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Abstract

We examine effect of randomized reservations of Pradhan (chief executive) positions
in West Bengal local governments (panchayats) for women and members of Scheduled
Caste/Scheduled Tribes (SC/ST) following the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amend-
ments of 1993. Our sample consists of 89 villages spread throughout 15 rural districts of
West Bengal, in which we examine effects on targeting to poor and SC/ST households
of IRDP credit, agricultural extension programs, employment programs, and budgetary
policies. We find the reservations were associated with improved targeting of the IRDP
program, but poorer targeting of employment programs, and lower local revenues raised
by the panchayats. Aggregating pecuniary effects of the IRDP and employment pro-
grams, the net effect of the reservations appears to have worsened targeting to SC/ST
and landless households. The effects also differ with local land inequality and poverty
among SC/ST groups: reservations improved targeting in villages with low inequality

and poverty, but worsened targeting among the rest.
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1 Introduction

In this paper we examine the effect of reservation of Pradhans in West Bengal local govern-
ments (gram panchayats, or GPs for short) since 1993 on targeting of development programs
towards the poor and minority groups. These reservations have been implemented since the
73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments of 1993. Pradhan positions have been reserved
for scheduled caste/scheduled tribe (SC/ST) members since 1993, and for women since
1998. The fraction of GPs with Pradhan positions reserved for SC/ST members is decided
on the basis of the demographic weight of SC/ST population in each district. Within the
district the actual selection of GPs with reserved positions is chosen according to a random
device. Reservations for women are implemented in one-third of all GPs, also according to
a random device. Most accounts report that these randomizations were faithfully imple-
mented. Accordingly, comparison of targeting of programs administered by GPs with and
without reservations provides a statistically unbiased estimate of their impact on poverty

alleviation efforts of these panchayats.

Besley, Pande, Rahman and Rao (2004), Besley, Pande and Rao ( 2005) and Chat-
topadhyay and Duflo (2004a, 2004b) have assessed the impact of reservations for villages
in different parts of India.The first two study 181 randomly chosen GPs in three South-
ern India states of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, in surveys conducted in
September 2002. Besley, Pande, Rahman and Rao find that the effect of Pradhan reser-
vation for SC/ST members depends on the type of public program and on location of the
GP or Pradhan. With regard to distribution of private goods such as housing, building of
toilets, water and electricity connections, SC/ST reservations improved targeting to SC/ST
members within villages, but did not change their allocation across different villages. There
was also no significant effect on allocation of village public goods such as building of roads,
drains, street lights or water sources across different villages. The latter does however fa-
vor villages where the GP or Pradhan is located. In a second study of the same set of
villages, Besley, Pande and Rao (2005) find that distribution of BPL (Below Poverty Line)
cards were better targeted to SC/ST members when the Pradhan position was reserved

for SC/ST candidate, but was not significantly affected when it was reserved for a woman



candidate. Reservation for a woman increased the tendency for ineligible members of the
GP to obtain a BPL card, and in this sense worsened targeting. These studies thus indicate
some improvements in targeting of private benefits to SC/ST members following an SC/ST

reservation, but no corresponding benefits from women reservations.

Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004a, 2004b) examine effects of SC/ST and women reser-
vations in Udaipur, Rajasthan and in Birbhum district in West Bengal on the allocation
of GP investments across different village public goods until the year 2000. They find that
women reservations significantly altered the composition of GP investments in favor of pub-
lic goods preferred by women (more on drinking water, roads and less on adult education
centers in West Bengal; more drinking water and less roads in Udaipur). SC/ST reserva-
tions altered only the allocation of spending across villages in favor of the village that the
SC/ST Pradhan resides in, but otherwise had no discernible impact on the composition of

spending.

This paper differs from the above studies in terms of the sample of villages and the range
of panchayat activities considered. Our sample consists of 89 villages in 57 GPs spread
throughout 15 districts in West Bengal (only Calcutta and Darjeeling are excluded). We
focus on the impact of the reservations on a wide range of programs administered by the GPs,
including allocation of IRDP credit, agricultural minikits, employment programs across
different beneficiary groups, apart from local revenues raised, and allocation of spending
across different areas. On the other hand, our data is restricted to years between 1993 and
1998, so the time span covered since the reservations were implemented is shorter than in
the studies mentioned above. Moreover, unlike Chattopadhyay and Duflo’s study, our data
does not include indicators of preferences of different groups (women, SC/ST members,
landless or marginal landowners) for alternative public spending areas. So we are not able
to evaluate impact of reservations on shifting spending allocations towards those preferred
by those groups. Our focus is therefore on the impact of the reservations on targeting of

non-public good programs in favor of the poor and minority groups.

Our principal finding is that both kinds of reservations improved targeting of IRDP
credit programs, principally by increasing the flow of credit into villages by 30-40% with a



reserved Pradhan position. The effect on targeting of agricultural minikits was negligible.
On the other hand, reservations worsened targeting of employment programs, both across
and within villages. However, the latter effects are less precisely estimated than the effects
on the credit program (though this is no longer the case when we interact the reservation
effects with local land inequality and poverty). Villages with a reserved Pradhan position
obtained less funds for an employment program (on the order of 25-30%), then generated
less employment per rupee of funds received (of the order of 30% and more). In GPs with
a reserved woman Pradhan position, significantly fewer SC/ST members found work in
these programs (the proportion of SC/ST employed was smaller by about 30%). In villages
with SC/ST reserved Pradhans, farm wage rates were lower by about 10%, after controlling
for relevant village characteristics. GPs with reserved Pradhan positions for women raised
significantly less local revenues from non-tax sources (by over 100%), and those with SC/ST

reservation raised less from local taxes (of the order of 40%).

With regard to the allocation across different spending programs, the only significant
shifts were less spending on roads, employment programs and education (accompanied by
small but insignificant increases in spending on water and irrigation). Since roads generate
more employment per rupee expenditure than irrigation programs, this is consistent with

the evidence on employment generated.

It is difficult to assess the overall impact of the reservations on the welfare of the poor
or of minority groups, since this will require aggregating across the effects of these differ-
ent programs. Nevertheless, our results indicate that reservations may be accompanied by
significant deterioration of targeting towards the poor on a number of relevant dimensions.
To illustrate the trade-offs, consider the effects of reservation on the inter-village alloca-
tion, which some of our earlier work (Bardhan-Mookherjee (2004)) has indicated dominates
considerations of intra-village targeting of these programs in West Bengal. For the village
as a whole, the magnitude of the loss of resources per household on employment program
spending (of the order of Rs 50 per household, at 1980 prices) greatly exceeded the gain
from higher resources received in the IRDP program (of the order of Rs 5 per household).

However, the impact on the village allocation on employment programs is not precisely



estimated, i.e., is statistically insignificant. If we look instead at the effect of reservation
of Pradhan’s position for women on days of employment generated for SC/ST households,
we find a statistically significant reduction of six days work (from approximately eight days
work in unreserved GPs) per SC/ST household per year. With a daily wage rate of between
Rs 34 an hour during the mid-1990s, in pecuniary terms this loss is worth far more than
the gain of Rs 11.50 per SC/ST household from superior targeting of the IRDP program.
Aggregating across IRDP and the employment programs, it therefore seems that the net
effect of women’s reservation for SC/ST households was significantly negative. And in the
case of a reserved SC/ST Pradhan, the benefits of superior targeting of IRDP would be

outweighed by the 10% reduction in agricultural wages.

However, these calculations fall short of a comprehensive welfare evaluation. They
exclude the effect of changes in spending on different kinds of welfare programs, and village
public goods such as roads, water and schools. They also exclude possible benefits from

better representation of preferences of women residents.

Even broader dimensions of the impact of the reservations may be missed by the statis-
tical results. For instance, the latter pertain to the short-term impact of the reservations.
The reservations have been in place for only a few years now. Our study looks at the effect
of women’s reservation in the very first year itself since the election of the women Pradhans,
while the other studies have examined their impact within the first two to four years. Their
long-run impact on allocation outcomes, deliberative and participative processes within lo-
cal governance, and on the aspirations of poor minorities may well be more important, yet
are inherently more difficult to assess. At any rate more time has to pass before the broader

impacts can be evaluated.

Section 2 describes the data sources used, and the main results are presented in Section

3. Section 4 concludes.



2 Data and Empirical Specification

Our data consists of 57 GPs covering 15 districts of West Bengal, excluding Calcutta and
Darjeeling. The villages are a subsample of an originally stratified random sample of vil-
lages selected by the Socio-Economic Evaluation Branch of the Department of Agriculture,
West Bengal for the purpose of cost of cultivation surveys (for eventual use by the Central
Government in setting prices of agricultural commodities). Some of these villages form pairs
within the same GP, others form pairs within the same block. For each of these villages,
we subsequently carried out village surveys with respect to operation and administration of

various anti-poverty and development programs, such as:

(i) land reforms (based on data from the local Block Land Records Office concerning each

separate land reform transaction or activity);

(b) IRDP credit (based on data from the corresponding lead bank concerning details of
each IRDP loan)

(c) agricultural minikits distributed (from the block office of the Department of Agricul-

ture, concerning details of each kit distributed);

(d) employment programs administered by the GP (by nature of project, and composition

of beneficiaries by caste and gender status), from the accounts of the GP;
(e) road projects implemented by the GP, from the accounts of the GP;

(f) GP budgetary receipts from different sources, and allocation of spending across different

areas, from the accounts of the GP.

The land reform data was collected for every year between 1971-1998 for each village in
the sample. The data concerning IRDP, minikits, employment programs and roads was
collected for each village and budgets of each GP for an average of four selected years
between 1978 and 1998, corresponding to one year for each elected GP administration. In
most cases we collected data for the election year (so for 1978, 1983, 1988, 1993 and 1998),

except when this data was unavailable in which case we chose the next available year. For



instance the IRDP program started in 1979 so we collect data for that program for 1979
instead of 1978.

We also conducted indirect household surveys of these villages for the years 1978 and
1998 based on election voter lists (except for some villages for whom the 1978 lists were
not available and were replaced by the 1983 lists). Based on interviews with a number of
village elders who had previously performed important posts in the local governments, we
used these lists to identify the composition of demographic, land, literacy and occupational
characteristics of each household in the village for 1978 and 1998. This was used to construct
an estimate of the distribution of population, land distribution, literacy, occupation and
caste within each village in the beginning and end year of the study period. For intervening
years they were estimated via interpolation. Estimated patterns of land distribution when
aggregated to the level of the district turn out to correspond closely to data concerning
distribution of operational holdings from the state Agricultural Census and the National
Sample Survey. Further details of the data are provided in Bardhan and Mookherjee (2003,
2004).

Our empirical specification employs a combination of cross-sectional and panel data.
Cross-sectional estimates of the effect of women’s reservation can be obtained by comparing
the means of any outcome variable in 1998 between reserved and unreserved GPs or villages.

An alternative estimate is provided by estimating the fixed effects regression:
Yit = 6i +m + yRit + €i (1)

where i denotes village or GP in question, t the year, Y;; the outcome variable of interest in
village/GP i in year t, J; is a village or GP fixed effect, 1, is a year fixed effect, R;; is a dummy
variable denoting whether the Pradhan’s position in the GP or village ¢ was reserved or not
in year ¢, and € is a residual of all excluded time-varying village characteristics, allowed to
be correlated across different villages or GPs within a given district.> Since the reservations
were chosen randomly, they are uncorrelated with the residual, and an unbiased estimate

of their effect v can be obtained from the GLS estimator applied to regression (1).

% Accordingly all standard errors are clustered at the district level.



The cross-sectional estimator is obtained from limiting this regression to only a single
year (1998, say, for women'’s reservation), and corresponds to comparing the mean of Y for
1998 across reserved and unreserved constituencies. In that case the village fixed effect is
effectively absorbed into the error term of the regression, while time-varying effects do not
arise. In contrast, the panel estimator washes out the village fixed effects by examining time
variations within each village of Y with corresponding time variations of reservations. In
this case the error term includes time-varying village effects on the outcome. The relative
efficiency of the two estimators depends on the relative variance of the time-invariant and
the time-varying village effects. Accordingly we report both sets of estimates. For the
average effects which exclude interactions with village characteristics, we focus more on the
cross-sectional estimates since they happen to be more precise. When interaction effects
are incorporated we turn to the panel, owing to the need for more data points with greater

number of parameters to be estimated.

3 Empirical Results

Table 1 provides a profile of the sample villages, differentiated between reserved and unre-
served constituencies. The differences are statistically insignificant for most variables in the
case of the women reservations, and the number of reserved GPs is exactly one third the
sample size. More variables are significantly different in the case of the SC/ST reservation,
but this could reflect the fact that the proportion of such Pradhan positions reserved were
set equal to the demographic weight of the SC/ST group in each district. This may have
induced some correlation with village characteristics related to the SC/ST demographic
weight. The reserved GPs for SC/ST candidates were on average more sparsely populated,
with land more unequally distributed (a smaller proportion of land in small holdings and
a larger proportion in medium holdings), with less illiteracy among the poor, and fewer
household heads engaged in nonagricultural occupations. Most of the SC/ST reservations
pertain to 1998, so we ignore the time difference between the 1993 and 1998 data in the

cross-sectional estimates of the SC/ST reservation.

Tables 2A and 2B present the results regarding targeting of IRDP credit subsidy. Pan-



chayat officials recommended certain villagers to apply for IRDP loans, and followed up
their applications with the lead bank disbursing the loans. The loans contained a subsidy
component, which did not have to be repaid. The remainder were loaned at below market
rates of interest, and the subsidy component was estimated assuming a 50% difference from
the informal interest rate. The program was intended specially for SC/ST members, those
owning no or little land (under 5 acres), and women, with a higher subsidy component (50%

as against 25-35% in general) for SC/ST recipients.

Table 2A shows the cross-sectional 1998 effect of women’s reservation on IRDP disbursed
in 1998. The total volume of credit subsidy in reserved villages increased from Rs 13 per
household to Rs 19 (at 1980 prices). The panel estimate is similar, but statistically insignif-
icant. Within reserved villages, the targeting share of SC/ST was lowered, while that of the
landless increased, but these changes were quantitatively and statistically insignificant. The
overall effect was to raise the credit subsidy received by the average SC/ST household (in
the cross-section by about 20%), and of the average landless household by almost 100%. So
there was a significant improvement in targeting of IRDP following reservation for women,
mainly through the ability of GPs with women Pradhans to secure more credit for villages

under their jurisdiction.

Table 2B shows corresponding effects of Pradhan reservation for SC/ST members. There
is again a comparable increase in the amount secured per household for the village as a
whole, of the order of Rs 5 per household in the cross-section. The cross-section and panel
show contrasting effects for the intra-village share of SC/ST households, and the effect on
the share of the landless and marginal landowners is insignificant. The overall effect on the
subsidy received per SC/ST household is positive and significant (over 50% increase) in the
cross-section, but has an insignificant effect in the panel and on the share of the landless.
Hence SC/ST-reserved Pradhans also appear to succeed in securing more IRDP resources

in favor of villages under their jurisdiction, with no clear effect on intra-village targeting.

Tables 3A and 3B shows effects on the distribution of agricultural minikits. These
were distributed nearly free of charge, and contained seeds of high yielding rice varieties,

potatoes, mustard, sesame, vegetables, fruits and lentils, besides fertilizers and pesticides.



The scheme was administered by block offices of the state’s Agriculture department, in
consultation with panchayat officials. In our sample, six out of seven villages received
some kits, while within villages the program was small and selective: one in every seven

households in participating villages received a kit.

Here the effects of reservations on inter-GP targeting were negligible, with a mild but
statistically insignificant adverse effect (of less than 2%) on intra-village targeting towards
those owning less than 5 acres of land. As with the case with the IRDP program, the
intra-village targeting ratios for this group were close to 100%, so there was virtually no

effect on the targeting of minikits.

Tables 4A and 4B show the effects on targeting of employment programs. These included
the Food for Work program in the late 1970s, replaced by the National Rural Employment
Program (NREP) and Rural Labour Employment Guarantee Program (RLEGP) in the
1980s, whose objectives were to generate employment for the landless, with a preference for
scheduled castes and women. The stated objective of the RLEGP was to provide at least one
member of every rural landless labour household with upto a hundred days of employment
in a year. The projects typically involved construction of local infrastructure, especially
roads and irrigation. In 1989 these were merged into the Jawahar Rozgar Yojana (JRY).
All these programs were sponsored by the central government, with matching contributions
from the state government. In West Bengal significant responsibility for implementing these
projects were devolved to the panchayats, in contrast to other states. The programs were
coordinated by the Zilla Parishads, while detailed selection of project, organization and

supervision were delegated to the GPs.

The cross-sectional and panel estimates show conflicting effects on the scale of spending
of these programs in reserved Pradhan villages, and are estimated imprecisely. The panel
estimates are never statistically significant, so we focus on the cross-section estimates. These
show a quantitatively large (but statistically insignificant) reduction in the scale of these
programs at the village levels, of over Rs 50 per household per year. The effect of women’s
reservations on intra-village targeting was significantly negative (quantitatively and statisti-

cally), both with respect to the amount of employment generated per rupee grants received,
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