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ABSTRACT: Since the 1980s, scholars have been documenting protest movements against the building of large 
hydropower dams. These movements have arisen mainly in communities where people have experienced 
displacement and loss of livelihood without receiving proper compensation. Less attention has been paid to 
community action and environmental movements that promoted the restoration of canalised, diverted, depleted 
and/or polluted rivers. Since the beginning of the 2000s, however, more attention is being paid in academic 
literature to communities and social movements that propose to remove dams, stop pollution of rivers, restore fish 
ecosystems, or rewild rivers. There has also been increased interest in movements advocating for the granting of 
legal personhood to rivers and in those that are opposing dams because they want to protect free-flowing rivers for 
fish migration or tourism. A systematic literature review was undertaken in order to analyse scientific publications 
on diverse river defence and restoration movements. A relatively small number (104) of publications was retrieved, 
but these nevertheless showed a diversity in geographic spread and coverage of river issues and river movement 
strategies. The attention of the publications shifted from anti-dam protests to a variety of issues including especially 
river pollution, and to a minor degree issues like indigenous rights and rights of rivers. Most of the publications 
addressed river movements in the USA and India and the majority did not describe the movements’ activities in 
detail; several, however, described effective activism, advocacy, citizen science monitoring, and litigation. The 
review suggests that river movements contribute to democratic governance and environmental justice. It also 
shows that the scientific literature is focused mainly on large anti-dam protests and pays less attention to local river 
activism and its networks. 
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INTRODUCTION 

River defence and river restoration initiatives by citizens, grassroots, and social movements – referred to 
here as 'river movements' – have drawn increasing scholarly attention. Where government 
environmental regulations for protection of rivers tend to be permissive and monitoring is often slack, 
and industry and mining businesses prioritise economic gain over environmental considerations, civil 
society organisations engage in environmental protection of rivers and the environment. Best (2019) 
provides an overview of the anthropological stresses placed on the world’s rivers by large-scale damming, 
pollution, excessive water withdrawal, introduction of non-native species, fragmentation, and sediment 
dredging. He concludes that the aquatic ecosystems of big rivers worldwide are collapsing. 

Since the 1980s, scholars have documented major protest movements against the building of large 
dams (Del Bene et al., 2018). These include the movement opposing the Sardar Sarovar dam in India 
(Baviskar, 2019); the many anti-dam protests in the Mekong River basin, such as against the Pak Mun 
dam in Thailand and the Lower Sesan 2 and Sambor dams in Cambodia (Green and Baird, 2020); 
movements opposing the Three Gorges project in China (Wilmsen and Webber, 2017), the Mphanda 
Nkuwa dam in Mozambique (Sneddon and Fox, 2008), the Ilisu dam in Turkey (Tezcür et al., 2021), the 
Chixoy dam in Guatemala (Johnston, 2010), and the Belo Monte dam in Brazil (Bratman, 2015). These 
movements were started by communities that were being affected by displacement and loss of livelihood 
and where community members were not receiving proper compensation. In these cases, the local 
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protests grew into multi-scalar river movements with important national and international links; 
meanwhile, less attention was being paid to community action and environmental movements that 
promoted the restoration of canalised, diverted, depleted and polluted rivers. Since the turn of the 
century, more attention is being paid in the academic literature to communities and social movements 
that propose to stop pollution of rivers, restore fish ecosystems, remove dams, and rewild rivers. There 
has also been a greater focus on movements advocating for the granting of legal personhood to rivers 
(Kinkaid, 2019) and on those that are opposing dams because they want to protect free-flowing rivers for 
fish migration or tourism (Hommes et al., 2023). Attention is also being garnered by the topics of local 
watershed governance (Kauffman, 2017), citizen monitoring of water quality, river clean-ups, river 
activism (Yeophantong, 2020), and new water culture movements (including in Spain; see, for example, 
Hernández-Mora et al., 2015). This goes hand in hand with the academic attention that is increasingly 
being paid to the worldviews and value systems of riverine communities and their political implications, 
as expressed in the riverhood concept (Boelens et al., 2023). Specific scholarly attention is also being 
directed at indigenous value and knowledge systems (Wilson, 2019) and at "rooted water collectives" 
(Vos et al., 2020). The latter term refers to communities that possess local knowledge of their river and 
abide by its local management rules while at the same time forging multi-scalar alliances. 

In this literature review, the notion of environmental movements was adopted as an ordering device. 
River movements can be classified by their geographical location, by the river-related problems they 
address, and by the type of activities they undertake. The notion of 'environmentalism of the poor' 
expresses the idea that river movements contribute significantly to the protection and restoration of 
rivers and are a necessary force against slack government and industry environmental care (Guha and 
Martinez-Alier, 1997). Martinez-Alier (2002) distinguished among three types of environmentalism: the 
'cult of wilderness', the 'gospel of eco-efficiency' and, as mentioned above, the 'environmentalism of the 
poor'. 

The cult of wilderness refers to movements that advocate for the conservation of wild nature, that is, 
places where there is no interference by people. The expulsion of local inhabitants in the Global South 
by nature conservation organisations from the Global North who are creating nature reserves can be 
seen as neocolonialism, green grabbing, or green elitism (Büscher et al., 2014; Parkins and Sinclair, 2014). 
For Martinez-Alier (2002), the gospel of eco-efficiency calls for finding solutions to environmental 
problems in the form of techno-fixes. That approach is often combined with a perceived need for 
economic growth and economic regulations to 'get the incentives right'. Martinez-Alier attributes the 
gospel of eco-efficiency to the wealthier members of society who blame poor people for destroying the 
environment and who believe that wealthy people (such as themselves) take better care of the 
environment. 

Environmentalism of the poor acknowledges the struggle of poor communities that suffer from 
environmental problems. Guha and Martinez-Alier (1997) assert that poor people protect their 
environment in order to protect their livelihoods. In this sense, empowering affected communities would 
enhance their livelihood and improve the environment. Communities also fight for a just distribution of 
environmental costs and benefits (see also Schlosberg, 2004). According to Guha and Martinez-Alier, 
communities affected by environmental problems have more knowledge about such problems than do 
scientists. This local knowledge – together with differences in value systems – often gives rise to conflicts 
between community members and those holding a scientific and governmental understanding of the 
problem. Environmental movements thus claim space in the environmental politics arena. Following 
Cornwall and Coelho (2007), those claimed spaces can be seen as new democratic arenas (see also 
Sneddon and Fox, 2008). Sicotte and Brulle (2017) stress that poor people seldom revolt against their 
disadvantaged situation, so something special needs to happen that gives them hope that mobilising will 
result in change. 

The claims of local environmental activists or grassroots movements are sometimes seen as non-
legitimate, unwarranted or non-democratic. For example, when affected groups complain about negative 
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effects of interventions that affect their wellbeing, while those interventions are democratically planned 
and generally accepted as desirable, also by the people complaining. Resistance to wind turbines by 
people living close to planned turbine sites is a more specific example, where citizens are not against 
wind turbines per se, but do not want them close to their houses. Such groups are sometimes referred 
to as NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) organisations. In the case of anti-dam protests, the affected 
communities can feel that governments place a much lower value on the communities’ lives, properties, 
livelihoods, landscapes, and ecosystems than they do on their own. 

This review will look at how scientific literature, as included in Scopus, has related river activism and 
social and environmental movements to river governance. The goals of this review paper are to: 1) show 
the breadth of river activism and the changing trends over time in its character and in the topics 
addressed by those movements as covered in (English) scientific literature, and 2) analyse scholarly 
approaches to the politics of river movements, particularly with regard to their identification of drivers 
and their perception of the contributions made by such movements to inclusive river governance. 

It can be difficult to distinguish environmental movements from more singular environmental 
campaigns or protests. Della Porta and Diani (2015) stress the presence of a collective identity in a social 
movement and its desire to bring about social change. Social and environmental movements usually form 
long-lasting networks among different campaigning or protesting groups. Movements usually involve a 
large number of people, although in countries with repressive regimes a small number of activists might 
be called a movement. 

Formulating the right query for the literature review proved to be difficult, as authors use terminology 
with different definitions. Words from abstracts or keywords thus do not necessarily correspond with the 
practices of river movements that use similar terms. A quite narrow query was therefore used; this was 
complemented with some additional searches to find scientific publications on a number of specific 
topics. 

The article first presents the search method that was applied in the literature review. The results are 
then categorised according to the geographical location of the river movement, the issues addressed, 
and the activities deployed. The discussion section contains an analysis of river movement literature. It 
looks first at the scoping of the literature review itself; it then considers the coverage of river movements 
by the literature; and, lastly, it looks at the literature’s valuation of river movements. The article ends by 
offering some conclusions. 

METHOD OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

The methodology for this systematic literature review on the involvement of citizen collectives in river 
conservation, restoration and management followed three steps. First, English scientific articles and book 
chapters published before the end of 2023 were considered. These were selected from the Scopus 
database on the basis of titles, abstracts and key words containing the terms 'river' and 'social 
movement(s)' and 'activis*' or 'resistance' or 'advocacy'.1 

This query yielded 191 publications. A systematic literature review was then used to select relevant 
articles from among them (Petticrew and Roberts, 2008). Of the 191 publications, 87 were discarded. 
Some publications were not included because of being duplicates; others did not treat river movements 
(for example, 'river' was part of the name of a place, but the article did not, in fact, deal with any river); 
still others were discarded because the publication was not available through the library system. The 104 
publications that were selected are shown in Table 2. 

                                                           
1  The exact query in Scopus (retrieved on 10 May 2024) was: ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( river AND {social movement} OR {social 
movements} ) ) OR ( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( river AND activis* ) ) AND ( advocacy ) ) OR ( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( river AND activis* ) ) AND ( 
resistance ) ) AND PUBYEAR > 1970 AND PUBYEAR < 2024 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE , "ar" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE , "ch" ) ) 
AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE , "English" ) ) 
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The second step was to categorise the 104 selected publications according to the geographical 
location of the case study it described, the river issue that was being addressed by the citizens collective, 
and the strategies the collective had used. 

The third step was to complement the review and analysis with additional literature, as it became 
clear that the query had missed important publications on river movements (see the Discussion Section 
for a reflection on the scoping of the query). 

The articles were published in a wide variety of journals. Those that had most articles on river 
movements were Water Alternatives (4 articles), Political Geography (3) and Geoforum (3 articles). Two 
river movement articles were found in each of the following journals: Antipode, Environment and 
Planning A, Social Movement Studies, and World Development. All other publications were published in 
journals that appeared only once. 

RESULTS 

Geographical location of the cases 

The river movements described in the 104 selected scientific publications are situated all over the world. 
Most are located in Asian countries, followed by North America, South America and Europe. Only a few 
of the cases described are in Africa and Australia and there were none in the Middle East (see Table 1). 

Some scientific articles described river movements that are operating at the national level; Pešić and 
Vukelić (2022), for example, studied the jumping of scales of a grassroots movement in Serbia that 
opposed small hydropower plants. Huneeus et al. (2021) described the responses of Chilean 
environmental groups to plans for hydro power projects there. They analysed 380 energy projects and 
found that protests by communities did not affect the approval of the projects, they only made the 
approval process take longer. 

Table 1. Geographical spread of the cases covered in the articles. 

Geographical area Number of 
articles 

Articles by sub-area 

Asia   36 India (17), China (5), Mekong River basin (5), Turkey (4), 
Indonesia (2), Thailand (2), Asia, Myanmar (1 each) 

North and Central America   30 USA (21), Honduras (3), Mexico (2), Canada (2), Haiti, El 
Salvador 

South America   14 Brazil (7), Chile (3), Colombia (2), Argentina (2) 

Europe     9 Serbia (2), Albania, Finland, Sweden, Netherlands, 
Bosnia, Spain, Ukraine 

Australia and New Zealand     9 Australia (7), New Zealand (2) 

Africa     8 Southern Africa (3), Africa, Nigeria, Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe, South Africa 

Global     4 
 

TOTAL 110 
 

Note: Of the total of 110 publications, 6 are about river movements in 2 countries. 
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Most publications described one particular case, though four of the articles took a thematic overview. 
These included: Sneddon and Fox (2008), who discussed the role of water politics and social movements 
in fostering democracy in Southeast Asia and southern Africa; Twardek et al. (2020), who described the 
role of World Fish Migration Day, which has seen events organised in 80 countries to raise awareness 
about the need to restore fish migration; and Gutierrez et al. (2019), who focused on mega hydropower 
dams worldwide and on how social movements oppose them. These three articles argue that in 
movements to oppose hydropower dams and protect fish ecology, worldwide networks of local and 
national protest movements can influence national policies. The fourth overview article, that by Oh et al. 
(2020), shows that in countries with better governance and a free press, mining companies that announce 
the setting up of operations near sensitive water sources face more risk of protests by affected 
communities. 

Issues addressed by river movements, as covered in scientific publications 

Overview of the issues addressed by river movements 

Table 2 shows the issues addressed by river movements as covered by the 104 publications found by the 
literature review. The largest issue is anti-dam protests, followed by pollution of rivers. Other themes are 
much less frequently covered. Figure 1 shows the 1985-to-2023 trend of the issues treated in the 
literature. It is notable that the number of publications on river movements has increased significantly 
over that period; the figure also indicates that, whereas protests of large dams dominated the literature 
between 2010 and 2014, pollution has become increasingly important in more recent publications. 

The following subsections provide an overview of the retrieved publications, categorised according to 
the issue addressed in each case by the river movement. This synopsis will provide an impression of how 
the authors of the articles described the river movements. It will not describe the publications in detail, 
but rather will highlight interesting insights and trends, in that way giving only an overall impression of 
the literature that was found. 

Table 2. Issues addressed by river movements. 

River issue 
addressed by 
social 
movement  N

um
be

r 

Specific issue 

N
um

be
r 

Publications found in the systematic literature review 

Large dam(s)  46 General 39 Mason (1995), Moore (1998), Routledge (2003a, 2003b), 
Nilsen (2007, 2008), Sneddon and Fox (2008), Alkon and 
Norgaard (2009), Mehta (2010), Xie and van der Heijden 
(2010), Bisht (2011), Matsuzawa (2011), Angelei (2012), 
Han (2013), Simpson (2013), Chan and Zhou (2014), Drew 
(2014), Yeophantong (2014), Bratman (2015), Islam and 
Islam, (2016), Ardón and Flores (2017), Drew (2017), Yaka 
(2017), Yeophantong (2017), Méndez (2018), Norgaard et 
al. (2018), Smith (2018), Baviskar (2019), Blair (2019), 
Gutierrez et al. (2019), Pulla et al. (2019), Green and Baird 
(2020), May (2020), Branagan (2021), Young and Ear 
(2021), del Rio Gabiola (2022), Suhardiman et al. (2022), 
Yong (2022), Puecker and Steger (2023) 

Protection of free-
flowing river 

5 Easthope and Holloway (1989), Chen and Hay (2006), De 
Azevedo et al. (2016), Branagan (2020), Blair et al. (2023) 

Resettlement 2 Hall (1994), Mashingaidze (2013) 
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River pollution 24 General river 
pollution 

6 Vallabh et al. (2016), Radjawali and Pye (2017), Acara 
(2018), Praskievicz (2021), Kuts (2022), Bhattacharya et al. 
(2023) 

By industry 5 Norris and Cable (1994), Alcañiz and Gutiérrez (2009), Di 
Martino (2009), Judge et al. (2016), Warner and Meluso 
(2022) 

By mining and oil 
industry (incl. 
fracking) 

10 Harlin (2019), Goeckner et al. (2020), Oh et al. (2020), 
Tollefson and Panikkar (2020), Artiga-Purcell (2022), Baker 
et al. (2022), Schroering and Staggenborg (2022), Horowitz 
(2023), Losekann and Milanez (2023), Meissner (2023) 

Untreated 
wastewater 

3 Ghosh (2011), Mallon Andrews (2015), Milligan et al. 
(2021) 

Participation in 
river 
management 

8  8 Desfor and Keil (2000), Guldbrandsen and Holland (2001), 
Oslender (2004), Abers (2007), Fagan and Sircar (2010), 
Parés (2011), de Freitas (2015), McBeth et al. (2017) 

Flooding and 
flood 
protection 

5  5 Edelenbos et al. (2017), Tuitjer (2019), Rahayu et al. 
(2021), Bond and Galvin (2023), Elers and Dutta (2023) 

Indigenous 
values 

4  4 Hawke (2012), Hansen and Rossen (2017), Davidson 
(2022), Yan et al. (2023) 

Rights of rivers 4  4 Alley (2019), Kinkaid (2019), Spitz and Peñalver (2021), 
Macpherson (2022) 

Other 12 Run of the river 
hydropower 

3 Yaka (2019), Huneeus et al. (2021), Kavak (2021)  

History of river 
movement(s) 

2 Montague and Pellerano (2014), Rudling and Dueñas 
(2021) 

Small hydropower 2 Silber-Coats (2017), Pešić and Vukelić (2022) 

Water allocation 1 Sneddon (2003) 

Tourism 1 Sithole (2005) 

Fish protection 1 Twardek et al. (2020) 

Fishing rights 1 Salmi and Salmi (2010) 

Water use by large-
scale agriculture 

1 Eloy et al. (2023) 

Construction of 
bridge 

1 Rajangam (2021) 

TOTAL 104    
 

Large dams 

Protests against the construction of dams for hydropower, irrigation and drinking water form the most 
prominent theme of the literature on river conservation and restoration in the Scopus search. About 44% 
of the 104 articles (46 publications) dealt with protests against large dams. Of these, nine focused on the 
Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada River in India (Mason, 1995; Routledge 2003 a and b; Nilsen 2007 
and 2008; Metha, 2010; Bisht, 2011; Baviskar, 2019; Pulla et al., 2019) and six addressed anti-dam 
movements in the Mekong River basin: Sneddon and Fox (2008), Yeophantong (2014), Green and Baird 
(2020), Young and Ear (2021), Suhardiman et al. (2022), and Yong (2022). 
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Figure 1. Trends in issues addressed by river movements as covered in the 104 publications retrieved. 

 

Source: Author’s own elaboration. 

Among the first large protest campaigns against a dam was the struggle of the Sierra Club in the 1910s 
and 1920s against the O’shaughnessy dam on the Tuolumne River in Yosemite National Park in California. 
The dam was built in order to provide water for the city of San Francisco, but its construction resulted in 
the submergence of the Hetch Hetchy Valley (Praskievicz, 2021). This protest was followed by many more, 
worldwide, against large dams. The World Rainforest Movement (2003) reported in detail on anti-dam 
protests around the world, including 11 in Asia, 4 in Africa, and 9 in Central and South America). This is, 
however, only a fraction of the disputed dams, as many more dam projects have faced, and are facing, 
protests. Their report described the diverse protest strategies around the world. These include petitions, 
formal complaints, court cases, protest marches, occupation of construction sites, networking and 
forging of alliances. 

The most well-known and most published-about case of anti-dam struggle is the large-scale protest 
against the building of the Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada River in India. The dam was planned from 
1946, but construction started only in 1961. It was designed to be 138 metres high, to generate 2700 
megawatts (MW) of power, to irrigate 1.8 million hectares (ha) of land, and to provide 30 million people 
with drinking water. In the end, the reservoir flooded 200 km2 of land and displaced between 0.2 to 1.0 
million people (Blair, 2023). The protest movement, the Narmada Bachao Andolan, began in 1985. It 
concentrated on obtaining compensation for the displaced people, including for hardship caused by 
forest submergence and ecological degradation; it focused considerably less on possible negative 
environmental issues such as water-logging in the planned irrigation areas. The protests that started in 
1985 culminated in the 1995 verdict of the Supreme Court of India that stalled the construction of the 
dam (Bisht, 2011; Routledge, 2003b). Many rallies, marches, court cases, fasts and other activities were 
organised, led by two of its prominent activists, Medha Patkar and Baba Amte. The protests resulted in 
the World Bank withdrawing from the project in 1993; however, dam construction was resumed in 1999 
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and completed in 2014. Meanwhile the protests continued, but without any prospect of success. 
Generally, the defence of the oustees (the poor, low caste and tribal people who were to be displaced) 
was seen as the main driver of the local, national and international protests, however, big landowners in 
the to-be-flooded area also played a crucial role (Baviskar, 1995; Shah et al., 2021). Blair (2023) concludes 
that the massive and internally supported protest movement was not successful because of the 
unanimous support for the dam’s construction inside government organisations. Another reason for its 
failure was the general support for the project in Gujarat, where most of the water from the dam is used 
(Mehta and Mehta, 2013). 

Sneddon and Fox (2008) described anti-dam campaigns in the Mekong River basin and the Zambezi 
River in Mozambique. The Southeast Asian Rivers Network (SEARIN), which opposed the Pak Mun dam in 
Thailand, was supported by the California-based NGO International Rivers, as was Justiça Ambiental!, 
which organised the protests against the Mphanda Nkuwa dam in Mozambique. Both movements 
campaigned for many years to safeguard the ecological integrity of the respective rivers and to win fair 
treatment of displaced people. The Pak Mun dam has been in operation since 1994 and its negative effect 
on fish migration has been evident ever since. On 23 March 1999, some 5000 people occupied the Pak 
Mun dam site, demanding that the gates of Pak Mun be opened permanently to allow for fish migration. 
Mozambique’s Mphanda Nkuwa dam is still in the planning phase, and there the river movement 
demands participation in the design of the dam. 

In some countries, anti-dam movements are brutally repressed. Del Bene et al. (2018) analysed 220 
cases of protests against dams, as reported in the EJAtlas.2 They found that repression was involved in 
32% of the 118 cases in which Indigenous people were involved, while of the 102 cases where no 
Indigenous people were involved, only 15% reported repression. One example of brutality is the 
assassination of Honduran activist Berta Cáceres on 3 March 2016. She led the Indigenous environmental 
organisation COPINH against the Agua Zarca dam in the Rio Blanco, which was planned to generate 
electricity for mining. The anti-dam movement blocked a road for most of 2013 (Ardón and Flores, 2017; 
Méndez, 2018; del Rio Gabiola, 2022). 

Five articles described river movements that advocate for free-flowing rivers. Three of the papers 
described the struggle to preserve the Franklin River in Tasmania (Easthope and Holloway, 1989; Chen 
and Hay, 2006; Branagan, 2020). These campaigns are more in line with what Martinez-Alier (2002) called 
the 'cult of the wilderness', although Branagan (2020) stressed the involvement of the Aboriginal people 
of Tasmania in the struggle for the preservation of the free-flowing Franklin River. Another case is from 
Brazil (de Azevedo et al., 2016) and yet another is from Chile (Blair et al., 2023). These movements to 
preserve free-flowing rivers are a change from the earlier anti-dam movements, which focused primarily 
on compensation and resettlement of the villages that would be flooded by the reservoir behind the dam. 
Anti-dam movements also oppose mega hydro dam projects because of the negative effects of the 
development of the mining, industry and roads that are associated with hydropower dam projects and 
the urbanisation that follows. The movements to protect free-flowing rivers, on the other hand, focus on 
the ecological values of such rivers including fish migration and sediment transport; they also focus on 
the rhythm, interconnectivity and continuity of free-flowing rivers, which are essential for aquatic 
ecosystems to thrive. The free-flowing river movement also campaigns in favour of dam removal, which 
may be in conflict with the interests of the local communities that use water from that dam or regard the 
dam as part of their cultural and natural heritage (Hommes, 2022). 

                                                           
2 Environmental Justice Atlas: https://ejatlas.org/ 
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Pollution 

Pollution of rivers is a problem worldwide. In many places, groups of citizens have organised campaigns 
to restore the water quality of polluted rivers. Of the 104 publications yielded by our review of the 
literature on river movements, a total of 24 were found to be focused on protests against river pollution. 

Two studies described river movements in India. Ghosh (2011) focused on the network of 
environmental groups that forged alliances to work on revival of the heavily polluted Saraswati River in 
West Bengal, while Bhattacharya et al. (2023) described the plural approaches to bringing about a cleaner 
Adi Ganga (part of the Hooghly River in the Kolkata area). Acara (2018) analysed gender relations within 
the organisations campaigning to recover Turkey’s heavily polluted Ergene River. Two studies described 
historic and comparative research on river movements in the USA. Norris and Cable (1994) described the 
alternating initiatives of elite and non-elite groups in their fight against a paper mill. Schroering and 
Staggenborg (2022) compared the Clean Rivers Campaign with the Protect Our Parks campaign in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In Europe the river movements changed their strategies after the promulgation 
of the EU Water Framework Directive 2000, which set environmental standards for the water quality of 
rivers (Parés, 2011). 

Four scientific publications addressed the subject of river movement campaigns against the industrial 
pollution of rivers. Norris and Cable (1994) focused on the pollution of a river in Tennessee, USA, by 
effluent from a paper mill; two papers addressed pollution of the Uruguay River in Argentina (Alcañiz and 
Gutiérrez, 2009; Di Martino, 2009); and a fourth study described the Defence of Water campaign in 
Mexico that was opposed to the construction of a US-based beverage production plant (Warner and 
Meluso, 2020). 

In total, 10 of the publications retrieved described campaigns against the contamination of rivers by 
mining and oil drilling operations. Worldwide attention was drawn to the campaign conducted by the 
indigenous people of the Standing Rock Reservation in the USA against the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), 
which threatened to pollute the Missouri River (Goeckner et al., 2020; Horowitz, 2023). A paper by Artiga-
Purcell (2022) described the successful campaign against gold mining in El Salvador. Losekann and 
Milanez (2023) described the organisational innovation and change that occurred in the social 
movements addressing the consequences of Brazil’s 2015 Doce River mine tailings disaster (also known 
as the Samarco disaster). 

Pollution of rivers by untreated wastewater is a big problem worldwide. In many places, when villages 
and neighbourhoods get connected to sewer systems the wastewater is not treated. While many 
inhabitants may feel that the sewer system is a step into modernity, the water quality of nearby rivers 
rapidly deteriorates. While contamination by untreated wastewater can be found in many countries, few 
examples of river movements against this problem have been covered in the scientific literature. Milligan 
et al. (2021) addressed the campaign against the structural and institutionalised environmental racism in 
Atlanta, USA, where Black communities suffer relatively more from untreated sewage in natural 
waterways. The authors highlighted the differences between the environmental justice narratives of the 
government and those of the river movement, and how the movement strategically adjusts and uses the 
government narratives. Mallon Andrews (2015) described the case in Haiti where inhabitants protested 
against the cholera outbreak caused by contamination of the Artibonite River by United Nations troops. 

Participation in river management 

Around the world, governments have set-up river basin councils to foster participatory and collaborative 
management of river basins. Participating in such government organisations could increase the influence 
of river movements, but it also poses the risk of co-optation for local grassroots environmental groups. 
The query found six articles addressing this dilemma. Oslender (2004) described the community councils 
of Afro-Colombians that manage the local "aquatic spaces". Abers (2007) described the interaction 
between civil society environmental groups and governmental organisations in river basin governance in 
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Brazil; that cooperation went very well, as after two years the project had allegedly benefited 50,000 
people. Sneddon and Fox (2008) examined the ways that participation in water management by social 
movements can enhance democratic governance in Southeast Asia and southern Africa. In all three 
articles, the authors are moderately positive about the outcomes of such partnerships. 

Guldbrandsen and Holland (2001) were more critical. They described the partnerships between the 
American Heritage Rivers Initiative (a programme of the US federal government) and local civil society 
organisations along the New River in North Carolina and Virginia. They found that the local groups 
became less critical when entering into such partnerships, as they became co-opted into the neoliberal 
and ecological modernisation ideologies of the government organisations. De Freitas (2015) similarly 
found that river basin management reforms in the São Francisco River basin in Brazil did not change the 
power of the elites. Parés (2011) was also not optimistic about the influence of civil society groups in 
Spain after the introduction of stakeholder participation under the EU Water Framework Directive. 

Indigenous knowledge and values 

Social movements, particularly in South, Central and North America, Asia and Australia, strive for 
recognition of indigenous knowledge and values in river governance. Moore (1998) explored the 
potential of Native American philosophy as a cultural, or 'symbolic', resource in the fight against the New 
Los Padres dam planned for the Carmel River in California, USA. Hansen and Rossen (2017) described the 
activism of the Haudenosaunee in relation to the Hudson River in the USA, and Davidson (2022) focused 
on the art-based activism of the Apsáalooke Crow in relation to the Missouri River, also in the USA. Hawke 
(2012) and Baker et al. (2022) described the collective action of indigenous groups in Australia around 
river activism. Baker et al., highlighted the special role of Aboriginal women in the fight against water 
pollution by nuclear fuel mining. All authors show how the river movements strive for recognition of 
indigenous valuing of rivers and at the same time use indigenous values as strategy to win support. 

Yan et al. (2023) engaged with the recent debates on 'more-than-human worlds'. They followed a 
campaign where school children were taken on a three-day cross-cultural boat trip with Navajo educators 
on the San Juan River in the USA. Their finding was that the children reconnected with the land and the 
river by imagining themselves as animals or flowers. The 'more-than-human' concept is used increasingly 
in relation to rivers (see, for example, Thomas, 2015). 

Flooding and flood protection 

Environmental and social organisations have reacted differently to flooding and flood protection 
infrastructure plans. Bond and Galvin (2023) analysed a variety of narratives related to flooding in 
Durban, South Africa. They found that civil society organisations had three distinct narratives, that is, 
solidaristic disaster relief appeals, service delivery failure critiques, and climate adaptation and mitigation 
failure critiques. Each of these was based on different knowledge and different positions and called for 
different types of action. Rahayu et al. (2021) asserted that community resilience against flooding in 
Jakarta, Indonesia, was enhanced by activism. 

Edelenbos et al. (2017) described the stakeholder participation in flood management in the 
Netherlands. The paper looks at the role of social movements in the government’s Room for the River 
programme. Elers and Dutta (2023) described the resistance of Māori communities in New Zealand 
against a planned dike that would take away part of their land. Tuitjer (2019) described the social media 
based strategies used by environmental activists in Bangkok to oppose the planned construction of flood 
protection infrastructure. All three articles concluded that local initiatives are important but that 
government organisations react defensively to local initiatives. 
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Rights of rivers 

Rights of rivers was the topic of four articles on river movements in our review. It is a theme that has 
gained much traction in the last couple of years. Granting legal personhood to rivers was first done in the 
USA by local governments, beginning in 2006 (Kinkaid, 2019). Worldwide, legal personhood has since 
been granted by courts, tribunals, municipalities and national governments (Spitz and Peñalver, 2021). 
The idea that nature could be a legal person was first proposed by Christopher Stone in his book Should 
Trees Have Standing?, published in 1972. The Universal Declaration of the Rights of Rivers was drafted by 
the Earth Law Center (ELC) in Colorado, USA; it serves as an illustration of the concretisation of the rights 
of rivers idea. The declaration proposes six basic rights of rivers: 1) the right to flow, 2) the right to 
perform essential functions within its ecosystem, 3) the right to be free from pollution, 4) the right to 
feed and be fed by sustainable aquifers, 5) the right to native biodiversity, and 6) the right to regeneration 
and restoration (ELC, 2024). 

Granting of legal personhood to a river can occur after long campaigns and legal battles by civil society 
organisations, such as those conducted in Colombia, Ecuador and New Zealand; sometimes, however, it 
is achieved through a legal action taken by a court or government body, such as in Australia and India 
(Kauffman and Martin, 2018; Alley, 2019). Ecuador, in its 2008 constitution, became the first nation to 
recognise the rights of nature. The constitution was formulated by an elaborate process of broad citizen 
involvement, including many roundtable discussions and protest marches (Akchurin, 2015). Two rivers in 
Ecuador are in the process of obtaining legal personhood, the Monjas and the Vilcabamba. The Atrato 
River in Colombia is heavily affected by illegal gold mining. In 2017, after many years of struggle by the 
Study Center for Social Justice 'Tierra Digna', representing riverine communities, the Constitutional Court 
of Colombia declared the Atrato River to be subject to rights. It installed a 14-member committee of 
guardians that represented the riverine communities and included one representative of the Ministry of 
Environment (Chaves et al., 2020). In Spain, the heavily polluted Mar Menor lagoon was granted legal 
personhood in 2022 by the National Senate after a petition obtained over 640,000 signatures. Campaigns 
calling for the granting of legal personhood to rivers have also been conducted in many other countries. 
Examples include: Australia (Murray River, Martuwarra Fitzroy River), Nigeria (River Ethiope), The 
Netherlands (Meuse River), Hawaii (Hanalei River), the Balkans (several free-flowing rivers), Peru 
(Marañón River), UK (Frome River), and France (Tavignanu River, in Corsica). 

The idea of the rights of rivers contains many contradictions and contestations (O’Donnell and Talbot-
Jones, 2018; Clark et al., 2019). In 2017, the New Zealand Parliament enacted the Te Awa Tupua 
(Whanganui River Claims Settlement) Act. It declared that Te Awa Tupua is a legal person and has all the 
rights, powers, duties and liabilities of a legal person. Two guardians were appointed, one representing 
the Crown (the New Zealand government) and one representing the Whanganui Iwi (Māori people). The 
Act was the outcome of a long struggle by the Māori against the 1873 Treaty of Waitangi which curtailed 
the territorial autonomy of the Māori people (O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones, 2018; Macpherson, 2022). It 
is argued by Coombes (2021) and Collins and Esterling (2019) that the rights of the Whanganui River 
should not have been given to the river itself and that, instead, the rights to govern the Whanganui 
watershed should have been given to the Māori people. 

Other issues 

Some issues besides those mentioned above were described in publications yielded by the literature 
review. Examples of these include: run of the river hydropower, small hydropower, tourism, fish 
protection, fishing rights, water use by large-scale agriculture, and the construction of a bridge. In some 
cases, river movements addressed more than one of the above-mentioned topics. 

Social movements may be involved in conflicts over water allocation or the transfer of water from a 
river. Sneddon (2003) described the protests against the large Khong-Chi-Mun (KCM) interbasin transfer 
project in northeast Thailand; this included a description of the politics of scale of both the government 
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and the affected communities. Struggles around river water allocation appeared infrequently in the 
systematic literature review even though struggles around river water for irrigation and drinking water 
are very prominent worldwide. McKee (2021), for example, described the diverse Palestinian struggles 
for environmental justice, including for access to water from the Jordan River. The EcoPeace Save the 
Jordan campaign proposed the restoration of the Jordan River. 

Types of strategies and actions of river movements 

River movements deploy a wide variety of strategies and actions. All of them, however, organise meetings 
to discuss river issues and strategies, and they all propose and coordinate activities. They also all engage 
in awareness-raising, recruiting of new volunteers, lobbying and advocacy activities. Often the activities 
will start small and will follow the official procedures of objection to interventions that are part of 
democratic policy-making. If, after some time, those actions do not yield results, many movements shift 
to more activist modes. Most river movements engage in different activities at the same time, doing so 
with increasing intensity when goals continue to not be met. 

Table 3 provides examples of the activities mentioned in the 104 publications identified in the 
literature review. The examples are only indicative, as the categorisation of deployed strategies and 
actions depends heavily on the descriptors the authors use. Most publications mention many activities, 
and so could be included in many of the categories. 

Many river movements engage in some form of street protest, such as marches, strikes, artistic 
manifestations, road blockades and occupations, or even hunger strikes. Awareness-raising may be done 
through media campaigns using a variety of channels such as newspaper and radio messages, websites 
and new social media. River walks may be conducted with school children, politicians and riverine 
communities, and video documentaries may be made and/or shown (see, for example, Easthope and 
Holloway, 1989; Drew, 2014; Hansen and Rossen, 2017; Tuitjer, 2019; Milligan et al., 2021; Elers and 
Dutta, 2023). All sorts of artistic campaign tools can also be part of awareness and mobilisation strategies, 
including murals and poetry festivals (Branagan, 2020; Davidson, 2022). Artiga-Purcell (2022) described 
the use of painted murals throughout El Salvador supporting the campaign against goldmining in the 
Lempa River. Those murals, in conveying the message of the national campaign against gold mining, 
contributed to its success. 

Politicians and river authorities can be pressured through letter-writing, lobbying, receiving formal 
objections or petitions, or the conducting of referenda (Hall, 1994; Chan and Zhou, 2014; Islam and Islam, 
2016). Forging alliances in the form of horizontal networks and affiliations is very often a central strategy 
for combining forces and gaining influence. Examples of horizontal networks from the 104 publications 
are the Clean the Ganga Movement (Drew, 2014) and the South Asia Network of Dams, Rivers and People 
(SANDRP) (Baviskar, 2019). 

Sometimes grassroots and regional organisations connect to national or international river or 
environmental NGOs. This can be called 'vertical organisation'. Guldbrandsen and Holland (2001) 
described the collaboration between local citizens and governmental organisations in the American 
Heritage Rivers Initiative. Alliances were similarly forged between grassroots organisations and 
governmental river basin organisations in the Rio das Velhas River basin in Minas Gerais state, Brazil; in 
that case, within a few years the programme had reached thousands of people who became involved in 
different projects that ranged from ecotourism to environmental education (Abers, 2007). 
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Table 3. Methods of river activism mentioned in the publications. 

Type of action  Specific methods of action Examples of publications that described the 
methodology 

Street protests Rallies, protest marches, protest 
meetings, strikes, seminars, symposia  

Chen and Hay (2006), Bisht (2011), Drew (2014, 
2017), Gutierrez et al. (2019), Blair et al. (2023) 

Artistic manifestations Branagan (2020), Artiga-Purcell (2022), Davidson 
(2022) 

Road blockades and occupations Chen and Hay (2006); Di Martino (2009), Branagan 
(2020), Elers and Dutta (2023), Horowitz (2023)  

Hunger strikes, fasts Baviskar (2019) 

Media campaigns Newspaper and radio messages Easthope and Holloway (1989), Drew (2014) 

New social media Tuitjer (2019) 

Video documentaries, river walks, and 
kayaking 

Hansen and Rossen (2017), Milligan et al. (2021), 
Elers and Dutta (2023) 

Advocacy Lobbying Eloy et al. (2023) 

Petitions, referenda Hall (1994), Chan and Zhou (2014), Islam and Islam 
(2016) 

Networking and 
forging of 
alliances 

Horizontal networking and alliance 
formation 

Moore (1998), Matsuzawa (2011), Baviskar (2019), 
Huneeus et al. (2021) 

Vertical (multi-scalar) alliances  Guldbrandsen and Holland (2001), Abers (2007), 
de Freitas (2015) 

Knowledge 
creation and 
mobilisation 

Civic research Judge et al. (2016), Vallabh et al. (2016), Radjawali 
and Pye (2017), Milligan et al. (2021) 

Mobilisation of experts Ghosh (2011), Edelenbos et al. (2017), Tollefson 
and Panikkar (2020) 

Proposing of alternative designs, 
formal consultation 

Guldbrandsen and Holland (2001), Edelenbos et al. 
(2017) 

Objections to Environmental Impact 
Assessments, etc. 

Tollefson and Panikkar (2020) 

River clean-ups  Abers (2007), Milligan et al. (2021) 

Legal action/litigation Ghosh (2011), Baviskar (2019), Tollefson and 
Panikkar (2020) 

 
At the national scale, Acción Ecológica supports many grassroots organisations in Ecuador, as well as 
CENSAT Agua Viva in Colombia and Ecologistas en Acción in Spain. At the international scale as well, many 
NGOs support local organisations. One example is the support given to the movement against the Nu 
dam in China. In 2004, the China Rivers Network organised anti-dam activities; their partner 
organisations, such as Green Earth Volunteers, Friends of Nature, and Green Watershed, were supported 
by NGOs from more than 60 countries (Chan and Zhou, 2014). Internationally operating organisations 
that support local river defence groups include: Environmental Law Alliance Worldwide (ELAW), Earth 
Law Center (ELC), Friends of the Earth International (FoEI), Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature (GARN), 
Greenpeace, International Observatory on Nature’s Rights, International Rivers, International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, and the UN’s Harmony with Nature. 

A particular case of vertical organisation is the Waterkeeper Alliance (WKA). This is an umbrella 
organisation based in New York City, USA. It was created in 1999 and now has 344 licensed Waterkeeper 
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programmes in 44 countries. On their webpage the Alliance states that "Clean water is a basic right for 
all living beings" and "Waterkeepers are guardians of this right, fiercely defending, enforcing, and 
promoting just and equitable clean water laws" (WKA, 2024). The WKA grants licences to local groups to 
use trademarked names such as 'Riverkeeper', 'Waterkeeper', 'Soundkeeper', 'Lakekeeper', 'Baykeeper', 
'Bayoukeeper', 'Canalkeeper', and 'Coastkeeper'. Local groups using these names are expected to stick to 
certain rules, which turns the WKA approach into a 'franchise formula'. The organisation started in the 
1970s as a river activist group that campaigned for cleaner water in the heavily polluted Hudson River in 
New York state. Riverkeeper campaigns have been successful in stopping plans for hydropower 
development in Chile and in Quebec. In Iraq the Save the Tigris campaign worked together with 
Waterkeepers Iraq to restore the water flow in the Tigris River and the flow into the severely drained 
Mesopotamian Marches (Wiktor-Mach et al., 2023). 

Knowledge creation and mobilisation is an important activity of river movements. Civic research, or 
citizen science, can be used to obtain data and raise awareness (Judge et al., 2016; Vallabh et al., 2016; 
Milligan et al., 2021). In some cases, experts are asked to support the river movement. River movements 
can also, for example, propose alternative designs, engage in formal consultation and launch objections 
to Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs). Tollefson and Panikkar (2020) showed how a local activist 
group used litigation, influence on EIAs, external experts, and local knowledge to oppose gold mining in 
Alaska. 

Direct actions on rivers such as conducting river clean-ups or staging a kayaking expedition on a still 
free-flowing river are also used to mobilise support; they are used as tools for learning and awareness-
raising and to draw media attention (Abers, 2007; Milligan et al., 2021) 

Legal mobilisation is gaining importance worldwide (Lehoucq and Taylor, 2020). Litigation, in the form 
of filing lawsuits against governmental organisations or private companies, is gaining increasing success 
(Ghosh, 2011; Baviskar, 2019; Tollefson and Panikkar, 2020). Legal mobilisation can also entail legal 
support and training or can influence policy-making by organising a binding referendum. More violent 
actions such as sabotage, threats of violence, or actual use of violence are rare, but do occur.  

ANALYSIS, REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION 

Reflection on the systematic literature study 

The sensitivity (the percentage of all relevant publications that were retrieved) was low, in that, of 
thousands of relevant publications,3 only 104 were retrieved. The specificity (the share of the retrieved 
publications that was relevant) was also not high, with only somewhat more than half of the 191 retrieved 
publications proving to be relevant. The current query is restrictive, but has sufficient internal validity to 
show the diversity of the river issues addressed,4 the regional spread and movement strategies, and the 
trends over time. The bias is towards publications that have specifically mentioned the concept of 'social 
movements', implying a river movement that is deemed to be more than an occasional activity. 

The narrow scoping of the query resulted in many relevant publications being missed. Eight examples 
of relevant publications about river movements that were not captured by the query that was used are: 
the slow resistance against Yuam River diversion in Thailand (Fung and Lamb, 2023), the movement 
against the gold mining that is polluting rivers in Cajamarca, Peru (Li and Paredes Peñafiel, 2019; Sosa 

                                                           
3  For example, a query with 'river', 'activism' and 'Mekong' in Google Scholar yielded 11,900 hits, while 'anti-dam' and 
'movements' yielded some 4600 hits. 
4 The internal validity was tested by comparing the 104 hits of the query with the results of a broader query in Scopus; for 
example, the search terms 'river' and 'protest' yielded 625 hits in Scopus. Within these results, the search term 'dam' yielded 
291 hits, that is, 47%. This resembles the 44% of publications on movements against large dams found in the systematic literature 
research. Likewise, within these 625 hits, the terms 'flood' or 'flooding' yielded 34 hits (5%, like in the systematic literature 
research).  
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and Zwarteveen, 2012); the struggles against gold mining in Quimsacocha, Cuenca, Ecuador (Valladares 
and Boelens, 2019); the fight against the re-patterning of the hydrosocial territory by the Sogamoso dam 
in Colombia (Duarte-Abadía et al., 2015); the protests against two mega dams on the coast of Ecuador 
(Hidalgo-Bastidas, 2023); the brutal violence against the anti-Chixoy-dam movement in Guatemala 
(Johnston, 2010), the protest of civil organisations against dams in the Mekong, Nu-Salween and 
Brahmaputra (Yeophantong, 2020), and the Prairie Rivers Network in the midwestern USA (Freeman and 
Ray, 2001). These are just eight examples of many more relevant cases of river movements described in 
the scientific literature. A broader literature search should be done to obtain a more complete overview 
of the literature on river movements. This would better show the magnitude of river movements 
worldwide, their occurrence by region, the diversity of their strategies, and their impacts. With a wider 
search, however, the specificity would go down rapidly, implying the screening out of many more articles 
that would not be relevant, whereas the sample of 104 publications already provided an overview of the 
geographic spread, diversity of river issues addressed, and strategies deployed. 

Many river movements are not in the scientific literature 

The literature review yielded 104 publications describing more or less that number of river movements 
worldwide; there are, however, many more river movements that have been, and are, active worldwide. 
Even when broadening the scope of the query, for example, by including all publications that mention 
'river' and 'activis*' in the abstract, title or keywords (419 publications in Scopus search), not all river 
movements would be covered, as many river movements have never been studied or been the subject 
of published scientific publications. Many river movements and cases of river activism also stay under 
the radar because of political repression, news media restrictions, or lack of the resources needed to get 
public attention. 

One issue that did not emerge in the literature review is the protests against sand mining. Due to the 
already enormous, and still growing, demand for sand from the construction sector, sand mining from 
rivers poses a problem in many parts of the world (see, for example, Chen, 2017; Bari and Haque, 2022; 
Katz-Lavigne et al., 2022). Sand mining from rivers has huge consequences for the river geomorphology; 
the aquatic ecosystem is also significantly affected, as is bank erosion and the associated flood risks 
(Ashraf et al., 2011; Piyadasa, 2011; Pandey et al., 2023; Rentier and Cammeraat, 2022). Sand mining 
from rivers also affects sand replenishment in deltas and on coasts (Masalu, 2002). Protests against sand 
mining from rivers is reported in Sri Lanka by Athukorala and Navaratne (2008), in India by Bisht and 
Gerber (2017), and in Vietnam by Runeckles et al. (2023). Often, sand mining is illegal and is run by so-
called 'sand mafias'. Citizens actions can be in the form of, for example, petitions, civic monitoring, street 
protests and roadblocks, or legal action. Runeckles et al. (2023) report on affected communities in 
Vietnam that engage in openly reporting to the authorities, bankside protests, and use of mass media. 
Singh Rawat (2020) reports on the 2019/2020 murder in India of 18 villagers who were protesting sand 
mining and of the five activists or journalists who were reporting on it. Athukorala and Navaratne (2008) 
report on a Sri Lankan women’s organisation that protested against sand mining because it affected their 
access to drinking water. 

To get a better idea of the number of river movements worldwide, the literature review outcome can 
be compared with environmental conflicts related to rivers in the Global Atlas of Environmental Justice 
(EJAtlas). From 3944 environmental conflicts reported in the EJAtlas, 1169 contain the word 'river', 
indicating a vast number of environmental conflicts related to rivers (pollution, water distribution, dams, 
etc). Not all these conflicts involve river movements, but the large number of river conflicts does indicate 
that more river movements exist than the approximately hundred that were found in the systematic 
literature review. 
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Many Goldman Environmental Prize winners were, and are, involved in river movements. Since 1990, 
24 (of a total of 219) winners were involved in struggles for the protection of rivers (The Goldman 
Environmental Prize, 2024). 

As another way to get an impression of the number of river movements worldwide, the team of the 
Riverhood and River Commons research projects compiled a database of river movements. This database 
was made by, 1) recording river movements that were known by the team members from their work 
experience and from networks such as the Justicia Hídrica Alliance (Water Justice Network), and (2) 
searching on internet news sites with keywords such as 'river activism'. This database does not pretend 
to be anywhere near complete, it is just illustrative. The examples are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4. Examples of river movements that did not appear in the literature research and are also not 
described in publications that appear in Google Scholar. 

Country River movement Issue Link to article or website 

India Jeevit Nadi (Living 
River Foundation) 

Urban riverfront development, 
Pune 

https://www.jeevitnadi.org/ 
 

Myanmar Karen Rivers 
Watch 

Opposing dam projects https://www.facebook.com/Sal
weenAsia 

South Africa Water for the 
Future 

Restoring the Jukskei River in 
Johannesburg 

https://www.waterforthefuture
.co.za/ 

Spain Plataforma de 
Serpis 

Small dams and invasive species in 
the Serpis River 

https://plataformaserpis.wordp
ress.com/ 

The Netherlands Burgercollectief 
de Dreumelse 
Waard 

River water pollution due to 
dumping of contaminated soil in 
river-linked sand mining pits 

www.dreumel.burgercollectief.
club/ 
 

Worldwide  
(based in The 
Netherlands) 

River clean-up Organising river clean-up activities 
worldwide 

https://www.river-
cleanup.org/en 

Slovenia Balkan River 
defence 

Protecting free-flowing rivers in 
Slovenia 

https://www.facebook.com/bal
kanriverdefence/ 

UK River Action Addressing health of rivers in the 
UK, and especially taking action 
against contamination of the 
Thames with untreated 
wastewater 

https://riveractionuk.com/ 

Surinam ProBios Working against deforestation by 
illegal gold mining that also 
pollutes the rivers 

https://www.probios.org/ 

Ecuador Piatua Resiste Opposing hydropower dam https://www.miradanativa.org/
ca/pelicula/piatua-resiste-ca/ 

Worldwide 
(coordinated from 
The Netherlands) 

River Cities 
Network 

Conducting advocacy and research 
on urban river commoning 

https://www.rivercities.world/ 

USA (Colorado) River Network Conducting advocacy for diverse 
river-related issues 

https://www.rivernetwork.org/ 

Source: Author’s own elaboration. 
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There are two remarkable cases of nationwide river movements. The first of these, in Europe, stands out 
for its longevity, continuity and influence: the Fundación Nueva Cultura del Agua (New Water Culture 
Foundation, FNCA) in Spain and Portugal (Bukowski, 2017; Hernández-Mora et al., 2015). Created in 1998, 
it was the successor to the Coordinator of Those Affected by Large Dams and Water Transfers (COAGRET), 
which supported victims of forced resettlements that resulted from the building of many dams in Spain 
in the era of dictator Franco (Gómez Fuentes, 2012). The coordination of FNCA is based at the University 
of Zaragoza. It is a broad coalition of academics, environmental organisations, and regional river network 
organisations from the Iberian Peninsula. FNCA functions as a platform for discussion, coalition-building, 
dissemination and advocacy. It scored an important victory with the abandonment of the major water 
transfer canal from the Ebro in the north of Spain to the relatively dry south of Spain, which followed 
massive protest marches organised in Zaragoza, Barcelona and Brussels in 2001 and 2002 (Shah et al., 
2021). The FNCA has grown into an influential network organisation on the Iberian water-policy level. 
Duarte-Abadía et al. (2019) provided an example of the multi-scalar struggle in Spain against new dams, 
in which diverse local interests are integrated and linked to the regional and national river movement. 

The second notable national-level river movement is in Mongolia; it is described in an article by 
Byambajav (2015). The article was not found by the query used for the literature review, but it does shine 
a light on a relatively unknown river movement. This river movement started in 2001 with the 
mobilisation of local communities against the pollution by gold mining of the Ongi River. The movement 
was supported by the German Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. It organised local meetings, protest marches, 
petitions, litigation, radio broadcasts and education and gained further support from some political 
parties, scholars and journalists. As a result of the campaign, 36 out of 37 licences for gold mining 
operations were suspended. In 2006, several local river civil society organisations formed a network 
called the Homeland and Water Protection Coalition (HWPC) of River Movements. They were aided by 
the US-based Asia Foundation. The coalition became divided, however, with one member group 
favouring "responsible mining" and "multi-stakeholder engagement" and another calling for a ban on 
mining. After the collapse of the HWPC in 2008, the Ongi River Movement set up a new river network 
called the United Movement of Mongolian Rivers and Lakes (UMMRL), which received help from Friends 
of the Earth International (FoEI). It was able to halt the large Oyu Tolgoi copper-gold mining project. In 
their campaigns, they used litigation (including in foreign countries) against mining companies and 
exerted pressure that emphasised Mongolian identity, portraying horse riders with bows, and a yurt 
(traditional round and portable tent); they also conducted a hunger strike (Sneath, 2010). Byambajav 
(2015) highlighted the success of the movement: under its influence, the area under mining concessions 
in Mongolia diminished from 44.5% of the country’s total area in 2005 to 15.3% in 2011. 

Valuation of river movements in scientific literature 

Most of the 104 publications on river movements found in the literature review indicate a positive 
valuation of the movements. The movements are mostly reactive and are portrayed as making justified 
claims and opening up claimed spaces for policy action, following the 'environmentalism of the poor' 
concept of Martinez-Alier (2002). The literature on the Sardar Sarovar dam in India has a more mixed 
valuation of the anti-dam movement. Some authors find the movement did not give adequate 
consideration to the benefits of the increased irrigation and drinking water. 

In the classification of Martinez-Alier, river movements that call for the protection of free-flowing 
rivers can be linked to the 'cult of wilderness'; river movements that advocate for the 'rights for the river' 
are calling for riverine communities’ autonomous governance of their rivers; and 'guardians' of the river 
can be indigenous or local communities. None of the publications identified a river movement that 
advocated for eco-efficiency. 

Not all 104 publications provided clarity regarding the success of river movements and often the 
success is mixed or temporary. In several cases, protests against planned mega hydropower dams 
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succeeded in stopping the plans (for example, the Tipaimukh dam in the Indian state of Manipur and the 
Agua Zarca dam in Honduras). The massive protests against the water transfer from the Ebro to the south 
of Spain in 2001 and 2002 were also successful. In other cases, the protests were portrayed as legitimate 
but unsuccessful in attaining their goals. Many dams have been built, despite intensive and prolonged 
anti-dam campaings, such as the Sardar Sarovar dam in India and the Three Gorges dam in China 
(Wilmsen and Webber, 2017). Artiga-Purcell (2022) described the successful campaign against gold 
mining in El Salvador. 

Most of the literature on river movements portrays them as reactive to external threats. The drivers 
and goals of river movements are often multiple; for example, a river movement fighting for 'indigenous 
rights' to fishing salmon and against dams that obstruct salmon migration (Norgaard et al., 2018; May, 
2020) is at the same time a self-interested reactive campaign; a claim for fair compensation; a fight to 
conserve aquatic ecology, human rights and food security; an ideology; and a political empowerment 
struggle. Drivers of river movements can also be analysed at a more micro and individual level; for 
example, people can have all sorts of personal motivations for joining a river movement, including 
community or political leadership ambitions (Mihaylov, and Perkins, 2015). Reactive river protests can 
grow into environmental movements with broader goals, as in the case of FNCA in Spain (also see, for 
example, Boudet, 2011; Kang and Jang, 2013). 

In cases where water withdrawal from rivers is disputed among different user groups, the struggle for 
livelihood may conflict with the conservation of the river’s aquatic ecosystem. Conflicts have recently 
arisen regarding dam removal in, for example, Spain; there, one group wants to remove a dam for 
ecological reasons and another group wants the dam to stay to capture water for irrigation (Hommes, 
2022). Struggle over irrigation water allocation and water transfers may also go hand in hand with 
conservation demands (see, for example, Hernández-Mora et al., 2015). 

CONCLUSIONS 

A systematic literature review of the diverse community river defence and river restoration movements 
was done to show trends over time and to analyse the academic coverage of the different types of action 
undertaken by river defence and restoration movements in different parts of the world. These actions 
included protests, advocacy, citizen science monitoring, and litigation. 

A literature review is like a double layer of lenses that deform, blur, augment and select, in a biased 
way, certain aspects of the realities studied. The original studies give partial and biased representations 
of the realities and then the literature review adds another layer of partiality, deformation and bias. 
These drawbacks notwithstanding, a review of the literature provides valuable new insights into the 
diversity and similarities among cases. We drew four main insights from the literature research on river 
movements. 

First, most authors described the drivers of river movements as being reactions to proposed projects 
or already-deteriorated rivers, although some publications described a more diverse range of drivers. 
Second, river movements contribute to democratic governance and environmental justice by successfully 
advocating for better river governance and by proposing alternative projects. Third, much of the 
literature focuses on the relatively large and visible river movements (especially the anti-dam 
movements), while the many cases of smaller and local river activism and their networks are much less 
studied. Fourth, and finally, definitions and descriptors associated with river activism and movements are 
somewhat blurry, and can be interpreted in different ways, which makes comparative analysis difficult. 

The trend in topics covered in the academic literature on river movements is towards more diverse 
issues. Broadly, there is a notable shift from anti-dam movements to a broader spectrum of river issues 
such as pollution, indigenous values, water allocation, flooding, and rights of the river. River movements 
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use a wide variety of actions such as street protests, media campaigns, and legal mobilisation. They 
almost all form horizontal networks and may forge alliances with national and international NGOs. 

In many cases, the selected scientific literature showed the impact of river movements on 
infrastructure plans and river policies. In a number of other cases, however, the river movements did not 
attain their goals. Overall, the literature is positive about the contribution of river movements to social 
equity and ecological integrity, thus following the interpretation of the 'environmentalism of the poor'. 
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