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ABSTRACT

Well-functioning local governance structures have increasingly been recognized to be critically important for gaining
environmental outcomes. Local institutions also play an important role in reducing poverty and inequality. Gram Sabha
within Panchayati Raj institutions is one such local governance structure in India. The present communication deals with
the comprehensive studies on the impact of Gram Sabha to amplify sustainable practices in ecosystem management.
Climate change related issues are among the most significant and destructive existing challenges. Nowadays Panchayats
assist significantly by offering support and direction to people to combat with.
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INTRODUCTION

Emerging awareness believes that local governance should be the basis of ecosystem management. In
order to manage the ecosystem, the local population has to participate (Das et al., 2022). As an approach
to "good governance," the decentralization of power is being widely emphasized. Decentralization means
the devolution of functions and the transfer of resources and authority of decision-making to local
institutions. The 'Gram Sabha' is generally a village assembly, which is a democratic and constitutional
body consisting of either all adult residents of the village or all those born and living in a village as
citizens for a minimum of not less than six months (Mandal, 2011). Though the term 'Gram Sabha' has not
been defined in the Indian Constitution, the conceptual framework can be derived from various articles of
the Constitution of India. The 'Panchayat or other elected body' are representatives of the 'Gram Sabha'
and generally report to it. Basically, 'Gram Sabha' refers to a rural meeting for collective decision-making
on the part of local inhabitants. In India, different systems from the bottom to the top of self-governance
have been developing. In many states, the Panchayati Raj system, with three levels of the Panchayat, has
been constituted. The 'Gram Sabha' is generally a village assembly, which is a democratic and
constitutional body consisting of either all adult residents of the village or all those born and living in a
village as citizens for a minimum of not less than six months (Mandal, 2011; Jain, 2017). In the state of
West Bengal, since the late 1970s, the Panchayat at the village level has been functioning under the name
of Gram Panchayat (Jabeen, 2017). The Gram Panchayat functions under the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment Act of 1992, as a body of self-governance. In the new phase of Panchayat, the system is more
effective in functioning because of the monthly meetings of villagers at the village level, which are named
Gram Sabha (Ghatak and Ghatak, 2002). Panchayats are assigned with tasks such as the organization of
water supply, maintenance of roadways and avenues, and road illumination, among others (Parashar et
al,, 2019). Panchayats are crucial in the provision of ecosystem management, sustainable development,
biodiversity conservation, public health services and the enhancement of health determinants such as
access to safe water and adequate sanitation facilities (Roy, 2018; Gadgil, 2007). Community participation
is thought to be related to the sustainability of a community-based resource management system
(Chattopadhyay et al., 2010). The local institutions play a critical role in working on the ground level with
real-time interaction.
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It is the smallest unit of life in India. Thus, the structure of the 'Gram Sabha' is basically an organ of
democracy that provides the eligible citizens of the village an opportunity to participate in local self-
governance (Nial, 2019). The Gram Sabha and Panchayats aim to take full responsibility for the design
and execution of programs related to socio-economic development and social justice. It has a great role as
representative bodies and focal points for strengthening the spirit of democracy and socialist values. It
acts as a platform for bringing people together for discussion and collective action in the wider local
development process. The structure of the 'Gram Sabha' reflects the process of society in rural culture, as
they both form a community (Mohanty, 2010). The democratic activities carried out by the 'Gram Sabha'
are built on the ideas of justice and their relationship with the environment. Community organizations
and local elected bodies are guided by the considerations of social justice and environmental stewardship.

Importance of Ecosystem Management

Ecosystems are impacted by global change, major catastrophes occur with regularity, greenhouse gas
concentrations are rising, biodiversity is diminishing, and issues such as water pollution and
photochemical air pollution, along with other ecological and environmental challenges, are prevalent
(Sarkar et al., 2018; Vaishnavi, 2018; Murali et al.,, 2022; Murali et al.,, 2022). These are the basis of
subsistence for millions, notably in the land of India. They offer immense commercial ventures as well as
prospects in rural areas. Biodiversity is the prime concern in ecosystem management. It has social,
ecological, and economic aspects. Biologically diverse ecosystems provide the basic capability to tackle
the disturbances prevailing to some extent in every ecological character of West Bengal (Sarkar and
Padaria, 2010). Only the rich ecosystems have the potential to overcome the ecological disturbances
favouring the economy of the local to global diversity of India. The necessity for ecosystem and ecological
balance must be maintained for the existence of healthy flora and fauna, along with cattle wealth and
people, through which natural resources are to be conserved (Sarkar and Mazumder, 2016; Sarkar et al.,
2017; Verma, 2018). The need for ecosystem management in many states of India lies in the essence of
the statement that the conservation of biological diversity is good, and in some cases essential for
development; but the neglect of ecosystem health is a fine way to economic problems. Ecosystem
management deals with the different strategies of the process, such as problem analysis, objective setting,
policy formulation, and so on in the needy habitats (Nyika, 2021). Ecosystem management aims at
rendering the most valuable economic services through the incorporation of parallel vested objectives
within a sustainable development framework. Ecosystem management calls for an integrated strategy
across the biophysical and social sciences. Avoidance of risk and managing the risk is the main principle
in ecosystem management and involves continually improving through management plans or action
plans, not limited to monitoring aimed at evaluating the effectiveness of the policies (Van Dyke and Lamb,
2020). Risk assessment is the crux of ecosystem management, which identifies the concerns, and the
management is to be done by adopting adaptive, precautionary, or active intervention measures.
Ecosystem management contributes to the attainment of sustainable development goals. It is linked with
the effective and participatory process in the use of resources, sustainable management, conservation,
and restoration in an economically viable and ecologically balanced process.

Role of Gram Sabha in Ecosystem Management

Gram Sabha at the village level, after the passage of the 73rd amendment, has been vested with diverse
functions, including preparation of local plans and maintenance of the village environment. Over the
years, different committees have conducted case studies to explore and understand the roles and impact
of Gram Sabha in efficient ecosystem management. Several studies try to add footnotes to the role of
Gram Sabha. Gram Sabha involves in several dimension of ecosystem management: pro-environment
policy-making, pro-environment resource allocation, community involvement in their own affairs,
promoting democratic ethos, conflict resolution, and procedural justice.

1. Biodiversity Conservation

India displays a wide range of agro-environmental situations and biodiversity. There is a wealth of
floristic composition and fauna in this state that directly or indirectly contribute to human needs for
survival, physical, and social well-being (Bhattacharyya, 1997; Chakraverty et al., 1999; Dey and Sarkar,
2021; Sarkar and Mazumder, 2022). There is an evident shift from a natural capital-based production-
consumption cycle to a human-manufactured capital-based production. The ecosystem products satisfy
considerable portions of rural human needs (Sahoo et al, 2021). These include a nutritious diet,
agricultural inputs used as traditional medicines, fodder and fiber for the animals as food, and cash crops
for the human populations, as well as shelter and fuelwood. This ecosystem of rural villages maintains
excellent relationships among natural phenomena, resources, social systems, socio-culture, and socio-
religion, and develops unique traditional indigenous technology for the sustainable use of these resources
(Ray et al,, 2013; Mazumder and Sarkar 2019; Das et al., 2022; Jaman et al.,, 2022).
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Local governance is a successful tool for promoting collective action in the management of ecosystems to
foster biodiversity conservation. The Gram Sabha in the several parts of the Indian subcontinent appears
to be effective in that domain (Dayal and Sharma, 2024). Among its many human and physical
incomparable assets, West Bengal has immense biodiversity resources, which consist of animal, plant,
and marine life in various ecosystems in land, water, and forest. Moreover, besides having one of the most
strategic locations in the world along the eastern coast of the Bay of Bengal, bridging the vast hinterland
of Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Nepal with the neighbouring countries of India, the state possesses a number
of national treasures, some of which are famous world heritage sites (Bhuin, 2014). Collaboration among
the Social Forestry Division, Sundarbans Biosphere Reserve, Forest Department, NGOs, and local people
has established a barrier to the further extinction of the tiger in the Sundarbans (Chandra and
Mukhopadhyay,2022). This habitat has been very effective in offering safety and jungle products to the
livestock keepers. However, many of these activities are not planned to augment the wildlife that
performs an economic and social role. Normally, biodiversity inhibits the development of such activities.
However, biodiversity reports are to be presented from time to time to showcase the strategies to be
followed for increasing local economies and creating job opportunities by using the Gram Sabha and
citizen researchers.

2. Water Resource Management

Two major problems that have affected many Gram Panchayats. These problems are different depending
on things like population, location of the Gram Panchayat or different settlements within the Gram Panch
ayat, season, monsoons, and so on. Due to rampant use in agriculture, human consumption, rapid
urbanization, industrialization, and deforestation, water scarcity is now being experienced throughout
India (Bera et al, 2021). Pollution of ground and surface water bodies is increasing day by day.
Contamination of rivers, lakes, and the sea also poses a risk to human health. The state program for
rainwater collection, aimed at establishing a replicable framework to address ecological imbalance,
known as the “Jal Dharo Jal Bharo” project, was started in 2012 (Bhuin, 2014). The Gram Sabha has
started working together for the integrated management of water resources found locally in this ecology
under water scarcity and pollution challenges. This study will reveal the work done by the Gram Sabha in
this area in micro-level analysis. Water is the main driver of life support systems in this ecology.
According to the Gram Sabha, everyone knows that water can be sustainably used by applying traditional
knowledge. This indigenous knowledge is very valuable for sustaining long-term use. Fountains,
waterfalls, natural canals or river paths, different types of plants found in ponds and rivers, bridges, dams,
and water paths from field to field, lakes, vegetable gardens, etc., help in understanding the ancient
knowledge of water. Such things have a unique way of functioning, a suitable area of function, and the
correct amount of practice. In order to protect these resources, everyone knows that the involvement of
the government alone is not enough, and it is also not the right principle of self-sustaining diversity.
Therefore, to deal with water pollution in the water bodies, collective efforts of the local population are
most helpful for preventing contamination of water by anyone. The ultimate aim of the water
conservation movement is to create mass awareness in society by involving the community in solving the
existing water problems in the local waters of the ecology related to the Gram Sabha.

Apart from the active physical participation of the community involved with the physical improvement of
water bodies, some initiatives have been taken purely to address the rational issues of the matter. For
example, different types of seminars, discussions, street dramas, exhibitions, poster designs, and
distribution have also been organized various times to raise the awareness of the community and the
people as a whole. Water User Associations, Block Level Associations, and District Level Associations,
developed in the water management community, have also worked together for all Ums under
participatory irrigation management. During the planning process of the guidelines, there needs to be
active participation of the local community at all levels, but without the involvement of the higher-level
government in the process, this planning cannot be developed due to the official requirement. The
administrator advisor has top-down power control over the concerned government department. The
power control chain has also been kept down to the entrepreneurial decision-making process from the
Centre State Department to the district block and GP level in all levels of the approach. Under the
guidelines of sector-specific rules and regulations, various constraints have been stipulated under
physical and technical aspects, as well as the collective involvement of the ecosystem, taking care of the
potential effects on life-supporting resources through regulatory and participative decision-making
processes.

3. Waste Management

Health, hygiene, and sanitation serve as indices of socio-economic progress within a society. The
successful execution of the program would result in enhanced human development indicators for the
nation (Dutta et al, 2020). These local bodies can also play a part in the prevention and control of
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pollution in their respective areas (Vaisnabi, 2018). Constituted under the PESA Act, the Gram Sabha is
given the liberty to make plans to specifically look into the welfare and development of the village
(Dhavaleshwar, 2024). They form committees to carry out specific tasks. Traditionally, villagers used to
dispose of their waste by feeding livestock or using rotten waste in the fields. Hence, there was a system
of waste management, but with changing practices and new technologies, it has become difficult to
dispose of waste. Municipal waste is generally disposed of in municipal or town localities. However, the
rural area is free from this. It finds its way from high-rise to low-rise areas because the entire waste that
is produced gets dumped in the urban area. To keep the rural area safe, a proper waste management plan
needs to be executed that is ecologically sound. The reason behind the failure of many waste collection
and disposal efforts is resource management, as not all villagers are lucky enough to gain awareness of
various issues. The Gram Sabha also deliberates on hospitals and veterinary facilities along with their
operations. They inform individuals about the measures necessary to safeguard the health and cleanliness
of both humans and livestock. The Health Officer of the primary health center of the Panchayat would
attend the Gram Sabha to inform the assembly on inoculation programs, malnourished children, and
preventive measures against diseases such as malaria, dengue etc. The Gramsabha deliberates on the
services and amenities to be offered by the health centers (Dhavaleshwar,2024).

One of the ways to build awareness linked to waste is by integrating the ecological aspects of traditional
practices and their link to modern approaches. Hence, propagating through video, skit, street play, and
campaigns regarding waste should ensure that individuals are made aware of the harm caused by waste.
Integrating natural composting, making manure from kitchen and garden waste at regular intervals, and
encouraging composting are some of the initiatives that can be implemented. Segregation at source is the
most effective technique to reduce waste and facilitate easy recycling. This could be publicized through
wall paintings all over the village. Municipal waste management is one of the major functions of crucial
importance; if the waste management system is not as per the requirement, the village people are always
open to many hygienic diseases. Solid waste needs attention and concern from every individual.
Earmarking a place for a dumping yard is a stable concern as it keeps our village clean. Collection of
residual waste can be done by our village administrative body by having a contract. However, there is a
problem of littering and scattering while doing so. Once the motivation of the village administrative body
wanes, this will disappear because of the failure to ensure proper sanitation in the village. In conclusion,
waste management is a matter of concern for everyone; any information helps a great deal in knowing
what to do in our village.

4. Sustainable Agriculture:

Agriculture in India is predominantly reliant on marginal farmers, who possess around 2 to 5 acres of
land. Agriculture is also a matter addressed by Panchayats, may be enhanced by the implementation of
specific regulations in the cultivation of indigenous crops. These farmers have faced a dire position for
several years due to rising production expenses, environmentally harmful farming techniques, and
diminishing government support (Parashar et al, 2019). Gram Sabha may implement several policy
regarding sustainable agriculture.

5.Challenges

In most cases, the major barrier was the inadequacy of retained resources to perform management
activities efficiently. Usually, traditional knowledge for conservation was not ideographic. As a result,
there was a general lack of concern for the conservation of public property on the part of local user
groups. The decision-making body may be ignorant about the impact of their decisions on natural
resources. They may not establish any relief measures for the distressed land users. Parties external to
the local groups may not agree. Inadequate manpower or funds for the implementation of management
activities are also a hindrance to the full implementation of restoration programs. The low level of
resource knowledge, lack of education, and lack of training were identified as key constraints to
environmental management in most case studies.

6. Community Participation and Decision Making

Involvement of the local communities in decision-making processes related to ecosystem management is
essential. If people’s views are incorporated in different policies, the decision becomes more robust and
environmentally friendly. Therefore, the demand for the participation of the local community has been
growing continuously. However, if people are to participate effectively, they need to be involved through
different methodologies such as stakeholder meetings, public hearings, workshops, training, seminars,
study tours, brainstorming sessions, visits, and access to relevant information. These need to be
discharged transparently through local governance machinery at all levels. One of the important features
of this approach is to have the choice for our local innovative initiatives as per our indigenous domain
knowledge.
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Grassroots democracy has manifested itself most extensively in debates about the environment and the
role everyone can play in making decisions about environmental management at a variety of levels.
Wildlife habitats, agro-biodiversity, and local indigenous knowledge are neither gender- nor trade-
neutral. Only the most vulnerable, poor, and marginalized best appreciate the interaction, relationship,
and survival potential of the environment. It is therefore important that all levels of women’s groups,
community organizations, cooperatives, and trade associations contribute to the development of policies.
One of the obstacles to full participation in decision-making about the environment is economic: the cost,
in time and money, of taking part. Those who are disadvantaged economically are similarly
disadvantaged in participating in strategic environmental decisions. Socio-economic policies and
education are essential tools for the removal of these barriers to participating in the Gram Sabha for key
management decisions affecting the environment. It is important for the state.

Gram Panchayat is required to conduct a special meeting of the Gram Sabha at least twice a year at places
and functions under the Panchayat. For this purpose, the Gram Panchayat or the Panchayat Samiti will
prepare a draft program regarding the place and time for such a special meeting. The special meeting will
discuss the said delivery, which will be published in a local newspaper. This will be followed by the
special meeting, on the date and at the place so specified, to discuss the draft program. This meeting will
approve the draft program with such modifications as the Gram Sabha members may think fit to make.
This is a very good platform for strengthening conservation activities if it is organized and implemented
in a proper way.

7. Capacity Building and Training Programs

In order for Gram Sabhas to be effective in their ecosystem management roles, capacity building and
training programs need to be developed, ideally in partnership with local institutions and within the
groupings of local institutions that work in the domain of resource governance and community
development. The programs should address two major areas: training on understanding the resources
and how to manage them, and training on governance practices and enhancing community engagement.
In this manner, the program is directed at addressing domain-specific knowledge and values as well as
domain-specific skills. The intention of such models is to increase the skills and knowledge of Gram Sabha
members so that the nature and possible outcomes of their decisions are not only understood but also
assisted by sensitivity to a range of preventive and corrective procedures. The major benefit of such
training and accompaniment is the increased capacity and ability of community organizations to make
more informed and proactive decisions concerning their resources.

8. Impact Assessment and Monitoring

Impact assessment will be important in assessing the success of Gram Sabha's engagement in ecosystem
management. Methodologies in this may include the assessment of both environmental outcomes that are
targeted by community conservation activities, and plans and other indications of community
engagement with the task of ecosystem management. Triangulation of methodologies is useful in this
context, as this provides some check on the two different aspects of the complex interventions on which
the assessment will focus. Many of people find it useful to distinguish between two main levels of
information - that which is primarily of interest to the community organizations - monitoring gains or
losses as compared to a set of conditions of primary interest. For such patterns which are of particular
interest to the community, there is a need for baseline data, the collection of which may have to come
before the start of the initiative. However, there is also usually ongoing monitoring of a complementary
set of indicators that helps in understanding the ecosystem and gather knowledge.

Impact assessments will also help to inform a feedback loop built into policies by Gram Sabha for adaptive
management. That is, we need to build in opportunities to learn from the outcomes of Gram Sabha efforts,
in order to steer and revise the activities. Decision-making in such a policy will need to be guided by its
own assessment, which is interested in examining primarily reflecting the perspectives of the
communities who are organizing themselves this way. The main obstacle to more thorough assessments
is one of funding and, especially, expertise. In the Indian context, it looks as if very little aid currently
targets such inward-focused policy evaluation, but this could and should change soon. Support is likely to
be required to take this next step. Escaping from our initial assumptions, we can get information to other
projects and national or international policymakers to improve this project and learn as much or more
about the world we are trying to help as we would if we simply asked the important questions with the
communities in the first place. Extensive evaluations such as those described will be impossible without
improved methodologies of impact assessment, working to raise the capacity of both communities and
those advising and monitoring them to conduct useful evaluations. Nevertheless, it has been shown that it
is possible to make associations between the ways involved and activities accommodate the
incompatibilities between heightening the importance of target to performance. It is possible to surface
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preliminary questions for encouraging internal assessment and policy mechanisms. It will be well worth
the efforts to energize such a turn to organizational learning.

9. Conclusion and Recommendations

Local governance is essential to encourage local community care for the environment and enhancement
of sustainable development (Datta, 2003). The District and State Action Plans recognize that
improvements are needed at the village level too. This article offers a fairly broad-brush approach with
regard to recommendations.

1. It suggests developing a pilot situation in each of the available types of forest.

2. In the pilot areas, the refreshment course should focus on the means of obtaining the disposition of the
user group that will make them keen to implement a plan. Training should be more structured to allow
for better absorption and ensure that those attending the workshops are those with day-to-day
responsibility for the forest.

3. The Government of West Bengal, in conjunction with the Forest Department, needs to commit to the
importance of government and the Forest Department at the local level. This should be through the
political tier, just like the Sarpanch is the legal voice in taking local decisions for his/her Panchayat.
However, the local politicians would need some orientation to enable them to understand the Forest
Department's relationship with panchayats, particularly those in the areas of joint forest management of
such tools as the Gram Sabha.
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