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Introducing

Common Voices
T

he commons, as shared resources, are an integral aspect of many resource management
systems the world over.

Their relevance spans a variety of geographical regions, political ideologies and stakeholder groups, and their maintenance
in some cases is of critical importance to providing sustenance for the poor and the landless. While their importance to
sustainability is no longer in question, there still exist opportunities for discussion, research, application and better dissemination
of commons-based information. We present the inaugural issue of Common Voices, as the first step in our effort to familiarise
professionals and lay people on the themes of the 13th Biennial Conference of the International Association for Study of the
Commons (IASC) to be held in Hyderabad, India. In the run up to this event which is to be held in January 2011, we hope to
facilitate exchange of information on the commons, to inform participants and observers about events and opportunities, and
to stimulate lively discussions among those who use, manage and study the commons.
One of the main objectives of this initiative is to disseminate the key premises and results of scholars and practitioners who
have pioneered work on the commons. We start with none other than Elinor Ostrom, who was the recipient of the Nobel Prize
in Economics in 2009. The selection committee lauded Ostrom for ‘her analysis of economic governance particularly with
reference to the commons’. In addition to the recognition of Prof. Ostrom’s seminal contribution, we feel strongly that the
Nobel award also signifies a turning point away from macroeconomics and markets, and the coming of age of sustainability
research and alternate governance pathways. For India, this is particularly timely as organisational partners gear up to host the
conference of the IASC of which Ostrom was the founding President.
As this publication evolves, we hope to bring profiles of pioneers as well as essays and perspectives from leading scholars and
practitioners. We also hope to report on emerging regional and thematic issues that are of significance to sustainability. For
example, in many parts of India, struggles surrounding land, ranging from instances of corporate land grab to the claims of
forest peoples, have been emerging as issues of concern. With the establishment of a ‘Committee on State Agrarian Relations
and the Unfinished Task in Land Reforms’ under the chairmanship of the Rural Development Minister, and a ‘National Council
for Land Reforms’ under the chairmanship of the Prime Minister, these issues are likely to receive renewed attention and
hopefully some amount of relief to those to whom injustice has been done. As a hotspot of traditionally managed governance
systems which have evolved over centuries, south Asia also has many success stories to tell. By focusing on case studies from the
region, we aim to communicate lessons from some of these diverse accounts of success (and failure), and explore their relevance
in providing solutions for the future.
The digital era has also ushered in a sea change in the way information is shared, transmitted and used. One of the emerging
themes related to the commons has been that of the new generation (non-conventional) commons which include the internet
and public resources, databanks, media and traditional knowledge systems. These commons are united by the underpinning
concepts of knowledge and technology sharing. While knowledge as a shared resource has endless possibilities, in certain
contexts such as traditional systems, it may need to be protected or regulated from misuse. In subsequent issues of Common
Voices, we hope to address some of these issues and report on upcoming events related to them.
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This publication has been initiated with the aim of addressing practitioners and lay readers from different backgrounds, regions
and disciplines. Like any other effective effort, the success of this publication will also depend on the feedback that we receive
from readers. We encourage our readers to send letters to the editors on content that is already published or independent
contributions that will inform us of your alternate perspectives or practitioner experiences.
Common Voices is an initiative of the Foundation for Ecological Security (FES). The newsletter is managed by a small editorial

team comprising individuals from FES, as well as independent contributors. It has to be mentioned, though, that we draw
extensively from the work of practitioners who work at the grass roots level. We hope this endeavour contributes at least in a
small way towards meeting the tremendous challenges facing sustainable development today.

Foundation for Ecological Security

Editors
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J. Lokrantz/Azote; Source Site http://www.stockholmresilience.org/

Elinor Ostrom
Taking
Sustainability
Research
Mainstream...
In 2009, The Royal Swedish Academy
of Sciences conferred the Nobel Prize in
Economic Sciences on two individuals who
have been instrumental in establishing
economic governance as a field of research:
Elinor Ostrom and Oliver Williamson.
While Williamson’s contribution is largely
in the field of conflict resolution and
mutual dependence behind hierarchical
organisations, Ostrom’s work focuses on the
evolution and growth of institutions and
mechanisms that govern the commons.

Elinor Ostrom during the 2007 Resilience conference in Stockholm

E

linor Ostrom has broken the mould by attaining more than just the honour of being the first
woman laureate in this field (which in itself is a richly deserved recognition). In an era of market
meltdowns and economic recession, Ostrom’s work stands out as an approach away from
macroeconomics and markets to scenarios of common property management where the assignment of
rights and responsibilities do not follow standard market procedures. Her pioneering work has shifted
the focus to sustainability research and has implications across a range of resource use systems and
institutions. In this article, we attempt to provide a snapshot of her achievements to commons research
as a whole and to south Asia in particular where a significant portion of her research is situated.
Key contributions
One of the key contributions of this political scientist has been towards challenging conventional
wisdom and overturning the prevailing view in support of Garrett Hardin’s long-held ‘tragedy of the
commons’ paradigm. Hardin postulated a pessimistic and largely hypothetical scenario of the commons
being degraded when multiple individuals with selfish interests depleted resources. In his view,
environmental sustainability was bound to be a victim in the long-term. Ostrom’s research on the other
hand which is grounded in fieldwork and ethnography demonstrates that given the right institutional
frameworks, the fate of the commons need not be mired in tragedy. In fact she goes on to show that
human societies have and continue to successfully manage common property resources in a variety
of resource situations including forests, fisheries, grazing lands and irrigation systems. Ostrom also
identifies a suite of rules and conditions that lead to successful management as well as a range of threats
that can negatively affect the process. These range from effective boundary demarcation, adaptability to
local conditions, collective choice arrangements, effective monitoring, the use of graduated sanctions
(for rule breakers), mechanisms of conflict resolution and compliance, self-determination, and the role
of multiple layers of nested enterprises for larger common pool resources.
6

Ostrom’s
research
which is
grounded in
fieldwork and
ethnography
demonstrates
that given
the right
institutional
frameworks,
the fate of
the commons
need not
be mired in
tragedy

The importance of this research lies in its potential to
garner support for common management by developing
the right institutional frameworks. Such approaches are
different from privatisation or government control, the two
most often touted panaceas by experts. From the point of
view of social justice and self-determination, Ostrom’s work
acknowledges the efficacy of a number of self-governing
traditional management systems that work well. Since
human-nature interactions are naturally complex and
context-dependent, single governance systems are unlikely
to succeed across the board. She cautions against one-sizefits-all strategies that are increasingly being promoted and
calls for diagnostic approaches.

An earthen irrigation canal
running through rice patties
in Kaski, in Nepal

Few individuals have succeeded in navigating the tricky
interface between theory and validation. While her
observations have drawn from theory and empirical studies,
the key to Ostrom’s work lies in her ability to compare and
test them in actual situations employing a suite of techniques
ranging from ethnology to remote sensing and game
theory. Straddling disciplines, Ostrom also works towards
articulating knowledge from a range of disciplines to develop
integrative conceptual frameworks that resolve resource
management dilemmas. She has also been instrumental
in developing the Institutional Analysis and Design (IAD)
framework in which analysts focus on decision-making
individuals within resource governance institutions. The
key pathway for IAD includes an exploration of “participants
in positions who must decide among diverse actions in light
of the information they possess about how actions are
linked to the potential outcomes and the costs and benefits
assigned to actions and outcomes”. Ostrom’s work throws
light on the evolution of institutions for collective action.
She demonstrates that common resources can be shared and
managed effectively through systems that get around the
free rider problem (free riders are those who misappropriate
resources or expend less effort than necessary towards an
outcome) by planning and forethought involving incentives,
rewards, etc.

Elinor Ostrom / The Digital Library of the Commons

A poorly maintained
cross-flow structure in the
Chiregard irrigation system
in the Dang district of Nepal

Lessons from and for south Asia
The commons are of paramount importance to south
Asia where local communities traditionally managed
their resources for hundreds of years. A rich diversity of
bio-physical attributes of the region have also led to the
development of a variety of user-managed systems that have
evolved over long periods of trial and error. We highlight two
critical studies carried out by Ostrom and her colleagues on
south Asia’s common property resources:

In 1973, Elinor, along with her husband Vincent Ostrom
co-founded the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy
at Indiana University. The Workshop remains the base
for professionals working on the commons; here they can
interact, contribute and learn from each other. Ostrom is also
the Founding President of the International Association for
the Study of the Commons and was also instrumental in the
development of the International Journal of the Commons.

Irrigation systems in Nepal
In a comparison of Nepal’s Agency Managed Irrigation
Systems (AIMS) and Farmer Managed Irrigation Systems
(FMIS), Ostrom and her colleagues show that the latter were
more successful in allocating water resources efficiently and
equitably. Ostrom validates a counterintuitive perspective by
demonstrating that the success of locally managed systems
were partly attributable to the poor quality of dams and
irrigation structures that local people constructed. Made of
mud, stone and trees, these primitive irrigation structures

Since human-nature interactions
are naturally complex and
context-dependent, single
governance systems are unlikely
to succeed across the board
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Congratulations to Elinor Ostrom from IASC President Ruth Meinzen-Dick
[October 12, 2009]’s news of Elinor Ostrom winning the 2009 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences is still reverberating, causing much excitement.
In awarding the prize, the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences noted it is “for her analysis of economic governance, especially the commons”.
It is so encouraging to see the explicit recognition, by the economics profession, of her landmark studies in the factors that encourage
cooperation.
Those who have been privileged to work with her know how richly deserved this recognition is. Those who are not familiar with her work,
who still believe in the inevitability of Garrett Hardin’s “tragedy of the commons” have a treat in store, discovering her research. She is a brilliant
scholar who can still communicate her ideas to a wide audience, an inspiring teacher and generous colleague.
I am fortunate to be in the former group. I have been following her work on cooperation for managing water, forests, and other shared resources
(even the internet!) for more than 20 years. She was the founding President of the International Association for Study of the Commons (IASC),
instrumental in building an organization that brings together researchers and practitioners to build understanding and improve institutions
for the management of resources that are (or could be) held or used collectively by communities in developing or developed countries. I’m
privileged to be the current President of IASC, able to build on the foundations of her work and that of hundreds of others who are helping to
learn how to craft institutions to govern the commons effectively.
From this vantage point, let me point out two aspects of Prof. Ostrom’s work that are noteworthy, especially for a Nobel Laureate in Economics
Sciences. The first is that her work is grounded in empirical observations. She draws on theory, but also questions the underlying assumptions
and tests them against the actual behavior of people and institutions. She looks for the commonalities—and differences—in the way people
relate to different types of resources, in developing countries as well as the US and other [industrialised] countries, using case studies, structured
comparable data collection across sites, and experimental games, both in the lab and in the field.
The second significant aspect of her work is that she is [sic] transcends disciplines. A political scientist who wins the highest prize in economics,
she works with the whole range of social scientists, but also with foresters, ecologists, mathematicians, … the list goes on. She learns from each
discipline, and offers conceptual frameworks (notably the Institutional Analysis and Design, or IAD framework) that help integrate knowledge
and insights. And more importantly, the combination of perspectives helps to address important practical problems of resource management
and crafting institutions that are sustainable and equitable.
For those who want to learn more, a list of her key publications that are available free online is at www.iasc-commmons.org. Over 100 of her online
articles are also available in the Digital Library of the Commons at http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/browse?value=Ostrom%2C+Elinor&type=author
Reprinted with permission from the International Association for the Study of the Commons (IASC). Dr. Ruth Meinzen-Dick is the President of the IASC.
Source: http://iascp.blogspot.com/ This article was posted on October 15, 2009. This blog posting is co-published with the International Food Policy
Research Institute www.ifpri.org.

Elinor Ostrom / The Digital Library of the Commons

Farmers
repairing
an earthen
irrigation
canal in the
Dang Valley
region of
Nepal
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...on the basis of their intimate
knowledge of the biophysical resources
in the landscape and cooperation,
Nepali farmers with much less formal
education and resources developed
and maintained systems which were
more efficient than those developed on
the basis of ‘modernisation’

required frequent repairs and maintenance which in turn
depended on cooperation between head-end and tail-end
users. This contrasted with technologically advanced
dams constructed by the government with assistance
from foreign donors; these durable concrete structures
precluded the need for labour inputs and eventually
resulted in head-end users misappropriating water.
These studies demonstrated that on the basis of their
intimate knowledge of the biophysical resources in
the landscape and cooperation, Nepali farmers with
little formal education and resources developed and
maintained systems which were more efficient than those
developed on the basis of ‘modernisation’. There are
many other examples of failed modernisation projects
and there are also examples of systems which show
that user-management is not a universal solution for
sustainability. What we need to note, however, is that the
successful ones are largely democratic institutions that
have survived the test of time and need to be empowered
and not dismantled.

arrangements, it results in more effective management
of forests. Key insights from this study also underline
the importance of simple strategies such as providing
opportunities for face-to-face communication between
stakeholders as a catalyst for increased cooperation. The
study also stresses the importance of employing diverse
methods for understanding dynamic and complex-socioecological systems.
What can we learn?
Through most of their work, Ostrom and her colleagues
demonstrate the significance of social capital and
knowledge systems, and the importance of identifying
these systems. Many of us familiar with the commons are
bound to know about traditional resource management
and knowledge systems that are successful, though much
remains to be done regarding their documentation,
validation and formal transfer of power. With respect
to Indian forests, these studies have large-scale, onground implications for participatory approaches such
as Joint Forest Management, and in resolving current
impasses including the recent controversy over the Forest
Rights Act (2006), i.e., The Scheduled Tribes and Other
Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act, 2006. Similarly, human-dominated landscapes that
are now receiving recognition from the point of view of
reconciliation ecology also will benefit greatly from such
explorations. On a broader scale, we can also gain insights
into a range of participatory set ups such as the Panchayati
Raj institutions, rural co-operatives and self-help groups.

Forest governance
Forests are among south Asia’s most critical resources,
and the region is characterised by a large number of
forest-dwelling and forest-dependent communities. One
of the most controversial issues that have polarised
conservation debates in recent times is the governance
and ownership of forest land. A number of conservation
professionals strongly root for government ownership and
strict protection under the protected area network as the
only way to conserve the region’s remaining forests. Social
scientists on the other hand have pointed out the flaws of
strict protectionism and call for investments in improving
livelihood and governance options for communities living
in and around forests.
In a recent study, Ostrom and Nagendra have attempted
an evaluation of the effectiveness of protected areas under
various management and protection regimes. The authors
traced forest change in three diverse landscapes: the Chitwan
District of Nepal, the Mahananda Wildlife Sanctuary
in West Bengal (India) and the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger
Reserve in Maharashtra (India). Their multidisciplinary
study employed research methods ranging from analysis
of remotely sensed data on a temporal scale (from the air),
cross-sectional data pertaining to information on users,
governance and ecological variables (from the ground)
and experiments on the behaviour of volunteers (from the
lab). They conclude that a simple protectionist approach
that excludes people from protected areas is unlikely to
succeed without expensive inputs from the government.
Rules that are imposed by outsiders or by powerful
insiders are likely to result in failure. On the other hand,
when users are genuinely engaged in decision-making
and development of effective institutional and tenurial

As a pioneer of sustainability research, Ostrom’s work
transcends the realm of mere scholarly explorations.
Additional to her significant contributions to theory,
policy and practice is her role as a role model and mentor
whose work is signified by the role of conscience and the
adoption of democratic principles.
Further reading
The key publications of Elinor Ostrom selected by the
International Association for the Study of Commons are
available for free download through links to the Digital
Library of the Commons. These can be accessed at:
http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/LinPubs.html
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Forests
for the
Future:
Linking Forest Commons,
Forest Rights and
Declarations

M

any of India’s forests are common property resources (CPR). Indeed, these forests
their adjoining land forms are easily accommodated in the accepted definition of the
CPR. Most lands falling under the description of ‘forests’ have been accessed and
by people, not necessarily through individual right regimes, but under community ownership.
people have managed these forests. We trace the evolution of the governance of forest commons
Forests in India, however described or legally defined—
whether scrub jungle, dense evergreen or even desert lands—
have always seen human interaction, use and management.
They are considered ‘traditional commons’ and have been
often governed by local communities, either tribal or ‘forest
dwelling’ people. The idea of ‘rights’, particularly collective,
is intrinsic to the notion of commons and for communities
dependent on these resources, rights over the resource
and its governance has been critical. Forests in south Asia
are still thriving socio-ecological systems where dependent
communities derive not just economic returns but their
entire existence and identities are determined by the health
of the resource, their rights over it and access to the same.

and
term
used
And
here.

the administration of the forest department with a central
objective of maximising extractive use. The lands that came
under these definitions of forests included hilly lands, scrub
forests, grasslands and even coastal lands and desert regions
of mountain areas. Therefore, many of these forests that
did not even physically exist, and revenue lands that were
supporting livelihoods, were sealed off as forests. In the
bargain, several communities dependent on these lands
were alienated from these areas as were their unrecorded
rights over these resources.
The governance of the commons and the direction of policy
reforms in the present context must incorporate a historical
understanding of forest management in India. This history
is responsible for very significant changes in how the
commons are viewed today, the definitions of various
common resources such as ‘forests’ and ‘grasslands’, and the
present-day relationship between people and the state over
the governance of these areas. The most significant social
phenomenon since Independence has been the growth of
various peoples’ movements aimed at securing rights over
the commons and their different trajectories which has
resulted in the state’s present conception of peoples’ rights
to forest commons.

In pre-colonial times, vast tracts of forests were under
different regimes of ownership, administration and
management. In 1878, the British colonial administration
passed the Indian Forest Act, through which most lands
were classified as ‘Reserve Forests’ or ‘Protected’ forests and
peoples’ access to these areas and resources were restricted.
The operation of the Indian Forest Act (IFA), 1927, a revised
version still in operation in independent India, marked a
significant start point of the state’s appropriation of the
commons which were declared ‘forests’ and brought under
10

other traditional forest dwellers, “who have been residing in
forests for generations but whose rights could not be recorded”.
The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, (FRA) 2006, not only
recognises individual land rights, which in principle must
be jointly registered in the names of the spouses in case
of married persons, it also recognises community rights to
use, manage, and protect forest resources. Further, this Act
stipulates the conditions for relocation and rehabilitation
in “critical wildlife habitations” with the requirement of
“free informed consent” from the displaced and the offer of
alternative land. The Act, moreover, holds precedence over
all other forest and wildlife related laws. The passage of the
Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Bill, 2006 is considered by
campaign groups as a watershed event in the hard-fought
and prolonged struggle of adivasis and other forest dwellers
of the country. This legislation is significant as an admission
by the state that rights have been appropriated and denied
to forest dwelling people for long, and that a legislative
process is required to right ‘historic injustices’ and give
forest communities the primacy in forest management.

Participation versus ownership
Several peoples’ struggles have marked post-independence
forest management regimes. In 1988, the government
initiated a small change in its forest policy. The National
Forest Policy was introduced in 1988 which recognised
environment conservation and meeting rural peoples’ needs
as important objectives of forest management. In addition, it
envisaged the creation of a massive peoples’ movement with
the involvement of women for achieving these objectives.
On the 1st of June 1990, the MoEF introduced a circular
to the Forest Secretaries of all states and union territories
asking them to involve people in the management of forests
in a programme titled Joint Forest Management (JFM). This
was to be implemented under an arrangement between the
village community (notably now defined as ‘beneficiaries’),
the forest department and voluntary agencies. The village
community was to organise themselves into Village Forest
Committees (VFC) for the regeneration and protection
of forests. In return, they were entitled to a percentage of
‘usufructs’ like grasses, lops & tops and minor forest produce
from the areas reserved for JFM. Voluntary agencies or
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) were envisaged
as catalysts in the process who would interface between the
forest department and local village communities. JFM was
largely project-driven in various parts of the country and in
most places its simplistic approach to the complexities of the
commons has resulted in its failure.

However, the FRA has been accused of ushering in an
inordinate emphasis upon individual rights of use and
occupation of forest land. It is alleged that, except in
cases where peoples’ movements have been spreading
information and aiding in the application and approval
process, beneficiaries are unaware of the full provisions of
the Act, especially those pertaining to the community. In
addition, there are certain administrative barriers against
its implementation. Complaints range from unrealistic
deadlines for the completion of the recognition of rights; the
continuation of forest land diversion without the approval
of those affected, which is against the provisions of the Act;
and initiatives for the notification of critical wildlife habitats
in a manner contrary to the Act. The FRA represents a shift
in control over land and therefore a shift in power equations.
This is naturally resisted by vested interest groups who fuel
the disregard for the implementation of this law as reported
from certain areas.

Foundation for Ecological Security

Policies over forest commons management: Steps
towards reform?
The meaning of forests
The Forest Conservation Act (FCA), 1980, presumably a
conservation legislation, brought in place a system for the
diversion of forests for non-forest purposes, with the state
forest departments and the Ministry of Environment and
Forests (MoEF) deciding the fate of these forest lands.
Recent analyses of this legislation show that it has actually
led to greater alienation of forest lands through its evolving
clearance procedures. The MoEF declared several forest
communities as encroachers in litigations around the FCA
argued at the Supreme Court (SC). Newer complexities
arose in the famous ruling by the SC in T.N. Godavarman
Thirumulpad vs Union of India (Writ Petition 202 of 1995
— popularly known as the Godavarman case). The Supreme
Court’s interpretation and its subsequent application by its
Central Empowered Committee in this landmark case, of
the FCA being applicable to “all areas that are forests in the
dictionary meaning of the term irrespective of the nature of
ownership and classification thereof ” led to further cases of
encroachment and alienation of communities from forests.

Righting wrongs: The Forest Rights Act, 2006
On December 29, 2006, the Indian parliament promulgated
a legislation to recognise and vest forest rights, to recognise
the occupation of forest land by forest dwelling adivasis and
11

Since colonial times, the state has sought extended and
consolidated control over various territories through forest
management. The process of settlements of rights has
exacerbated the marginalisation of communities where vast
tracts of land remained un-surveyed, the rights of millions
were unrecorded; in areas where rights were recognised,
they were often either infringed upon due to insufficient
information, or converted into “privileges” that could be
withdrawn without serious thought to the consequent
effects on peoples’ livelihoods. Moreover, customary and
informal regulation has been unrecognised and considered
illegal. After more than a century of resistance against the
non-recognition of local communities to use, manage and
protect their forests, the FRA, at least theoretically, appears
to provide space for undoing past injustices.

2.

3.

Regional directions: The road from Pokhara
The process of reforms that guarantees the promotion and
sustainable use of the commons finds support in national
and international processes. One important initiative in
this direction was the first international workshop on
community forestry held in Pokhara, Nepal from September
15-18, 2009. It was based on an explicit recognition of the
following aspects of forest commons:
• Recognising the emergence of grassroots networks,
federations and associations influencing governance at
different scales, and advocating for the rights of local,
indigenous, poor and socially marginalised communities
• Recognising the positive steps being taken by some
governments to support community rights and initiatives
through policies and legal frameworks
• Admitting that creating equitable and inclusive livelihood
outcomes is a long-term and challenging process in the face
of prevailing social hierarchies, dominant private interests
and state-centric governance legacies
• Recognising the history of discrimination against women
in forest and land laws, programs, policies, markets and
institutions, as well as their strong contribution to forest
conservation, livelihoods and development
• Acknowledging the positive role and potential of
communities in achieving sustainable forest management
and contributing to climate change adaptation and mitigation
processes
• Affirming the importance of legally acknowledging
and practically supporting the rights and responsibilities
of communities to determine their own destiny in the
sustainable development of their socioeconomic condition
(livelihoods) and resources

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

About 200 representatives of diverse stakeholders from
communities, governments, civil society and other
development partners representing over 30 countries
participated in the workshop. The workshop concluded with
an eight-point declaration outlining the way forward for
governments:
1. Governments and policy makers should guarantee the

human, civil, customary and property rights of local
people over land and forest resources, including the
recognition of the authority of forest communities to
identify and pursue their own development objectives,
by incorporating these rights into national laws,
constitutions and all forest policies and programmes
National governments have a responsibility to ensure the
transparent and democratic governance of forests with
active involvement and representation of communities,
including poor, women, indigenous and socially
marginalised groups, in policy formulation and regulatory
decision-making
Laws and regulatory practices should affirm and
encourage local entrepreneurship by affirming full
community ownership over forest and land resources,
and by removing barriers to community and small-scale
forest-based enterprises and the transportation and sale
of their products
Governments and the private sector should properly
acknowledge, account for and financially reward the
contributions of communities in creating environmental
public goods; and foster financial mechanisms through
which local communities can realise greater value from
their forests, such as payments for various environmental
services
International and national climate change agreements,
policies and mechanisms, including carbon trading,
should respect local rights and privilege payment to local
communities conserving forests
Governments and community leaders must empower poor,
women, indigenous and socially disadvantaged groups to
exercise their rights, responsibilities and participate in
decision-making at all levels of governance; and to ensure
their fair access to markets and an equitable share of all
benefits derived from the forest
Government policy should promote the development of
community-based forest management institutions and
expand the area of forest under community rights and
management
Government, civil society, the private sector and donor
organisations should work closely together to capitalise
on the lessons of democratisation and civic participation
emerging from the experience of community forestry,
to drastically revise institutions and processes for the
democratic governance of the entire forest sector, a
necessary step to achieve the globally desired outcomes
of social, economic and environmentally sustainable
development in the forested areas of the world

The declaration provides a critical direction to various peoples’
bodies as well as newer entities in such as donor agencies,
governments and the private sector based on various
perspectives and experiences on forest rights struggles.
The adoption and implementation of these guidelines is
dependent on active collaborations among those interested
in the continuity of the idea of the commons.
12
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The Case of Amritya
Community Responses to
Groundwater Management

C

ommunities affected by water scarcity are
increasingly able to recognise the exact
nature of environmental degradation
due to extractive water regimes and are also
associating social agencies, such as big farmers,
distress farmers, and larger phenomena such
as droughts, and political-legal uncertainties
with their situation. Some of them have started
evolving their own responses to cope with the
situation, especially given the many gaps in the
mainstream policy framework for managing water
resources, especially groundwater. Understanding
such localised responses can help us evolve future
policy and design interventions for efficient
and responsive groundwater management for
the country. This article highlights localised
water management responses evolved by village
communities in Amritya, a village in Rajasthan

The water crisis has arrived at our doorstep, predictably
fulfilling the multiple predictions that we have repeatedly
heard and learnt to ignore. Even a cursory glimpse at
India’s water statistics shows us that escalating demand
and dwindling supplies of water are typical of many regions
of India, including areas that were previously considered
immune to drought (such sites include Cherapunji, which
is one among the highest rainfall sites and many parts of
the Himalayas). Another alarming trend is the increasing
exploitation of groundwater—it is estimated that there are
over 20 million tube wells, diesel and electrified wells in the
country that are engaged in extraction of water for irrigation.
Studies reaffirm the overexploitation of groundwater.
For example, a recent study of remote sensing data from
the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) published in the journal Nature, reports extensive
groundwater depletion in northern India. Such a water
economy, unmanaged and unsustainable, is surely a recipe
for a socio-ecological disaster.

institutional factors pose their own set of challenges but the
clarity of resource boundaries is easier to identify than in the
case of groundwater systems.
Groundwater management: Using the Socio-Ecological System
lens
It would be helpful to conceptualise groundwater resources as
one of the key areas in a larger Socio-Ecological System (SES),
and focus on those management strategies that would add to
the overall adaptive capacity and resilience of the larger SES.
To put it simply, the overall focus of management efforts
should be on preventing/curtailing environmental damages,
reducing biodiversity loss, safeguarding the quality of water
resources and existing livelihood strategies. The focus should
not be merely on pushing up the threshold limits of existing
water resources, for greater systemic performance.
Disturbingly, the mainstream policy of the Indian State has
not adequately considered these questions in groundwater
management. Policies such as NABARD’s (National Bank
for Agricultural Reconstruction and Development) refusal
to grant credit for well construction in areas designated
as dark zones, and the state’s continuous subsidisation of
electricity used in lifting water through pump sets have
not really helped the cause of efficient use and regulation
of groundwater. They have merely heightened the rich
farmer-poor farmer divide, and deepened the existing social
inequalities—by favouring increasing exploitation of water
by those who can afford to, and increasing marginalisation
of the poorer sections of rural communities.

Tackling the water crisis in the present context therefore
requires effective management of groundwater resources.
The challenges in managing groundwater are much more
complex than in surface water, especially because a
groundwater system has both finite and unconfined reserves
within it. Surface water management; on the other hand,
is largely determined by the catchment reserves and the
institutional factors governing its sustainable and effective
use. These characteristics of surface water resources make
it more amenable to spatial management. Of course, the
13

In this rather bleak scenario, glimmers of hope emerge, when
we start looking at localised examples, where communities
have evolved their own systems and management practices
for sustainable and effective use of groundwater resources.
While it is true that the number and scale of examples are yet
too small to qualify as a fully evolved alternative system for
groundwater management, these stories will definitely help
in identifying directions for steering future policy efforts
and interventions in groundwater management.

with neighbouring villages and petitioning government
authorities to regulate water use and restrict water mining.
To a large extent, these efforts were successful.
However, there were times when the villagers were at
loggerheads with the government authorities—such as
the one time when the government wanted to open up the
groundwater reserves of Amritya to a drinking water scheme
for the neighbouring village. Initially the villagers protested,
as they felt that the water resources they had worked so
hard to conserve would be diverted to a village that had not
cooperated in water conservation efforts and also enjoyed
advantages from being located upstream on an existing tank
irrigation system that Amritya was connected to. Gradually,
the villagers of Amritya arrived at the conclusion that
opposing a scheme for drinking water did not have strong
moral standing, and hence, they decided to negotiate with
the authorities. The drinking water scheme was sanctioned,
and Amritya succeeded in becoming a part of it, and
successfully getting priority over the use rights and securing
greater representation in the body that would regulate the
implementation of the scheme.

In this article we highlight the case of Amritya, a village
in Rajasthan where local decision-makers are adapting to
change based on limited resources and knowledge. The
notable aspect of this situation is that their decisions are
not singularly in favour of improving yields or incomes,
rather the sustainability and maintenance of resources is
foremost.
Amritya: An introduction
Amritya is a heterogeneous village of around 80 households
situated in Bhilwara District, Rajasthan. The village and
its environs fall within the semi-arid to humid tract of
southeastern Rajasthan. Livelihoods here are dependent
on agriculture and animal husbandry. Some households
supplement their incomes by seeking employment in the
stone quarries nearby. Dominant rabi crops include wheat,
black bean, green lentil and mustard, while maize, sesame
and groundnut are sown as kharif crops; a small amount
of opium is also cultivated. Farmers in nearby villages
have also taken to growing oranges which require a large
amount of water. Although a small component of land use
in the area, agriculture along with a period of poor rainfall
was responsible for a drop in the water table by 40 to 60
feet within a period of ten years (commencing from the
late nineties). Almost all of Amritya’s open wells had to be
deepened. However, various attempts at sinking tube wells
were resisted as villagers were able to intuitively associate
the depletion of the water table with this operation.

Evolution of a community consciousness: The way forward
In many ways the dissent over exploitative practices
surrounding the use of groundwater reflects a new form of
consciousness and marks a departure from standard forms
of conflict management. Increasingly, as in the case of
Amritya, communities are now being able to recognise the
exact nature of environmental degradation due to extractive
water regimes and are also associating social agencies with
such exploitation. It is becoming evident that water conflicts
need not concern a first or a second party pitted against one
another, and that these conflicts do not always necessarily
fall under the jurisdiction of the state, which is not fully
equipped to track the ecological processes and implicate or
compensate the associated social actors.
The enemies are not always perceptible, the opponents
aren’t loathed every time, but the causes and effects are still
being understood. Those who understand the crisis do not
resent the actors per se but their actions situated within
larger compulsions in the wake of uncertainties. They fear
that delay in realisation could jeopardise the livelihoods of
all—rich and poor alike.

During the decade when these events were being played
out the villagers organised themselves under the ‘Amritya
Jal Grahan Vikas Samiti’, aligned themselves with the FES
(Foundation for Ecological Security) and also became a part
of a regional initiative for biomass and water conservation,
called the ‘Paryavaran Premi Samaj’ or the ‘Mangalgarh
Federation’.

In the case of Amritya, the village communities have clearly
arrived at this understanding of the local groundwater
crisis, and hence, are able to mediate conflicts and manage
groundwater resources with at least moderate success. Their
approach is not one of essentialist confrontation, based on
virtuousness, but one of adaptive management, based on
prudence. At least in the case of water management, those
who suffer can show us the way forward.

Strategies adopted
The villagers of Amritya, working together with the FES and
surrounding villages, over the years were able to restrict the
sinking of borewells in the region. The strategies employed
included mediations within the community to dissuade
villagers from sinking bore wells, garnering political support,
different types of dialogues and resistance strategies
14
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IASC 2011 is very pleased to inform that
the response to the Call for Participation
IASC 2011
for the Conference
has been indeed,
overwhelmingUpdates
and we received over a
thousand abstracts for papers, panels,
posters and video presentations from
authors across 85 countries, touching
upon myriad dimensions of Commons.
Each abstract has been blind reviewed
by at least two of a group of 70
international and national reviewers. As
the announcements of results now draw
to a close, IASC 2011 congratulates all the
selected authors and wishes to thank each
and every one of you for such wonderful
participation. We would also like to
express our gratitude to all the reviewers
for their time and support towards the
reviewing process.
Registrations for the Conference shall soon
commence online and the registration
details for all relevant categories shall
be made available on the Conference
website: http://iasc2011.fes.org.in
All further queries may be directed by
email to iasc2011@fes.org.in

Website: http://iasc2011.fes.org.in/
Contact:
Jagdeesh Rao Puppala (Conference Co-chair)
Foundation for Ecological Security
PB No. 29, Anand - 388001, India
Tel: (+91) 2692-261402/261238/261239
Email: iasc2011@fes.org.in
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Mailing Address
A-1 Madhuram Park
Near Srinathji Society
Ganesh Crossing, Anand-388001
Gujarat, INDIA

Contact us
We welcome comments, inputs,
feedback and queries at
commonvoices@fes.org.in
or
Editors, Common Voices,
c/o Foundation for Ecological Security,
PB No. 29,
Anand,
388001,
Gujarat,
India
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