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Abstract: The Gram Sabha is the cornerstone of India’s decentralized governance model introduced under the 73rd Constitutional 

Amendment Act and reinforced through the Punjab Panchayati Raj Act. Intended as a platform for participatory democracy, 

transparency, and inclusive development planning, it provides an institutional space for citizens to shape local policies and monitor their 

implementation. Despite this vision, Gram Sabhas across Punjab- particularly in Amritsar district- have not achieved their potential as 

vibrant participatory bodies. The participation of youth, who represent a substantial demographic in rural Amritsar, remains 

particularly low, limiting their influence in shaping rural development agendas. This study focuses on reviving Gram Sabhas in 

Amritsar by emphasizing youth engagement as a central lever for rural transformation. Drawing on constitutional mandates, 

government records, secondary data, and case examples, this paper examines how Gram Sabhas currently function, identifies systemic 

barriers to youth involvement, and suggests interventions to integrate institutional reforms, digital technologies, and capacity-building 

initiatives. By linking youth clubs, digital governance tools, and community-based leadership training, we present a structured 

framework that can transform Gram Sabhas into dynamic engines for rural growth. The findings contribute to strengthening 

participatory democracy and highlight actionable recommendations for local governance bodies, development practitioners, and 

policymakers to empower youth-led development in Amritsar’s rural areas. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

 

The Gram Sabha, as defined in Article 243(b) of the 

Constitution of India, constitutes the general assembly of all 

adult residents in a village whose names are included in the 

electoral rolls. It serves as the primary decision-making 

body at the grassroots, enabling direct democracy by giving 

every villager a voice in planning, decision-making, and 

monitoring of development programs. The 73rd 

Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 institutionalized 

Gram Sabhas across the country, with the expectation that 

these bodies would foster decentralized governance, 

accountability, and inclusive growth. 

 

In Punjab, the provisions for Gram Sabhas are 

operationalized through the Punjab Panchayati Raj Act of 

1994, which requires Gram Sabhas to meet at least twice 

annually—commonly referred to as the Sawni Sabha (in 

December) and the Hari Sabha (in June). During these 

meetings, important tasks such as passing the annual budget, 

approving development works, identifying beneficiaries for 

welfare schemes, social auditing, and holding Panchayat 

leaders accountable are undertaken. Quorum requirements 

ensure that these decisions reflect the collective will of the 

village population. However, despite the legal framework, 

the practical reality is that many Gram Sabha meetings are 

poorly attended and lack active citizen participation, 

particularly from the younger population. 

 

Scholars and practitioners have observed that the 

transformative potential of Gram Sabhas has been weakened 

due to limited awareness, procedural lapses, domination by a 

small elite, and lack of capacity-building measures. These 

issues are particularly visible in districts such as Amritsar, 

where rural youth represent an energetic but underutilized 

resource for local development. 

 

1.2 Local Context: Amritsar 

 

Amritsar district, known globally for its cultural and 

religious significance, is also home to a vast rural population 

that depends on agriculture and allied activities. While 

Panchayati Raj institutions are functional in these rural 

areas, participation in Gram Sabhas remains sporadic. 

Reports and administrative records indicate that while 

statutory Gram Sabha meetings have been held- for instance, 

in Ajnala block and neighboring panchayats in 2022 

(GovServ)- attendance has often been minimal, and the 

agenda limited to formality. 

 

Interestingly, youth participation outside formal governance 

settings is far stronger. Initiatives like “Youth Chalaya 

Booth” walkathons, organized under the Systematic Voters’ 

Education and Electoral Participation (SVEEP) program, 

have drawn hundreds of young participants in Amritsar, 

reflecting their willingness to engage in civic life when 

mobilized effectively. However, this enthusiasm has yet to 

be translated into sustained engagement with Gram Sabha 

proceedings or local development planning. 

 

The district administration has recently attempted to map 

and strengthen youth clubs to create platforms for skill 

development, sports, cultural programs, and volunteering 

activities (The Tribune). These clubs could serve as an 

important bridge between the aspirations of rural youth and 

the functioning of Gram Sabhas. Nevertheless, formal 

mechanisms to integrate these youth clubs into Panchayat 

decision-making are still absent. As a result, the full 

potential of youth-driven rural development remains 

untapped in the Amritsar context. 
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1.3 Objectives 

 

This paper seeks to address these gaps by focusing on three 

core objectives: 

1) To examine the current functioning and key challenges 

of Gram Sabhas in rural Amritsar, with a focus on 

structural, procedural, and participation-related issues. 

2) To analyze the opportunities and potential pathways for 

meaningful youth engagement in these local governance 

institutions, including both formal and informal 

channels. 

3) To propose context-specific strategies and a framework 

to revitalize Gram Sabhas through youth-led 

participation, capacity-building, and the integration of 

modern digital tools in the Amritsar district. 

The study emphasizes that reviving Gram Sabhas through 

youth engagement is essential not only for democratizing 

governance but also for accelerating socio-economic 

development and fostering a culture of accountability at the 

village level. 

 

2. Literature & Legal Framework 
 

2.1 Theoretical Basis 

 

The concept of the Gram Sabha emerges from the vision of 

participatory democracy embedded in the 73rd 

Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992. This amendment 

decentralizes governance by empowering villages as self-

governing units, creating a structure in which every adult 

member of a village becomes a stakeholder in local 

decision-making. 

 

2.2 Punjab-Specific Legislation 

 

The Punjab Panchayati Raj Act, 1994, provides the legal 

framework for Gram Sabha functioning in Punjab. Key 

features include: 

• Frequency of Meetings: The Act mandates two Gram 

Sabha meetings per year, traditionally known as Sawni 

Sabha (December) and Hari Sabha (June). These 

meetings correspond to significant agricultural cycles, 

ensuring maximum availability of villagers. 

• Quorum and Procedural Requirements: A minimum 

number of attendees is required for the meeting to be 

valid. Discussions include approval of annual budgets, 

development plans, social audit reports, and identifying 

eligible beneficiaries for schemes. 

• Consequences of Non-compliance: If a Gram Sabha is 

not convened as mandated, the sarpanch may face 

removal from office under provisions of the Act (Indian 

Kanoon; en.wikipedia.org). 

 

Despite these provisions, compliance is often perfunctory. 

Studies and field reports highlight that many Gram Sabhas 

in Punjab are held as formalities, with limited participation 

and without meaningful discussion or decision-making. 

 

Functions of the Gram Sabha: 

1) Identification of Beneficiaries: Gram Sabhas play a 

vital role in selecting eligible households for welfare 

schemes such as MGNREGA, PMAY-G, and social 

pensions. This ensures that benefits are distributed 

transparently and equitably  

2) Budget Approval: Plans and budgets prepared by the 

Gram Panchayat require discussion and approval in the 

Gram Sabha, ensuring that spending priorities reflect 

local needs. 

3) Social Audit and Monitoring: Gram Sabhas act as 

forums for reviewing the implementation of rural 

development programs, ensuring accountability for 

financial and physical progress  

4) Grievance Redressal: As a space for villagers to voice 

their grievances, the Gram Sabha functions as a 

platform for community oversight and participatory 

governance. 

 

Scholars (Mathew, Jayal, Oommen) have argued that these 

functions collectively make the Gram Sabha a “school of 

democracy”, fostering civic learning, responsibility, and 

inclusiveness. Research in participatory governance and oral 

democracy also demonstrates that when Gram Sabhas 

operate effectively, they empower marginalized groups, 

enhance transparency, and create a culture of mutual 

accountability. 

 

2.3 Youth Participation 

 

Globally and in India, participatory governance research 

underscores the critical role of youth in revitalizing 

democratic institutions. Evidence suggests that when young 

people are involved: 

• Transparency improves because they are more likely to 

question opaque processes. 

• Innovation increases due to their willingness to adopt 

new technologies. 

• Community satisfaction rises as governance becomes 

more responsive and future-oriented. 

 

Recent experiments in India, particularly in Haryana and 

Karnataka, demonstrate how digital Gram Sabha platforms 

can bridge gaps between citizens and governance structures. 

For example: 

• Digital Invitations and WhatsApp Groups: Agenda 

notices and reminders are sent electronically to all 

registered members. 

• AI-Driven Agenda Setting: Citizen suggestions are 

compiled into structured meeting agendas. 

• Face Authentication Attendance: Attendance and 

voting are digitally verified to ensure transparency. 

• Live Documentation: Decisions and proceedings are 

shared instantly on online dashboards (Empower 

Panchayat). 

 

Such innovations have resulted in significantly higher 

attendance rates, including strong participation from women 

and youth. These approaches indicate a pathway that 

districts like Amritsar can adopt to bring youth into the 

governance fold. 

 

3. Current Challenges in Amritsar 
 

Despite the statutory framework and clear potential for 

participatory democracy, the Gram Sabhas of Amritsar face 

a number of challenges: 
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1) Low Youth and General Participation: Outside of 

election campaigns, attendance at Gram Sabha meetings 

remains poor. Youth, in particular, are disengaged due 

to lack of interest, awareness, and relevance of 

discussions. 

2) Lack of Digital Outreach and Communication 

Mechanisms: Most Gram Sabha notices are still 

communicated through manual notice boards or 

announcements, which do not reach young people 

effectively in an age of mobile technology. 

3) No Structured Youth Representation: Youth rarely 

feature on Gram Sabha agendas. They are not part of 

official subcommittees, and their perspectives are 

seldom considered during planning or review processes. 

4) Minimal Capacity-Building and Leadership 

Incentives: There are very few training programs to 

prepare rural youth for leadership roles. As a result, 

those who attend meetings often lack the skills to 

participate meaningfully. 

5) Missed Convergence of Youth Clubs with 

Panchayati Raj Institutions: Though the Amritsar 

district administration is mapping youth clubs and 

encouraging them to engage in community service, 

these clubs currently operate parallel to Gram Sabha 

structures rather than in collaboration with them 

(Empower Panchayat). 

 

These gaps collectively undermine the Gram Sabha’s 

potential to function as an inclusive, future-oriented 

decision-making forum. 

 

Table 1: Key Barriers to Youth Participation in Gram 

Sabhas 
Barrier Explanation 

Low Awareness 
Young people unaware of Gram Sabha 

dates, purpose, and benefits 

Lack of Digital 

Communication 
Manual notices fail to reach youth 

Cultural Barriers Traditional elders dominate discussions 

Absence of 

Incentives 
No tangible benefits for youth who attend 

Weak Integration of 

Youth Clubs 

Youth clubs and Panchayats work in 

isolation 

 

4. Role of Youth in Rural Development 
 

In a rapidly changing socio-economic landscape, youth 

represent a transformative force for rural development. Their 

energy, adaptability, and capacity to innovate can directly 

enhance the performance of local governance structures. In 

the Amritsar context, the following roles are particularly 

significant: 

1) Leadership in Cleanliness, Health, and Awareness 

Campaigns 

Youth-led initiatives, such as SVEEP walkathons for 

voter awareness, have shown that young people can 

mobilize communities around key issues. Similar 

approaches could be adopted for sanitation drives, anti-

drug campaigns, and health education. 

2) Facilitating Social Audits and Participatory Budgeting 

With adequate training, young volunteers can help track 

expenditures, conduct surveys, and ensure that decisions 

made in Gram Sabhas are implemented effectively. 

3) Digital Facilitation 

Youth can bridge the technology gap by introducing 

digital platforms- such as mobile apps, WhatsApp 

groups, and community dashboards—to make Gram 

Sabha proceedings accessible and transparent. 

4) Collaboration between Youth Clubs and Panchayats 

Youth clubs can be formally linked to Gram Sabha 

activities, co-organizing events such as career guidance 

workshops, skill-building programs, and participatory 

planning exercises. 

 

Amritsar’s district-level documentation of youth clubs 

provides a valuable foundation for integrating these groups 

into formal Gram Sabha processes (The Tribune). This can 

institutionalize youth participation and foster a sense of 

ownership over rural development initiatives. 

 

Table 2: Benefits of Youth Engagement in Gram Sabhas 
Benefit Expected Outcome 

Innovation in 

Governance 
Adoption of digital tools, creative solutions 

Increased 

Accountability 
Peer monitoring, social audits 

Transparency 
Better documentation and open decision-

making 

Community 

Development 
Health, sanitation, and skill-based initiatives 

Sustainable 

Participation 
Long-term engagement in local governance 

 

5. Proposed Framework for Reviving Gram 

Sabhas in Amritsar 
 

The proposed framework is a multi-pronged approach aimed 

at transforming Gram Sabhas in Amritsar into dynamic 

platforms for rural development, with youth participation as 

the central pillar. It integrates awareness, institutional 

reforms, digital engagement, capacity-building, and 

systematic monitoring to ensure that Gram Sabhas become 

relevant and attractive to the rural youth population. 

 

5.1 Awareness & Mobilization 

 

5.1.1 Youth Gram Sabha Champs Program 

To increase participation, a “Youth Gram Sabha Champs” 

program can be launched: 

a) Target audience: Senior secondary schools, colleges, 

and registered youth clubs. 

b) Activities: 

• Competitions on village development planning. 

• Exposure visits to model Gram Sabhas in other 

states. 

• Storytelling campaigns where local youth document 

village issues and successes. 

c) Outcome: This creates an identity and pride among 

young people for engaging with local self-governance. 

 

5.1.2 Village-Level Awareness Drives 

a) Leveraging existing structures: The SVEEP (Systematic 

Voters’ Education and Electoral Participation) platform, 

which successfully organized youth walks such as 

“Youth Chalaya Booth” in Amritsar (The Tribune), can 

be repurposed to promote Gram Sabha participation. 

b) Media channels: Local FM, posters, social media pages 

of district administration, and WhatsApp groups. 
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c) Volunteer base: Mobilization drives led by college NSS 

units, Nehru Yuva Kendras, and sports clubs. 

 

Impact: Enhanced awareness, resulting in greater turnout of 

young people at Gram Sabhas. 

 

5.2 Institutional & Legal Reforms 

 

5.2.1 Reserved Representation for Youth 

a) Include 2–3 nominated youth members (aged 18–35) in 

Gram Sabha sub-committees such as Education, 

Sanitation, Sports, and Social Development. 

b) These youth representatives will bring forward issues 

that matter to their age group, such as employment, drug 

prevention, and skill-building. 

 

5.2.2 Scheduling Reforms 

a) Gram Sabha meetings should be scheduled at times 

convenient for youth, avoiding exam periods and 

aligning with post-harvest seasons. 

b) Evening meetings with flexible seating arrangements 

and interactive formats will encourage participation. 

 

5.2.3 Modern Communication Channels 

a) Notices and Agendas: Sent through mobile messaging 

apps, SMS alerts, and voice broadcasts instead of 

relying only on notice boards. 

b) RSVP Mechanism: Digital confirmation of attendance 

ensures quorum and planning. 

 

5.3 Digital Engagement 

 

The digital transformation of Gram Sabhas is essential for 

making them attractive and accessible to youth. 

 

Key Components: 

1) Digital Invitations: WhatsApp and SMS invitations with 

agenda details. 

2) Voice Note Submissions: Youth can record issues on 

their phones and submit them for inclusion in the 

agenda. 

3) QR-Based or Facial Attendance: Transparent 

verification of participants. 

4) AI-Assisted Minutes: Automated recording and instant 

sharing of meeting summaries via apps. 

5) Dashboard for Public Monitoring: Minutes of meetings, 

financial allocations, and action taken reports published 

online. 

 

This Tatarpur model-inspired prototype (Empower 

Panchayat) brings transparency, increases youth trust, and 

makes meetings efficient. 

 

5.4 Capacity Building & Incentives 

 

5.4.1 Training Workshops 

Jointly organized by Panchayat staff, NGOs, and academic 

institutions, these workshops will: 

• Teach basic governance skills (budgeting, program 

monitoring). 

• Provide training in ICT (Information and 

Communication Technologies). 

• Encourage participatory tools such as Participatory Rural 

Appraisal (PRA). 

 

5.4.2 Recognition and Certification 

a) Certificates of Participation: Issued to young participants, 

recognized by the Punjab Youth Services Department. 

b) Incentives: Linking active participation with: 

• Eligibility for government internships. 

• Volunteer hours counted for scholarships or employment 

recommendations. 

 

5.5 Monitoring & Evaluation 

 

5.5.1 Youth Participation Scorecard 

A quantitative tool to track youth engagement: 

a) Metrics include: 

• Attendance rate of youth in Gram Sabhas. 

• Number of proposals submitted by youth. 

• Percentage of proposals accepted and implemented. 

 

5.5.2 Social Audit by Youth Clubs 

a) Youth clubs will act as watchdogs for accountability: 

• Verify expenditure. 

• Monitor follow-up actions. 

• Present findings in subsequent Gram Sabha meetings. 

 

This approach institutionalizes accountability and 

continuous improvement 

 

Table 3: Strategies for Reviving Gram Sabhas in Amritsar 
Strategy Description 

Digital Invitations & 

Agenda Sharing 

Use WhatsApp, SMS, and mobile 

apps to notify youth 

Pre-Sessions with Youth 

Clubs 

Gather youth suggestions before 

official Gram Sabha 

Capacity Building 

Workshops 

Train youth on planning, 

budgeting, and social auditing 

Incentives & Recognition 
Certificates and awards for active 

youth participation 

Monitoring & Evaluation 

(Youth Scorecard) 

Evaluate progress using 

measurable indicators 

 

6. Case Study Example: Dhaul Kalan 

(Amritsar Constituency) 
 

Dhaul Kalan, a village in Amritsar district, offers a local 

example of how participatory planning can transform rural 

development. 

 

6.1 Background 

 

Adopted under the Sansad Adarsh Gram Yojana (SAGY), 

Dhaul Kalan has become a model for integrated rural 

development. 

 

6.2 Key Interventions 

 

1) Baseline Surveys and Participatory Mapping 

Door-to-door surveys conducted by volunteers to map 

needs. 

2) Convergence of Schemes 

Leveraging central and state schemes for roads, 

sanitation, skill development, and health. 

3) Focus on Livelihood and Health 
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Projects included health awareness drives, vocational 

training, and the creation of self-help groups. 

 

6.3 Outcomes 

 

• Improved sanitation coverage and educational 

infrastructure. 

• Development of a community-driven governance 

model. 

 

6.4 Lessons for Gram Sabhas 

 

• Youth as Facilitators: 

Engaging young residents as facilitators of door-to-door 

surveys, digital data entry, and participatory mapping 

increased the efficiency of planning. 

• Replication Potential: 

These interventions demonstrate that youth-centered 

Gram Sabha planning can be both aspirational and 

practical. 

 

References for Case Study 

(en.wikipedia.org, Planning Tank, Hindustan Times) 

 

Impact of Framework: 

Implementing this framework can: 

• Increase youth turnout in Gram Sabhas by 50–60% in 

2–3 years. 

• Improve transparency and trust between Panchayats and 

the community. 

• Lead to innovative, inclusive, and sustainable rural 

development outcomes in Amritsar district. 

 

7. Recommendations 
 

Building on the analysis of existing challenges, successful 

case studies, and the proposed framework, the following 

recommendations are designed as a roadmap to rejuvenate 

Gram Sabhas in Amritsar through youth engagement. 

 

7.1 Pilot Projects 

 

a) Selection of Pilot Panchayats: 

Two to three Gram Panchayats- such as Dhaul Kalan 

(already experienced in participatory planning) and 

neighboring panchayats in Ajnala block- should be selected 

for implementing Digital Gram Sabha models. 

 

b) Implementation Components: 

• Conduct pre-pilot baseline surveys on awareness and 

participation levels. 

• Introduce WhatsApp-based agendas, QR/facial 

recognition for attendance, and digital minutes. 

• Conduct before-and-after participation analysis to 

measure impact. 

 

c) Expected Outcomes: 

• Demonstrate how digital innovation and structured 

youth involvement can significantly enhance 

participation. 

• Serve as demonstration sites for replication in other 

villages. 

 

7.2 Integration with Youth Clubs 

 

a) Formal Partnerships: 

The district administration should issue guidelines linking 

youth clubs to Gram Panchayats, recognizing these clubs as 

auxiliary support bodies during Gram Sabha planning and 

implementation. 

 

b) Joint Programs: 

• Co-host awareness campaigns, health drives, and sports 

events tied to Gram Sabha agendas. 

• Involve youth clubs in data collection, beneficiary 

identification, and public audits. 

 

c) Outcome: 

Institutionalized youth participation, enabling their 

contributions to become part of the formal Gram Sabha 

process. 

 

7.3 State-Supported Training 

 

a) Curriculum Development: 

The Department of Youth Services and the Panchayati Raj 

Department should collaboratively develop leadership and 

governance training modules for rural youth. 

 

b) Key Training Topics: 

• Gram Sabha processes, social auditing, and budgeting. 

• Use of digital tools for governance. 

• Community mobilization and problem-solving skills. 

 

c) Delivery Mechanism: 

Training through weekend workshops, short-term residential 

camps, and e-learning modules. 

 

d) Outcome: 

Create a cadre of trained “Gram Sabha facilitators” who can 

act as catalysts for participatory governance. 

 

7.4 Incentive Program 

 

a) Recognition of “Youth Sabhagrahi”: 

Introduce an annual award for outstanding youth participants 

called “Youth Sabhagrahi” (Youth Participant). 

 

b) Benefits and Linkages: 

• Certificates of merit linked to employment skill 

programs, internships, or state youth benefits. 

• Public acknowledgment in Gram Sabha meetings and 

local media. 

 

c) Impact: 

Encourages healthy competition and positive peer influence 

to participate in governance. 

 

7.5 Scale and Sustainability 

 

a) Documentation and Knowledge Sharing: 

• Prepare annual reports capturing the results of pilot 

projects. 

• Develop short videos, booklets, and case documentation 

of successful interventions. 
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b) Replication Strategy: 

Use holistic Panchayati Raj performance metrics—

attendance rates, number of youth-led proposals 

implemented, and financial transparency scores- to identify 

successful models. 

 

c) Long-Term Goal: 

Scale the approach across other blocks of Amritsar district 

and later to the entire state of Punjab, making participatory, 

youth-driven Gram Sabhas a policy benchmark. 

 

8. Conclusion 
 

Amritsar’s rural areas stand at a crossroads between tradition 

and innovation. The constitutional mandate of the Gram 

Sabha as a participatory platform offers immense potential 

for bottom-up development. Yet, despite clear statutory 

obligations, Gram Sabhas have remained underutilized, 

particularly due to low participation of young people, who 

constitute a critical demographic for shaping the district’s 

future. 

 

The research underscores that youth engagement is not just 

an option but a necessity. Leveraging the momentum created 

by electoral participation drives like SVEEP walkathons, 

and capitalizing on district-level mapping of youth clubs, 

Amritsar can convert this latent energy into active 

governance participation. By adopting digital tools inspired 

by successful innovations such as Tatarpur’s Digital Gram 

Sabha, and by implementing institutional reforms, leadership 

training, and incentive mechanisms, Gram Sabhas in 

Amritsar can evolve into vibrant, inclusive, and transparent 

decision-making bodies. 

 

If implemented effectively, these measures will not only 

strengthen grassroots democracy but also accelerate rural 

development. Youth-led Gram Sabhas have the potential to 

tackle local challenges—from unemployment and drug 

abuse to health and sanitation- while fostering a sense of 

ownership and accountability among rural citizens. 

Amritsar, with its rich history of civic leadership, can thus 

become a state-level and national model for revitalized 

participatory governance driven by empowered youth. 
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