member and Ninth
Plan activist T M Thomas Isaac says of the
campaign. “we're getting the ‘bureaucrats
out of their offices. getting them to work
with the people™.®

Kerala'sdemocratisationis but one variety
of a larger structural change taking place in
India. With that nation’s 73rd and 74th
constitutional amendments. adoptedin 1992.%
states were required to delegate 29 general
administrative functions to lower level
bodies. along with some taxation powers to
finance them. The precise nature of the
devolution of central powers was left to the
states to determine, creating a wide range
of plans. some of which may be more state
or district bureaucracy-empowering than
people-empowering.'" Kerala’s left activists
decided the amendments were a perfect device
fortrying to create genuine local democracy
in which ordinary people would see the main
empowerment.

No new layer of bureaucracy is being
created to implement the Ninth Plan. Only
one new group has been set up, the "High
Level Guidance Council’, an advice-giving
and public relations body. headed by E M
S Namboodiripad, the venerable 88-year-
old leader of the Kerala branch of the
Communist Party - Marxist or CPM, and
including all living former chief ministers
of Kerala from all political parties.
Chapparapadavu panchayat president P P
BalanisamemberofIndia’s Congress Party;
his enthusiasm for the Ninth Plan campaign
overrides bis opposition to the Left Front
ministry led by the CPM.

METHALA

Midway from Chapparapadavuto Kerala’s
southern border. Methala panchayat lies
near the Arabian Sea. It lays claim to the
Cheraman Juma Masjid, India’s oldest
mosque said 1o be built in 629 AD. Much
of the vriginal mosque is preserved inside
an expanded modern structure. Muslims
make up 20 per cent of Kerala's poputation.
lust two kms distant in neighbouring
Kodangallur panchayat is the site where
St Thomas is said to have landed in India
in 52 AD 1o found Christianity's oldest com-
munities. A cathedral, religious study centre,
and ice-cream parlour have been built around
a vauft in which one can view a relic of
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Thomas’s left thumb bone. Like Muslims,
Christians are also 20 per cent of Kerala’s
people.

Incontrastto Chapparapadavu’s Congress
Party majority, Methalais aleftist panchayat.
Pro-Soviet, Pro-Chinese, and various other
Marxists run the local government. Intraleft
hostility has always been a problem,
especially inMethala’s (and Kerala's) activist
trade unions. But in 1987, mutually hostile
unions from the two major Communist
parties, the Congress Party, and the Muslim
Leaguefound common ground ina volunteer
project to build a bus termipal.'t

Nandini is a middle-aged, low-caste
widow. She and her |2-year-old daughter
Abherma were homeless until the Ninth Plan
campaign reached Methala. The. campaign
training manual for the grama sabhas clearly
stipulates that people should not use the
assemblies to bring up personal problems,
but Nandini's desperation combined with
her ignorance of the manual forced her to
bring on an emotional appeal for a house.
Ignoring the training manual, the assembly
spontaneously voted to organise acollection
which brought in Rs 12,000 and several
hours of volunteer labour from unionised
construction workersio build the two women
a simple, one-room house with a stone floor
and atileroot. Their new house stands across
a temple pond from a Maharajah’s palace
complex which the Ninth Plan organisers
hope to turn into a museum.

Nandini is not the only homeless person
in Methala. Along the state highway at the
edge of the panchayat, 16 squatters’ huts
crowd together. Without running water or
toilet facilities, the huts line up like boxcars,
leading totheirlocal name: the ‘traincolony’.
Almost all are from the lowest castes.
Methala’s development seminar designated
new housing for the 251 squatter families
of the panchayat as the number one priority
of its local development plan. Because the
Kerala Ninth Plan campaign transfers 40 per
cent of the state plan ever to the panchayat,
such adecision is possible. The new housing
is to be an apartment complex next to the
busstation. A coalitionofall thetrade unions
in Methala has volunteered to provide free
skilled labour to build the complex. A
publicly-owned swampnexttothebusstation
will be drained and iandscaped to house the
project. Ninth Plan organisers have appealed
10 communities to add 25 per cent to govern-
ment allocations in the form of monetary
contributions or volunteer labour. Across
Kerala hundreds of thousands of people built
clinics, repaired roads, dredged canals, and
painted schools on November [, 1996, the
40th anniversary of Keralastate, declared as
‘rehabilitationday’ by the LDF government.
Methala activists hope to continue the one-
shotevent to make homelessness and squatter
communities a thing of the past. Other local

‘actions include cleaning several mosquito-
infested canals in low-caste fishing
communities and developing co-operative
vegetable gardens and marketing institutions
to counteract the high price of vegetables
imported from other parts of India.”?

Low-TecH, Hicn-Tech anp CoMMUNITY
; IDEALISM o

Methala’s version of the campaign illus-
trates a wide range of approaches to develop-
ment. Along with the housing programme
is a campaign to raise a ‘love fund’, to
finance medical care and other emergency
needs of the poorest residents. Another plan
is for a quarterly anti-corruption magazine
in which all project expenditures will be
explained to citizens. Some young computer
specialists have formed a worker-owned
software company that designed, ‘Pharm-
assist’, a programme in Malayalam. for
hospitals to use in monitoring dispensing of
medicines. A larger all-Kerala project now
underway plans to install a computer and
television-capable monitor in every
panchayat to make possible both local
database management and local satellite
reception of education programmes in
Science. Maths, and English. Email cap-
abilities would allow village oftices to com-
municate their problems and demands
instantly to central state offices—and receive
broadcast messages from them. CD-ROMs
would help village teachers prepare discus-
sion questions around state-based educational
programmes. A several panchayats pilot
project is already starting, based in parm,
Ninth Plan fashion, on volunteers. Kerala
may become the first state in India with
complete village electronic ‘connectivity’."

Ninti PLan UnroLps

Fivestages makeup Kerala’s Ninth Plan %

Stage 1. Ward assemblies

The grama sabhastook placein September
and October 1996 in afl 14,147 wards of the
panchayats and urban neighbourhoods in
Kerala. As we noted earlier, about three
million people attended these assemblies.
Processions, and street theatre created a
festive atmosphere, but a serious note was
added when campaign organisers delivered
written invitations to each household intheir
ward, asking their participation. Some
panchayats developed innovative methods
of mobilisation, such as a development quiz
in the schools, or a coconut oil lamp
procession the night before the meetings.'*

From 50 to several hundred persons
attended in each ward. After some intro-
ductory speeches, people were encouraged
1o speak up about the problems in their ward.
Meetings began at noon and lasted in many
panchayais well intotheevening. Participants
broke down into [2 topic groups, assigned
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10 12 areas of loval development as required
by the state organisers: {1} agriculiure and
irrigation. (2} fisheries and animal husban-
dry, (3) education, (4) transport, energy,
and markets, (5) industry, (6) housing and
social weltare.(7) public healih and drinking
water. 18) culture, (8} woemen's welfare,
{10y co-operatives, (1 i} wellareof scheduled
castes/scheduled tribes, and (12) resource
maobilisation.

Activisis we spoke to in December 1996
recalted the difficulties of the grama sabhas:
people were eagerto complain about thelack
of roads. medical facilities, housing quality,
wrigation and the like, but mest wanted to
join only the groups on industry or on
transport, energy. and markets. P P Balan
recalls this difficulty in Chapparapadavu:
“At first everyone thoughi development
means roads and indusiry. We had to push
people to get them interested in the other
groups, but once they started talking together,
they found they had many complaints sad
lots of ideas in all the areas””™ In what
organisers vall “semi-siructured” discussions,
each topic group listed areas of concern and
suggested one immediate project that could
be carried out with voluntary iabour.

Each topic group elected two representa-
tives for-the next stage, the development
seminars. But first all the group members
engagedinanintermediate activity:to collect
data from village and district offices, inter-
view elderly residents about local history.
and put together a printed boak with ail their
information and ideas.

Each of Kerala's 901 panchayats and 54
municipalities has produced 2 development
report. The reports fun from 35 to 200 pages.
Many are illustrated by community artists
and some contain detailed histories of their
village, Each has a chapter en each of the
12 task force topics listed above. Reports
were prnted in 50G to 1,000 copies and
bound with often colourful covers. Printing
costs were subsidised by privaie donations,
local co-uperative banks, and private busi-
nesses. some of which put ads in the back
pages. Some panchayats sold the repors
while others gave them free to interested
persons, Panchayat development reports have
become a great source of pride in many
Kerala villages. The local draiting of a local
report —even with some tables that don’tadd
to 100 per cent and other errors — has given
people a sense of confidence that they reaily
can plan their own projects, At Calicut City
HallonJanuary 9, 1997, weaitended 2 public
exhibition,where about 350 of the reports
were attracting a great deal of public interest.
The development reporis were also intended
for the next stage of the people’s plan.

Stage 2: Development seminars

The 250-300 people elecied to the topic
groups reconvered in December 1996 Lo
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state-fevel projects will be added. The final
stage for the firsty yeur is setto coour in May
1908 in the o ‘g‘f!ldt city of Thiruvanantha-
puram al a statewide congeess in which each
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forces. Even as the congress takes place, the
second year of the Ninth Five-Year Plan wiil
be in preparation in the localities

Karimpa-MesnvaLLam

Kerala was once an electiicity surplus
state, but the failure to construct any new
generating sources since 1976 has led to
mator industrial losses and consumer
inconvenience. By 1990, nearly half of al!
domestic consumers received less than 150
volts of the 220 volts needed to runelectrical
appliances.” Dependence on big-dam
hydroelectric power instaliations has meant
dependence on the whiras of the Indian
monsoon. Notenough waterinthereservoirs
means not enough voitage to the power lines.
When the 1997 major monsoon came a week
late on June 9, the siate government was
forced to cut power to industries resulting
in thousands of lay-offs. Even factovies
nroducing oxygen for hospitais had to shut
dewn. The freezer-dependent seafood
indusiry was hard hit,'"™ Househalds across
the state had to endure half-hour power cuts
eachnight called 'load-shedding’. Although
we found it convivial to sit by candlelight
for 30 minutes with our Kerala friends,
parents of children who needed to study felt
otherwise about load-shedding. Even when
the power is on, ruraj consurmess sit by light
buibs as dim as birthday cake candies and
people who want adeguate voltage (when it
is on) have to invest much of their income
in voltage stabiiisers. Electrical power is
ususlly thought of as part of large-scale
infrastructure. Can local communities create
slectricity on a scale worth the investment?

Karimba panchayat s situatedin Palakkad
district nearthe Integrated Rural Technology
Centre(IRTC) of the Kerala People’s Science
Movement (KSSP).Y With65 000 members,
the KSSP is one of the largest voluntary
prganisations in Kerala. Starting out in 1957
as an organisation of stience writers, KSEP
developed intoa mass organisation that works
to popularise scientific thinking. In recent
yearsit has become Kerala’s most significant
eavironmental organisarion. KSSP built the
campus of IRTC entirely with privaie
denations; the centre now funclions mainly
to ereaie and popuiarise participatory, smail-
scale development projects.

At Karimba, villagers joined with K857
and several other organisations 1o create the
Meenvallam (fishing boai) Small-3cale
Hydroelectric Project. Usilising the energy
of a waterfail in the steep western ghat high
rangesnear Palakkad. the project is generating
focal jobs and will connect the smatl-scale
ostput station to the local grid. Karimba
villagers will get some priotity in use of the
local current, and the experience gained may
betransferable io the S0 ar sonther permanent
waterfallsinthe ghat manges. [fenough similar
plants can be consiructed, start up cosis will
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decline to as parts can be mass-produced,
The Karimba-Meenvallain project draws
inspiration and direct technical advice from
China, which has built searly 96.000 such
stations since 1950, accounting today for &
per ceni of that country's electrical supply .
The Karimba-Meenvallam project is slated
for completion in three years,”

Traning: KEy To Successeur DEMOCRATIC
PLANNING

Drawingordinary peopleintodevelopment
planning requires more than autopian vision
of a better world, Kerala's Stte Planning
Board activists reahised that people would
need to know how to organtse and run «
meeting, how to drafl a report, how o du
at least simple cost-henefit analysis, how o
prepare a budget. how to s¢t up safeguards
against corruption -~ all sorts of technical
skills. To generatc these skills, campaign
organisers used two major icchiiques:
training seminars and recruitment of educaied
retirees G5 expert resource persons.

Each of the five stages of the campaign
was preceded by extensive training at all
fevels, The training sessions themselves
became part of the publicity forthe campangn.,
Betore launching the grama sabhas,
grganisers trained 373 state-levelirainers for
seven days. These trainces taught 10,497
district feve! respurce persons who conducied
one-day workshops for over 160,000 lucal
activists. Trainees atali levels recerved travel
costs, snacks, and meals, but no salaries, We
witnessed the 3-day waining of local
volunteers tor the dth stage which look place
st Calicut onJanuary 10-12, 1997 The 4.500
volunieers came {vom panchayats ail over
northern Kerala. They atiended speeches,
workshops, and 'prosect clinies” from [0 um
o midnight inthe several buildings ol ulocal
high school borrowed for the weekend by
the campaign. Despite planners’ goui of at
ieast a 30 per cent female presence, only 15
per cent of the participants were women. As
the campaign progressed, women were
dropping out of leadership positions.
probably because household and child care
chores their spouses were not picking up.
Eventhe 13 per cent participation, however,
marks an iNCrease Over rates in most unions
and other mass organisations. Of the 29 4ih
stage srainers in Calicut, 9 (31 percent) veere
women. :

A notable {eature of the 4th stage training
was the convening of “project clinics”. A lew
panchayats with especiaily interesting or
advanced projects presenfed rcpeating
seminars giving detailed descriptions of
their work, in one classroom we heard
Chapparapadavu’s bridge team explain
with charts and drawings to 60 activists at
a time how they did it. Nearby were ses-
sions on Thrikkunnappuzia panchayat’s
‘Total Cleanliness Programme’, Thanalur’s
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‘Peopie’s Health Programme’, Thykkai-
tussert’s ' Tissue Culture’ (lab-based orchids
andother plants). Kunnothuparambu's Water
Conservalien 3ocisiv, and Maodikkai’s crea-
von of an educational complex of primary
through high svhool, along with a “study
festival’ 1o engourage the idea that learning
is fun, Pelicode panchayat represeniatives
explained their project to install 100 percent
watee-seated latrines. Peringomvaykkaraand
Pappinissen Panchaysis each described
animal hushandry projecis that included
arificial naiion faciltities and rabies
wocelation. Many projects invoived KSSP
actvisty, Nearly all the prejects included
data colie cand the survey formas
were shared panis, Tramges
were thus expos a varety of possible
development 4 ong with concrete
tools e car : insiead of learning
from povernment ofitcials frombigher levels,
ihey were learning from "expents” viherwise
like themselves, Atthe clinics, women were
six of 6U presenters.

CGine- or S-day iraining sessions for ordi-
nary people have Hmits, Planners are aware
that certain projscts require expert know-
ledge. India has 2 mandatory retirement age
of 55 for those in public service. Since
Kerala's life expeciancy is 70, most Kerala
sommuniiies have a supply of experts with
free ume (¢ give o jocal development. A
special effort is being made to attract such
experts into a “Volunsary Technical Corps’
(VTC) Usingthe stogan Life Begins at 357,
the Siate Board began sconsiting
retiress o heip svaluate and improve the
guality of joval project documents in March.
Themal calthmoug 74,000 valunteers.
Staie-level conventions were organised for
retived bank officers and college teschers
who were uopsidesed valuable resource
persons o help with proiect evalustion and
write-ups. Contacts were also made with
prefessional assecintions of dewlors,
engineers, and accountanis.” Willy-nilly,
thesc experis were engaging in further
education of the sk force members by
making suggestions on the project propusals.

Lo
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PANIAL

Most Keraia panchayais are not like

'Chapparapadave, Karimnba, oc the other

cxemplary project sites. How has the
campaign affected mote ordinary places?
Panja! panchaya iies in the midlands of
contral Kerelaalong the Bharatapuzha® The
MNinth Plan campaign has unfolded there
without any speglacuiar bridges or other
projects. ‘The grama sabhas were held oa
time, 2nd thc pariicipation rate was average.
Some activists complain that nol enough
young prople ars becoming invoived. The
development report runs to 100 pages -
apout medivm jength. The mosi unusual
aspect of the report iz U8 titg, "A New
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Adiratram’. Panjai was the home of a famous
Vedic priest, liti Ravi Nambudiri, who. uniil
his death & few years ago, was one of the
{25t men 10 India able 10 chaat the complete
‘Sama Yeda', one of the four anciént texts
of Hinduiam. In 1973, Iui Ravi and other
Nambudiri priests conducied an ‘adivatram’,
5 rare and invelved Vedic ritual lasting for
several days that was fiimed by Frits Staal
of the University of California at Berkeley.
The university's audio-visual departiment
markets a 30-minse video of the event as
“the oldzst religious ritual in the worid”

Panjal activisis saw people’s participation
and the Ninth Plan as the new beginning of
an old tradition. The symbolism of "a new
adiratram’ is ambiguous, however, since
much of an adiratyan is repetitive and much
of the people’s participation is in the nawre
of bystanding. One leftist critic charged that
the grama sabhas and development semnina
in Panjal involved too many speeches and
too much audicnce lisiening, "You were
doing all the talking and we were only
listening. i feli very agitated by this”, he told
his ward representative during a heated
discussion un the verandah next to where
part of the 1975 adiratram had taken place.™
Gihercritics said thatkey elders hadnot been
approached for their valuable organising
experience and that the campaign was in
danger of becoming justanothgr goversment
programme ~ the very thing it should be
avoiding,

The Panjzl development report, however,
indicates » lot of serious thinking about local
problems. Specific plans are laid for repair
of several canals and ponds needed o make
the irrigation systeim work mare efficiently,
Probienss of coconut and rubber cuftivation
are speiled out. A list of needed repairs and
improvements on the village high schooi
reflecis input from the teachers and siaff.
Thedetails of water finas linking up the most
needy areas of the village are given. Sixty-
five specific road repairs are listed, with
exact Jocations and exact improvements:
widening, enlarging the curve, reducing the
steepness o prevent accidents. Other
proposals call for rerouting electric lines
away from the rice fields to make it safer

«for tractass o enter the fields — which the
widened pathways wouid make possible. A
survey rovesled that 70 per cent of houses
donot have water-sealed toilets. Suggestions
{orinstatlationof high-2fliciency cook stoves
and solar-powered street Hights (availebile in
India for a few vears) indicate a high level
of knowledge amopg panchayatl activists
and the success of the statewide training
programimes.

Because of Fanjel’s culiural and histerical
significance, focal activisis have also
proposed the construction of a museusm with
adiratram and other artciacts to atiract
toursis.’ Acvoss india, religious pilgrimages
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are a major component of the tourist industry
_ a visit to Panjal with its 500-year-old
temple and a museum to the great local
singers of the Sama Veda might well be
popular,

Wy This CampaiGn?

Why is democratic decentralisation taking
place in Kerala? One reason is the achieve-
ments of the progressive movements that
have held sway in the state for most of the
past 50 years. Several elected Communist
Party and Left Front governments have
carried out the demands of large-scale popular
movements leading to high material quality
of life indicators that some development
experts refer to collectively as “The Kerala
Model’. With an official per capita income
of $ 180 in 1993 (all-India was $ 30U},
Kerala had an adult literacy rate of 91 per
cent {versus an all-India rate of 48 per cent},
life expectancy of 69 for men and 73 for
women fall-India average of 61}, an infant
mortality of 13 per 1,000 (better than
Washington DC; and versus the all-India
rate of 80) and 4 birth rate of 17 (all-India
203, Virually all additional statistical
indicators suchas vaccinationrates, maternal
mortality. child labour. autritional status,
access 1o medicat care, and availability of
roads. schools, and other public facilitics,
show Kerala with a substantial lead over the
rest of India and all similar-income third
world countries. The statistical indicators of
the Kerala Model are the outcome of decades
of careful organising by left wing activists,
enormous sacrifices and dedication by
ordinary people, and the rise of an unususily
talented and thoughtful group of cadreinthe
gnions, peasant associations, women's
groups, and left parties. The staie's ecciogy
and general historical background may also
. have played a role.”” Kerala's people are
educated. motivated, and aware of their rights
and talents. They have participated in
victorious struggles: they are optimistic and
thus potentially mobilisable in a popular
campaign. But they are also worried.

The positive energy and creativity
spreading across Kerala’scommunities could
blind the outside observer to some harsh
realities. Despite its many achievements, the
KerataModelisintrouble. Lagging industrial
growth has combined with stagnant
agricultural outpul to produce low incomes
and high unemployment. Low economic
growth has resultedina series of fiscal cnises
for the state government forcing itto reduce
pubkicsptndinginsomeofthemostcherished
areas of the Kerala model: education, school
lunches, subsidised food prices for the poor,
access to medical care. And perhaps 15 per
cent of the state’s people have been left out
of the model. On top of all these problems,
Kerala faces a major environmental crisis
fromsevere deforestationin the western ghat
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mountains, leading to soil erosion there and
water logging in lowland areas. Polluted
rivers and foreign hi-tech offshore fishing
operations are reducing the fish catch. And,
like every place on earth at present, Kerala
fuces the menace of the New World Order
with its third world avatar: structural
adjustment. i

KERALA IN CURRENT NATIONAL AND
InTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

The New World Order threatens what
Kerala intellectual M A Qommen has cailed
-suthanasia for the Kerala model’.*" The
one-power world remaining in the wake of
the collapse of the Soviet Union has hitIndia
particularly hard. As a state friendly to the
Soviet Union: India built its economy partly
sn Soviet industrial and scientific aid and
on public sector investment. 1n the 1990s,
World Rank and IMF structural adjustment
policies have come to New Dethi with their
1ypical emphasis oh privatisation, lowering
of wages and benefits, abolition of
protectionist lariffs (thatare essential tomany
Indian industries at ieast in the short run),
and general emphasison production of wealth
without regard to its distribution.™ Kerala's
left wing activists recognise that inevitably
they will have to make some COmpromises
with structural adiustment, but they cannot
accept its overall terms — their right wing
political opponents do that already.
Syrthermore, they apparently have no
intention of handing over most of the
cconomy to the largest private capitalists
.-hose profit-making desiresare inconsistent
with the needs of most of the state’s people.
Even now they are struggiing with private
bankers who are moving capital out of the
state rather than invest in Kerala's future:
the bottom line is that profits and local
development do not automatically mesh.*

What about national and state-level
planning? Sinceindependencein 1947, India
has engaged in vaguely Sovies-style Five-
Y ear Plans and Indian states have followed
suit. Even before the collapse of European
socialism. however, many Kerala leftists
realised that overemphasis on centralised
planning entailed inherent weaknesses. As
identified in one Ninth Plan document,
centralised planning:™
- Degeneratedimoun—cocrdinated. mutual-

ly exclusive schemes by various govern-

ment depariments...that did not provide
optimal utilisation of resources...

— Was bureaucratic and gave people no say
in its formulation Of execution...

- Led to overlapping programmes, dupli-
cation and waste of resources, and laxness
in monitoring.

Kerala’s Ninth Plan emphasises co-
ordinated viilage-fevel plans withindividual
government departments playing subsidiary
rotes. Bureaucrals are to become assistants

November 29, 1997

of the people’s plan rather than order-giving
officials. Laxness in monitoring is to be
replaced by ‘transparency’, meaning that all
the accounts are visible to everyone who
wants to see them. Transparency makes it
possible to use local community pressure to
reduce corruption. :

Other reasons for local planning: Kerala's
complex geographical and social diversity
means that officials in the capital city might
not know what is best for particular
panchayats. And Kerala's rich history of
mass movements and its high level of
education meanthat local participation could
overcome the bane of much international
participation-oriented development where
democratic structures on paper just become
new mechanisms for elite dominance and
exploitation of the poor.

Decentralised planning does not mean
complete abrogation of higher level respon-
sibilities. We see in the extensive training
programmes that state planning board de-
centralisers have pretty clear ideas- about
how they want decentralisation to proceed.
But the ultimate goal is a substantial relaxa-
tion of central control and substantial com-
munity empowerment. Ninth Plan theorists
T M Thomas Isaac and K N Harilal describe
the campaign as leading to

a system of multi-level planning, where the

lowest unitis allowed to planand implement

everything that can be performed most
effectivelyat that level and only the residual
is left to the higher levels.™

Fine-sounding words, a fine alternative to
over-bureaucratic, over-centralised, big-
govemmentplanningofthepasl—butgrama
sabhas, development seminars, over-35
volunteers, mini power stations,and people’s
bridges - can they really compete with an
unchecked. aggressive new world order of
capitalist bankers and industrialists whose
financial and political powers seem
unlimited?

K ALLIASSERI

Ravan worked for years in a soap factory
in Ernakulam. Now retired. he works on,
sharing his technical knowledge with the 10
women worker-owners of the Tushara Soap
Co-operative. Tushara means ‘dew’, and
plenty of it is on the ground in the early
morning when the women start their soap-
making on the stage of the outdoor
community theatre lentto themby Kalliasseri
panchayat free of cost. Some days they make
soap; other days they go through the
community house-to-house to sell their
product. *Our product is not that bad, and
neither is the sympathy from our neighbours
who often buy it”, said one of the women,
who looked exhausted when we arrived at
their workshop at 3 pm. Stirring chemicals
in vats, carrying drums of materials,
packaging soap flakes, and selling door-to-
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door make up a hard 6-day work week, but
at least in Kalliasseri 2 fair amount of
inexpensive day care is available: costs run
fromnothingtoRs 15 perday. The panchayat,
a leftist stronghold for decades, has some
of themost extensive social servicesin Kerala,
including a health centre with 12 beds and
2 doctors, 36 reading rooms and librares,
and several child care centres. nurseries, and
schools.

Kalliasseri is the inspiration for much of
Kerala’s decentralised planning effort.
Starting in the early 1990s, activists there
created a voluntary organisation to promote
local development. Muchofthe energy came
from T Gangadharan, a second grade teacher,
KSSPactivist, CPM member, and panchayat
ward delegate, who helped organise the
Kalliasseri Development Society. “TG,” as
he is now known throughout Kerala, tapped
into Kalliasseri’s strong tradition of volun-
teerism, mutual aid, and mass organising to
produce several achievements that now
inspire part of the Ninth Plan campaign.
Kalliasseri development volunteers built an
825 metre long canal in one day, draining
a previously waterlogged area of rice fields.
They mapped the resources of their village,
reorganised their schools, installed high-
efficiency cook stoves and solar street lights,
set up a shrimp farm in a swamp area, and
created dry-season vegetable co-operatives
that generated employment and brought down
the cost of food.” They are still fighting the
SouthernIndian Railways foraroad crossing
toimprove traffic flow near the village centre.

Despite Kalliasseri’s many successes, TG
thinks they have not made meaningful
progress with women's employment. “We
[men] have to stand with them at first”, to
bring them out of the home and into the
workplace, hetoldus.™ Women's work parti-
cipation rate in Kerala is one of the Jowest
in India, but 20 per cent of panchayat board
members are women, probably a high figure
for the country.”’” Kalliasseri's panchayat
president since 1995 is Janaky Teacher (titles
are commonly part of Kerala names), a
woman activist and leader whose dynamism
and dedication has furthered the experiment
begun in 1992, Three other women sit on
the 11-member panchayat board. Tushara
Soap Co-operative combines male activism
with women's energy and skills. Janaky
Teacher and the men pushed for a grant from
an -Indian national programme called
“Development of Women and Children in
Rural Areas (DWCRA)'. DWCRA provides
low-interest loans for co-operatives of 10 or
more women. Subsidies are available for
techmical training. Amounts vary by the
project. The Tushara Soap Co-operative got
enough to start up, but the going is rough
and in January, the women were earning a
salary of only Rs 15 a day, one-fourth of
the wages of an agricultural labourer and just

enough to cover day care above the nursery
ievel. Butthey get work all year-agricultural
labourers get work only 100 days or less —
and when ‘their set-up loan and their
investments in some machinery are paid off,
they will be able to increase what they pay
themselves.™

At Samatha printers, a similar story can
betold. We watched them printing bus tickets.
The ‘electric’ press must be hand fed one
sheet at a time and the wages are only Rs 10
per day, but again it is permanent work, it
is their company, and when their loans are
repaid they can raise their wages. Six of the
original women founders married and left
the workshop, but theirinvestment still brings
a small return on the shares. A more estab-
lished nearby printing co-operative provided
their training; they say they have no shortage
of orders.

Atthe farthest northern edge of Kalliasseri
10 women bake spicy dipped peanuts, spiral
cookies, and sugar dipped wheat flour chips.
Their high-efficiency ‘oven’ was developed
by KSSP; more like a wok than an oven pan,
they fry as much as they bake. Like Tushara
Soap, they go house-tc-house with their
DWCRA-financed snacks. They average Rs
25 per day from the bakery.

Butthese 10 women alsorunaco-operative
jasmine, coconut, and pepper farm from
which they generate additional income.
Theirs is the original women's co-operative,
founded in Kalliasseri in 1992. They would
like to upgrade the farm, but the land is
owned by the state department of industries
which could develop or sell the land at any
time, destroying their hard-won fields.
Rumours have it that the new branch of
Kerala University will build dormitories or
a library here. Whether the Ninth Plan cam-
paign can protect them remains to be seen.

Several other co-operatives exist in
Kalliasseri. Among the most important are
handloom centres which export exquisite
draperies to Germany; the women fashion
them at foot-pumped sewing machines for
Rs 30 a day. As their skills increase, wages
rise and benefits develop. Because the
businesses are worker-owned, only workers
reap the benefits.

. Worker-owned and managed co-operatives

_-are the most democratic form of production

and delivery of goods and services.” If the
Ninth Plan is about democratic development,
Kalliasseri’s co-operative network suggests
a long-term direction. In a recent develop-
ment, some of Kalliasseri’s co-operatives
have begun to sell each others’ products.
They already sell toeachother, Canavillage-
based network of worker-owned co-
operatives be built up in Kalliasseri?
Could it happen in other Kerala villages?
Could economies built on worker-owned
businesses. and democratic planning of
infrastructure and public services become
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an alternative to today’s exploitative, non-
egalitarian, bureaucratic, elite-dominated
‘New World Order?” Kerala’s planners do
not dare think so far ahead, but we who
observe theirthought-provoking, courageous
efforts from afar should watch for what they
can teach us.

Notes

| Statistical and historical data on Chappara-

padavu come from the Chapparapadavu

Panchayat Development Report, 1996,

especially pages 10, 12, 15-16, and 61-62.

Thanks to G K Thampy of Thiruvanantha-

puram forthe English translation of the report.

Qur research itinerary included the capitai

city of Thiruvananthapuram and the cities of

Thrissur, Kozhikode and Kanaur. We

conducted observation and interview research

in the village panchayats of Pallichal,

Balaramapuram, Methala, Kodungallur,

Panjal, Chapparapadavu, and Kalliasseri. Gur

research trip to New Delhi on December 9-

13, 1996 and Kerala from December 14, 1996

to January 17, 1997 was 80 per cent financed

by the Montclair State University Global

Education Centre.

3 One Indian rupee was worth about $30 in
1996. The Kannur district per capita income
in 1995-96 — the latest year for which a figure
is available — was Rs 7,940 at current prices.
The figure is from GOK 1997:15.

4 George (1972). See Franke (1996:83-84) for

quotes from Asan on the evils of the caste

system and from his teacher, Sri Narayana

Guru, another of Kerala’'s famous caste

reformers.

Interview with panchayat president PP Baian,

December 9, 1996, New Delhi.

6 Kumaram and Govindan's system and the

description of the construction are taken from

an account of the Chapparapadavu bridge
prepared forthe fourth stage training— Calicut,
etc, as translated by G K Thampy andinterview
notes from our visit to Chapparapadavu on

January 7, 1997.

Kerala State Planning Board 1997a:3

Interview with T M Thomas Isaac.

December 9, 1996, New Delhi.

9 George (1997:83). :

10 Oommen (i995).

11 Shaji (1996:4).

12 Observations and interview notes from our
visit to Methala, January 4 and 5, 1997.

13 “C-DIT [Centre for the Development of
Imaging Technology] urgedto setupresource
informationsytems”, and “Informaticssystem
to strengthen people's planning”, The indian
Express, July 23, 1997. Kerala benefits in this
endeavour by having a substantial amount of
fibre optic cable already in place and modern
telephone hook-ups in every village. One-
third of Indian villages generally have at least
one direct-dial phone.

14 For overviews of the plan in its five stages,
see Krishnakumar (1996), ‘The Campaign
Schedule’, Froniline, August23,1996,p 104,
and Thomas Isaac and Harilal, (1997).

15 Thomas lsaac and Harilal (1997:55).

16 Interview with P P Balan, president of
Chapparapadavu panchayat, December 9,
1996 in New Delhi.

17 Parameswaran, M P (1990), ‘Kerala's Power
Predicament: Issues and Solutions’, Ecenomic
and Political Weekly, 25(37):2089 and 2090.

18 Krishnakumar (1997:41).
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19 For an overview of the history of the KSSP,
see Thomas Isaac, T M, Richard W Franke,
and M P Parameswaran (1997).

20 Krishnakumar (1997:42).

21 Specificsonthe Karimba-Meenvallamproject
from Kerala State Planning Board 1997.

22 Observationsatthe session andinterview with
Srikumar Chattopadhyay, January 10, 1997.

23 Kerala State Planning Board (1997b:67).

24 Panjal is the site of our major research into
Kerala’s earlier radical reforms and their
impact on the level of village inequality. See
Franke (1996).

25 The video is titled ‘Altar of Fire’, 1977. A
1975 performance of an ancient Hindu Vedic
ritual. Robert Gardner and Frits Staal,
University of California Extension Media
Centre, Berkeley, 45 minutes.

26 Interviews in Panjal, December 29 and 30,
1996.

27 Panjal Development Report and interviews
with panchayat activists on December 29 and
30, 1996.

28 For a summary of the details and qualifica-
tions concerning these statistics, sce Franke
and Chasin 1994:ii-viiand 11-14; and Franke
and Chasin 1996:3. Washington DC’s infant
mortality rate for 1993 was 17.4, and the
national US rate for African Americans that

_year was 20.6. See 1JS Department of Com-
merce, Economics and Statistics Admini-
stration, Bureau of the Census, Statistical
Abstractofthe United States, 1996, Table 127,
p 93.

29 A brief history of Kerala’s achievements and
the possiblereasons forthemappearsin Franke
and Chasin 1994. Jeffrey (1993) gives amore
detailed account with a different explanation.

30 Oommen (1994:13).

71 World Bank pronouncements often differ
from theeffective policiesthe Bank promotes.
In its most recent India report, for example,
aBankspokeSpersoncallsformureinvessment
in health and education, ironically praising
Kerala for its progress - exactly the opposite
as the effects of structural adjustment pro-
grammes in Africa and Latin America. See
The Hindu, August 26, 1997 for coverage of
the World Bank report on India and Franke
and Chasin (1996) for examples of structural
adjustment’s consequences in other countries.

12 See The Indian Express, July 24, 1997, for
example, for a story on bankers’ resistance
to government attempts to get them to provide
more credit to Kerala development projects.
An ongoing dispute centres around the
apparent use by banks of Kerala savings
deposits to fund loans in other parts of India
where the returns are higher for the banks.

33 Kerala State Planning Board (1997b:6).

34 Thomas Isaac and Harilal (1997:53).

35 For more details on Kalliasseri’s innovative
programmes, see Franke and Chasin
(1994:xvii-xviii). Thomas Isaac et al (1995).
and Thomas Isaac, Franke, and Parameswaran
(1997).

36 Interview with T Gangadharan, December
17, 1996, Thiruvananthapuram.

37 Computed by us from Bhaskar (1997:WS-
14), Bhaskar (1997:WS- 16) found that 54 per
centof female panchayatreprese ntatives came
from the left parties.

38 Kalliasseri vignettes from interview with
T Gangadharan, Thiruvananthapuram, Dece-
mber 17, 1996 and our visit to Kalliasseri,
January 8, 1997. We also visited Kaliasseri
in January and October 1993.

19 For an advanced and large-scale Kerala
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example, see Thomas [saac, Franke, and
Raghavan (1998).
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