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Abstract

Decentralized governance in Kerala, established by
the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments,
created the Women Component Plan (WCP) to
allocate a portion of local plan funds for projects
aimed at women’s development. This article
examines how WCP projects are formed across 10
Local Self-Government Institutions (LSGIs) in 5
districts of Kerala. These districts were chosen to
represent high, medium, and low Human
Development Index (HDI) and Gender Development
Index (GDI) categories. Using secondary data on
Total, Non-WCP, and WCP projects from 2007-08 to
2019-20, the study calculates the WCP share of
overall local planning for each LSGI and compares
patterns between rural and urban areas and across
development categories. WCP projects consistently
account for a small share of overall project
development, generally between 2 and 5 percent.
This holds true whether a district has a high or low
HDI/GDI ranking and whether the local body is a
corporation, municipality, or panchayat. The share of
WCP projects varies from year to year, with no
lasting upward trend in most LSGIs. Additionally,
WCP funds tend to focus more on building projects
rather than on providing ongoing support for
women’s livelihoods or social needs. The article
argues that official political reservation and
administrative decentralization alone have not led to
fair gender-responsive budgeting at the grassroots
level. It suggests measures, such as setting minimum
funding requirements, conducting participatory
assessments of women’s needs, and ensuring

independent  oversight, to  improve WCP
implementation.
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I. Introduction

Local governments are often the level of
government that women interact with the most. The
goal of decentralization programs in India has long
included expanding women's roles in local decision-
making (Mosedale, 2003; Ramya & Preethi, 2017).
The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments
introduced a uniform three-tier structure of Local
Self-Government Institutions (LSGIs) across rural
and urban Kerala. The three-tier structure consists of
Grama Panchayats, Block Panchayats, and District
Panchayats in rural areas, and Municipalities and
Corporations in urban areas. Each tier has a one-third
reservation for women. This reservation, along with
Kerala's tradition of participatory planning, opened
the door for gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) at
the grassroots level. This is particularly evident in the
Women Component Plan (WCP), which allocates a
portion of each local body's annual plan to projects
that address women's needs.

Whether this institutional opening has
translated into proportionate budgetary outcomes,
however, is an empirical question rather than a given.
Because women are subject to close scrutiny from
local elites and the wider public, formal
representation does not automatically translate into
influence over how plan funds are allocated. This
article investigates that question directly, using
project-level records of WCP and Non-WCP project
formulation in ten LSGIs over a thirteen-year period
(2007-08 to 2019-20).

II.  Objectives

1. To examine the profile of Local Self-Government
Institutions in Kerala and the human and gender
development context of the districts selected for the
study.

2. To analyse the pattern of formulation of Non-WCP
and WCP projects in ten selected LSGIs between
2007-08 and 2019-20.
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3. To compare WCP performance across LSGIs
representing high, medium, and low HDI/GDI
categories, and across rural and urban local bodies.
4. To identify gaps in the implementation of the
Women Component Plan and to suggest measures for
strengthening GRB at the local level in Kerala.

III.  Literature Review

Local governance is widely regarded as the
tier of government closest and most accessible to
women, and gender-sensitive local governance is
expected to expand women's participation from the
Gram Sabha upward while sensitising male
politicians and officials to the gendered nature of
development outcomes (Ramya & Preethi, 2017).
Mosedale (2003) frames the broader goal of such
empowerment programs as enabling the women's
population to realize its productive potential,
positioning women's empowerment as central to,
rather than separate from, a state's growth strategy.

Within Kerala specifically, the literature on
the WCP remains limited relative to the programme's
scale. Beyond reviews conducted during the early
years of participatory planning and a subsequent
review by the women's collective Sakhi, no
comprehensive, periodic evaluation of the WCP
appears to have been undertaken by either the State
Planning Board or the Ministry of Local Self
Government. (Nair & Moolakkattu, 2014) This gap is
consequential: without recurring evaluation, there is
little institutional pressure to address persistent
shortfalls in WCP allocation, and the programme's
outcomes are known primarily through fragmented,
one-off studies. (Nair & Moolakkattu, 2014, pp. 247-
276) A related strand of concern in the existing record
is the tendency for WCP funds to be channelled into
physical asset creation — buildings in particular —
on the reasoning that assets are easier to account for
than recurring financial support to women's groups;
and for the WCP to be treated administratively as
little more than a financing stream for
Kudumbashree, Kerala's poverty-eradication and
women's self-help group network, rather than as an
independent gender-budgeting instrument in its own
right. (Nair & Moolakkattu, 2014, pp. 247-276) The
present study builds on these observations by
delivering a systematic, multi-year, cross-LSGI

comparison that the existing literature has not
attempted.

IV.  Methodology

The research employs a purposive, stratified
sampling method to select districts and local bodies
within Kerala. The fourteen districts were initially
categorized into high, medium, and low based on the
values of the Human Development Index (HDI) and
Gender Development Index (GDI) as outlined in the
District Human Development Report (2005). From
this classification, five districts were chosen:
Ernakulam (indicating high HDI and GDI), Kannur
and Thiruvananthapuram (indicating medium HDI
and GDI), and Idukki and Malappuram (indicating
low HDI and GDI). Within each of these districts, one
urban and one rural local body were selected to
incorporate variations across different settlement
types, resulting in a total of ten Local Self-
Government  Institutions (LSGIs): Cochin
Corporation and Vengola Grama Panchayat
(Ernakulam); Aralam and Chapprapadavu Grama
Panchayats (Kannur); Thiruvananthapuram
Corporation and Vellarada Grama Panchayat
(Thiruvananthapuram); Adimaly and Kumily Grama
Panchayats (Idukki); and Manjeri Municipality and
Angadipuram Grama Panchayat (Malappuram)
(Nair, N. V. & Moolakkattu; J. S. 2014).

Secondary data on the number of Total,
Non-WCP, and WCP projects formulated by each
LSGI for each year from 2007-08 to 2019-20 were
compiled from the records of the Government of
Kerala and the Local Self-Government Department.
For each LSGI, the WCP share of cumulative project
formulation over the full thirteen-year period was
computed (WCP projects +~ Total projects x 100) to
allow direct, standardized comparison across local
bodies of very different sizes — a computation not
available in the source records, which report only
within-year percentage breakdowns.

V.  Analysis
5.1 District Development Profile
The five selected districts span the full range of
Kerala's human and gender development spectrum,
which is the basis of selection for comparison.

District HDI HDI Category GDI GDI Category
Ernakulam 0.801 High 0.775 High

Kannur 0.783 Medium 0.755 Medium
Thiruvananthapuram 0.773 Medium 0.743 Medium
[dukki 0.754 Low 0.742 Low
Malappuram 0.749 Low 0.689 Low

Source: Government of Kerala
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Ernakulam represents the high-development tier
among the five districts, while Kannur and
Thiruvananthapuram fall within the medium range,
and Idukki and Malappuram occupy the low end,
with Malappuram exhibiting the largest disparity
between the Human Development Index (HDI) and
Gender Development Index (GDI), indicating
relatively poorer gender outcomes compared to its
overall development level.

5.2 Profile of Selected Local Bodies
The ten chosen LSGIs differ greatly in size and
population, with Thiruvananthapuram Corporation

being the largest in both respects, while Idukki's
panchayats, despite their extensive areas, have lower
populations, highlighting the varied scales that
necessitate reporting WCP performance relative to
each local body's project totals rather than as absolute
figures.

5.3 Pattern of WCP and Non-WCP Project
Formulation, 2007-08 to 2019-20

Across all ten LSGIs, Non-WCP projects dominate
total project formulation by a wide margin, and the
WCP share

Local Bod N HDI/GDI Total Projects WCP (WCP Share
y Category  |(2007—08 to 2019-20)| Projects (%)
Cochin Corporation Ernakulam High 12,831 565 44
Vengola Grama Ernakulam High 3,420 100 2.9
Panchayat
Aralam Grama Kannur Medium 2,147 114 53
Panchayat
Chapprapadavu Kannur Medium 2,469 89 3.6
Grama Panchayat
Th1mvananth§puram Thiruvananthapuram|  Medium 19,199 688 3.6
Corporation
Vellarada Grama Thiruvananthapuram Medium 2,588 105 4.1
Panchayat
Adimaly Grama Idukki Low 3,852 110 29
Panchayat
Kumily Grama Idukki Low 3,842 156 4.1
Panchayat
Manjeri Municipality)|  Malappuram Low 5,771 152 2.6
Angadipuram Grama Malappuram Low 4,159 99 2.4
Panchayat

— while it fluctuates from year to year — remains confined to a narrow band across the full study period.

Source: Government of Kerala

Two patterns stand out. First, the WCP share does not
track the district's HDI/GDI category in any
consistent direction. Aralam Grama Panchayat, in
medium-HDI/GDI Kannur, records the highest WCP
share in the sample

(5.3%), while Manjeri  Municipality and
Angadipuram Grama Panchayat, both in low-
HDI/GDI Malappuram, record the two lowest shares
(2.6% and 2.4% respectively). Cochin Corporation,
in high-HDI/GDI Ernakulam, sits roughly in the
middle of the distribution (4.4%). If stronger general
development were sufficient to produce stronger
gender-responsive budgeting, WCP shares would be
expected to rise with HDI/GDI category; the data
show no such gradient.

Local-body type does not consistently predict WCP
performance, as evidenced by the contrasting

outcomes of Cochin Corporation, which has a WCP
share of 4.4%, and Thiruvananthapuram Corporation,
which has a share of 3.6% despite implementing over
19,000 projects, and the observed volatility in WCP
shares within individual local bodies, indicating these
allocations are more influenced by local
administrative discretion than by a stable planning
norm.

VI.  Discussion

The paper reveals a disparity between the
theoretical framework of decentralized, gender-
inclusive governance in Kerala and its financial
implementation, as the Women Component Plan—
intended to enhance political representation through
financial support for women's needs—has, in
practice, represented a limited and inconsistent
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proportion of local planning activities across various
categories of Local Self Government Institutions,
regardless of their development indices or urban/rural
status.

Several factors elucidate this pattern. It
incorporates limited existing literature with current
analysis, highlighting that the administrative ease
associated with WCP expenditure on physical assets
like buildings overshadows the more nebulous yet
arguably essential recurring support for women's
livelihoods, skill development, or care needs, while
the convergence of WCP financing with
Kudumbashree has diluted WCP's distinct identity as
a gender-budgeting tool, positioning it instead as
merely a conduit for Kudumbashree initiatives;
additionally, the lack of a consistent and thorough
evaluation mechanism results in  minimal
institutional scrutiny regarding decreased WCP
allocations at both the panchayat and state levels.

The findings align with a prevalent concern
in  gender-budgeting  literature. =~ Earmarked
allocations may exist merely as formal compliance
measures without adequate accountability for their
utilization or actual expenditure, as exemplified by
the Kerala case, which reveals that this risk is present
even within India's most advanced decentralization
frameworks and in a state renowned for strong gender
development metrics.

VII.  Conclusion and Suggestions

The impact of Kerala's participatory
decentralization model, particularly focusing on the
constitutionally mandated women's reservation, on
gender-responsive budgeting at the local level,
reveals a persistent shortfall with Women's
Component Plan (WCP) projects representing only 2
to 5 percent of total local project formulation and
exhibiting no systematic improvement in relation to
a district's overall development ranking, nor a
consistent performance within individual local
bodies over thirteen years of project-level data from
ten LSGIs.

The study proposes enhancements to the
Women Component Plan by recommending the
establishment of a statutory minimum earmark for
WCP projects within local government plans, as well
as advocating for the integration of structured,
women-led needs assessments in Ward Sabha and
Gram Sabha processes to ensure project allocations
align with community-defined priorities rather than
default administrative practices. The WCP guidelines
must promote a diverse project portfolio
encompassing livelihood support, skill development,
care infrastructure, and safety measures, implement
regular evaluations by an independent body to

address monitoring gaps, clarify the financial and
planning  boundaries  between @~ WCP  and
Kudumbashree, and ensure ongoing training for
elected women representatives and local officials in
gender budgeting to enhance women's influence in
resource allocation. Collectively, these measures
target the specific factors—namely, administrative
discretion, inadequate monitoring, and an ambiguous
institutional identity for the WCP—that this study
highlights as contributing to the ongoing deficit in
gender-responsive local budgeting in Kerala.
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