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U
made a careful study of  river conservation and rejuvenation strategies 
adopted on various international rivers including Thames, Rhine 

emerged that active citizen engagement has been the mainstay for all 
successful interventions and has also ensured sustainability of  major 
capital investments. Such community participation has mostly been 
in voluntary sector, though some government support has helped the 
process. However an institutionalised voluntary citizen engagement 
is sine-qua-non for an effective strategy. In the case of  our country, 
there are many voluntary organizaions active at grass root level, 

evolved a River Trust based model to streamline the multitude of  
initiatives and efforts by various grass root level organisations. With 
a proposed framework of  legal status, institutional arrangements, and 
a draft charter detailing the role, structure, membership and critical 

propose to test and evolve the River Trusts model through pilots, on 
ground. The article shares the learnings on community participation 
from across the world, and further details the proposed River Trusts 

socio-cultural conditions. 

INTRODUCTION

Involving communities in decision making is vital to ensure that 
the right development decisions are made. Rather than government 
solely regulating the actions of  private parties or managing publicly 
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owned resources, collaborative environmental management implies 
that government shares decision-making power and authority with 
other stakeholders.   This allows to bring consensus from people who 

While community engagement, participation and awareness 
building has gained much importance, it still often uni-directional. 

providing feedback or negotiation. Therefore, citizens have to be 
heard and empowered to engage in decisions for the natural resources 

solutions which are indigenous to a locality is getting lost. This can be 
reversed only by supporting such practices indigenous to the locality 

A partnership approach between statutory bodies (e.g. central, 

community-led organizations (e.g. local trusts, and local groups 

restoration proposal and in assessing and regulating large scale 
development within a rivers catchment2. A study suggest that 75 % 
of  river restoration projects did not reach their minimal goals due 
to the lack of  active stakeholder involvement3. A successful river 
restoration programme of  Danube and Rhine are based on the Water 

made in a collaborative and transparent manner  .

2
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Any major programme on the clean-up of  river Ganga initiated 

cultural and religious meaning associated with the Ganga. Ironically, 

was an over-reliance on conventional approaches, conceived and 
implemented by the central government, failing to involve the public 
and local stakeholders.5  The top-down approach, where the planning 
and sanction of  interventions are through central government with 
minimal participation from local government and public, assumed 
that people are the problem, rather than the institutions. Hence, all 
efforts to create awareness and monitor pollution does not involve 
sharing information about the program with the public, and hence, 
did not create any lasting sense of  ownership. 

Government of  India has tried to handle this issue through strategic 
communication and enhanced public participation and outreach. 

organized to make a strong pitch for public outreach and community 
participation in the programme . Some of  these activities include 
Ganga Quest, an online quiz on Ganga launched in collaboration 

with Doordarshan, The Great Ganga Run, developing a cadre of  

5
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River Ganga7 and its tributaries for the prevention, control and 
abatement of  environmental pollution in the River Ganga.  A separate 
budget is also assigned to support and empower District Ganga 

involvement of  local stakeholders. However, there is still a question 

of  all sections of  society. 

During last year or so, attempts have been made to fully activate 

outreach and conduct of  meetings of  the committees. The full 
success of  these efforts are yet to be witnessed and it is observed 

ground. However, this is a strong formal framework with required 
authority to guide the program in right direction if  an institutional 
arrangement is made to involve stakeholders and develop community 
participation. There continues to be gap between government entities 
and community based organizations/groups working at grass root 

national examples available as of  now for community participation. 
The study indicates that there is a need to bring together the strengths 
of  individual efforts, into a model for community engagement that is 
coordinated, integrated and holistic; which emerges from grass-root 
level action and having positive impact at regional/national or even 
international level. In the case of  rivers, we can paraphrase this idea 
as; 

River Trust that addresses the issues observed in existing set-up of  

This chapter will summarize the learnings of  our study on community 

intends to pilot in one of  the districts in river Ganga. 
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community-based organizations

LEARNINGS FROM INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL 
EXAMPLES OF COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION 

A number of  case studies, on community participation models, 
from across the globe, was studied in detail, to understand their key 
strengths and weakness. 

- The Rivers Trust of  UK; was formerly called, “Association 
of  Rivers Trust” - ART. It is the umbrella body of  the Rivers 

enhance our freshwater ecosystems for both people and 
wildlife. The trusts concentrate much of  their effort on 
practical improvements in their local areas such as the removal 

- to river banks and increasing the amount and quality of  
spawning grounds. ART continues to provide an important 
link between established, new and emerging rivers and 

regional trusts to showcase their work. 
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- They have initiated many collaborative programs such as 

amongst others, where partnerships are developing a 
collaborative vision and plan for their catchments, bringing 
together all those with a stake in the health of  the water 

for the environment, business and local communities. 

- They develop ideas, exchange best practices, and offer policy 
guidance. 

- The development programme also funds an information pack 

to work on the ground, in the heart of  the community, and 
to promote a sustainable future for our river environments. 

trust movement and created the capacity to promote a trust 

are increasingly using rivers trusts to consult and involve local 
people in the management of  rivers. The model is robust 
and organised with institutional arrangements to ensure that 

The Mississippi River Trust (MRT), 

land owners in conservation easement of  lands for conservation 
purpose instead of  selling the land for development. There areas of  

private and government partners to protect, restore and enhance 
bottomland forests and other wetland and riverine habitats, focusing 
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friendly tools available for private landowners wishing to preserve 
or promote a certain conservation ethic on his or her property. In 

restrict certain property uses, such as subdividing land for residential 
or commercial development. In return, a landowner typically receives 

The easement model relays on land owners stewardship, which 

Hence this may take longer time to establish in the context of  India 
and may not be applicable across all income groups. The easement 
tool may be used as one of  the tool but cannot be used as the 
singular exclusive tool. It cannot be applied in critical riverine or 
riparian or vulnerable areas as it is a choice based model. Also given 
the speculative nature of  land value and real estate, compensatory 
tax exemptions cannot be viable.

Community Involvement in Danube under the ICPDR 

consultation, outreach and awareness raising, as well as environmental 
education. The activities include public consultation measures for 

environmental education. 

Community Involvement Model in Rhine; is an International 

external project based funds. Involvement of  the general public 
is mainly focused on awareness-raising at local level based on the 
initiative of  motivated actors such as local environment authorities. 
Hence, grass root level engagement is under the purview of  the 
formal framework of  organised meetings and hence not entirely 
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owned by the local community. These are international cooperation 
based models and are led and funded by participating governments, 
hence not exactly community led initiatives. But the key takeaway 
here is the relevance of  such cooperations for the countries 

resources and managing them will be smoother and coordinated with 

participation and engagement protocols.

SMURF (Sustainable Management of  Urban Rivers and 
Floodplains); 

the way that land use and water management planning is carried 

community members were chosen for long term engagement focused 
on achieving the objective of  a project is important along with other 
overarching engagement projects. These select members would also 
act as the agents or leaders w.r.t the project concerned and citizens 

clarity to citizens as well.

toolkits on best practices in community participation. These include; 

Highlights from these are summarised below;

communities 

- Discuss, deliberate and empower the citizens based on 

- Handhold newly formed initiatives through technical and 
funding support until they are self-reliant 

- Target focus groups and develop programs and activities 
designed for these focus groups especially children, young 
adults and people with livelihood stakes
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inform people 

community members

evolve a workable model for communities

- Define hydrological boundaries as units and limits of  
organised efforts instead of  administrative boundaries

information and data is in both directions

- Systemic integration of  consultation with community based 
organisations into the planning and development process

The review of  Indian case studies of  community engagement 
threw light into the many strengths and weakness. The Indian cases 

level organisations, while some have evolved into research based 
organisations that not only carry out on ground activities but also 
provide technical and training supports. Some of  them also have rich 
learning materials and platforms which can be openly accessed, but 
many a times citizens are unaware of  these resources. A summary of  
select Indian case studies on community engagement gives a glimpse 
of  endeavours by various organisations across the country.
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1. Ganga Prahari
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation

Wildlife Institute - T h e  f i v e 
G ang a  s t a t e s 
(Ut tarakhand, 

Bihar, Jharkhand 

to identify 
volunteers/
engage citizens

site level consultative meetings and workshops held in 
select villages, located on the bank of  the Ganga River, 

can mobilize others in Ganga conservation efforts. 
Additionally, the local communities, are approached 

To ensure a fair and just representation of  youth from all 
the districts and villages located along the Ganga River, 
one to one discussion are held with the prospective 
candidates. 

passion and zeal to serve the Ganga River for maintaining 
its integrity in terms of  its cleanliness and biodiversity 

on the date of  joining the project, preferably from the 
Ganga River side villages. The younger school students, 

have been launched recently.
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A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

support the local level institutions and monitor the 
quality of  the natural resources of  the river by mobilizing 
local communities at the grassroot level.

villages for maintaining the integrity of  the Ganga 
River ecosystem

their respective villages in maintaining a clean and 
vibrant Ganga by providing support for biodiversity 
monitoring, taking part in anti-poaching operations, 
and river side plantation programmes

coordination and implementation of  village level 
micro-plans for sustainable development in alignment 
with Swachh Bharat Abhiyan

programmes and biodiversity conservation efforts 
at village level thus to ensure ecological integrity and 
reduce direct dependency of  local community on the 
Ganga River

Outcome of  the Strong mobilisation capacity of  communities through 

2. Ramganga Mitra
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation

Wold Wildlife Ramganga 
Tributary 

t o  i d e n t i f y 
v o l u n t e e r s /
engage citizens

communities, institutions and authorities; a testament 

include doctors, academics, citizens, students, NGO 
members, local government members and also 
corporates.
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A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

the river, giving individual and collective solutions they 
can participate in, like sustainable farming practices

-  Implementing ongoing conservation initiatives as part 
of  the Rivers for Life, Life for Rivers programme

policies that improve river health
Outcome of  the Trained community members who volunteer in 

capacity building of  fellow community members for 

Life for Rivers

3. Ganga Mitra (Task Force at Grass Root level)
Implementing 
Agency

F u n d i n g 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation

Banaras Hindu 
University

- Ganga Basin

A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

To provide eco-skills and capacity building training to 

the river for livelihood etc.
Outcome of  the Skilled volunteers who can take forward monitoring 

resources.



190   /  A Community Participation Model for River Protection 

4. Water Projects-Art of  Living
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation

Art of  Living-
Volunteers

Various funding 
agencies based 
on programme

-
areas/v i l l ages 
across states of  

Nadu, Delhi and 

A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

Some major projects are; 

democratic change and community partnership, this 

Outcome of  the 

Water Security

5. India Water Project - Arghyam
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation

A r g h y a m 
( e n c o u r a g e d 
b y  N a t i o n a l 

T h r o u g h 
p a r t n e r s h i p s 
with non-profit 
organisa t ions, 

of  multinational 
corporations and 
the media

- (full time staff  
engaged in data 

W e b - p o r t a l 
f o r  d a t a  a n d 
i n f o r m a t i o n , 
related to water 
r e s o u r c e s  i n 
India
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A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

information and data source on all the latest 
information, updates and news (both technical and 

Outcome of  the -  Generating mass awareness 

infrastructure and internet

6. Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), NGO
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation 

/Activities

its projects and 
programmes

Donors - 
environment

A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

and informational products have been its strength and 
they have always combined research and readability 

raising are periodicals, publications, films/short 

products.

designed to create awareness about problems and 
propose sustainable solutions. 

programmes in the area on non-formal environmental 
education programmes for professionals, public 
administrators, private sector executives NGO 
professionals, students and others in environmental 
issues.

information -- printed and visual -- on sustainable 
development issues.
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Laboratory is an independent, analytical laboratory 
that monitors toxic contamination of  the environment 
and uses the results of  this monitoring to advocate 
for improved regulation of  the use of  toxins in the 
country.

Outcome of  the -  Generating mass awareness 

-  Technical information on pollution monitoring and 
evaluation

-  Review of  policies and projects related to 
environment

7. Tarun Bharat Sangh (TBS) (Registered Society) - Save the River 
Ganga Campaign
Implementing 
Agency

Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation 

/Activities
T B S  i n 
partnership with 
communities 

Various funding 
partners (Swiss 
A g e n c y  f o r 
D eve l o p m e n t 

I r i s h  A i d , 

India ,  Ramon 

and donations

-
e nv i r o nm e n t , 
water resources 
a n d  r u r a l 
communities

A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

TBS is working for the empowerment of  communities; 
anchored on Gram Swarajya - village self-rule. The 

is to make community self-reliance. This is done by 
inviting the community to participate at every stage of  
development-work for them.
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by setting examples in welfare action

resource development

decision making
-  Improvement of  the level of  education in the 

community
-  Incorporation of  better health facilities to create 

healthy

harness energy to value-based work
Outcome of  the 

who have ownership and accountability towards their 
efforts 

-  Self-driven community members who are willing 
for continued engagement as every community 
members voice is heard and opportunity given to 
voice opinions. 

8. Ganga Action Parivar (GAP)-NGO
Implementing 

Agency
Funding 
Agency

No. of  People 
Engaged

Area of  
Implementation 

/Activities

wi th  fun d ing 
p a r t n e r s  a n d 
communities 

D o n a t i o n s - Ganga Basin

t o  i d e n t i f y 
v o l u n t e e r s /
engage citizens

professionals, engineers, scientists, activists, spiritual 
leaders, environmental specialists and dedicated sevaks 

pristine, natural state and to the protection of  over 500 

waters for their lives and livelihoods.
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A c t i v i t i e s  i n 
which community 
is engaged

Some of  the Actions in motion are;

-  A petition for National Ganga River Act is 
proposed

for the Victims of  the Disasters in the Himalaya

provides a foundation for a cleaner, greener, more 
sustainable Ganga and environment

mosques, shrines, gurdwaras, churches and other 
sacred buildings along Ganga, but also to “green” 
the pilgrimage routes used to reach these places.

of  building healthy, fertile soil as well as techniques 
for planting and caring for a wide range of  fruit and 
nut bearing trees. One can sponsor a fruit tree under 
this program.

O u t c o m e  o f  -  Rehabilitation and support for victims of  disasters

-  Awareness building and advocacy for greening of  
pilgrimage sites and routes

-  Outreach and advocacy for fertile and healthy soil to 
school children through teaching of  techniques for 
the same

What is interesting, is the diversity in the multitude of  initiatives 
taken up by the many governmental and non-governmental agencies. 
There is immense potential given the good work done by these 
non-governmental and government agencies. There is also huge 

of  our economy. The missing link is, coordination between these 
many different players; cooperation and partnerships that are guided 
through systemic action is the need of  the hour. There is immense 
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streamlined and mobilised to work together. And such stock taking 
will also in turn help identify regions and areas that are not covered 
by grass root level activities/efforts. 

These learnings and insights were examined in the context of  
existing models of  community engagement, as well as the geographic, 
demographic and socio-cultural conditions. The key features and 
characteristics, for community led, integrated watershed based river 
rejuvenation, is summarised in the following section.

RIVER TRUST MODEL FOR CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT 
IN RIVER BASIN MANAGEMENT PROPOSED BY TREE 
CRAZE FOUNDATION

communities

makers

lead by focus group leads

the gap between formal and informal community participation 
efforts/institutions

To ensure that all the above principles are followed in a community 
participation model, it will have to be based on;
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- Ownership and stewardship among citizens, 
- Local and regional action, 

The two main factors in community engagement and collaboration 

  
Hence for collaborative community engagement to function 
smoothly, legal, institutional and organisational guidelines are critical 

strategies and take action on ground.

The proposed River Trust model is based on the creation of  

- 1882, which is owned and run by the local community members/
citizens in a given hydrological area. The coming together of  many 
such like-minded local trusts to work in a coordinated and integrated 
manner is critical for results at local level, regional level and national 
level as river rejuvenation/protection can be successful only through 

that can mobilise action for regional and national impact.

Hierarchy of  River Trust Units Across Scales

area

river trust,
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extents of  a hydrological unit at a scale that works for the community 

is the essence of  evolving and establishing a local river trust and 

among the citizens locally, to integrate contextual factors/aspects/

local chapter. These initial workshops would handhold the local 

trust.

INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE 
PROPOSED RIVER TRUST MODEL

Because the model involves a hierarchy of  multiple trusts as 
functioning units, which has to work in individual capacity and 

arrangements. Such arrangements include;

- Legal status of  the River Trusts

- Organisational structure and role

Legal Status and Membership in the proposed River Trusts: 

working in the area.

will be open to; all local river trusts of  the basin city/town/village.

independent citizen forum.
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The Local Chapters of  the proposed River Trusts, are the 
fundamental unit of  the model. By having smaller hydrological 

there is the possibility to cover the entire basin of  a given river, thus 

The National River Trust or The River Trust of  a River, is as 
important as the individual local chapters. This National River Trust 
or the River Trust of  a River will function as the head quarters of  
the River Trusts and will help coordinate activities at larger scales. 
Such an integrating unit at a larger scale will also help to liaison with 
international organisations, central and state government agencies. 

and state boundaries. Such an umbrella organisation will also help 
local chapters of  river trust with matters beyond their individual 
capacity. It has to be noted again, that such an umbrella organisation 
at National level or at the level of  a River Basin, can be built up 
only once considerable number of  functioning local chapters are 
established.
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ACTION ON GROUND - STRENGTHENING OWNERSHIP 
AND STEWARDSHIP AMOUNG CITIZENS

While the proposed model and institutional framework of  River 
Trusts enables inter-scalar integration and coordination, there are 
some fundamental activities that can to be taken up immediately. 
These activities have to be contextualised to be compatible and 
viable to the people carrying them out as well as to the geographic/
ecological conditions of  that part of  the riverine/riparian ecosystem. 

core function of  each of  these local river trusts.

has to be evolved by every local river trust. These are listed below. 

local opportunities and constraints. 

by the community

and River Trust action force

spaces

schools and institutions in the water body precincts

base

employees/volunteers 

initiatives, issues concerns related to rivers and environment 
within their locality

to convey concerns and provide database (data-sharing and 
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regular basis 

professional services from urban/environmental planners, 
designers, landscape architects, conservation and restoration 
experts, environmental engineers, civil engineers, etc. 

It has to be noted that to carry out some of  these activities, 
the volunteers and members of  the local river trust will have to be 

local river trust to identify and train few members and volunteers and 
we propose a Training of  Trainers model in association with various 
partnering institutions/organisations/experts.

CONCLUSION

engagement for river rejuvenation clearly brought out gaps such as 
lack of  coordination, external-organization led efforts that are unable 

and action for implementation of  various environment and river 
projects exists; citizen based framework for active engagement, action 
and implementation of  tasks/responsibilities on ground is absent 
currently in India. 

anchor, host, manage, initiate and hand-hold community members 
and other stakeholder and decision makers. Given the scale of  rivers, 

to formulate local river trusts for each sub-tributary or tributary 
of  the river, each of  which is represented at the larger body which 
would be the River Trust for a given River. The hierarchical model of  
local chapters of  river trust under a larger umbrella organisation of  
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National River Trust/the River Trust for a given River, enables inter-
scalar integration and coordination of  community based activities.

Trust which can initiate a people initiative that acts as an exclusive 
platform for all non-formal stakeholders in actively engage and 
participate in river environment management and development. This 
will thus open up the considerable role citizens can play in directly 
participating through action at grassroots level as individuals, families, 
and community members.

The establishment of  such an institutional arrangement and 
structure of  participatory action on ground will help bring actions 
and efforts together ensuring true change on ground. By bringing all 
the multiple efforts and initiatives together a collaborative movement 

efforts. 

***********************************


