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Introduction 
Across the world, civil society organizations working on access to water and sanitation services or 
water resource management are realizing the importance of networking for effective policy advocacy. 
Networks bring together diverse social actors – development professionals, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and community based organizations (CBOs) – to work together, largely 
voluntarily, for a common objective or goal (Reynders 2004). But networks are more than simply 
coming together: they represent communities of ideas which provide the space for social learning and 
for the construction of meaning (Ramnayya 2005). Opportunities for creative thinking on how to 
addressing key questions of social inclusion, equity and participation in access to water and sanitation 
co-exist with the technocentric rationality underlying the financial management and sustainability of 
self-reliant community water systems posited as alternatives to centralized water delivery services. 
Not only do networks create synergy through discussion and interaction, they are able to accommodate 
diversity while stressing on fundamental non-negotiable principles. However, as networks grow both 
in size, activities and funds, the debate on structure, coordination and accountability tends to conflict 
with the desire to maintain the network as a more informal movement. It is in this context that 
‘facilitators’ play a critical role in maintaining the fluidity of a network, ensuring shared learning and 
participatory governance.  
 
This paper assesses how PRAVAH has grown over the past decade from a somewhat more centralized 
network of NGOs and development professionals in Gujarat, western India, to one that now 
encompasses the voices of those at the margins of decision-making through a regional, decentralized 
organisational structure which supports reflexive action and communication. It looks at PRAVAH’s 
impact on water policy and programmes in Gujarat and increasingly at a regional and global level, but 
also more importantly, at PRAVAH’s role in empowering marginalised water users, particularly 
women, to participate in water governance issues.  Sara Ahmed has been a member of PRAVAH since 
the mid-1990s and for the past two years has been on PRAVAH’s Executive Committee (EC), 
supporting its research and documentation agenda as well as the demonstration of alternative models 
for equitable and sustainable community water systems. Shalabh Mittal has been PRAVAH’s 
Coordinator since October 2003 managing the central secretariat and coordinating different network 
activities with the support of other staff members, the Board and EC. While this paper builds on 
insights from key PRAVAH members the paper represents the views of the authors and not 
necessarily that of the network1.   
 

Context: Access to Water and Sanitation in Gujarat 
With a population of 50 million (5 percent of the national average), Gujarat is the tenth most populous 
and the fourth most industrialized state in India (Census 2001).2 Gujarat is also one of the most 
urbanized states in the country and about 37.67 percent of the population resides in urban areas. While 
there has been some decline in the incidence of absolute poverty in the past two decades, Gujarat 

                                                      
1  The authors would like to thank Nafisa Barot, Executive Secretary, Pravah, for her comments.  
2  With a total geographical area of 196,000 square km, Gujarat accounts for 6.2 percent of the country’s land 

area, which includes the longest coastline of about 1,600 km. For the purposes of administration, Gujarat 
comprises 25 districts, sub-divided into 226 blocks (talukas), having 18,618 villages and 242 towns 
(www.gujaratindia.com).   
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continues to have high levels of urban poverty, partly because of inter-state migration due to periodic 
drought in rural areas and partly because of the impact of globalization on the largely informal 
industrial workforce (Hirway 2002).  
 
Although in general, access to safe drinking water in Gujarat seems to be better than the national 
average with 60 percent access in rural areas and 87 percent in urban areas the reliability and quality 
of water sources has been declining (Hirway and Lodhia 2004). Overexploitation of ground water 
resources, largely for irrigation, and the growing contamination of open access and common water 
sources (excessive nitrates and fluorides) as well as water logging and saline intrusion in coastal areas 
have affected the quantity and quality of available water and led to land degradation in many areas. 
While some people have access to alternatives – the ability to purchase bottled water or build a roof-
water collection tank, often with support from local NGOs – the large majority of the urban and rural 
poor suffers from health problems and is often pushed into migration, particularly during periods of 
water scarcity. For women there is the additional burden of walking further to collect safe water – for 
those from socially excluded communities (scheduled castes, dalits, and tribes, adivasis) this has other 
dimensions, such as social exploitation and sexual harassment.   
 
Access to sanitation is even worse – according to the 2001 government census only 20 percent of the 
rural population and 80 percent of urban households have access to sanitation. Growing urbanization 
and poorly maintained sanitation facilities, both public and private (pay and use toilets), forces many 
poor people into open defecation. For women and young girls the lack of privacy necessitates the 
search for alternatives such as defecating in the dark (early morning/evening) and to eat less during the 
day. Meanwhile, in accordance with its commitment to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
the state government pledges to meet 100 percent access to safe drinking water in both rural and urban 
areas by 2010, largely through regional piped water supply schemes such as the controversial Sardar 
Sarovar (Narmada) project. Despite a range of collaborations and partnerships with civil society since 
the mid-1990s the overriding emphasis on unsustainable and inequitable centralized water delivery 
schemes with little scope for community management and ownership compelled civil society 
organizations in Gujarat to come together on a common platform for water rights.  
 
PRAVAH: Making Water Flow for All 
In 1994, the Centre for Drinking Water Resources Management at UTTHAN3 conducted an in-depth 
study on the drinking water situation in the state and shared its alarming findings at a public seminar 
(Hirway and Patel 1994). All the 65 NGO representatives and individuals present decided that there 
was an urgent need to evolve a collective body to influence government policy and promote effective 
decentralized water and sanitation alternatives. And so PRAVAH, which means flow in Hindi, was 
born and later, registered as a Trust in 1996. 
 
Today PRAVAH has over 105 individual and organisational members (NGOs, CBOs, students, 
development professionals, academics and activists) which together reach out to thousands of 
predominantly, rural communities all over Gujarat. With the launch of its new urban initiative, 
PRAVAH has begun to work in urban slums, primarily in Ahmedabad city, now declared a mega-city 
by the Indian government. As a membership based network PRAVAH has evolved the following 
objectives through consensus: 
• To help partners develop a perspective on drinking water and sanitation issues at the regional, 

national and global level through mutual learning, information sharing and appropriate 
dissemination of research and documentation. 

• To promote on a pilot basis decentralized, sustainable and equitable water harvesting or supply 
systems which take into account water quality and conservation parameters as ‘demonstration 
models’ for policy advocacy. 

• To support NGO and CBO members in facilitating the participation of women and marginalized 
communities in the planning, implementation and management of water systems and services 
through awareness creation and capacity building.  

                                                      
3  Utthan is one of the leading NGOs promoting decentralized, equitable water alternatives in Gujarat and has 

more than 20 years of experience on gender equity, human rights and livelihood issues.  
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• To network with other civil society organizations in Gujarat and at the national and global level to 
address larger questions of gender rights and access to information, etc. that impact on fundamental 
rights to water and sanitation. 

 
Pravah’s larger goal is to initiate a broader people’s movement with effective participation of all 
stakeholders to access rights to water and sanitation. In its initial years PRAVAH was driven by its 
founder members: experienced development organizations, research institutions and individuals, 
largely based in Ahmedabad, the unofficial state capital. While they were in a better position to guide 
PRAVAH in its formative phase many regional members felt that they were ‘defining’ PRAVAH’s 
agenda (Sood 2000). In addition, it was felt that a centrally based core group/secretariat could not on 
its own address policy concerns effectively. Hence, over the last decade through a process of critical 
internal reflection, PRAVAH has evolved a decentralized governance structure enabling greater 
participation of all members in decision-making, agenda-setting and building ownership for the 
network.   
 
At the core is the Central Secretariat, located in Ahmedabad, with paid staff reporting to the Executive 
Secretary, a member of the Board of Trustees, which guides PRAVAH in terms of its vision, mission 
and strategy.4 There are five regional centres, based on the major geo-climatic zones in Gujarat, and 
staff, (regional coordinator plus administrative support) are housed within a local member 
organisation’s office. Each region is governed by a ‘Sankalan Samiti’ (steering committee) comprising 
1-2 member(s) from each of the districts (6-9) which fall in that region. They are responsible for 
regional planning and resource allocation and every effort is taken to ensure that at least 50 percent of 
the members are women. One member from each Sankalan Samiti (SS) is selected at the Annual 
General Body meeting to represent that region on the Executive Committee (EC). In addition, the EC 
has 4 members from the Board and 2-3 co-opted development professionals bringing different skills to 
PRAVAH, e.g. technical support, social and gender analysis. The EC plans and implements core 
activities through a range of member-driven sub-committees such as, the scrutiny committee for 
demonstration projects, the research and documentation committee, media, advocacy and campaign 
committee and so on. Increasingly, PRAVAH is driven by the Lok Manchs – emerging district level 
people’s platforms comprising representatives from NGOs, CBOs and the district administration who 
work collectively on a regionally specific water governance agenda as well as support advocacy 
efforts at the state level.   
 
Potential new members are initially reviewed by the SS to see that they meet non-negotiable principles 
of social inclusion, gender equity and a commitment to secular values before their names are proposed 
to the EC, which meets quarterly, for consideration. Recently PRAVAH revised its membership 
categories and fee structures to include other stakeholders such as students, community institutions 
and government agencies as well as private organisations concerned about water and sanitation issues. 
In 2002 PRAVAH received a substantial grant from the Royal Netherlands Embassy (RNE) through 
the Dutch donor agency, HIVOS which has enabled the network to not only expand its membership 
but focus on building capacity of all members through the active engagement of network members as 
learning facilitators.   

                                                      
4  The Executive Secretary is the main interface between the PRAVAH Coordinator/central secretariat and 

the Board and plays a crucial role in steering the value-based growth of the network.  
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Figure 1: PRAVAH’s organic structure 

 
 

PRAVAH’s Approach: Members as Learning Facilitators  
As a collective platform PRAVAH not only has to accommodate diverse interests but also diverse 
priorities. Conflict is not uncommon and PRAVAH members, particularly older ones, play a critical 
role in both capacity building and in mediating conflicting agendas so that as a network PRAVAH is 
better able to negotiate/bargain with the state. PRAVAH staff support the role of members as resource 
persons by facilitating the development of training modules and organizing workshops on topics 
ranging from village action planning on water resources to the right to information, gender awareness 
and organisational development.  While every effort is made to harness PRAVAH’s own internal 
resources as facilitators, wherever necessary external resource persons, locally based, are called upon 
to facilitate learning.  
 
Learning as capacity building  
The impact of such capacity building is visible at different levels – for example, in the gradual but 
active participation of women, particularly community organizers and grassroots members. Or in the 
allocation of resources for decentralized government programmes such as Swajaldhara that are meant 
to, at least in principle, address issues of self-reliance, sustainability and  equity in access to water 
services and systems but do not have the mechanisms to do so effectively.5 For example, in those cases 
where pani samiti (village water committee) members and/or village elected heads (sarpanchs) have 
participated in PRAVAH’s advocacy efforts on Swajaldhara they are able to ensure that these 
principles become practice in developing their own village proposals or scrutinizing other proposals as 
members of the district-level Lok Manches (people’s platforms, see below). 
 

                                                      
5  Introduced in 2002, Swajaldhara is an expansion of sector reforms which seek to develop decentralized 

water supply systems and services managed by village water committees (pani samitis) and/or local, 
elected bodies (panchayats) through user charges for water including, capital costs (10%) and full (100%) 
contribution to operations and maintenance (O&M), see PRAVAH 2005.  
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Monthly staff meetings, facilitated by the Executive Secretary, also provide a learning platform with 
respect to the open review of work and the use of feedback mechanisms to address key issues and 
challenges emerging in the larger member environment.  
   
Participatory research and learning 
Another learning arena is the participatory action-research projects which PRAVAH’s research and 
documentation committee together with core members helps facilitate. These projects are owned by 
the network members, that is, the rationale for doing policy research on a particular topic (e.g. 
Swajaldhara) comes from the regions and wherever possible members are involved in setting research 
objectives and designing the conceptual framework (the research protocol) as well as helping with data 
collection. Data analysis and report writing are usually the prerogative of those members well-versed 
in these areas, but drafts are shared with all before being made public. Reports are published in both 
English (largely for sharing with civil society actors and decision-makers outside Gujarat) and in 
Gujarati (for grassroots members, small NGOs and CBOs).   
 
The most significant action research project that PRAVAH is currently engaged in is the Citizens’ 
Monitoring System for the Narmada Canal-based Drinking Water Pipeline project. One of the biggest 
drinking water supply projects in the world, it seeks to cover some 8,215 villages and 135 towns in 
Gujarat through 2700 km of pipeline transferring water from the Narmada River to water-scarce, 
drought prone areas of the state. With financial support from the International Water Management 
Institute’s (IWMI) regional office at Anand, (central Gujarat) and academic guidance from the Centre 
for Development Alternatives (CFDA), Ahmedabad, a PRAVAH member, more than 40 members, 
including several grassroots members, have been involved in four rounds of data collection between 
May 2004-July 2005 on various aspects covering the distribution, quality and costs of water in 1,300 
villages.6   Since this data collection has involved many members who had little prior experience of 
this kind of exercise, PRAVAH and CFDA organized a number of joint workshops on the research 
design and later, cross-validation of the data after the first round showed too many gaps for rigorous 
analysis.  
 
Information is a key factor in capacity building and empowerment and this process has enabled 
PRAVAH to share facts, e.g. expected mega-project benefits with communities who would other 
otherwise have not had access to such information.7 While the first and second rounds of research 
findings have already been discussed in public forums and with beneficiary communities, a meeting 
was just held (mid-April 2005) at the Gujarat Water Supply and Sewerage Board (GWSSB) to share 
findings with senior officials and engineers. Both the GWSSB Chairman and Member Secretary were 
sympathetic to the need for a community monitoring system which could provide critical feedback 
(“we are all learning from experience”). The need for a learning alliance involving communities, water 
engineers and bureaucrats as well as civil society organizations (CSOs) was proposed, but there is still 
a long way to go in developing participatory information sharing and dialogue mechanisms for the 
highly centralized Narmada system.  
 
Awareness raising through campaigns 
Between December 2003 and February 2004, PRAVAH took its Swavalamban Campaign for self-
reliance in local water management to more than 1,000 villages across the state. Through the use of 
different media – folk songs, street theatre, hand-bills and posters – PRAVAH members and other 
stakeholders (schools, the media and local government officials) sought to inform communities about 
water policies and programmes. Daily gram sabhas (village meetings) provided a local platform to 
demand accountability for resources allocated to water and sanitation projects at the village level 
through a collective and consensual Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). This is essentially a 
symbolic, large-scale demand, a political statement illustrating people’s willingness to work towards 

                                                      
6  As the pipeline expanded to cover more villages so did the proportionate schedules in each survey round.  
7  Like all such big projects, the Narmada project has thrown out a huge amount of conflicting data and 

reports, some in the public domain and others not so, yet ‘available’ to some.  
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self-reliant, decentralized water and sanitation systems and their commitment to principles of equity, 
inclusion and women’s participation. 
 
Learning through demonstration models 
The Campaign was also an opportunity for PRAVAH to discuss the Demonstration Models, a core 
part of its current programmatic focus. Essentially, PRAVAH seeks to provide support to community 
water and sanitation systems which are innovative, viable, equitable, participatory and financially and 
technically sustainable, in short, a contextualised ‘demonstration model’ which can be used for policy 
advocacy. A proposal for a model project can be at different levels of coverage for example, the whole 
or part of a village, a cluster of villages or a peri-urban area but the rationale has to demonstrate 
community participation and ownership particularly that of poor women and marginalized 
communities, scope for replicability or scaling-up and local relevance. Guidelines for proposals and 
their subsequent screening is undertaken by an independent Scrutiny, Monitoring and Evaluation 
Committee comprising PRAVAH members with technical and social skills, but more importantly, no 
organisational affiliation. Each proposal is screened at the ‘desk’ and then in the ‘field’ by 1-2 
members with the regional coordinator and PRAVAH central staff as appropriate. Constructive 
suggestions for modifying proposals, on both social and technical aspects, are made and final revised 
proposals are then sanctioned by the Board.   
 
Despite a number of workshops at the state and regional level where the objectives, values and 
expected processes underlying demonstration models were discussed, it has been difficult for 
PRAVAH members to fill the demanding proposal application forms. A number of issues regarding 
the need to build in technical innovation, financial sustainability and community participation 
remained unaddressed. Proposal application forms have now been revised (somewhat simplified) and 
a more pro-active, hand-holding approach has been adopted by PRAVAH coordinators and the 
Scrutiny Committee to ensure that the core rationale of developing demonstration models is not lost. 
The need for capacity building by experienced organizations or individuals prior to the sanctioning of 
a demonstration project has emerged as a key learning from this process.  
 
Facilitating learning with youth 
PRAVAH realizes that the foundation for tomorrow’s youth is partly built through the educational 
system and so it has sought to develop working partnerships with rural institutes (like Lok Bharti) that 
offer education in rural management covering knowledge and analytical skills relevant to agriculture 
and natural resource management, local governance and social issues. PRAVAH organized 
interactions and presentations for the students and staff of the Lok Bhartis and facilitated their 
participation in various network activities such as the Citizens’ Monitoring System and the 
Swavalamban Campaign. Urban planning and international development studies students also 
volunteer (intern) with PRAVAH on specific documentation and research projects or communication 
efforts such as the development of PRAVAH’s web-site. 
 
Strengthening local governance  
A major challenge for PRAVAH members is the decentralization of advocacy and networking efforts 
at the regional level. The Lok Manchs are essentially district level platforms comprising 
representatives, male and female, from NGOs, CBOs, and village institutions such as panchayats 
(elected local government) and women’s self-help groups (SHGs) as well as local government bodies. 
Each Lok Manch has a representative executive committee, headed by the District Collector who is 
also the chairperson for the Water and Sanitation Mission in each district (formed under Swajaldhara). 
Having a senior bureaucrat at the helm provides legitimacy for the Lok Manch as well as access to 
public information on water and sanitation programmes and resource allocation.  Currently, 17 Lok 
Manchs have been formed in different districts of the state but only half of these are active as multi-
stakeholder platforms. Emerging insights suggest that Lok Manchs are active where local leadership is 
strong and believes in self-reliance as opposed to those areas where there is a high dependence on 
NGOs. There is also a need to look at other potential water ‘champions’ (e.g. interested school 
teachers) rather than work through NGOs only as they are often embedded in their own power 
dynamics.   
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Opportunities to transfer knowledge 
As PRAVAH develops its own capacity for more effective water advocacy it realizes the need to build 
linkages with other networks and civil society organizations. PRAVAH engages in ‘hub-to-hub’ 
networking with the Mahila Swaraj Abhiyan, a movement to enhance grassroots women leaders’ 
participation in decision-making, and Janpath, another network presently working on the right to 
information.8 Through a small grant from the WSSCC, PRAVAH held a Western Regional 
Consultation where CSOs and government representatives from five states including Gujarat, shared 
the status of water and sanitation systems and services, the scope for coalitions and the difficulty of 
ensuring financial sustainability for decentralized water management. Significantly, PRAVAH 
emerged as the only example of an effective multi-stakeholder network in the region and many 
participants sought PRAVAH’s support in initiating a similar network in their state.  
 
PRAVAH also shared its experiences at the South and South-east Asia Regional Consultation on 
WASH (Islamabad, 2004) and was later invited to participate at the first Global WASH Forum (Dakar, 
2004). PRAVAH’s Executive Secretary is a core member of the national WASH Steering Committee 
and the Regional Coordinator for WASH in South Asia. Another small grant from WASH supports 
PRAVAH’s urban initiative to ensure access to water and sanitation in urban slums, focusing 
particularly on hygiene issues for non-school going children in Ahmedabad. PRAVAH has had to 
forge new partnerships with urban based CSOs working on issues ranging from slum networking to 
women’s livelihood strategies and child rights as well as academic institutes and citizens’ groups 
advocating a green urban agenda. PRAVAH is also a member of the core group for the IRC supported 
Resource Centre initiative in Gujarat. Such national and global platforms provide opportunities for 
PRAVAH to engage with new learning as well as share its own experiences and challenges. 
 
Lessons learned 
In his seminal work on the ‘network society’ Castells (2000) argues that a post-modern approach for 
understanding networks would look at social structure and social action in the same analytical 
framework (cited in Church et al 2002). Indeed, most typologies of social networks incorporate a few 
common markers about relationships, power and action to distinguish different network models. These 
range from hierarchical (highly centralized communication) to those that are akin to a spider’s web 
where the central secretariat acts as a point of coordination to facilitate communication between 
members.   
 
As PRAVAH grows in terms of its geographical spread and activities it is clear that centralized 
functions (coordination) and decentralized structures (regional and district platforms) need to co-exist, 
though not necessarily without some tension. Church et al. (2002) describe this through the 
metaphorical representation of a network as threads (the relationships between members), the knots 
(joint activities) which are then woven together as the net (the structure): “It is the relational, engaged 
in the creational that makes the structure,” (Church et al. 2002: 16). And the role of the coordinator or 
the secretariat (or in the case of PRAVAH, the facilitators as well) is like that of an artisan – 
recognizing that the diversity of a network is its strength and that this needs to be maintained by 
“knotting together appropriate activities, putting out new threads to new participants, extending the 
net,” as it were (Ibid).   
 
For a multi-stakeholder platform which seeks to ensure that all members, irrespective of size have a 
voice, it is critical that non-negotiable principles of participation, social inclusion and gender 
sensitivity are upheld. This case study on PRAVAH has illustrated how the network builds a shared 
perspective and member capacity through different learning spaces. While financial resources have 
been important in extending the scope and outreach of PRAVAH, it is the sustained involvement of a 
small group of members, both individuals and organizations that has enabled PRAVAH to set an 
agenda on access to water for all and take it forward through networking and advocacy.  

                                                      
8  Several of Pravah’s key members are also independent and sometimes founder members of these networks. 

The central government has recently enacted the Right to Information Act which makes it mandatory for all 
government departments, etc. to share information in the public domain. 
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Despite inherent tension between structure and action, transparent, accountable and decentralised 
processes of decision-making and resource sharing have helped PRAVAH maintain a flexible 
structure which supports the fluid bonds between different members. 
 
Looking ahead: balancing structure with network fluidity 
Building ownership for PRAVAH, accommodating diversity and conflict while ensuring that there is a 
core consensus on non-negotiable principles and shared values continues to be a major challenge for 
the network. At another level, the emergence of PRAVAH as a state level advocacy platform on the 
right to water and sanitation has to recognize the importance of a regionally contextualised agenda 
which is constructed from the bottom-up (by the Lok Manchs and Sankalan Samitis facilitated by the 
regional coordinators) rather than top-down (by the Board, EC or central secretariat). This does not 
mean that a regional member-driven agenda can be divorced from national or global policy discourse 
on water and sanitation issues. Rather it is the role of PRAVAH’s facilitators to act as ‘knowledge 
mediators’ in helping PRAVAH develop an agenda which is both contextually relevant while 
addressing macro policy concerns for example, the impact of globalization and privatization on access 
to water resources. However, informed dialogue needs rigorous data analysis, quantitative and 
qualitative, and it has been difficult for PRAVAH to find trained and value-driven researchers with the 
time to actively support this agenda.  In addition, PRAVAH’s core funding from RNE-Hivos will end 
in March 2006 and given the scale and outreach of PRAVAH’s activities as well as the evolved 
organisational structure it has developed, finding funds of a similar magnitude and more importantly, a 
flexible donor with visible commitment to a rights-based approach will not be easy in the present 
demand-driven environment.    
 
Post-script 
At the recent IRC Learning Alliances Symposium (June 2005) where this paper was shared as a peer 
review case study participants argued that a network such as PRAVAH is not a learning alliance per se 
as it was formed with a different objective. However, there are examples of PRAVAH’s activities 
which can be seen as potential learning alliances as they have one of the three core elements of a LA – 
taking innovations to scale through the demonstration pilots, building vertical linkages through the 
Citizens’ Monitoring System between village communities and the state government facilitated by 
intermediary organisations and strengthening horizontal relationships though various lateral learning 
opportunities and decentralized governance mechanisms. More importantly, participants suggested 
that PRAVAH needs to look for funds from potential Indian donors including the government and that 
this financial support should only be restricted to the core secretariat and some joint activities (e.g. 
meetings, workshops, and the CMS action-research). As a network, PRAVAH should not ‘support’ 
individual member organizations whatever the larger objective (for example, the demonstration pilots) 
as this then has the danger of the network functioning as a donor and member interest only there as 
long as the funds are there. These are critical questions which have also been raised by several 
members and need to be debated in a wider forum. Perhaps one of the most important roles that 
PRAVAH is now playing is bringing in key water decision-makers into dialogue with its members and 
community groups and raising its visibility as an advocacy platform.   
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