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ABSTRACT

This article examines a major challenge in decentralised governance in Assam, where public mobilisation coexists with continued
difficulties in implementing the Gram Panchayat Development Plan (GPDP). The study uses qualitative secondary document
analysis, reviewing government policy documents, administrative reports, and regional political literature to identify key barriers
to effective grassroots planning and participation. Based on the findings, the paper proposes the Civic-Development Convergence
Model. The model recommends integrating existing youth volunteer networks into trained, nonpartisan community development
roles. This model approach transforms shifting these groups away from occasional protest-based activity and trains them instead
as certified, neutral community facilitators. It also provides a practical framework to increase participation in village assemblies
and strengthen transparency and accountability in rural governance across Northeast India.

Keywords: Decentralised Governance, Political Volunteerism, Gram Panchayat Development Plan (GPDP), Social Capital,
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INTRODUCTION

In Northeast India, Assam has significance in democratic decentralisation. The state has a highly active, organised, and politically
aware population Baruah (2005). From historic student movements to recent demands for ethnic autonomy, it has played an
important role in shaping the state's socio-political landscape Misra (2000), Hussain (1993). However, despite this strong civic
participation and high levels of ‘bonding social capital’ Putnam (2000), most of this civic energy remains limited to electoral
campaigns, protest movements, or relief activities during the annual floods, rather than contributing to everyday local governance
in the region.

Concurrently, the decentralised institutions of grassroots democracy face operational challenges in Assam. The recent reforms,
such as the Gram Panchayat elections and Ward Sabhas, aim to strengthen democratic participation Goswami (2019). Institutions
like the Autonomous Council and the Panchayati Raj institutions (PRIs) struggle with a shortage of trained personnel, low public
volunteers, and inadequate technical capacity for GP-level development plans Mahanta (2021), Ministry of Panchayati Raj. (2022).

In Northeast India, political volunteerism is uniquely robust, driven by student bodies and ethnic identity. To redirect this
mechanism toward long-term social development, the raw mobilizational capacity of volunteers must be integrated into
decentralised governance and community welfare systems McDuie-Ra (2016).
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The Civic-Development Convergence- Institutionalising Political Volunteer Networks for Grassroots Planning in Assam

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In Assam, the socio-political landscape features a highly politically active sphere of citizens, along with grassroots movements
and public protests, historically being the primary way of expressing social and political demands Baruah (2005), Hussain (1993).
In Assam, political volunteerism is less individualistic and is instead rooted and supported by influential student and ethnic youth
groups Misra (2000), Weiner (1983). This has created strong bonding, marked by internal solidarity and the ability to mobilise
quickly Putnam (2000).

CHALLENGES FOR GRASSROOTS DECENTRALISATION

Local self-governance under the Gram Panchayat Development Plan faces major implementation challenges. However, the
Assam PRI Act 1994 provides a framework for local bodies that still experience low public participation Goswami (2019). Studies
show that participation in Gaon Sabha meetings is consistently low Mahanta (2021). The reports from the Ministry of Panchayat Raj
note that grassroots planning is lacking and that coordination among government departments is weak, leading to an inability to
transform planning into people’s participation and movement Ministry of Panchayati Raj. (2026).

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AND RESOURCE MOBILISATION

To address these implementation gaps, according to Chambers (1994) Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) framework, local
knowledge must be supported through structured and participatory facilitation to be effectively incorporated into development
planning. The State Institute of Panchayat and Rural Development's welfare programs help with community mobilisation ActionAid
India. (2021). This approach is consistent with the Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) framework, which argues that
sustainable development is best achieved by identifying and building on a community's existing skills, human resources, and social
networks Kretzmann and McKnight (1993).

RESEARCH GAP
A critical synthesis of the literature reveals a sharp thematic dichotomy that leaves a vital structural intersection unexplored:
Figure 1

Political Science Literature Public Administration Literature
Views youth volunteerism purely as Diagnoses GPDP deficits as mechanical
an instrument for electoral or resource issues; prescribes top-down
agitational mobilization. bureaucratic interventions.

THE RESEARCH GAP
Lack of a functional
convergence model

Figure 1 Conceptual Research Gap
Source: Developed by the author, 2026

Figure 1 demonstrates that these two perspectives have largely evolved independently, resulting in a lack of a functional
convergence model that integrates the mobilisation capacity of political volunteers with decentralised governance and community
development. This study seeks to address this gap by proposing a framework that redirects youth political volunteerism toward
participatory local governance and sustainable development.

Consequently, a significant research gap remains in understanding how different community socio-political institutions can
work together effectively. Existing studies have not examined how Assam's identity-based volunteer networks, which possess strong
bonding social capital, can be trained and integrated into formal local governance as neutral community facilitators. Such volunteers
could help address key challenges, including weak local data collection and low public participation in planning processes. This
article seeks to address this gap.
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OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY
To study the role of youth-led political volunteer groups in rural Assam, and to identify the factors that limit their involvement.

To develop and evaluate a Civic-Development Convergence Model that integrates youth volunteer networks into the Gram
Panchayat Development Plan (GPDP)

METHODOLOGY

The study uses an exploratory research design utilising qualitative document analysis Bowen (2009). Since the main objective
of the study is to formulate a civic development convergence model, the study evaluates and synthesises policy frameworks,
empirical literature, and administrative data based on secondary data.

CATEGORISATION OF SECONDARY DATA SOURCES

To ensure a balanced analysis of both the volunteer networks and the local governance deficits in Assam, secondary data were
gathered across three distinct functional categories:

Table 1

Table 1 Data Categories

Data Category Primary Sources & Repositories Analytical Utility
Statutory Ministry of Panchayati Raj (MoPR) guidelines, Assam To map the formal, legal mandates and
Frameworks & Policy Panchayati Raj Act, Assam. (1994), State-Act Autonomous operational guidelines of the Gram
Guidelines Council legislative documents, and SIPRD training Panchayat Development Plan (GPDP)
modules.
Administrative & National and state-level GPDP committee reviews, To diagnose the exact structural, financial,
Evaluation Reports Ministry of Home Affairs reports on Northeast youth and human resource deficits occurring
engagement, and evaluation reports from civil society during grassroots implementation.
organisations (e.g., ActionAid, UNICEF).
Peer-Reviewed Academic articles, doctoral dissertations, and research To understand the historical behaviour,
Empirical Literature = monographs focusing on social capital, youth mobilisation, organisational networks, and socio-
student politics, and decentralised planning in Northeast  political trajectories of volunteer cadres in
India. Assam.

Source: Statutory Frameworks Compiled by the Author, 2026

The integration of secondary data sources through data triangulation enables cross-validation of findings across all the data
Denzin (1978), Flick (2018). This approach provides a way to understand both the institutional framework of the Gram Panchayat
Development plan and the opportunities for mobilising youth volunteers for development Creswell and Creswell (2018). to
understand both the institutional framework of the Gram Panchayat Development plan and the opportunities for policy execution.

DOCUMENT SELECTION CRITERIA (INCLUSION/EXCLUSION)

To reduce selection bias, documents were selected on three criteria. First, Policy documents, government reports, and research
studies till 2026 were included. Second, the review focused on literature related to Assam, PRIs, and Autonomous Councils. Finally,
documents addressing the participation or technical challenges of GPDP and community volunteers in the region were included.

ZDATA EXTRACTION AND DOCUMENT ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK

The selected secondary material was analysed using a qualitative thematic content analysis framework, executed through a
three-stage conceptual mapping process:

Journal of Integrative Science and Societal Impact 12


https://jissi.org/jissi/

The Civic-Development Convergence- Institutionalising Political Volunteer Networks for Grassroots Planning in Assam

Figure 2
DeflCIt Mapplng Extracting data on participation and capacity gaps within formal GPDP
(Demand) reports.
Asset Identification Analyzing empirical literature to map the reach and networks of youth
(SU pp|y) volunteer cadres.

Cross-referencing deficits with assets to build the structural "Civic-
Development" framework. make academic artcle ready figure

Figure 2 Data Analytical Framework
Source: Compiled by the Author, 2026

Deficit Mapping: The data from government reports and policies were systematically coded to identify and categorise the main
problems in grassroots planning, including low Gaon Sabha attendance, data management, and qualitative content analysis Mayring
(2000), Krippendorff (2018).

Asset Identification: Empirical literature on Assamese Student politics and youth mobilisation was coded using thematic
analysis techniques Braun and Clarke, (2006) to extract operational strengths, such as rapid mobilisation capacity and rural
outreach.

Convergence Synthesis: The identified governance deficits were subsequently cross-referenced with the operational assets of
youth volunteer networks through thematic synthesis to identify areas of institutional convergence. This integrative analysis
provided the conceptual foundation for constructing the proposed Civic-Development Convergence Model Thomas and Harden
(2008).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of secondary data shows that the challenges faced by local self-governance in Assam closely align with the strengths
of the region's youth networks. By comparing government reports with research studies, this section identifies how these two areas
complement each other, forming the basis of the proposed Civic-Development Convergence Model.

Table 2

Table 2 The Civic-Development Convergence Framework

Dimension Traditional Political Development-Oriented Civic Action
Volunteerism
primary Electoral canvassing, rally Community asset mapping, data collection, and welfare facilitation
Activity organisation, and political United Nations Development Programme. (2015), Ministry of Panchayati Raj.
sloganeering. (2022).

Operational Continuous (aligned with development plan implementation).
Cycle
Target Electoral victory or policy Improvement in human development indicators (HDIs) United Nations
Outcome concession Norris (2002). Development Programme. (2015).

Institutional Political parties and student unions. PRIs, Autonomous Councils, and line departments.

Nexus

STRUCTURAL PAIRING MATRIX: GAPS VS. ASSETS

The core finding of this analysis is that the operational strengths in the civic volunteer cadres can mechanically resolve the
structural deficiencies in the institutional Gram Panchayat/Autonomous Council.
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Table 3

Table 3 Analytical Framework for Civic-Development Convergence

Institutional Governance Deficit Volunteer Network Asset (Supply Operational Convergence
(Demand Side) Side) Mechanism
Participation Deficit: Low Gaon Sabha Mobilizational Capital: Deep, village- Community Animation: Volunteers

attendance; structural exclusion of level network penetration and rapid serve as neutral social animators,
marginalised households Goswami (2019),  collective mobilisation capacity Hussain ~ conducting door-to-door sensitisation
Mahanta (2021). (1993). to drive Gaon Sabha turnouts.
Data & Technical Deficit: Poor collection Digital Literacy Cap: Highly tech- Civic Tech Intermediation: Forming
of disaggregated village statistics; weak savvy, formally educated rural youth campaign workers into digital scribes
execution of Participatory Rural Appraisals demographic underutilised in village to execute spatial mapping, asset
[PRA] . affairs . registry, and scheme tracking.
Accountability Deficit: Elite capture of Vigilance Tradition: Established Social Auditing Cadres: Transitioning
resources; irregular or weak statutory historical culture of anti-corruption agitational vigilance into formal,
social audits Bardhan (2002), Ministry of pressure-group politics and civil institutionalised monitoring of asset
Panchayati Raj. (2026). resistance Baruah (2005), Misra (2000). creation and welfare delivery.

Source: Compiled by the Author, 2026

The Table 3 presents the Civic- Development Convergence Model, with key governance challenges in GPDP implementation with
capacities of youth volunteer networks in Assam. It shows that participation, technical, and accountability gaps can be reduced by
leveraging volunteers' mobilisation capacity and civic vigilance through structured mechanisms. The framework illustrates that
community assets can be systematically integrated into decentralised planning to strengthen participatory governance at the Gram
Panchayat level.

DISCUSSION: MECHANISM OF TRANSITION

The primary theoretical barrier identified in secondary literature is the inward-looking nature of political and ethnic
volunteerism in Assam. Using Putnam (2000) terminology, the state features an excess of bonding social capital, exclusive loyalty to
student unions or ethnic autonomous groups, which often fosters inter-group fragmentation Baruah (2005). The model changes the
energy use pattern instead of focusing on political competition; these local cadres take responsibility for development and service
roles through the People’s Plan Campaign framework (MoPR,2022). This helps connect marginalised citizens to formal government
services, regardless of their identity or background.

Figure 3
Institutional Bridging Social
Bonding Social nstitutiona Capital
Cal;gita] Absorption via apia
Identity-centric GEDE Cross-community
Capacity Welfare
Protest-oriented g
Bm.ld?ng Institutional Trust
Training

Figure 3 Conceptual Framework of Civic-Development Convergence
Source: Developed by the Author, 2026

The Figure 3 shows the proposed conceptual framework through which bonding social capital is characterised by identity-based
collective mobilisation. It can be transformed into bridging social capital through engagement within the GPDP. Training programs
and structured social audits help redirect existing volunteer networks toward inclusive, development-focused community
participation. As a result, involving youth volunteers in local institutions can improve cooperation between communities, build trust
in public institutions, and promote more participatory local governance.
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ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGE OF POLITICAL NEUTRALITY

The public administration report highlighted a significant concern: the risk of partisan capture if political volunteers enter local
planning space Goswami (2019). To protect the GPDP framework from partisan bias, the secondary data highlight the need for a
strong institutional safeguard through state training bodies such as the State Institute of Panchayat and Rural Development (SIPRD).

The findings suggest that volunteer networks can maintain structural neutrality if they are onboarded under a Three-Tier
Certification Framework:

1) De-linking: Volunteers register as independent civic animators, signed to a code of conduct that bans overt political
branding during planning exercises.

2) Capacity Building: SIPRD provides standardised training focused on technical data tools, human development indicators
(HDIs), and neutral participatory methods Chambers (1994).

3) Institutional Supervision: Animators operate directly under the bureaucratic oversight of the block development officer
(BDO) and panchayat secretary, ensuring their labour is aligned with statutory planning objectives rather than party
interests.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR AUTONOUS COUNCILS

The Model holds value for the Autonomous Councils in the State, for example, the Deori and Mising Autonomous Councils. These
councils often operate with limited administrative infrastructure and face workforce shortages at the village level Mahanta (2021).

Secondary evaluations show that these councils depend heavily on ethnic youth groups for political support Misra (2000). The
proposed Convergence Model suggests integrating these youth groups into permanent development roles. This can strengthen the
councils' administrative capacity, improve welfare monitoring, and provide timely, detailed field data to support better planning and
stronger negotiations for state resources.

COCLUSION

This paper examines a key challenge in decentralised governance in Assam: while public participation is high, local planning
institutions continue to face serious constraints. By comparing statutory planning frameworks with regional political studies, it
argues that the limited implementation of the Gram Panchayat Development Plan (GPDP) is not only due to administrative or
financial drawbacks. It also results from the failure to effectively use the large network of youth volunteers already active in
community and political activities across the region.

To address this gap, the paper proposes the Civic-Development Convergence Model. The model recommends training and
integrating local youth volunteers into neutral, development-focused community roles under the supervision of Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs) and State Act Autonomous Councils Putnam (2000). These volunteers can improve transparency and
accountability at the grassroots level. Overall, the model promotes an asset-based approach to rural development by making better
use of existing local human resources.

SCOPE FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

This study is based on qualitative document analysis and secondary data, which is its main limitation. Although the proposed
framework linking governance gaps and existing youth volunteer networks is conceptually strong, it needs to be tested in real-world
field settings. Future research should conduct long-term pilot studies in selected rural blocks or Autonomous Councils in Assam to
evaluate the model's impact on Gaon Sabha participation and youth volunteerism.
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