1. Local governments known as PANCHAYATS have a very long history in the Indian context. Understanding their individual histories as self-governing units especially at the village level is important to recognize the current status. Their origins can be traced to patriarchy, caste, religion and land ownership (so also cattle). Some of these historical institutions have survived till today alongside the present democratically constituted bodies. These traditional units dispensed justice, settled disputes and resolved local conflicts according to their own code of conduct. Some of them like in North India (known as khaap panchayats) have sanctioned honour killings, forced marriages, social ostracism and economic boycott along caste lines. Such practices deserve close human rights monitoring and response.

1a. The Government of India (GoI) in its national report to the UPR - second cycle (2012) stated that India is also the most representative democracy where, in a unique feature there are over three million elected local representatives in the Panchayats which are units of local self-government at the village level, out of which around one million elected local representatives are women. The principal challenge is how to make local governments instruments of social justice and social transformation. Human rights discourse has to be located within this context.

1b. Local governments were established following the Constitution (73rd and 74th) Amendment Acts on 23 December 1992. On 24 April 1993 and 1 June 1993, the panchayats and municipalities became Parts IX and IX A in the Constitution of India and were defined as "institutions of self-government".

1c. Local governments will be endowed with such powers and authority to function with respect to "preparation of plans for economic development and social justice" and implementation of schemes for economic development and social justice. The most important Article impacting on social change was: seats and offices will be reserved for scheduled castes like Dalits, scheduled tribes (indigenous peoples) in proportion to their population, and for women not less than one third at all levels of panchayats and municipalities. A significant turning point in the history of local governance with far-reaching consequences for devolution of power, grassroots democracy, people's participation, women's empowerment and inclusion of hitherto excluded castes and communities. There is no specific allocation for minorities. All these changes faced stiff opposition from powerful and dominant social forces. There have been many social conflicts targeting weaker sections to undermine the authority bestowed on them by the two amendments to the Constitution. Even today elected officials face severe obstacles in exercising their offices including segregation and untouchability. It is in these actual situations that human rights should play a major role. This is still far off the mark. Local governments do not enjoy functional autonomy and are dependent on the States and the Centre for finances. All this needs to be localised within a huge conglomeration of 640 Districts and 640,867 villages in India.

2. Being Constitutional bodies, local governments do have human rights obligations. However, much of the focus is built around economic development and social welfare schemes without any rights based approaches. These schemes do realise certain economic and social rights like education, health, sanitation, water and employment. The major gap being the absence of human rights institutions at the local level. There are only national and state human rights institutions. On the other hand, there is a constant struggle at the local level to overcome caste-based and gender-based discrimination. Even though the Acts have conferred political rights, there are many setbacks in their implementation.

3. By and large, there are no explicit forms of cooperation between local government and the central government regarding human rights. Local governments are considered State-subjects and here the State human rights institutions are yet to play a substantial role.

4. At the local level, there are no human rights protection mechanisms except the courts at district and state level. There is a very big gap!

5. Human rights mainstreaming at the local level is very much absent. The thrust is very much welfare and development oriented.

6. NGOs have been very actively involved at the local level especially since the two amendment Acts offering advocacy, lobbying and training especially to women, Dalits, tribal and other excluded communities. They have also taken up monitoring and social auditing of local governance. Some have also taken up human rights education. Much more needs to be done so that human rights based approaches become integral to development, planning and social justice.

7. Mostly training on political rights for local populations and officials.

8. The main challenges are primarily around eliminating caste-based and gender-based discrimination as well as to see that the plans are implemented as per human rights norms and standards. Also, to see that resources allotted to local governments are not diverted. How to make local governments more inclusive and transparent with accountability.

9. WIth the coming into force of the Right to Information Act 2005, it has helped people at the local level to increase transparency in the functioning of local government and accountability in public life. The Act has a wide reach covering local governments and local bodies beside Central and State governments. Access to information by citizens is pivotal to the functioning of local governments. Very much related to freedom of expression. This needs to be promoted more vigorously.

