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Abstract
Grassroots initiatives that aim to defend, protect, or restore rivers and riverine environments have proliferated around the
world in the last three decades. Some of the most emblematic initiatives are anti‐dam and anti‐mining movements that
have been framed, by and large, as civil society versus the state movements. In this article, we aim to bring nuance to
such framings by analyzing broader and diverse river‐commoning initiatives and the state–citizens relations that underlie
them. To study these relations we build on notions of communality, grassroots scalar politics, rooted water collectives,
and water justice movements, which we use to analyze several collective practices, initiatives, and movements that aim to
protect rivers in Thailand, Spain, Ecuador, and Mozambique. The analysis of these cases shows the myriad ways in which
river collectives engage with different manifestations of the state at multiple scales. As we show, while some collectives
strategically remain unnoticed, others actively seek and create diverse spaces of engagement with like‐minded citizen
initiatives, supportive non‐governmental organizations, and state actors. Through these relations, alliances are made and
political space is sought to advance river commoning initiatives. This leads to a variety of context‐specific multi‐scalar
state–citizens relations and river commoning processes in water governance arenas.
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1. Introduction

River systems are fundamental for preserving our plane‐
tary health and social well‐being. Most rivers are inten‐
sively used and abused to meet human freshwater
demands, reduce flooding risks, enable navigation, gen‐
erate hydropower, and dispose of large quantities of
sewerage and industrial waste. Many still free‐flowing

rivers are imperiled by plans and projects that aim to
use the river’s water flows more intensively to meet the
demands of specific human populations or, in particu‐
lar, powerful corporate interests and centralist interven‐
tion schemes. These plans affect riverine human and
ecological communities, including the river‐related lives,
livelihoods, cultural and leisure activities of mostly vul‐
nerable groups, such as fishermen, smallholders, and
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non‐human riverine communities. Therefore rivers often
become arenas of contestation, where various governing
forces, ranging from top‐down state‐led development
policies and projects to grassroots socio‐environmental
justice movements coalesce, interact, network and are
at odds with one another (Boelens et al., 2016, 2022).
In line with the main questions that inspired this the‐
matic issue, we set out to understand riverine local self‐
governance initiatives and how these relate to state insti‐
tutions and actors. In doing so we focus specifically on
how grassroots actors advance their wished‐for rivers
through different strategies of engagement with state
and non‐state actors.

We inform our analysis on the notion of governance
understood as the processes that define “how organi‐
zation, decisions, order, and rule are achieved in het‐
erogenous and highly differentiated societies” (Bridge
& Perreault, 2009; p. 476). This leads us to under‐
stand river governance not as the governance of rivers
per se, but as the processes of governance through
rivers. Such governance proceses are shaped by the
functions of government and the relations between
government, non‐governmental, and civil‐society actors
(Perreault, 2014; Whaley, 2022). These express as a
patchwork of closely interlinked socio‐ecological sys‐
tems around which actors and institutions create, sus‐
tain, and reproduce practices, relations, institutions,
and laws that coalesce as specific modes of order‐
ing. River‐territorial diversity and pluralism emerge, in
particular, as a response to vertical state‐and‐market‐
based, norm‐setting, and rule‐implementation (Duarte‐
Abadía&Boelens, 2019; Hidalgo‐Bastidas, 2020). To chal‐
lenge the latter, local actions and strategic alliances of
self‐governance emerge. These manifest as local subver‐
sive practices and grassroots socio‐environmental justice
movements (Cumbers et al., 2008; Martinez‐Alier et al.,
2016; Shah et al., 2021; Suhardiman et al., 2017).

Water governance scholars have discussed and
analyzed spaces of political engagement and institu‐
tional emergence (Cleaver & de Koning, 2015; Whaley,
2022) in the context of resource contestation and
social movements, or the lack thereof (Hirsch, 2020;
Miller et al., 2019). In the context of riverine socio‐
environmental sustainability, very different collective
responses and instances of self‐governance in defense
of rivers have been studied and analyzed (Duarte‐Abadía
et al., 2019; Flaminio, 2021; Hernández‐Mora et al.,
2015; Suhardiman et al., 2022). We expand on this lit‐
erature by building on the notions of “communality”
(Hoogesteger, Bolding, et al., 2023), “grassroots scalar
politics” (Hoogesteger & Verzijl, 2015), “rooted water
collectives” (Vos et al., 2020), and “water justice move‐
ments” (Boelens et al., 2022). Through these concepts,
we explore different ways in which collectives engage
in river commoning struggles and strategically relate to
different manifestations of the state. We look specifi‐
cally at how, through individual and collective action,
alliances, networks, and emergent institutional arrange‐

ments, river and water‐centered collectives struggle for
river and livelihood‐related integrity. We analyze how
the relationship between these collectives (citizens) and
the state‐centered water governance structures, pro‐
cesses, and outcomes are mediated and relate to each
other at multiple interrelated scales. We do so by ana‐
lyzing different river commoning initiatives in Thailand,
Spain, Ecuador, and Mozambique.

The case studies are based on ethnographic quali‐
tative research. Different research methods were used
and consisted mainly of open and semi‐structured inter‐
views with leaders and ex‐leaders of the river common‐
ing initiatives, river and water users, policy‐makers and
state officials, staff from development agencies, and tech‐
nical staff of non‐governmental organizations supporting
these initiatives. The interviews were recorded through
personal notes and audio when permitted by the inter‐
viewees. Field observations were likewise recorded in the
researchers’ notes. These were supplemented by partici‐
patory observation during the researchers’ fieldwork peri‐
ods. Aside from these primary sources of information
secondary material such as news reports and websites
were analyzed. Also, earlier results and publications about
these initiatives were reviewed and used in this analysis.

In the next section, we present the theoretical
groundwork that informs our analysis. Then we ana‐
lyze instances of river commoning initiatives in Thailand,
Spain, Ecuador, and Mozambique, respectively. Finally,
we compare the four cases and pull theoretical insights
from their comparison. We pose that the theoretical
notions elaborated in this contribution offer insightful
openings to study, better understand, and theorize river
commoning initiatives and their relations to different
manifestations of the state in divergent contexts.

2. River Commoning and the State

2.1. River Commoning Collectives and Their Scalar
Dimensions

The collective management, care, and protection of
rivers have received relatively little academic attention
(Jackson, 2017; Krause, 2022; Wantzen et al., 2016),
despite a large number of everyday practices, grassroots
initiatives, collectives, andmovements that engage in dif‐
ferent forms of individual and collective action for the
defense of rivers, riverine landscapes, and related liveli‐
hoods (Flaminio et al., 2021; Hommes, 2022; Sneddon &
Fox, 2008). We conceptualize the latter as river common‐
ing initiatives defined as “collective practices of place
and community making, wresting rivers away from influ‐
ences that enclose, commodify, or pollute” (Boelens
et al., 2022, p. 3). These initiatives aim to make the dif‐
ferent dimensions of rivers such as their resources, space,
biodiversity, quality, and other material and immaterial
dimensions a common good for the enjoyment and use
of the commons. Following Boelens et al. (2022, p. 8)
we define river commons as “networked socio‐ecological
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arrangements that embrace and mobilize the social and
the natural—human and non‐human—and practice river
stewardship based on their mutual interdependence on
shared riverine livelihood interests, knowledge, and val‐
ues.’’ We depart from the notion that river commoning
initiatives are rooted in local notions of “river.” These
grounded notions are based on how the people that
engage in these commoning initiatives see, conceptual‐
ize, and relate to what they conceive of, and define as,
“their river.” These notions are rooted in collective imag‐
inaries (Asara, 2020; Hoogesteger, Konijnenberg, et al.,
2023) and related water assemblages (see Reyes‐Escate
et al., 2022). It refers to the broader worldview or cos‐
mologies in which people’s actions and perceptions are
framed, including concepts of commoning, communality,
resistance, fairness, and rightful shares amongst others
(see also the notion of moral ecological rationality devel‐
oped by Cleaver, 2000).

To fully appreciate the richness of political reactions
“from below” we elaborate on the notion of river com‐
moning and expand it to the analysis of its multi‐scalar
dimensions. To grasp the relations between local (individ‐
ual and collective) place, community‐making practices
and initiatives, and the broader multi‐scalar dimensions
of several river‐commoning struggles, we borrow from
the notion of communality as developed by Hoogesteger,
Bolding, et al. (2023). This notion, which was originally
developed for the analysis of the sustainability of irriga‐
tion systems, poses that locally there is a strong inter‐
relation between the commons (the resource users and
their institutions for collective action) and the commu‐
nity (which manifests above all as a sense of place‐based
belonging, identity, and related responsibility). Based on
either one or both of these interrelated precepts, peo‐
ple engage in individual, ad‐hoc collective, and/or insti‐
tutionalized actions, and practices aimed at the protec‐
tion of “their river.” These actions can be very local
and invisible in character but can also relate to the
development of polity, which the authors define as “the
capacity to mobilize resources (and others) to advance
their interests vis‐‘a‐vis state agencies and other exter‐
nal actors” (Hoogesteger, Bolding, et al., 2023, p. 204).
In this context, acts of resistance and commoning are
not only about the result of (organized) economic or
political action; they (also) are embodied in strategi‐
cally routinized practices of water use and “compliance”
with dominant (state) influences. Such a conceptualiza‐
tion of commoning and agency is particularly important
for understanding dynamics in contexts where the state
presence in the water governance domain is ephemer‐
ous (weak states) such as inmany parts of Africa. In these
and other contexts, water and river users’ practices need
to be understood as deeply ingrained in—and informed
by—cultural norms (see Cleaver, 2018).

In other contexts, the growing realization that the
defense of “their river” and related livelihoods are
embedded in wider regional and national politics, water
policies, legal frameworks, and projects has led river‐

ine communities and civil society river collectives to
engage in networks and create alliances with other
communities, urban‐rural civil society collectives, multi‐
stakeholder platforms, governmental institutions, and
non‐governmental institutions. The engagement with
these actors and networks often enables local ini‐
tiatives to overcome their spatial constraints to the
agency by “upscaling their struggles” (Brenner, 1998;
Perreault, 2003).

The notion of grassroots scalar politics (Hoogesteger
& Verzijl, 2015) is insightful to further explore the scalar
dimensions involved in strategies through which local
actors pursue and advance their interests vis‐à‐vis exter‐
nal actors (polity). They do so by engaging with others
in differently‐scaled networks, alliances, and institu‐
tions (McCarthy, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2004). This engage‐
ment increases the capacity of collectives to access
political, institutional, logistical, and/or other support,
as well as access to decision‐making spaces and pro‐
cesses (Cambaza et al., 2020; Hoogesteger et al., 2017).
According to Hoogesteger and Verzijl (2015, p. 15), this
is achieved through: “(a) the consolidation and control
of new scaled spaces and place(s); (b) the consolidation
of networks with actors at different spatial scales; and
(c) the discursive and material bending and appropria‐
tion/rejection/contestation of existing scales and their
configurations.” With these strategies, river‐centered
grassroots collectives shift between actors and institu‐
tional alliances, seeking those that have the potential
to help them advance their demands. To achieve this,
river collectives continuously switch from networks and
alliances that cannot help them with the demand at
hand, to those that can. This is done through a dynamic
process of up‐scaling and/or down‐scaling aimed at find‐
ing the necessary political space (Hoogesteger et al.,
2017). The latter rests on the recognition that the flows
of power and agency in scalar verticality run in both direc‐
tions, that is, from the local to the global and vice‐versa
(Leitner &Miller, 2007)—a process that creates opportu‐
nities as well as pitfalls and traps for commoning move‐
ments (Dupuits, 2019; Dupuits et al., 2020).

Finally, the notion of rooted water collectives (Vos
et al., 2020) points out that river commoning initiatives
are not necessarily based on those that directly man‐
age or live off and from a river or a related resource.
River commoning initiatives can manifest as social move‐
ments or loosely related networks with urban, urban‐
rural, or even transnational roots (Hoogesteger, 2017;
Sneddon & Fox, 2008). Their strategies can be very
broad and often aim at political advocacy for initiatives
that are not specifically tied to a specific river (“their
river”) but at broader concerns and demands for river‐
related socio‐environmental justice (Shah et al., 2021;
Tanasescu, 2013). A last notion that rooted water collec‐
tives bring to the fore is the close relation that a lot of
these commoning initiatives have with state actors and
the importance of political room to maneuver (civil and
press freedoms) in different socio‐political contexts.
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2.2. State and State–Citizens Relations in River
Commoning

States, according to Brenner et al. (2003, p. 11) are
“dynamically evolving spatial entities that continually
mould and reshape the geographies of the very social
relations they aspire to regulate and control.” Here, the
state is not only an overarching power structure, polit‐
ically, and administratively, but also a set of discur‐
sive constructs and everyday socio‐political relationships,
beyond its apparatus (Trouillot, 2001). Rather than posi‐
tioning state power as something absolute and mono‐
lithic, we view it as constantly co‐produced and open
for contestation at different scales. Linking this with
relational approaches to space (Harvey, 1996; Massey,
1998), we position state–citizens relations in a central
position in our endeavor to better understand river com‐
moning initiatives and the inter‐scalar power dynam‐
ics that (re)shape various forms of resistance including
within state spaces (Kenney‐Lazar, 2020). We look at the
state’smulti‐dimensionality across the temporal and spa‐
tial scales.

Most states are organized through spatially distinct
hierarchical scales such as municipalities, provinces,
states, and the national government. This multi‐scalar
institutionalism exercises agency through its tempo‐
ral stability in practices, hierarchical power structures,
and legal frameworks (Swyngedouw & Heynen, 2003).
These scalar fixes shape hierarchies that bind social, eco‐
nomic, political, and environmental practices and rela‐
tions. Though this multi‐scalar apparatus is often orga‐
nized legally and institutionally, this does not mean that
it functions as a monolithic and coherent whole. Often
different interests and political projects are advanced or
contested within the state apparatus. This creates con‐
flicts and negotiations between different ministries at
one scale and/or between the different scales of the
governmental institutions. As a result actors from within
the state as well as from the outside engage in bring‐
ing about or resisting transformations by re‐creating,
challenging, transforming, or sustaining and controlling
specific forms of scalar fixity (Hoogesteger et al., 2017;
Swyngedouw, 2007) aimed at crafting and reconfigur‐
ing riverine hydrosocial territories (Boelens et al., 2016;
Hommes et al., 2022; Hoogesteger et al., 2016).

The multiplicity of interests that live within state
institutions at different scales offers (formal and infor‐
mal) openings for grassroots initiatives to create spaces
of engagement with and/or within the state. This is
especially so when grassroots interests align with those
of bureaucrats or politicians at a specific scale or
around a specific topic (Hoogesteger & Verzijl, 2015).
In these cases (temporal) alliances are forged around a
shared concern. Vos et al. (2020, p. 4) pose that these
are enhanced or severely curtailed depending on “the
strength and involvement of the state bureaucracy” and
“the strength of civil society and room for maneuver,
including civil rights and press freedom.”

Therefore, rather than focusing on the spectrum of
strong and weak states, we argue that the shaping of
political spaces of engagement occurs in conjunction
with the different manifestations of state–citizens rela‐
tions, and how these are in turn (re)shaped by various
actors’ and institutions’ strategies. Therefore we argue
that political rights, authority, and how local communi‐
ties view these concerning their idea of citizenship, also
play an important role in (re)shaping state–citizens rela‐
tions. This includes not only how local communities view
state power but also how the state presents its power
position vis‐à‐vis the wider public and/or within a par‐
ticular governance context. Our concern is above all to
understand how river commoning initiatives engagewith
the state or part of the state through context‐specific
strategies, coalitions, and networks as is further explored
in the next section through the four case studies.

3. River Commoning Practices and Struggles

3.1. The Establishment of the Mekong People Forum
in Thailand

The Pak Beng hydropower dam is to be constructed
in Pak Beng district, Oudomxay province in Laos,
though its impacts would be felt by local communi‐
ties living along the river in both Laos and Thailand.
As one of the 12 planned hydropower dams on the
mainstream of the Mekong River, the Pak Beng dam
project has undergone regional consultation processes,
as stipulated in the Procedure for Notification Prior
Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA) led by theMekong
River Commission (MRC; Mekong River Commission for
Sustainable Development, 2017; Suhardiman & Geheb,
2022). This consultation does not oblige the company to
compensate villagers’ livelihood impacts from the dam,
especiallywhen these villages are not identified as poten‐
tially impacted areas in the Resettlement Action Plan pre‐
pared by the company. In Thailand, the developers and
Thai government overlooked many villages that will be
impacted by the project. In response, these communi‐
ties have engaged in regional and national consultation
processes surrounding the dam construction. The PNPCA
for Pak Beng started in December 2016 andwas followed
by a series of meetings, including a regional consultation
meeting conducted in February 2017, and a visit to the
field site in April 2017.

Local communities in Thailand responded strongly
through various institutional pathways and procedures
(formal and informal) to negotiate their access to
decision‐making processes surrounding the Pak Beng
Dam. Local communities’ strategy to exercise pressure
is closely anchored in their close relationships and thus
strategic alliances with civil society organizations (CSOs)
networks, international NGOs, and Thai academics. Such
alliances have increased local communities’ bargaining
power by engaging in and using local, national, and
transboundary decision‐making processes and venues.
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In these spaces, local communities reconfigured rules,
practices, norms, and relationships introduced by the
company in its transboundary environmental impact
assessment report and the way the consultation was
conducted. This reconfiguration is most apparent in the
way local communities brought national policy‐makers
in Thailand and the MRC into the negotiation processes,
shifting decision‐making power from the company to
these national and inter‐governmental decision‐making
bodies. In doing so they have flattened the existing
power asymmetry between local communities and the
company, while also creating new spaces for negotia‐
tion through more open policy dialogues and additional
consultation meetings. At the same time, CSO leaders
have established informal relations with state officials
that sympathize with the social cause the CSO is focusing
on (e.g., to create an equal playing field in hydropower
decision‐making and convey the voice of the poorest and
most marginalized). These state officials often inform
the CSO leaders about important steps in hydropower
decision‐making (e.g., when the company would con‐
duct public consultations). This way, the CSO leaders
could use the information to inform their grassroots and
plan mobilizations and street protests accordingly. This
informal relation occurs as a response to Thai central‐
ized development planning in which the central govern‐
ment decides on every step of hydropower decision‐
making. This leaves state officials, especially those at the
(sub)district level, without negotiation power or even
the ability to officially convey any feedback to the plans.
In response, they navigate this situation through infor‐
mal alliances with CSO leaders.

However, consultation meetings in Thailand did not
satisfy CSO networks and local communities. Similarly,
the review that showed major shortcomings in the
transboundary environmental impact assessment report
did not result in any follow‐up assessment. To address
this issue, local communities together with CSO net‐
works, international NGOs, and Thai academics came up
with the idea to establish the Mekong People’s Forum
which could serve as an alternative discussion plat‐
form in transboundary water governance and in partic‐
ular related to hydropower decision‐making processes.
On 1–2 December 2020, the Mekong People’s Forum
was launched with its first event attended by more than
100 participants from various backgrounds (the media,
international development agencies, local communities,
and the CSO network). Key ideas that were discussed
included (a) the need to set up the forum as an alter‐
native platform for local communities to better negoti‐
ate with states, inter‐governmental organizations, and
key donors influencing development pathways through
large‐scale infrastructure projects in the Mekong and
(b) the need to strengthen and empower the local com‐
munities ability to protect the river and bring to light
their role in knowledge production processes surround‐
ing river ecosystems in general and social and environ‐
mental impact assessments in particular.

The establishment of the Mekong People’s Forum
illustrates that river commoning initiatives have
responded to the existing power asymmetry in
hydropower decision‐making and applied an inter‐scalar
approach as part of their strategies to pressure the com‐
pany and the state. Villagers view the Forum not only as
an alternative platform to push formore open andmean‐
ingful discussions surrounding hydropower planning but
also as new ways to access information and share this
information more openly.

3.2. The Nueva Cultura del Agua Movement in Spain

Spain’s rivers have been intensively modified by human
intervention. Today, almost 30,000 hydraulic infrastruc‐
tures dam, divert, channel, or otherwise alter Spanish
rivers (Belletti et al., 2020). Starting in the 1990s,
new voices and discourses emerged around the con‐
tentious National Hydrological Plan which proposed
building over 100 new dams and transferring water
from surplus basins to deficit ones, especially along
the Mediterranean coast (mostly in Northern Spain).
Regional governments and political parties actively pro‐
moted a discourse of water as part of regional identity
and territorial rights (Hernández‐Mora et al., 2015). For
their part, academics, environmentalists, and rural pop‐
ulations affected by the construction of the proposed
infrastructure organized in the Coordination of People
Affected by Large Reservoirs and Transfers (COAGRET).
COAGRET, as part of a much broader coalition of
citizen‐led initiatives, questioned Spain’s unsustainable
hydraulic policy and related river de‐commoning pro‐
cesses, leading to massive mobilizations against the
National Hydrological Plan and growing into a national
water justice movement known as the New Water
Culture movement (Parés, 2010). Led since 2002 by
the Fundación Nueva Cultura del Agua, this movement
shared an understanding of water as a common pat‐
rimony and proposed an alternative paradigm based
on ecological and democratic water management sen‐
sitized with identity and culture, affective values, com‐
mitment to intergenerational development, and social
equity (Martínez‐Gil, 1997).

The new water culture paradigm shift spread across
scales (locally, regionally, and nationally), advocating
thatwater decisions should no longer be just in the hands
of technocratic expertise but rather recognize and incor‐
porate plural values and interests, demanding participa‐
tory debates to build a more democratic water culture
rooted in riverine commons. The interconnected coali‐
tion of scholars, activists, and practitioners, that make
up the New Water Culture movement (Bukowski, 2007),
have evolved in response to changes in the institutional
context, scales of action, emerging discourses, and are‐
nas of contestation (Hernández‐Mora et al., 2015). For
instance, the approval of theWater Framework Directive
in 2000, with its focus on the river basin as the scale
for river basin management, resulted in the articulation
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of basin‐wide water justice networks that were able to
forge alliances with other local river commoning strug‐
gleswithin and across the basins—for instance, the Tagus
Network for a New Water Culture, the Jucar Network
for a New Water Culture, and the regional Andalusia
Network for a New Water Culture (Hernández‐Mora
et al., 2015).

These networks express and claim political rights,
pluralistic authority, and new forms of river‐based citi‐
zenship while building site‐specific strategic alliances to
force the state and private sector actors into fundamen‐
tally new directions. They rely on a variety of tools—
social mobilizations, legal actions, technical reports, sci‐
entific publications, and visualization tools—to advance
their alternative views, their understanding of water and
rivers as commons, and reach and influence different
decision‐making arenas (local, national, or the European
Union; see Del Moral et al., 2020). The New Water
Culture movement has also forged alliances with other
water‐related commoning struggles such as the anti‐
privatization movement and the defense of the human
right to water (García & Del Moral, 2020).

An illustrative example of multi‐actor river defense
is that of the Río Grande coalition, in Málaga, Andalucía.
Through collective action, an interlacing of customary
and scientific epistemologies, and multi‐scalar integra‐
tion, the Río Grande coalition was able to shape polit‐
ical spaces of engagement and new state–citizens rela‐
tions (Duarte‐Abadía et al., 2019). At the national level,
the Río Grande coalition supported the demonstrations
against the water transfer from the Ebro River to the
Mediterranean. Fundación Nueva Cultura del Agua con‐
nected them to important networks of scholars, activists,
and key state employees. Together, they conducted
counter‐studies and showed how scientific knowledge
and rural experiences can be mobilized to co‐produce
new alternatives to keep the rivers alive and free of dams.
The Río Grande coalition also offered concrete hydroso‐
cial alternative plans for Málaga while not affecting the
river (Duarte‐Abadía et al., 2019). The water administra‐
tionmomentarily approved themovement’s alternatives,
but river‐damming threats linger on.

3.3. Contesting the Baba Dam and Broader River
Commoning Initiatives in Ecuador

Since the 1960s, the Ecuadorian state has enthusiasti‐
cally adopted the hydraulic mission to address press‐
ing issues such as poverty, energy supply, flood control,
and navigability, among others (Hidalgo‐Bastidas, 2020;
Warner et al., 2017). The initial designs for the Baba dam,
as proposed by the Ecuadorian state, had a capacity of
2,000 hm3 and a dam height of 55 m. It would flood
nearly 4,000 ha. Although construction was about to
start in 2005, none of the local communities that would
be affected by the project were informed or consulted.
As a local community leader recalls: “They came to do
studies. We authorized them…but they wanted some‐

thing else….They were not clear about the project. They
fooled us!” (Interview, 13 October 2015).

In 2005, the state started with the first on‐the‐
ground preparation for the construction of the dam,
including the expropriation of land of nearly 240 peas‐
ant families. Given that the formal channels of com‐
munication with state institutions did not take into
account local voices, dam‐affected communities created
the Committee for the NO Construction of the Baba
dam through which they sought to develop political
agency to defend their riverine livelihoods. This move‐
ment included 31 local communities and engaged local
politicians, critical academics, national and international
NGOs, and inter‐American human rights bodies. Through
these alliances and based on the leadership of popu‐
lar intellectuals (Hidalgo‐Bastidas & Boelens, 2019), the
Committee upscaled and diversified its struggles and
strategies, including several‐day blockades of the coun‐
try’s main highway, protests in the country’s capital, as
well as dialogue rounds with state representatives and
construction companies. After steadfast pressure from
the Committee and in the context of a left‐wing new
government that proclaimed itself as the citizens’ rev‐
olution (Hidalgo‐Bastidas, 2020), the Ecuadorian state
decided to re‐design the Baba dam project to accommo‐
date some of the concerns of local communities. As a
national newspaper announced on its front page:

Baba damchanges its design. The number of hectares
expropriated decreases from 4,420 ha to 1,012
hectares with the new project. The social and envi‐
ronmental impact on the area is reduced….Overall,
the eviction of people from the affected area will be
reduced by 90%. (“Presa Baba,” 2005)

The dam re‐design went hand in hand with a different
communication strategy with local communities. This
time, local communities were politically participating in
the process through hybrid institutional spaces, where
local communities’ socio‐environmental claims and state
developmental goals were negotiated (Hidalgo‐Bastidas
& Boelens, 2019).

Another river commoning case is the Ecuadorian
National Water Forum (NWF). It is a citizen‐led initia‐
tive that was set up in 2000 by engaged academics and
NGOs. It now gathers grassroots and indigenous orga‐
nizations, local NGOs, critical scholars, and other social
organizations nationwide. It aims to develop political
agency at multiple scales through the creation of net‐
works and coalitions that empower local communities
to defend their waters and rivers. The coalition perma‐
nently carries out critical research and organizes provin‐
cial citizen forums and a biannual national event that
gathers nearly 1,000 attendants. Politicians, state rep‐
resentatives, and officials are invited to actively partici‐
pate. Depending on the socio‐political context, the NWF
leads important negotiations with the Ecuadorian state
about river commoning initiatives. In 2008, during a
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government with a left‐wing and progressive discourse,
NWF managed to include some grassroots demands in
the newly drafted constitution such as water as a human
right, state‐community water management, the prohi‐
bition of water privatization, the recognition of rights
of nature, and water redistribution (see Hoogesteger,
2017). However, after the initial opening for citizen par‐
ticipation, the state severely curtailed and repressed cit‐
izen initiatives since the 2010s (Boelens et al., 2015).
This intensified environmental struggles which led to
repeated confrontations between NWF, the Ecuadorian
Indigenous Movement, and other organized civil soci‐
ety movements vis‐à‐vis the state (Hoogesteger, 2016;
Mills‐Novoa et al., 2022; Velásquez, 2022).

3.4. Integrated Water Resources Management
Implementation and Local Everyday River Use Practices
in Mozambique

In Mozambique large numbers of smallholder farm‐
ers divert river water for irrigated agriculture, creating
socio‐hydrological networks that de facto govern and
shape (mostly the upper reaches of) river systems. This
is done by building on customary water governance
principles that conflict with the rules and regulations
of the state (de jure). There are very large areas of
river‐based irrigation developed by smallholder farmers.
These often interconnected irrigation networks have
come to shape existing river socio‐natures, which local
communities understand as “their river,” and have gone
largely unnoticed by government and non‐government
agencies alike (Beekman et al., 2014; Veldwisch et al.,
2019; Woodhouse et al., 2017). The practices through
which these systems are created, sustained, and trans‐
formed in both their social as well as infrastructural,
and natural dimensions are guided by local cultural
norms of commoning which are by and large upheld by
tribal authorities.

In Mozambique, the existing state’s framework for
water management is founded on the 1991 Water
Act and the National Water Policy adopted in 1995
(Veldwisch et al., 2013). These are largely guided by the
international policy ideas of IWRM that were reworked
into laws, policies, and institutional structures (Alba &
Bolding, 2016). Decentralization and participation, on
the one hand, and formalization of water rights and its
connection to fee collection, on the other hand, were
two of the central guiding principles. However, the way
that these get shaped on the ground reflects a previously
existing culture of “centralized and authoritarian forms
of governance” (Alba & Bolding, 2016, p. 562).

Though on paper the state has come to play a cen‐
tral role in water governance, the actual implementa‐
tion is very poor, therefore, the policies that exist on
paper hardly become reality. For instance, the water
law stipulates that even small users require a water
license as soon as they use technology to divert water,
even if these are manually operated pumps or tempo‐

rary diversion weirs (Veldwisch et al., 2013). However,
the limited financial resources and institutional capac‐
ity of the established Regional Water Administrations
make it near impossible to enforce these strict water
rights requirements and diversion restrictions (Alba et al.,
2016). In practice, in the operationalization of the water
rules and regulations at the local level, smallholders are
often considered under common use, which is a category
that is exempted from licensing and officially protected
by law. However, this kind of use does not formally qual‐
ify as common use and is likely also not to benefit from
legal protection while they do suffer the risk of being
overlooked by not beingmade visible (van der Zaag et al.,
2010). The failed experiments by the Regional Water
Administrations aiming to make group representatives
responsible for registration and fee collection (Alba &
Bolding, 2016) demonstrate that more than a deliberate
choice to not license and charge smallholders, it is an
acceptance of institutional and operational limitations.
In practice, the policies of the government hardly are a
threat to farmers.

By continuing to build and maintain river diversion
infrastructure without seeking licenses or permission,
farmers expand and strengthen their practices despite,
and alongside, the state’s water rights and institutional
frameworks. The state, at least at its lowest scale, is
very aware that it cannot uphold the formal norms, as
it does not have the means to enforce and implicitly
accepts the successful continuation of commoning prac‐
tices. The state is weak in materializing at the local level
the norms and values that are upheld in national‐level
rules, regulations, and institutional frameworks. Local
water administrations and their “street‐level bureau‐
crats…face the local physical, economic, and political dif‐
ficulties,” becoming key policy actors in operationalizing
the national guidelines into realistic procedures (Alba &
Bolding, 2016, p. 583). Rather than a strategy of resis‐
tance, this broad “movement” of “disobedient citizens”
may be understood as a river commoning strategy that
builds on practices of accommodation on basis of prag‐
matism, connectedness, and moral ecological rationality
(Cleaver, 2018).

4. Navigating the State to Create Spaces of
Engagement for River Commoning

Echoing Bourdieu’s (1989, p. 16) “field of power,” the
previous case studies illustrate how processes of river
commoning are shaped and reshaped by power geome‐
tries embedded in the state–citizens relations atmultiple
scales. The analyzed cases bring important findings con‐
cerning river commoning initiatives and how these deal
with issues of self‐governance, the commons, scale, and
related state–citizen engagement as discussed below.

Firstly, it highlights the importance of networking and
multiscale alliance building between and among grass‐
roots initiatives and other state and non‐state actors
for the development of political agency in different
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spaces of engagement. Except for the case of smallhold‐
ers in Mozambique, all other analyzed cases show that
the key to the advancement of river commoning initia‐
tives vis‐à‐vis the state is networking and the creation
of alliances at different scales. Through such networks
and alliances information is exchanged, relations are
established, and political and institutional openings (i.e.,
spaces of engagement with the state that are supportive
of river commoning initiatives) are forged at and across
different scales.

Secondly, it highlights that in many cases engage‐
ment in subversive public collective actions such as ral‐
lies, street protests, mobilizations, and road blockades
forms a successful strategy to develop polity by amass‐
ing public and political attention. It allows forcing open‐
ings for dialogue with the state, albeit in contexts of a
democratic state. This is especially so when it concerns
specific rooted cases in which there is a clear common
base such as the Baba dam in Ecuador, the Río Grande
Coalition in Spain, and the Pak Beng hydropower dam in
theMekong River. Here local communities expanded and
reconfigured their political spaces for engagement with
the state by aligning with other actors and institutions
outside the realm of the formal state. In so doing linking
local with national and transnational environmental and
social justice movements.

Thirdly, it shows the importance of grassroots scalar
politics through which river commoning initiatives can
both up‐scale as well as down‐scale their struggles. This
up‐and‐down scaling is essential for the creation of net‐
works and alliances as well as for linking causes, ini‐
tiatives, and efforts. Through scalar politics, political
space is sought and sometimes found at different lev‐
els of the state institutional framework. In this context,
the creation of grassroots‐based institutionalized spaces,
such as the Mekong People Forum, the Fundación
Nueva Cultura del Agua in Spain, and the Ecuadorian
National Water Forum, has a pivotal role in the advance‐
ment of river commoning initiatives through the cre‐
ation of spaces of engagement. Through these, multi‐
scalar constituencies are brought together to share,
discuss, co‐create, and disseminate ideas, proposals,
alliances, and networks for river commoning. At the
same time, these spaces can develop considerable polit‐
ical agency vis‐à‐vis the different levels of state institu‐
tions. They play a key role in spreading alternative grass‐
roots discourses, ideas, and proposals, influencing pub‐
lic opinion as well as key actors in and outside of the
state apparatus.

Finally, the case of smallholders in Mozambique
shows that in other cases and contexts river common‐
ing takes place by consolidating community and the com‐
mons locally and by avoiding spaces of engagement with
the state. By strategically keeping the state out, the nec‐
essary space for self‐governance of “their river” is cre‐
ated, protected, and sustained. This strategy rests on
a strong culturally defined level of self‐governance and
autonomy in contexts in which external threats such

as mining, damming, enclosure, river pollution, or river
diverting initiatives do not threaten the existence of
these river commoning practices (Boelens, 2015; see also
Mills‐Novoa et al., 2022).

This reminds us of the importance of not falling into
the unintentionally perpetuated domination/injustice
versus resistance/justice binary in the literature on
river commoning and water injustice dynamics (Cleaver,
2018). The presented cases give evidence of the wide
array of often eclectic, dynamic, and scale‐specific state‐
citizen relations that can arise in and around river
commoning initiatives. The recognition of this diversity
in state–citizen relations around river commoning ini‐
tiatives forms an important conceptual grounding to
advance our understanding and scholarship on this field
and its entanglements with different manifestations of
the state. The latter can not be taken for granted
but need to be carefully analyzed in their context and
multi‐scalar dimensions. As such, we close this contri‐
bution with an open invitation to further explore and
deepen the analysis of the rich field of river‐commoning
initiatives that seek to advance socio‐environmental jus‐
tice and more inclusive forms of governance around the
world. A process in which the relation with the state
often plays an important role.
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