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In a decentralised participatory democracy, Gram Sabhas play or are supposed to play a pivotal role in the working and management of Gram Panchayat. Every Panchayat has a Gram Sabha which consists of all the voters registered in the electoral roll of that Panchayat. There are certain powers and functions given to the Gram Sabhas. The following matters are required to be placed before the Gram Sabha for its approval:
I. The annual statement of accounts

II. Annual administrative reports
III. Budget estimate

IV. Development and other works proposed for the financial year

V. The last audit report

VI. Proposal for revision of taxation, if any

VII. Determination of the priorities of the work to be undertaken  by the Panchayat

VIII. Checking the developmental works undertaken by the Panchayat

To achieve all the objectives, Ward Development Committees (WDC) and Village Development Committees (VDC) are to be formed. Earlier, two Gram Sabha meetings were mandatory every financial year but at present four Gram Sabha meetings are mandatory and they should be held in each quarter of each of the financial year and as per dates provided by the administration. Besides these meetings, special meetings are to be held on days of national importance.

The quorum for the Gram Sabha is 1/10 of the registered voters of the Panchayat. However the said Gram Sabha can be held after an adjournment of half an hour, wherein no such quorum is required. Though it is envisaged that all the members of the gram panchayat should take part in such meetings, it is very sad to see that very few people attend such meetings thereby defeating the very purpose of the Gram Sabhas. 

It is provided in the Goa Panchyat Raj Act, 1994 that the decisions taken by the Gram Sabha shall be binding on the Panchyat provided they are not contrary to the rules and regulations framed under this Act or any other law for the time being in force and it shall be duty of Sarpanch to execute the same as early as possible. 

Gram Sabhas in Curtorim Village
Curtorim village is a pristine village mainly dealing with agriculture. It has a very fragile ecosystem. The people of the village are very sensitive to the issues concerning them. The Gram Sabha consists of nearly fourteen thousand members but hardly around 50 to 150 members attend the meetings in a regular manner. It is very pertinent to note that various issues affecting the village are raised at such meetings and the Panchayat body is always kept on the tenterhooks. There are various important NGO’s in the village who raise various concerns affecting the village and the villagers. Though VDC and WDC are present, their role in implementing the various schemes appear to be minimal owing to the lackadaisical attitude of the members. Quite recently, the Gram Sabhas in Goa have become very proactive and may be because of that reason, the administration has rescinded any other business from the agenda of such meetings. The members made hue and cry regarding the deletion of the item and resolved that any other business with the permission of the Chair should be included in such meetings and to make a representation to the State Government to reintroduce the same. 
Members, including NGO’s raise loud noises about the mega projects and hotel projects that have been proposed in the village as they adversely affect the declining water resource for drinking, pollution of water bodies, garbage accumulation, sewage seepage, lack of proper electricity and infrastructure. It is to be seen whether such resolutions stand the test of time before the law enforcing authorities.
In short, as it stands today Gram Sabhas are without any teeth as no tangible powers vest with the body, hence they cannot act as the watch dogs of the village. Various resolutions and decisions of the Gram Sabha have been struck down by the concerned authorities citing lack of proper laws in force. 

In order that the villages become truly participative, tangible powers should be given to the Gram Sabhas as per the 73rd Amendment of the Constitution to decide the future of their villages. Unless and until such powers are given, our Gram Sabha will remain only as paper tigers.

(The views expressed are personal)
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