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Scaling up Namami Gange for Rejuvenating India’s Rivers
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India’s Namami Gange shows how agile policies and institutions can accelerate river
rejuvenation, offering fessons for all interstate rivers.

+ haves been

d Improvements in water quality indicatons, ineluding f
. Torits credit, NGP makes significant departuses fram the earlier Ganga Action Plan (GAP). An important
feature of NGP that Iz often not adequately articulated o is the pali g and institutional agility towards
realising its goal of cleaning the Ganga. This is alse crucial frarm the perspective of national pelicyrmaking for rejuvenating
Indiars rivers, The essay presents an analytical narrative of this potential, supplemented by a comparative study of European
experiences with river rejuvenation, and a special focus on the Rhine River rejuvenation.

There have been several well-documented improvements in waler quality indicators, fncluding the
growing pop jon of keystone species, G ic dofphins.

Sinceits |2 , WG responsive policy and institutional experiments stand out. One of the first departures is the
shifting of the programme from the Ministry of Enviranment and Forests (MoEF) ta the Ministry of Jal Shakti (then the
Ministry of Water Resources, River Development and Ganga Rejuvenatian). This shift enabled the mission 1o expand its

scope of leverage ta the developmenial and other intercannected forces, which is illustrated by other accompanying shifis
as follows. The framing of the mission shifted its focus from the namow pallution zbatement goal to 8 broader goal of
fmpraving the ecological condition of the river. As the sections below indicate, a similar shift in the European efforts took a
much longer time in comparison. The ather key shift is that the NGP is driven by a river basin approach informed by a plan
praduced by & consortium of Indian Inatitutes of Technology (IITs). These shifts were accompaniead by a very agile policy
and institutional response framewoek, which led to the chearly discemible impacts of the programme. The discussion will be
revisited following 2 brief examination of the Eurapean experiences of Rhine River restoration under the lasdership of the
tnternational Commizsion for the Protection of the Rhine {ICPR)

The framing of the mission shifted its focus from the narrow poilfution abaternent goal to a
broader goal of improving the ecological condition of the river.

Rhine River Restoration

The Rhine River restoration story—in contrast io the celebrated condensed narratives—has a show, long-drawn trajectary with
ite own distinet and specific historical 2nd institutional evalution, It is a case of gradual incrementalism beginning with
epizodic bilateral responses and fragmented approaches, aften focused on river stretches. Eventually, it moved o a
mulfilateral respanse, expanding its scope to & river basin approach and shifting ta the larger goal of impraving the
ecolagical status of the river.

Consensus-building was ceniral to makilising collective action from the 11 soversign nations sharing the basin. ICPR began
with the i of thy of the: basin states through the Rhine Ministers’ Conference and
transformed itseif into an avenue far ancharing a deliberative process and collective action of the nations

initially focusing on research, analysis, and anchoring discussions to address the immediate
problemn of chiorde poliutian in the rives, It took 13 years, in far it ta attain legal status under the Convention on the
international Commissian for the Protection of the Rhine against Pallution, alsa known as the Beme Canventian

theless, the Beme Convention did not transiate into any tangible impacts. However, ICPR used this ta convene reqular
mestings of environment ministers (Conference of Rhine Ministers), This eventually led fo its first breakthrough, the 1976
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(HAF|—a comp q almed at rented mver 0 with the goals of
reinstating the Salmen population by 2000-and utilising the Rhine water for drinking water supply,

Furthermore, parallel developments at the Eurapean Union (EL) augmented this developrment. The B adopted the Linited
Wati WE: Z—a legal framewark for transboundary water
cooperation, This led to vanous other cooperative inftiatives, extending the scope of the RAR Key features of these
developments were (a) Basin Approach, extending the scope of engagement to the entire Bhine basin; (b) Ecosystern Goals,
setting measurable targeds in the areas of ecology, floods, water guality, and groundwater protection; and (c) Mull-Sectoral
engagement for restoration of aguatic health, production of drinking water, and conservation and restoration of the horth
Sea—the mouth of the Rhine. Though these are all binding on the nation-states, there was no specified enforcement
authaority or capacity, 17 y

ammissian for Eu

3 of implementation measure

and emphia | negatiation and
arbitration as the . Howeer, the sustained consensus-bullding efforts led to the eventual
adoption of the FL | I 2000, whigh ot anly generated compliant policy and Institutional
responses from individual nations but also prcmden an enforcing mechanism. This led to the muech-celebrated
Impeavernent in the ecological status of the Rhine.

NGP's Responsive Policymaking

MGP was launched on the remnant institutional ecosystem of the GAP which forused primarity on infrastructural
interventions to build sewage treatment plants. As a confinued effort to clean the Ganga after GAR the Gol established a
Watonal Ganga River Basin Author ty RE&) 0 1 using the provisions of the Environmental Protection Act, 1986 and
under the aegls of the Minlstry of Ervironment and Forests (MoEF). Later in 2017, the NMCG was formed as a society for
implementing the NGREA-related activities. Since its inception In 200%, a total of INR 5004.149 crore has been allocated o
thve MGREA till 2074, Th

tal utifisation, howey

eTialned low,

In 2014, God launched the NGP with an unprecedenied cutlay of INR 20,000 croses, The NGRBA and NMCG were shifted to
1hve Ministry of Water Resouces—renamed as the Ministry of Water Rescurces, River Development & Ganga Rejuvenation—
stressing the importance attached to cleaning Ganga. Seon afler; In 2018, the Gol Issued the B ga (R
o Iir of 2074, This order dissolved the NGRBA, and the NMCG was accorded the
status of an aumon!y A National Ganga Council (NGC) was created to aversee and quide the NMCG, The NGC s 2

and body with political hefl. It is headed by the prime minkster with the chief ministers
ofthe riparian states and 10 Unlon Ministers as members, NGC functions thraugh an Empowered Task Force headed by the
Union Minister far Jal Shaktl, and an Executive Councll headed by MMOG's Director General with extensive financial and
requilatory powers,

venaticn

Ao and Maragement) Authonit

The subnational responses, though nascent, suggest an evolving policy ecosystem for
sccommodating subnational interests and accountability structures,

The 2016 order also g | as partners through the ereation of State Ganga Commitiees and
Drstrict Ganga Comnittees, with defined funmmrls for implementing the NGR However, these structures have yet to operate
at their full potential, largely due to the absence of subnational ownership—evident in the fack of adequate legal,
tnstitutional, and budgetary responses from basin states. At the same fime, there are signs of evohvng interest and
accountabilily. Basin stafes are actively participating in measures 1o address water quality concems, while state and
district-level committees are increasingly beirg held acooaniable for i Ly Judicial bodies such as the National Green
Tritsunal,

Scaling up NGP for Rejuvenating India’s Rivers

The above trajectary of the NGP indicates dynamic policymaking and innovative insti . In 150N to
1he long-drawn Eurcpean expeniences, the NGF has, within a comp shaort me, theright far
producing enduring cutcomes: river-basin approach, aiming at overall imp in ecological status, and multisectoral
engagement. The subnational responses, thowgh nascent, suggest an evolving policy ecosystem for accommaodating
subnational Interests and accountabllity structures. These can be d by g inc building among
basin states towards greater subnational ownership of the NGE Such consensus-building can be incremental and episodic
—a5 the European experiences suggest. Those would eventually become bullding blecks for a more inclusive consensus
and collective action.

hare impartantly, the MGP's implementation by NMCG wihile navigating the comples federal dynamics ks generating a
repasitony of expenential wisdom to consider, conceptualise, and create policy and Institutional elements towards a national
framewoak for refuvenating Indias rivers. It s imperative to curate this wisdom and distil its lessons. Glven that all Indian
rivers are interstate (except one), NGP's experiences of working with basin states can be instructive towards the larger goal
of creating a policy ecosystemn for rgjuvenating India'’s rivers with enduring outcomes.
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