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The Role of Environmental Activists
in Governing Riverscapes: The Case
of the Yamuna in Delhi, India
Alexander Follmann

Introduction
1

India’s current urbanization process poses multiple challenges for urban environmental
governance. Environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) have emerged as
important actors challenging the state to better protect the environment and take actions
against urban environmental degradation. A series of case studies indicates that
environmental activism seems to be able to make a difference when linking multiple
scales and reminding government agencies of their responsibilities in various fields (Hills
and Welford 2005, Rajamani 2007, Swerts 2013, Véron 2006). While ENGOs have been
acknowledged for their critical role as watchdogs in environmental governance in India
(Agarwal 2008, Enqvist et al. 2014, Mawdsley 2004), studies focussing explicitly on the role
of ENGOs in urban environmental governance are rare (Dembowski 2001, Enqvist, Tengö
and Bodin 2014, Véron 2006) or have predominantly focused on service provisions (water
supply, waste management, etc.) through multi-stakeholder arrangements (Baud and
Dhanalakshmi 2007, Zérah 2009). By analysing the role of ENGOs in governing Delhi’s
riverscapes, this paper aims to contribute to the discussion on urban environmental
governance and the role of middle-class1 environmental activism in India.

2

This paper uses the notion of riverscapes2 as a single terminology referring to the
riverine landscape shaped by the natural forces of the river and human interventions in
multiple ways. Riverscapes refer to a physical space of the river and its surrounding
banks, the water and the land. Besides their physical materiality riverscapes are loaded
with cultural meanings and discursive representations. As a matter of discourse
(Hajer 1995), riverscapes, and the way they are governed, are influenced by different
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narratives and knowledges of a multiplicity of actors. Therefore, the knowledges of, and
interactions between, different levels of government, political parties, private businesses,
special interest groups, international agencies and a variety of NGOs have to be analysed
in order to better understand urban environmental change and governance
(Castro 2007:107). In this context, governance is understood as the formal and informal
negotiation processes between state and non-state actors that take place beyond the
arenas of representative democracy.
3

Bridge and Perreault (2009:481) indicate that the “rapid and sustained growth” in ENGOs
is to be viewed as the “most visible symptom” of the expansion of environmental
governance over the last decades. The important role of ENGOs in protecting the
environment is widely acknowledged (Bryant 2009, Carter 2007, Mol 2000). It is wellknown that ENGOs disseminate and give voice to environmental knowledges; in doing so,
they, however, also filter and reformulate these knowledges in certain ways in order to
suit their own interests (Escobar 1998, Robbins 2000, Simon, Forsyth and Thomson 1997).
At times, ENGOs are known for “wild” (political) actions and confrontational views in
order to initiate change (Bryant 2009).

4

India’s capital city of Delhi, and its river Yamuna in particular, offers a showcase of
middle-class environmentalism and its consequences in terms of socio-ecological change.
Recent studies have outlined how predominantly middle-class visions have led to socioecological change along the river (Baviskar 2011b, Bhan 2009, Follmann 2014,
Ghertner 2011b, 2013). Against this background, this paper outlines the diverse ways
environmental activists—almost entirely middle-class people—gain their knowledge and
negotiate with the multi-layered state. Based on 72 in-depth interviews with
environmental activists, politicians, government officials, scientists and farmers from
Delhi’s riverscapes (conducted between 2010 and 2013), participant observation as well as
an analysis of official planning documents, media reports and court proceedings, the
paper traces the environmental activists’ day-to-day practices, actions, discursive
strategies and networks. In doing so, such an approach follows Rademacher and
Sivaramakrishnan (2013b:11), who argue for a more detailed analysis of the “specificities
of everyday urban environmental knowledge production, transfer, and application.” The
main research questions are therefore as follows: How do environmental activists lobby
for the river? Which networks do activists weave to gather their environmental
knowledge? Which strategies and tools do they use? What impact do they have?

Environmental governance in India: spotlight on rivers
5

India’s environmental governance is generally characterized by a multiplicity of agencies,
overlapping jurisdictions as well as fragmented and ill-defined responsibilities. The longlasting debate for the rejuvenation of India’s highly-polluted rivers as well as recent
debates for large-scale riverfront developments are showcase examples for the
malfunction of the state’s environmental protection programmes and agencies. Many
observers have called attention to violations of environmental laws and regulations;
especially with regard to deficiencies and irregularities in environmental clearances
issued by the Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) (Lele, Dubash and Dixit 2010,
Panigrahi and Amirapu 2012) and the pollution control mechanisms (Karpouzoglou 2011,
Narain 2002). Indian state authorities, in particular the MoEF and the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB), officially acknowledged that the institutional mechanisms and the
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implementation of the regulations to protect the environment are insufficient
(CPCB 2006, 2010, MoEF 2009).
6

Especially with regard to rivers and urban water bodies environmental protection in
India has sizeably failed. Today, India’s urban agglomerations source a large share of their
drinking water from surface waters like rivers. Completing the hydrological cycle, the
cities discharge millions of litres of untreated or partially treated wastewater into urban
streams and rivers. Thus, India’s rivers suffer from high degrees of pollution and are
often degraded to foul-smelling drains creating serious ecosystem and health problems
(CPCB 2006, 2010, CSE 2007, 2012). While large-scale riverfront developments across India
are promoted as ecological restoration projects, the creation of iconic and aesthetic
riverfronts dominates, and river restoration projects remain largely unsuccessful in
ecological terms (Baviskar 2011b, Coelho and Raman 2010, 2013, Desai 2012,
Follmann 2015, Mathur 2012, Pessina 2012). In short, a holistic approach for the ecological
rejuvenation of urban rivers is a pressing challenge for sustainable urban development
and urban environmental governance in India. While this is generally not perceived as
such by the state actors, environmental activism has emphasized the ecological integrity
of rivers and the close river-city relationships.

Environmental activism in India
7

Environmental activism in postcolonial India is certainly too wide a field to be discussed
in a paper like this. Nevertheless, to better understand the role of environmental activism
it is necessary to review the debate in more general terms. Environmental degradation
and pollution, but especially the inactivity and shortcomings of the state agencies who do
not take actions against these, have led to the creation and proliferation of many
different forms of environmentalism and organized environmental movements in India
(Gadgil and Guha 1994, 1995, Mawdsley 2004, Narain 2002, Williams and Mawdsley 2006a,
2006b). As in other countries of the Global South, ENGOs have emerged in India as
important actors since the 1980s (Sen 1999). In 2007, the directory of ENGOs compiled by
WWF-India encompassed about 2,300 ENGOs and this number had increased to about
3,500 ENGOs by the end of 2013. They are engaged in environmental research, public
education, information dissemination and training in a large number of fields.

8

While for a long time studies on environmentalism in India focussed on predominantly
rural socio-environmental movements and the often so-called “environmentalism of the
poor” (Guha and Martinez-Alier 1997, Martinez-Alier 2002), more recent scholarship has
engaged explicitly with questions of socio-ecological conflicts and environmental justice
in the context of India’s fast growing cities. In this context, the role of the so-called “new
middle classes” in shaping post-liberalization urban India has been critically accessed
(Brosius 2010, Ellis 2012, Fernandes 2004, 2006, Harriss 2007) and a series of studies has
highlighted that middle-class aesthetic environmental imaginaries of clean and green
cities have gained excessive influence in spatial politics (Arabindoo 2010, Batra and
Mehra 2008, Baviskar 2002, 2011a, Baviskar, Sinha and Philip 2006, Dupont 2011,
Ghertner 2008, 2011b, Kumar 2012, Mawdsley 2004, 2009, Rademacher and
Sivaramakrishnan 2013a, Sharan 2013, Truelove and Mawdsley 2011). These studies have
indicated that organized urban environmental activism shows a rather clear middle-class
bias in the way the “public interest” in a clean, green and beautiful city is interpreted and
that these visions have often worked against the interests and needs of the poor. In this
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context, Baviskar (2002, 2003, 2011a) has coined the term “bourgeois environmentalism.” 3
The following sections outline the seemingly contrasting debates of the
environmentalism of the poor and bourgeois environmentalism.

Environmentalism of the poor
9

Analyses of environmental movements in India have typically emphasized predominantly
rural, marginal and subaltern population groups fighting for the protection of (their)
rural livelihoods (Agrawal and Sivaramakrishnan 2001, Baviskar 1995, Gadgil and
Guha 1992, 1994, McCully 1996). Covering social environmental movements fighting
against deforestation or large-scale development projects (e.g. hydro-power dams,
mining, etc.), this “environmentalism of the poor” has largely been a rights-based
approach. The internationally best-known examples from India are Chipko Andolan
(Chipko Movement), which started in the Garhwal Himalayas of Uttarakhand in the early
1970s resisting large-scale deforestation and Narmada Bachao Andolan (Movement to Save
the Narmada) opposing the Sardar Sarovar Dam across the Narmada River in Gujarat.

10

Socio-environmental action groups in India have traditionally used a wide repertoire of
protest drawing on Gandhian-style protest culture. Gandhian non-violent resistance,
called satyagraha (literally “truth force”), includes among others protest marches and
processions (pradhashan, yatra), sit-down strikes (dharna), or even more militant forms of
protest like road blocks (rasta rook) as well as hunger strikes (bhook hartal). During the socalled jail bharo andolan (literally: movement to fill the jails) protesters deliberately break
the law in order to get arrested (Gadgil and Guha 1994:121). The so-called padayatra
(walking tour) focussing on communication and education is used extensively to call for
attention and disseminate views (Gadgil and Guha 1994:122–23). Direct protest has always
aimed at media coverage and related public pressure. Traditional movements and
grassroots organization have also been engaged in community research and many forms
of ecological restoration.

Bourgeois environmentalism
11

Focusing on a wide variety of urban environmental issues recent writings on
environmental activism in India quite critically engage with the role and impact of the
urban middle-class. Characteristically, bourgeois environmentalism refers to an
underlying “double-think” of middle class environmentalism: on the one hand they are
the leading voices for cleaning and greening the cities or creating protected parks and
sanctuaries to conserve wildlife and biodiversity, on the other their resource-intensive
and affluent lifestyles result in environmental destruction (Baviskar 2002, 2003, 2011a).
For Delhi, different authors have shown how urban beautification movements and
environmental campaigns have resulted in the demolition of slums (Batra and
Mehra 2008, Bhan 2009, Dupont 2007, Dupont and Ramanathan 2008) or the banning of
(small-scale) polluting industries leading to the loss of employment opportunities
(Baviskar, Sinha and Philip 2006, Kumar 2012, Sharan 2002, 2013, Véron 2006). Other
studies have emphasized the inherent contradictions and complex interactions between
global aspirations and environmental discourses, which become apparent when
contrasting slum demolitions and large-scale development projects in environmentally
sensitive areas (Baviskar 2011b, Follmann 2015, 2016, Ghertner 2011b, 2013, Sharan 2015).
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12

Further, studies across India highlight the vital role of the courts, since an increasing
number of Public Interest Litigations (PILs) filed especially by middle-class activists has
let to numerous court orders regarding environmental protection and pollution
amendment (Dembowski 2001, Gill 2012, 2014, Rajamani 2007, Razzaque 2004, Sahu 2014).
Based on a relaxation of the locus standi, PILs offer the opportunity that a third party can
seek justice in the interest of the public. Originally, PILs were intended to be especially
helpful for demanding the rights of socially or economically disadvantaged people, who
are not able to demand their rights on their own. Paradoxically, in a considerable number
of cases, PILs have led to a further undermining of the rights of the poor (Bhan 2009,
Bhushan 2004, Dupont and Ramanathan 2008). Williams and Mawdsley (2006b:668)
conclude that the “struggles for environmental justice in India have to contend with a
highly unequal ‘public sphere,’ dominated by the educated and well-connected middle
classes.” Similar, Gandy (2008:121) highlights that “the political strength of the urban
middle classes in India appears to be growing as part of a new discourse of
‘environmental improvement’.” Especially due to the middle classes’ “strong
representation in the [English] media, politics, scientific establishment, NGOs,
bureaucracy, environmental institutions and the legal system” (Mawdsley 2004:81), they
are perceived as being able to mobilize the public discourse in such a manner that their
environmental ideologies of a clean and green city are equated with the larger public
interest (Baviskar 2011a). Chatterjee (2004) categorically evokes this process:
In metropolis after Indian metropolis, organized civic groups have come forward to
demand from the administration and the judiciary that laws and regulations for the
proper use of land, public spaces and thoroughfares be formulated and strictly
adhered to in order to improve the quality of life of citizens. Everywhere the
dominant cry seems to be to rid the city of encroachers and polluters and, as it
were, to give the city back to its proper citizens (Chatterjee 2004:140).

13

Thus, in many cases the discourse of the “proper citizens” has been deployed by the
middle classes through activism that particularly targets the urban poor; or has pitted, as
Chatterjee (2004) termed it, the “civil society” against the “political society.” While the
civil society has managed to organize and articulate their demands, the political society
has largely failed to do so or has been heard by neither politics, state authorities nor the
civil society in questions of urban environmental change. It appears that the organized
movements of the civil society4 use different tools and ways to lobby and influence
decisions-making than the above described socio-environmental movements.

14

Most importantly, the Right to Information (RTI) Act of 2005 granted citizens the right to
access a range of information from state authorities, which had earlier remained largely
outside the reach of civil society organizations (Naib 2013), and the above mentioned
judicial activism through PILs. Additionally, the dissemination of new information and
communication technology (ICT) has made information more easily accessible (e.g.
Google Earth), and accelerated information exchange between different environmental
groups (e.g. via mailing lists, social networks, knowledge portals). Finally, today the
English-speaking national print and TV media cover (urban) environmental violations
and degradation almost on a daily basis.
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Overcoming dichotomies: environmental activism in
India
15

The seemingly well-ordered dichotomy of environmentalism of the poor and middle-class
activism—corresponding with Chatterjee’s conceptualization of political versus civil
society—gets blurred when acknowledging the involvement of middle-class activists in
socio-environmental movements like Chipko Andolan or Narmada Bachao Andolan (Gadgil
and Guha 1994, 1995, Mawdsley 2004). For example, Narmada Bachao Andolan, as Gadgil and
Guha (1994:113) stated, “has been widely, and often sympathetically, covered in print
media, while it also has well-established links with environmental groups overseas.”
Thus, the outreach of environmental movements has often been dependant on
charismatic leading figures—often middle-class based, metropolitan intellectuals, who
were able to inspire others, engage with the media and express their visions in such a way
that their message reached both the public and the politicians.

16

The predominantly negative picture drawn of middle-class activism under the label of
bourgeois environmentalism is further at odds with the diversity of urban environmental
activism and the wide spectrum of approaches and concerns taken up by middle-class
dominated ENGOs engaging in urban environmental policy-making. In this context,
Mawdsley (2004:90) rightly argued that “we cannot make any sweeping generalizations
about the nature of middle-class environmental activism in India” as the motivations for
becoming “environmentally-engaged” vary enormously. Most importantly, it needs to be
pointed out that while anti-pollution campaigns have resulted in negative implications
for the poor (Baviskar 2011a, Baviskar, Sinha and Philip 2006, Kumar 2012, Sharan 2013,
Véron 2006), steep cuts in the lives of the urban poor are often rooted in struggles for the
control over spaces in which environmental concerns have been clearly instrumentalized
to (re)claim spaces from the poor for fly-overs, metro-lines, apartment complexes,
shopping malls or other spaces for consumption and recreation. Thus, it is not a “new”
environmental awareness and consciousness which resulted in these anti-poor policies
and actions, but rather, as Arabindoo (2010:379) termed it, a “vigorous state-led bourgeois
imaginary based on an aestheticized model of order and cleanliness.”5 This state-led
bourgeois imaginary is produced by a class-biased “discourse-coalition” (Hajer 1995) of
neoliberal governments, political elites, real estate developers, and middle-class
organizations jointly promoting India’s megacities to become world-class (Batra and
Mehra 2008, Dupont 2011, Ghertner 2015). The dichotomous understanding of
environmental activism in India suggests that middle-class environmental activists and
ENGOs are always part of this discourse-coalition.

17

Although critically engaging with the role of middle-class activism in general, this paper
challenges this seemingly clear dichotomy of environmentalism of the poor and
bourgeois environmentalism. However, to avoid any misinterpretations, this paper does
not intend to absolve the middle class from their responsibility for environmental
degradation or even aim to rehabilitate them in respect to the anti-poor consequences of
middle class activism, ecological gentrification and the like (Mawdsley 2004:80). The
paper rather wants to contribute to an empirically-informed, multi-layered reading of
environmentalism in urban India. Therefore, the remainder of the paper aims to shed
light onto the different actions and strategies of ENGOs working for the ecological
restoration and conservation of Delhi’s riverscapes. Since a wide range of non-
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governmental actors is involved in the remaking of Delhi’s riverscapes, it is important to
highlight that ENGOs are distinguished here from other middle-class civil society groups
(e.g. neighbourhood associations, religious trusts) by their explicit and exclusive
environmental agenda.

Introducing Delhi’s riverscapes
18

The river Yamuna takes its source in the glaciers of the Himalayas and confluences with
the Ganges in the city of Allahabad. In Hindu mythology, the Yamuna is considered to be
a holy river and has been worshipped for thousands of years (Haberman 2006). Flowing
for 48 km through Delhi, the floodplain of the river Yamuna is the largest natural feature
and a crucial life-supporting ecosystem of the megacity. Strongly influenced by the
monsoon, the river’s natural flow varies remarkably during the year and seasonal
flooding is most common between July and September. Therefore, the river has been
restricted by embankments since the mid-1950s. Nevertheless, with about 800 to 3,000
metres the remaining floodplain is relatively wide even in the central parts of the city.
The Yamuna is an important water resource for the megacity; about 30% of the city’s
drinking water comes from the river. However, due to high levels of water extraction the
river suffers from an insufficient flow of water. This, together with the discharge of
untreated sewage, leads to an extremely high degree of pollution. Reports by the CPCB
(2006, 2010) underline the environmental degradation and the failure of large-scale river
cleaning schemes since 1993 under the Yamuna Action Plan (YAP) to bring about an
improvement of water quality.

19

In terms of riverfront development, models of European riverfronts dominated the
planning ideology for decades. Especially in the 1980s and 1990s, the Delhi Development
Authority (DDA), the city’s central planning authority, proposed channelization schemes
to reclaim land for large-scale development. However, due to financial and technical
restrictions as well as environmental concerns, the DDA failed to proceed with its plans
for riverfront development. In order to ensure flexibility for developing the riverfront,
the DDA wilfully neglected its duty to plan for Delhi’s riverscapes; and a legally binding
Zoning Development Plan6 wasn’t adopted until 2010 (Follmann 2015).

20

During the past decades, environmental activism with regard to the river Yamuna has
generally been focused on three major discourses: 1) questions of minimum water flow in
the river, 2) pollution amendment and ecological restoration and most recently 3) the
preservation of the floodplain and its protection against built-up developments. While
these three distinct areas of intervention have often been discussed separately as the
governance of rivers is characterized by sectoral approaches (Follmann 2016:64), the
preservation of the floodplain in Delhi cannot be discussed without paying attention to
the aspects of pollution and flow in the river as well as taking into account environmental
changes in the upstream (e.g. the construction of dams) or flood risks in downstream
areas. ENGOs have challenged the sectoral fragmentation of the governance of Delhi’s
riverscapes by addressing environmental issues on various scales and linking sectoral
aspects. This article focusses on the interventions for the preservation of the floodplain
while incorporating the other aspects in the analysis.
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Sanitizing the riverfront
21

In the early 2000s, the High Court of Delhi ordered the demolitions of slums along the
river Yamuna in response to a series of PILs filed by factory owners and middle-class
neighbourhood associations requesting the removal of slums from their neighbourhoods. 7
Between 2004 and 2006, all slums along the river in the central parts of the city were
demolished. Illegal occupation, polluting activities and environmental degradation, due
to non-existing sanitation and drainage facilities, were pointed out by the court and
previously-tolerated slums (some existing since the early 1970s) were demolished on
ecological grounds. Different authors have rightly described the underlying ideology of
the slum evictions as bourgeois environmentalism (Batra and Mehra 2008,
Baviskar 2011b, Bhan 2009, Ghertner 2011b, Sharan 2015).

22

Yet, it needs to be pointed out that it was the court that shifted the focus of the cases to
the problem of river pollution, while the original petitions had not mentioned the river.
Furthermore, the petitioners had not been seeking the protection of the environment as
such, but rather claimed that the slums in their neighbourhoods would negatively affect
their businesses and living conditions (Batra and Mehra 2008, Bhan 2009,
Ghertner 2011b). While several civil society groups had supported the poor in their fight
against eviction (Roy 2004), at the time of the evictions, ENGOs were not involved in the
campaigns, and were neither in favour nor against the slums. Some of the ENGOs, which
are going to play a major role in the remainder of the paper, did not even exist at that
time.

23

In short, these petitions were not filed by environmentalists and were not seeking the
protection of the environment, but rather by middle-class interest groups trying to
enhance their quality of life and business environment through the sanitization and
purification of spaces along class lines. These interests to beautify and gentrify Delhi’s
riverscapes, however, dovetailed with ecological concerns to clean the river Yamuna.
These had been pending for a long time and were instrumentalized by the state—in this
case through the courts—to (re)claim these spaces for developing large-scale
infrastructure projects (Follmann 2015).

Protecting the river and the floodplain
24

While the slums were removed, construction activities by various state agencies (e.g.
Delhi Metro, DDA) were not stopped by the courts, but rather in most cases were even
given the final approval (Baviskar 2011b, Follmann 2015, Gill 2014, Sharan 2015). These
included, along with others, metro lines and depots, new fly-overs and road-widening
projects, the Akshardham Temple complex and the athletes’ village for the
Commonwealth Games (CWGs) 2010. While the slum demolitions, as outlined above, were
legitimized by a drive to revive the Yamuna and protect it from encroachment, these
large-scale projects were driven forward almost simultaneously to the evictions; and this
despite a court-appointed committee to overview the removing of all encroachments
within 300 meters from both sides of the river:
No encroachment either in the form of jhuggi jhopri clusters [slums] or in any
other manner by any person or organization shall be permitted. Yamuna has to be
redeveloped in such a manner that it becomes the habitat for trees, forests and
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center for recreation. We are making it clear that no structure whether it pertains
to religious, residential or commercial or any other purpose shall be allowed to
exist.8
25

In the case of Delhi Metro, large-scale developments had already begun before the slum
evictions proceeded. In 1998, Delhi Metro Rail Corporation (DMRC), a joint-venture of the
Government of India and the Government of the National Capital Territory of Delhi,
started construction of one of two large-scale depots and an office park (Metro IT-Park)
by filling up the Yamuna floodplain with the excavation materials from the tunnelling of
underground lines as well as toxic fly-ash from nearby power plants. With regard to
environmental concerns, the development of the Delhi Metro has been backed by clear
exemptions from the existing environmental laws and regulations. Considered to be
railway projects, which are by law exempted from environmental clearance, DMRC does
not require environmental clearance from the MoEF for its lines, stations and operational
areas, but DMRC needs environmental clearance for its property development projects. 9
Additionally, as the metro structures were to be constructed on the floodplain the DMRC
required technical clearance from the Yamuna Standing Committee (YSC).10 Yet, accessed
materials (minutes of YSC meetings and environmental clearance materials) indicate that
the DMRC either did not apply for clearances, or did not provide full information for its
projects, or the state agencies gave these clearances without serious enquiry into these
elements. Minutes of YSC meetings further point out that DMRC in some cases acted
against the requirements set by the YSC.

26

The second large-scale project on the floodplain (also in close vicinity to the demolished
slums) has been the Akshardham Temple (Srivastava 2009). Without any environmental
impact assessment, about 27.5 hectares of land were given by different state authorities
to a religious trust for the construction of a Hindu-Temple cum theme park in 2000. A
new embankment was constructed by the DDA to protect the temple (opened in 2005)
reclaiming about 120 hectares of land. Public protest against these developments
remained comparably low even as doubts were raised in different forums (Gill 2014). Only
in 2004, the Supreme Court received a PIL by the Uttar Pradesh State Employees
Confederation (UPSEC) against the construction of the temple complex pointing to the
negative effects in terms of recharge of groundwater and increasing risk of flooding due
to a narrowing of the river channel. Based on affidavits by the state of Uttar Pradesh and
the DDA, the court, however, dismissed the petition in 2005.11 As I have argued elsewhere
(Follmann 2015), the state agencies have used informality as “a practice of planning”
(Roy 2012:698) in order to bypass existing environmental regulations and make
exceptions to realize urban mega-projects for the world-class makeover of Delhi.
However, what has been the role of the ENGOs in this process?

27

While ENGOs like the Centre for Science and Environment (CSE) had long been working
on the issue of floodplain protection (Agarwal and Narain 1991), direct protest by ENGOs
against these developments seems to have been almost completely absent in this period.
A by now well-known Delhi-based environmentalist from a local ENGO recalls the
situation in Delhi in those days: “The petition [against Akshardham] was dismissed and
no one went into review. No one really bothered about it. We also blame ourselves,
because we were very much here and kept sleeping like everybody else in Delhi.”12 While
the ENGOs “were sleeping” in the case of Akshardham, a consortium of different local
ENGOs and individuals started organized protest in 2007 under the name Yamuna Jiye
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Abhiyaan (YJA, Yamuna Forever Campaign) against the then planned CWGs-Village, which
was supposed to be built on the adjacent land already reclaimed by the embankment.
28

Using RTI applications13 and engaging with scientists working on the river as well as
carrying out their own field research, YJA developed a better understanding of the river.
Sharing the thereby obtained information through their website and e-mail newsletter as
well as considerably engaging with the print and TV media, YJA started advocating
against the location of the CWGs-Village and Delhi Metro’s projects. In this process, YJA
aimed to find and establish scientific facts that large-scale development projects in the
floodplain were ecologically harmful both to the river and the city. Therefore, the
activists closely exchanged knowledge with scientists and academics from universities
and policy think tanks (e.g. Centre for Policy Research, National Institute of Ecology) as
well as linked to larger ENGO-networks like the South Asia Network on Dams River and
People (SANDRP). One of the activists explained the focus of their initiative, highlighting
that it had been “very focused on facts and less on emotions, because it is very easy to
speak in terms of a holy river … but it is better to have facts.”14 In sum, the activists
gained their environmental knowledge through informal contacts and networks, their
own fieldwork and documentation of land-use changes by taking pictures and comparing
Google Earth time series images as well as through the formal procedure of filing RTI
applications.

29

Based on this information, members of YJA presented their concerns (among others,
negative effects on groundwater recharge and risk of flooding) to the public agencies
involved. They were given an informal audience with the empowered Group of Ministers
in charge of the organization of the Commonwealth Games and the agencies concerned,
including the DDA, in November 2007. Informed through further RTI applications to the
MoEF, the activists, however, realized that the ministry would finally not oppose the
construction of the CWGs-Village. Two separate PILs15 were then filed in the High Court of
Delhi in 2007 by environmentalists, including members of YJA against the CWGs-Village
and the Delhi Metro. While the case was first handled in the High Court of Delhi, which
set up a committee to oversee the construction sites, the Supreme Court referring to an
affidavit by the National Environmental Engineering Research Institute (NEERI), finally
cleared the project based on this expert knowledge by stating that “the site in question is
neither a ‘floodplain’ nor a ‘riverbed’.”16

30

While the petitioning and lobbying for the river at first sight correspond with the armchair middle-class environmentalism often criticized, a more detailed analysis shows that
middle-class ENGOs used Gandhian-style protest forms to engage with non-middle class
groups as well. For example, the activists initiated a “Yamuna Satyagraha” against the
envisaged official start of the construction of the CWGs-Village (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Yamuna Satyagraha (Picture YJA)
31

By planting trees on the supposed construction site, they started a sit-down strike under
a large sheesham tree and fasted. Members of other civil-society organizations and wellknown individuals including Vandana Shiva, the lawyer Prashant Bhushan or the
journalist Kuldep Nayar joined the protest. The Yamuna Satyagraha was widely covered
in the daily newspapers. YJA established multiple connections to non-middle-class
groups. Farmers from the floodplain, who were losing their fields, were drawn into the
protest. The farmers of Delhi’s riverscapes are organized in a farmers’ cooperative, the
Delhi Peasants Co-operative Multipurpose Society Ltd. which has been fighting court
cases against the expulsion from the floodplain since the 1970s. Due to internal
organizational problems and heterogeneity of interests among the farmers, the farmers’
cooperative was weakened and its earlier political patronage by the Congress Party has
also diminished over the last decades (for a detailed analysis of the role of the farmers see
Follmann 2016). An ENGO-activist appropriately described the situation of the farmers:
The power of the farmers has to be multiplied by public action or by approaching
other institutions like the judiciary. They have no power beyond that. … They
cannot activate the city. They cannot activate the media.17

32

Joining forces between the ENGOs and the farmers proved difficult as interviewed ENGOmembers explained, since “the farmers generally don’t join Delhi’s middle-class and the
middle-class generally doesn’t join the farmers.”18 Therefore, a key figure of Yamuna
Satyagraha was Rajendra Singh, a well-known water conservationist from rural Rajasthan
commonly known as “the waterman of India.” Members of the ENGO Natural Heritage
First (NHF), being part of YJA, requested his support because none of them had ever led a
public campaign. They were aware that to start a “real movement” they needed a
spokesman, who had “credibility” and “a name working on the ground” and, thus, “being
more a rural kind of person,” they believed, “the farmers could empathize … and could
understand” him.19 Yet, one of the farmers joining the protest pointed out that the
cooperation was difficult because of lack of interest from the side of the farmers. 20 Their
limited interest in securing their land in the floodplain might be explained by the fact
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that they were either assigned other plots of land for lease in the floodplain or farming
was not their main occupation and source of income.21
33

Besides the Satyagraha, members of YJA also protested at public events (e.g. a
groundwater conference inaugurated by the Prime Minister) and disrupted the Delhi
Assembly by singing songs and shouting slogans. For these forms of civil disobedience,
some of them were taken into custody by the police. One of the activists explained their
protest:
Satyagraha doesn’t mean just sitting at a place and fasting. … It is a symbolic part.
Satyagraha actually means that if the government doesn’t listen to you, you have to
violate some law and offer yourself for the prosecution so that the government gets
serious and some action develops. … Fortunately, they understood our intention
and they did not file a case.22

34

Thus, similar to the jail bharo andolan the YJA-protesters deliberately violated the law in
order to raise attention for their concerns, willing to be taken into custody. However, a
larger movement failed to materialize and the Satyagraha terminated a day after the
Supreme Court finally cleared the construction. Nevertheless, adopting these typical
Gandhian forms of protest and combining them with field research as well as the formal
instruments of RTI applications and petitioning, the campaign used a series of channels to
raise awareness for the river and oppose the construction of the CWGs-Village. In doing
so, the campaign explicitly aimed to link concerns across class differences.

Lasting effects? Developments after the CWGs
35

While the CWGs-Village could not be stopped, the protest against it marks a critical point
in the overall protection of the river Yamuna in Delhi. The national prestige of the event
was sensitive to critique and the media—for a long time uninterested in critically
engaging with the river beyond the aspect of pollution—caught on to the campaign and
was interested in pursuing it further. After the public outcry against the CWGs-Village
and the constitution of the so-called Yamuna River Development Authority (YRDA) by the
Prime Minister of India in August 2007, Lieutenant Governor Tejendra Khanna issued a
no-development moratorium for the whole river zone in November 2007 (excepting the
construction of the CWGs-Village and Delhi Metro). Further, in March 2010 the Ministry
of Urban Development approved the Zonal Plan for the river zone prepared by the DDA;
no detailed legal plan for the floodplain had existed until this time. Interviews conducted
by the author with state officials and politicians indicated that these institutional
developments were clear responses to the protest by the ENGOs, which had managed to
present their concerns to high-ranking officials during that period.

36

Based on these institutional developments, the DDA prepared a plan for a biodiversity
zone for the whole floodplain to conserve, protect and restore the biodiversity of the
river and create new recreational spaces. While developed under the slogan of
“biodiversity,” the DDA started the initiative by developing a riverfront park (154
hectares), called Golden Jubilee Park. Close to the Old Railway Bridge the area of the park
covers parts of an older embankment, which was settled upon by slums until their
removal in 2005. With the aim to develop it into a recreational hot spot, the DDA
envisioned extended lawns and flower beds as well as an amphitheatre, exhibition areas,
a mythological park and a food plaza. The Golden Jubilee Park is a perfect illustration of
the middle-class-centred vision of a world-class and consumption-oriented riverfront and
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would presumably be a perfect match as the material outcome of middle-class bourgeois
environmental ideology.
37

However, this ideology has been adapted by the planners and those responsible within
the state authorities, not by the ENGOs, which strongly opposed the plans for the
biodiversity zone and the development of the park both in the public participation
process (which was very limited: request by the DDA to send comments via e-mail) and
via the media. They argued that the DDA is “misusing the idea of biodiversity” in order to
“create public parks” and pointed out that maintaining these parks is ecologically
unsound, as the lawn care will require the use of pesticides and a lot of water. 23 The
farmers also protested against the biodiversity zone concept and were supported by
ENGO-members including Rajendra Singh. However, due to the park’s green labelling and
promotion, it proved to be very difficult for environmentalists and farmers to criticize
developments under the biodiversity initiative. One environmentalist explained: “If you
take the whole thing of the riverbed as a park … who will say this is a bad idea? Who will
be on your side? You have to create the dialogue. For creating the dialogue you need to
have a more intelligent, more sustained intervention.”24

38

Yet, spaces for dialogue were not offered by the state; neither to the ENGOs nor the
farmers. The ENGOs therefore aimed to create the space for dialogue themselves. In
November 2011, artists and environmentalists from Delhi and Hamburg jointly organized
the “PROJECT Y: A Yamuna-Elbe Public Art and Outreach Project” on the site of the
Golden Jubilee Park.25 During public discussion on-site, activists and artists discussed
issues related to the river and the history of the site. While local groups like the farmers
were involved, the DDA—reluctantly allowing the project to take place on-site—refused to
engage in the debate and simply exhibited a 3D-model of the park without any further
explanation.

39

Finally, the whole concept of the biodiversity zone along the river was put on hold by the
newly set up National Green Tribunal26 (NGT) responding to another PIL by one of the
environmentalists (Manoj Misra v. Union of India & Others, Application No. 6 of 2012). Based
on field surveys and photographs as well as information gathered through RTI
applications, the PIL challenged the dumping of solid waste in the floodplain. Taking up
the concern for the river in a more holistic manner (as was desired by the petitioner), the
NGT directed the MoEF to also assess—in addition to the dumping of solid waste—the
biodiversity scheme of the DDA. The three-member Expert Committee, set up by the
MoEF, declared that the biodiversity scheme “is untenable and should be stopped”
(Expert Committee MoEF 2014:5). A day after the NGT had been ordered to review the
scheme, the DDA vice-chairman Balvinder Kumar responded via the media ensuring that
the DDA would rework the scheme based on the expert committee’s recommendation
(Singh 2014). As of the writing of this article, the case is still regularly heard by the NGT.

The tools of ENGOs—different strategies and impacts?
40

Without doubt, middle-class environmental activism operates most often in different
spheres than e.g. protests by the farmers against displacement and the loss of livelihood.
Beyond question, the above outlined actions, strategies and impacts of ENGOs working on
the river Yamuna are only examples and do not cover the wide variety of their activities.
By looking at the local initiative of YJA, a rather clear strategy nevertheless emerges:
through the use of RTI applications and their own field surveys, the activists are able to
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gather critical environmental knowledge for lobbying for the ecological restoration and
preservation of Delhi’s riverscape through the media and for filing PILs in the court.
Using the information received through RTI applications, the activists repeatedly write emails to the concerned state authorities or politicians requesting actions to be taken. By
sharing these complaints with the media (e-mails in copy) their concerns are most often
mirrored in the press. Additionally, the media often request that the addressed officials
and politicians comment on the issues raised and, thus, public pressure is produced to act
upon the requests made by the ENGOs. Overall, the case study reveals a mediatization of
environmental politics which is intended and nurtured by the activists. The
mediatization of the protest emerges therefore as an attempt to mobilize the public, the
courts and other concerned state actors to act. Analysing the case of the East Kolkata
Wetlands, Dembowski (2001:212) suggested that “public interest litigation may be most
dynamic when supported by assertive media coverage.” Indeed, especially the
combination of judicial activism and the mediatization of environmental activism seem to
have an effect on urban environmental politics in India.
41

Integrating the English-speaking media in the environmental campaign and the direct
links between middle-class activists and the political as well as bureaucracy circles (e.g.
by e-mail) correspond with the general debate on the way the civil society, in Chatterjee’s
terms, including bourgeois environmentalists (cf. Baviskar 2011a:404–05), has managed to
organize and articulate their interests through direct links and privileged access. Yet, the
example of the Yamuna Satyagraha indicates that it is too simplistic to hold on to both the
dichotomous separation of the spheres of the civil versus the political society (Coelho and
Venkat 2009, Holston 2009) and the clear-cut distinction between environmentalism of
the poor and bourgeois environmentalism as their tools, strategies and spheres of
influence clearly overlap. ENGOs have established links to non-middle class communities
especially through public campaigns.

42

The case study further highlights the important role of local ENGOs in generating,
disseminating, and mobilizing environmental knowledge about the Yamuna. The ENGOs
are key players in the social construction of environmental knowledge, the shaping of
public opinion and they strongly influence environmental discourses by challenging
government approaches towards the environment. In this context, it is important to note
that environmental activists—even across class differences—have internalized the
understanding that scientific expertise is crucial for fighting and negotiating with the
multi-layered state (Narain 2002, Negi 2011:183). ENGOs are therefore also to some extent
dedicated to closing the gap between expert and lay knowledge as their activities are
rooted in both spheres (Karpouzoglou and Zimmer 2016).

43

While not the only tool, the development of RTI is crucial in this context as all
interviewees agreed: “Without RTI I would not be sitting here talking to you. … because I
wouldn’t know. RTI is amazing. What RTI has done, one cannot imagine. But you have to
know how to use it.”27 In order to enlarge and strengthen their networks, ENGOs
exchange information on filing RTIs and PILs. Additionally, environmental lawyers
support activists with regard to legal questions. As a result, the Indian judiciary has been
challenged over the last decade by the complexity of (urban) environmental aspects and
the great number of scientifically backed PILs filed by ENGOs, and the recent setup of the
expert-supported NGT is also a response to these developments.

44

Through RTIs and PILs the state has clearly invited environmental activists to play a more
important role. Yet, in contrast to the “invited spaces” of participation (Cornwall 2004,
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Miraftab 2004, 2009) in other spheres of urban governance (e.g. service provisions or the
streets), where middle-class activism has even been trained to gentrify the state 28
(Ghertner 2011a), I argue that the invited spaces in the spheres of environmental
protection and ecological restoration are still rather limited; especially when
environmental activism is at odds with the state-led bourgeois imaginary of the worldclass city, e.g. opposing large-scale developments (Bhushan 2004:1772). This is certainly
connected to a still-low environmental awareness of the public at large. In the case of the
Yamuna, a larger movement to critically engage with the protection of the river does not
exist. As described in other cases of environmental activism in India (Dembowski 2001,
Swerts 2013), environmental activists often remain talking amongst themselves. Yet, as
indicated in several interviews, they are aware of these limitations:
[the] problem with the environmental activism is that it only talks to itself. …
activism has to go beyond just confrontation. It also has to have proposals of new
ideas and new engagements. … there are so many nuanced ideas. What about the
farmers? What about the people who live there? Are you for them? Are you against
them? Do you think farming there is ok? You cannot give a clear answer on that. I
think it is much more complex landscape than a black and white. 29
45

Additionally, environmental activists face difficulties to resist the co-optation by the
government machinery in the course of ecological instrumentalization and the
institutionalization of bourgeois environmental thinking. For example, the biodiversity
park concept was clearly formulated by the state agencies to suit the concerns of the
environmentalists and the recreational needs of the middle-class. Yet, the case also
demonstrates that the ENGOs do not simply follow the state-led bourgeois imaginary, but
rather especially the smaller ENGOs and their networks and campaigns are still “wild”
enough (Bryant 2009) to challenge these hegemonic discourses. Nevertheless, a sustained
dialogue between ENGOs and state authorities is absent. One reason, this case study
suggests, is the often confrontational activism through the courts. On the one hand,
petitioning in the courts facilitates certain changes, but on the other hand it complicates
and hinders other forms of more participatory urban environmental governance. It
comes out as rather logical that government agencies remain reluctant to share
information and deny to open up forums for discussions when ENGOs pressure them to
act by filing PILs. Larger ENGOs (e.g. CSE) thus seem to stand off from filing PILs
(sometimes even making clear statements against PILs) so as not to lose their influence
on the policy level. In sum, environmentalists are challenged to walk a fine line,
balancing between protest, petitioning, and policy counselling.

Conclusions
46

Based on the analysis of the multiple socio-ecological conflicts around water, pollution
and land along the banks of the river, this paper concludes that ENGOs are important
actors in collecting, disseminating, (re)interpreting and (re)producing environmental
knowledge. The case study corroborates that ENGOs are gaining importance in urban
environmental governance. They contribute to political transparency in fulfilling a
watchdog role and, thus, foster democratic control. Yet, as many other environmental
conflicts in India, Delhi’s riverscapes are a highly politicized environment and the case
reveals the difficulties of the civil society to engage and negotiate with planners and
decision-makers outside the spheres of the media and the courts.
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47

The large-scale developments of Delhi Metro, Akshardham and the CWGs-Village as well
as the idea of a biodiversity zone, in its principles, entertain visions of reshaping the
aesthetic imprint of Delhi on its way to becoming world-class. Delhi’s riverscapes emerge
here as a critical urban landscape to be retransformed. With regard to the slum
demolitions, it was the court and the state agencies (certainly responding to middle-class
desires) through which bourgeois environmentalist concerns were institutionalized and
ecological aspects instrumentalized to reclaim the riverfront. However, this state-led
bourgeois ideology is not shared by the ENGOs and middle-class activists lobbying for the
river. Especially, the work of the local ENGOs appears to be a very different kind of
environmentalism—clearly distinguishable from this institutionalized bourgeois
environmentalism by the state.

48

At different occasions, the middle-class-dominated ENGOs have tried to join hands with
the farmers protesting against large-scale developments. Yet, the ENGOs faced difficulties
in overcoming the dichotomy between middle-class conservational activism and the
interests of the farmers, due to lack of interest by these, different agendas, or a lack of
understanding. While the ENGOs aimed to give voice to the local environmental
knowledges and needs of the farmers, they have certainly filtered and reformulated their
concerns in order to strengthen their own arguments. Progressive ENGOs should more
seriously engage in cross-class movements for the protection and ecological restoration of
the urban environment in order to overcome the duality of (urban) bourgeois
environmentalism and (rural) environmentalism of the poor.

49

While many challenges remain and the essential awareness to protect and restore the
river’s sensitive ecosystem still seems to be missing throughout the public at large, the
case study stresses that especially local ENGOs—although middle-class dominated—do not
exclusively strive for middle-class interests, but rather endeavour for long-term
ecological sustainability and social justice for Delhi’s riverscapes. In particular, the ENGOs
have constantly challenged the sectoral approaches in governing the Yamuna, aiming to
link aspects of flow, pollution and land-use change across scales. The ENGOs have forced
the judiciary, political actors and policy makers to recognize these interrelationships.
However, the governance set-up and the responsibilities of the concerned state agencies
remain highly sectoral and the establishment of a holistic governance framework for the
Yamuna is still very far from being implemented. Unfortunately, the debate about
bourgeois environmentalism almost entirely overshadows these recent forms of urban
environmental activism advocating for environmental protection and ecological
restoration, as well as socio-ecological justice in the Indian context.

Post-script
50

The World Cultural Festival held in the floodplain of the Yamuna in March 2016 by The
Art of Living has led to a major new debate regarding the protection of the floodplain in
Delhi. The court case against the World Cultural Festival in the National Green Tribunal
further highlighted the differences between ENGOs—as I understand them—and other
civil society groups interested in the Yamuna. Without going into the details of the case,
the fact that the ENGO Yamuna Jiye Abhiyaan, in the person of Manoj Misra, had to bring
to court another upper/middle-class civil society organization underpins the argument of
this article that middle-class ENGOs act beyond class politics but rather based on an
explicit environmental agenda. Besides forcing the state to act against the environmental
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degradation caused by the event, the ENGO—as also in the case of Akshardham and the
Commonwealth Games—challenged a mega event which was very much in line with the
bourgeois world-class city making agenda. With regard to the argumentation of this
article, it is noteworthy that The Art of Living had previously organized activities for the
preservation of the river, e.g. cleaning drives under the campaign “Meri Dilli, Meri
Yamuna” in 2010. Overall, these very recent developments suggest that the bourgeois
environmentalist logic—as visible in the case of The Art of Living’s festival in the
ecologically sensitive floodplain and especially the organizations handling of criticism
both in the media and in the court—only becomes fully apparent if bourgeois
environmentalists are directly accused that their actions and lifestyles are responsible for
environmental destruction.
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NOTES
1. I use the term "middle class" in two different ways in this article. The first, and the
predominant use, is to refer to the middle class as a sociological category. By referring to
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“middle-class environmental activists,” I characterize individuals who, based on their economic
status and lifestyle (see among others Baviskar 2003:97, Fernandes 2004:2418), can be considered
as middle-class people—no more, no less. Secondly, by talking about middle-class interests, I
refer to what has been discussed as specific concerns of the new middle class with regard to
urban aesthetics, leisure, safety, and health (Baviskar 2003, 2011a) and the ways through which
the middle class has been able to enforce these interests (see among others Brosius 2010,
Ellis 2012, Fernandes 2004, 2006, Harriss 2007).
2. As part of my PhD research I have developed the notion of the riverscapes into a conceptual
framework for analyzing the urban environmental governance of Delhi’s riverscapes (Follmann
2016).
3. The debate on bourgeois environmentalism in India shares many similarities with "elite
environmentalism" in other emerging and developing countries (see among others Forsyth
2007).
4. These include in addition to ENGOs especially neighbourhood associations; in India so-called
residents’ welfare organizations (see e.g. Anjaria 2009, Harriss 2007, Tawa Lama-Rewal and
Zérah 2011, Zérah 2009).
5. See also Mawdsley’s (2009) comments on Arun Agarwal’s notion of "environmentality" in the
urban context.
6. Delhi is divided into 15 planning zones for which Zonal Developments Plans are prepared. The
River Zone is a separate planning zone (Zone O).
7. High Court of Delhi, 03 March 2003, Wazirpur Bartan Nirmata Sangh v. Union of India and Others
and Okhla Factory Owners’ Association v. Government of NCT of Delhi.
8. High Court of Delhi, 08 December 2005, WP(C) No. 2112/2002 and WP(C) No. 689/2004.
9. DMRC has been equipped with great powers for land acquisition to generate parts of the initial
project costs through property development (Bon 2015).
10. The YSC is an inter-state body under the chairmanship of the Central Water Commission,
Ministry of Water Resources, to oversee all existing structures and to coordinate flood control
works along the Yamuna up to Delhi. Proposals for constructions of flood protection measures
(embankments, etc.) and public utilities (bridges, etc.) by the riparian states (which are members
of the committee) need to be cleared by the YSC.
11. Supreme Court of India 12 January 2005, U.P. State Employees Confederation & Anr. Writ
Petition No. 353 of 2004.
12. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, April 2010 (as agreed with the interviewees, all
interviews are anonymized).
13. The author is thankful to the ENGOs for sharing the information and materials accessed
through RTI applications.
14. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, April 2010.
15. The first PIL was filed by Tapas NGO. The second PIL was filed by a group of activists
including members of YJA, INTACH (Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage) and
Tarun Bharat Sangh.
16. Supreme Court of India, 30th July 2009: Civil Appeal Nos. 4866–67 of 2009.
17. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 9 December 2011.
18. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 8 December 2011.
19. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 8 December 2011.
20. Farmer from the riverbed, interview by author, Delhi, 9 March 2011.
21. Farmer from the riverbed, interview by author, Delhi, 9 March 2011.
22. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 8 December 2011.
23. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 7 November 2011.
24. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 9 November 2011.
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25. The public art and outreach programme initiated by the Ministry of Culture, Hamburg, and
carried out in the framework of ‘Germany and India 2011–2012: Infinite Opportunities’ was held
10–20 November 2011. The project had earlier started with a symposium on the Yamuna and Elbe
rivers organized by Max Müller Bhavan in Delhi.
26. The NGT was established on 18.10.2010 under the National Green Tribunal Act, 2010.
27. ENGO-member, interview by author, Delhi, 6 December 2011.
28. For example through the bhagidari scheme in Delhi (Ghertner 2011a, Srivastava 2009).
29. ENGO-members, interview by author, Delhi, 9 November 2011.
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