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Community institutions in water
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Abstract: Successful community institutions in the global South, which
are contributing to livelihoods’ improvement while conserving water and
other natural resources, can sustainably build the resilience that policy
makers at different tiers are seeking. This article assesses different models
of community institutions in Nepal in governing water resources from
various lenses, based on Ostrom’s and others’ design principles, including
bricolage. Illustrated by three empirical cases, it analyses key features of
community institutions in integrated water governance, their contribu-
tions to health, nutrition, food security, and environmental conservation,
and ways for empowering these institutions as viable and sustainable
solutions to address various livelihood challenges. However, inequalities
along gender, caste, and ethnicity lines persist. We argue that the recently
established local governments under the federal system in Nepal provide
new opportunities for gender and social inclusion.
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WATER, FORESTS, AND OTHER NATURAL resources in the global South have tradi-
tionally been managed by local communities through community-based
institutions and this trend continues. In South India, ancient community insti-
tutions such as the Kudimaramathu harvest rainfall and runoff in tanks for later
use. Subak systems for paddy irrigation in Bali, Indonesia since the 9th century
are managed by temple communities. All across the Himalayas, from Swat
Valley of Pakistan to India, Nepal, and Bhutan, communities have harnessed
thousands of streams that enable sustained agricultural production and other
water uses. Formal or informal Water Users’ Associations (WUAs) represent the
community organization at local level. Similar examples of local, community-
based water governance are found in Yemen, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Japan, Laos,
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Vietnam (Kajisa, 2019), Latin America (Boelens, 2008), and Africa (van Koppen
et al., 2007).

In rural Nepal, community institutions for water, irrigation, and forest resources
management also have a long tradition (Riccardi, 1977; Pradhan, 1989; Ostrom
et al,, 2011). These community institutions are dynamic, responding to changing
needs or aspirations and new technical opportunities. There are over 16,000
units of farmer-managed irrigation systems and several thousands of Forest User
Groups (FUGs) in Nepal. Such dynamism is also reflected in the rapid expansion of
farmer-led irrigation development across the globe (Giordano et al., 2012). Water
governance brings life to rural communities who use water for drinking and other
domestic uses, livestock, aquaculture, fisheries, forestry, cropping, crafts, enter-
prises, and cultural uses. However, gender and social inequities persist in Nepal
and elsewhere.

Externally initiated development interventions encounter these local,
context-specific, and socially embedded institutions (Merrey and Cook, 2012).
This encounter produces a prominent gap between external institutional designs
and reality, for example, in donor- and state-initiated water supplies for domestic
uses (Cleaver, 2002, 2012). Local community institutions are also to interact
with Nepal’s Constitution, 2015 and new local governments under federalism.
One centralized governing regulation of these community organizations would be
detrimental for the operation of the community institutions (Merrey and Cook,
2012). Instead, facilitated institutional bricolage capabilities may integrate both
aspects (Haapala et al., 2016; Whaley et al., 2021). However, in this encounter,
local elites may capture the new spaces. On the other hand, targeted efforts to
reach women and the marginalized may redress inequities. The Constitution and
federalism aim at such redress. This article further examines community institu-
tions and this encounter.

Methodology and structure

The article starts with a conceptualization of community institutions for natural
resources management (NRM) in general, based on literature by Ostrom and
others in the next section. This will be followed by its application to community
water institutions and gender and social dimensions. We selected three diverse
empirical studies from Nepal to test the robustness of local community institutions
for integrated water management. The cases, which focus on forest management,
irrigation, and multiple water use systems (MUS), especially highlight how local water
management is linked to the management of land and forest resources and delivers
a wide range of livelihood benefits. Holistic, community-led support processes by
state and non-state actors that move beyond specialist administrative and research
silos can mobilize these strengths of community institutions in polycentric gover-
nance. The case studies also point out exclusion and inequity challenges that persist
in the community-led NRM institutions and ways to address these through policy
and capacity building of the newly established local governments. The conclusion
synthesizes the lessons offered by the evidence presented.
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Conceptualizing community institutions

Community institutions, common property, livelihoods,
and polycentric governance

Community-based water institutions are shaped by general attributes of community
institutions. The term ‘institution’ in the development literature is referred to in
multiple, often confusing ways, implying 1) specific organization in a particular
country, such as the Department of Irrigation, 2) human relationships in a society,
such as family structure (institution of the family), and 3) rules that individuals
use which shape specific relationships with others (Ostrom, 1992: 19). This article
follows Ostrom who used the term ‘institution’ in the third sense and defined it
as ‘a set of locally-constructed norms to organize societal activities that produce
outcomes affecting each individual in the society and potentially others’ (Ostrom,
1990: 19). These combined narratives imply that community institutions are self-
organized social entities that take care of local people’s needs and are governed by the rules/
norms evolved over a period of time.

We visualize community institutions related to managing natural common
property resources (CPR) as originating in, and evolving through, community’s own
initiatives, efforts, and leadership, rather than being imposed by external agencies.
There are examples of community-initiated institutions seeking external support
in the form of technical knowledge or financial resources (Cleaver, 2002). However,
the initiatives and decisions would be made by the members of the community.
In community institutions, transparent leadership, which is key for success
(Hutchings et al., 2015), emerges from among the members. Leaders take up the
responsibility to bring people together and organize activities for the better utili-
zation of their resources. Most community members extend support to such leaders
because they understand that their shared roles lead to sustainable livelihood
benefits. Leadership has more of a voluntary nature and creates social and insti-
tutional capital. Leaders are a symbol of change and technical and managerial
innovation in the community (Martiskainen, 2016). Such leadership is vital to
catalyse the required collective action over time, ensuring that members comply
with their well-defined obligations for operation and maintenance of the system
and contribute cash or labour, and ensure that conflicts are solved.

However, communities are heterogeneous entities with diverse interests, needs,
and abilities to exercise their power over rule-making in NRM. The decision-making
process tends to prevent some groups (e.g. women, poor, and marginalized) from
having a voice (Zwarteveen and Meinzen-Dick, 2001; Khadka et al., 2014; Shrestha
et al., 2020). An interplay of power relations based on caste, ethnicity, and gender
within a community institution influences access to water and natural resources and
decision-making (Panta and Resurreccion, 2014; Gautam et al., 2018). Nevertheless,
as for self-organized community institutions in general, the fundamental feature of
CPR is whether and how they can promote and maintain basic sustainable liveli-
hoods. In terms of the five assets for sustainable livelihoods (physical, natural,
financial, human, social) (DFID, 1999), community institutions mobilize social,
human, and financial capitals to (re-)construct the technical capitals that enable
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the community to transform its physical land, water, and forest capitals into multi-
faceted livelihood benefits. We concur with Chambers and Conway (1991: 6),
who consider a sustainable livelihood as one that ‘can cope with and recover from
shocks/stresses and maintain/enhance its current and future capability and assets
without undermining the natural resources base’. In order to sustain, institutions
must embody the capacity to adapt to the changing terrain while retaining their
relevance and effective management. Then, this raises the question of whether and
how the community institutions for managing natural resources, including water,
can cope with and recover from shocks, for example, an earthquake, and strengthen
capability and assets for now and the future.

Ostrom (1994) recounts ‘robust’ institutions that have existed and successfully
managed CPR for hundreds of years. This success is attributed to the autonomy
of the users to create their own rules and attain freedom to revise them over time.
After analysing diverse models of CPR management across various settings, Ostrom
(1990) proposed the following set of eight design principles to characterize institu-
tional attributes required for governing CPR sustainably and equitably.

1. Clearly defined boundaries of the resource and member right holders.
Proportional benefits and costs; everyone gives and gets in a fair manner
adapted to local conditions.

3. Collective choice arrangements; individuals affected by a decision are part of
the decision-making.

4. Monitoring by, and accountable to members.

5. Graduated sanctions of rule-violations, first gentle with a capacity to escalate
as necessary.

6. Contlict resolution mechanisms that are local, low-cost, quick, and recognized
as fair.

7. Recognition of members’ rights to organize, without being challenged by
state/outsiders.

8. Nested enterprise, in which appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement,
conflict resolution, and governance activities are organized in multiple layers
(polycentric).

Ostrom’s design principles represent a milestone in determining the key
factors that contribute to making a community institution ‘robust’, particularly
for governing CPR. Subsequent studies and emerging theories by other scholars
have largely confirmed their efficacy and endorsed the applicability of principles
while suggesting additional ones (Cox et al., 2010; Cleaver 2002, 2012; Haapala
et al., 2016).

The last design principle, polycentric governance, implies many overlapping areas
of authority and responsibility as opposed to a monolithic order of organization
(Ostrom, 2005; Carlisle and Gruby, 2019). These centres exist from community
groups up to national government. The term ‘nested’ institutions recognizes
that there are no dictatorial entities, neither at community level nor at politi-
cally constructed higher levels. As proposed later in critical institutionalism, the
processes at stake both within a centre and at the interface between centres can be
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analysed as ‘bricolage’ (Cleaver, 2012; Merrey and Cook, 2012). Bricolage ‘consists
of the adaptive processes by which people imbue configurations of rules, traditions,
norms, and relationships with meaning and authority. In so doing they modify old
arrangements and invent new ones, but innovations are always linked authorita-
tively to acceptable ways of doing things’ (Cleaver, 2012: 34).

At the interface between communities and external agencies, polycentric gover-
nance can nurture and sustain the self-governing capabilities of the community.
Here, external actors can allow the community organizations to be innovative and
develop more gender-inclusive and equitable membership and leadership within
the community. However, top-down blueprints based on social engineering to
‘craft’ such institutions by external agencies promoting new infrastructure or other
innovations can even erode existing social capital. Instead, in a spirit of facili-
tated bricolage (Haapala et al., 2016), social capital can become more inclusive
and strengthen self-governing CPR management capabilities. These broad, general
features also apply to water governance.

Community water management institutions

Since time immemorial and across the world, community institutions have enabled
the harvesting and storing of precipitation, springs, surface water bodies, streams,
and groundwater to adapt to seasonal variability or droughts. Water from multiple
sources is stored and led to homes, fields, grazing areas, fishing ponds, and elsewhere
to accommodate agriculture-based livelihoods. Individuals or groups of community
members or an entire community organized into a WUA invest in infrastructure
and ‘create hydraulic property rights’ to the waters stored and conveyed. Rights are
confirmed by contributing to maintenance (Coward, 1986). Customarily, water, land,
and forest products are perceived as community property. Normative frameworks in
farmer-managed irrigation schemes, for example, are agreed by the irrigators and
supported by customary law, protecting the community water rights. These norms
regulate equitable water distribution based on proportionate shares; minimize the
occurrence of conflict; and mobilize human resources for irrigation maintenance as
an obligation of irrigators that confirms their entitlements (Pradhan, 1989). When
top-down government projects seek to assist these schemes, they risk ignoring these
water sharing arrangements. For example, in order to divert water from a stream
by gravity into the irrigation scheme, farmers construct a headwork weir, which
needs to be recurrently repaired. Although head-enders may be in an advantageous
position to access irrigation water, they often depend on labour contributions of the
tail-enders. Under such conditions, water distribution and benefit — sharing among
head-enders and tail-enders is still equitable. However, when external agencies
impose the construction of a concrete river diversion headwork, no labour contribu-
tions of the tail-enders for headwork repair are required any more. Tail-enders have
to engage in more complex, asymmetric negotiations with the head-enders for their
due share of water (Ostrom and Gardner, 1993).

External water supply projects for domestic uses often introduce new infra-
structure, assuming that newly created ‘water committees’ will take charge of
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operation and maintenance (Chowns, 2015). However, instead, complex insti-
tutional bricolage processes emerge in this encounter (Cleaver and Toner, 2006;
Whaley et al., 2019). Both in Nepal and elsewhere in the rural South, the function-
ality of water supply schemes is often low. Hutchings et al. (2015), in analysing
174 relatively successful community-managed systems across the South, identified
the importance of post-construction, external financial support, and technical
and managerial advice, besides strong leadership and transparency. The afford-
ability of maintenance and repair of hand pumps appeared the main technical
condition in Africa (Whaley et al., 2019). In navigating these complex, diverse
interfaces between communities and support agencies, institutional bricolage
processes and avoidance of parallel project-specific structures are best facilitated
by providing locally legitimate, inspiring spaces to local agencies for continued
learning, adaptation, and innovations. This should address unequal distribution
of power and responsibilities defined by gender and social status in water decision-
making (Haapala et al., 2016), as discussed next.

Gender and socially inclusive community water management
institutions in the federal system

There have been significant changes in the socio-economic and political systems
of Nepal over the past three decades. Gender roles in managing and provisioning
water and natural resources for rural livelihoods are changing (Gartaula et al., 2010;
Sunam et al., 2021). Large numbers of men migrate from Nepal to other countries
in search of jobs and education. More women are taking up roles in local irrigation
groups (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the restructuring from the unitary state to the federal system in
Nepal redefined power relationships in water and natural resources governance
at centre, provincial, and local levels (Khadka et al., 2021). Federalism has created
new opportunities for gender and socially inclusive NRM decision-making and
planning in local governments (Khadka et al., 2021). The Constitution of Nepal
2015 ensures improved representation of women and underrepresented groups
in all state bodies. The federal system prescribes at least one-third women'’s repre-
sentation in federal and provincial assemblies, and 40 per cent of lawmakers
in each local government. This is definitely a significant political change.
This representation is a significant change in the governance system of Nepal
(Uehara, 2019). However, there is a need for enabling women and marginalized
to meaningfully engage in decision-making and leadership functions (Khadka
et al., n.d.).

Local governments have some power and responsibilities in development, public
services, and NRM. Local governments can facilitate equitable and sustainable NRM
and empower women and marginalized groups in locally managed natural resources
systems. However, understanding, capacity, and/or willingness to implement gender
and socially inclusive water governance are limited (White and Haapala, 2018).
A concerted effort is required to advance the agency of women and men elected
representatives in inclusive planning and decision-making approaches (Khadka
et al., 2021; van Koppen et al., 2022).
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Water and rural livelihoods in decentralized integrated development

To highlight the aforementioned conceptualizations of robust community-
initiated institutions for integrated water governance, we have selected three
diverse empirical studies, on the basis of the authors’ intimate experiences working
with these community-initiated institutions. The cases show, in particular, how
community CPR institutions manage their land, water, and other resources in
an integrated manner enabling multi-faceted livelihood benefits and resilience
to shocks. More holistic, bottom-up, and community-led processes can build on
communities’ integrated resource management (Clement et al., 2019).

Forest collectives for water access and livelihoods

Eklepakha villagers, consisting of 452 households in Dolakha district, the
Central Hill region of Nepal, have practised a forest collective as an integrated
land-forest-water CPR management regime since the 1980s. They started to
conserve 183 hectares of government-owned degraded forest by forming a
Forest User Group (FUG) after an open — access forest system led to accelerated
degradation of forests and the community started to experience a shortage of
firewood, timber, fodder, and leaf-litter — the key sources of rural livelihoods.
The Government of Nepal legalized Eklepakha FUG after enacting forest legis-
lation in the early 1990s to manage forests under community rules and regula-
tions (Yates, 2011). The initiative for FUG formation was taken by the members
of the group so that they can both conserve forest and share benefits of forest
products among the member households.

The group has its own rules and regulations (‘constitution’) to manage and
improve forest productivity, conserve water sources, protect landslide-prone
areas, harvest forest resources, and share the benefits among the members.
Members meet once a year for the general assembly to review and approve annual
programmes related to forest management, including water source conservation,
community development, and operating, administrative, and financial activities.
The assembly also has the power to select the committee every three years and to
decide and enforce penalties for violation of the community rules. The group has
an eleven-member executive committee, with four women, that guides planning
and implementation of forest and water resources management activities.
The committee meets monthly to implement and oversee the decisions made
by the general assembly.

Each member household contributes labour for tree planting in the barren
patches in their forests, including around water sources. They are slowly replacing
the pine forest planted earlier with broadleaved trees. They fenced seven water
sources for their protection and constructed a separate water pond for animals in
their grazing area. The group earns around US$3,300-4,100 annually from selling
timber/non-timber forest products and from fines, 30 per cent of which is spent
on community development activities, such as the water supply, or schools. FUGs
preserve, manage, and distribute forest resources to their members as needed.
During the 2015 earthquake, for example, the local FUG in Dolakha provided
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timber to build or rehabilitate homes of the members, helping single women and
people with disability in particular.

Although the FUG operates according to its rules and forest operation plan, not all
users are actively involved in decision-making. The influence of women, poor, and
marginalized groups in planning and decision-making of forest and water resources
management activities is negligible. Yet, the FUG has the community’s trust and
undertakes collective activities for mutual benefits. The sustainable livelihood
impacts generated include the conservation/restoration of springs; piped water
supply for multiple uses; construction of toilet facilities; and making forest products
available to those who are in need. The water supply facilities have reduced the
incidence of water-borne disease, saved the time of women and girls in providing
water for domestic uses, and enabled homestead irrigation.

Community institutions bringing life to an irrigation system

The earthquake of April 2015 caused heavy damage in the Dhap village in
Sindhupalchowk district and rendered people homeless. Disaster brought not
only physical damage but also social and psychological uncertainty among the
earthquake-affected people. Irrigation channels of the village irrigation system
were destroyed. As a temporary measure, tents, clothes, and food were distributed
by government and non-governmental organizations as a gesture of humanity.
This short-term support was appreciated; however, two unanswered questions were:
How can long-term food security be ensured? How can the village and community infra-
structures be rebuilt?

April is when farmers need to prepare for monsoon paddy cultivation in the
villages of Nepal. Unfortunately, the village irrigation systems were damaged by
the earthquake. Looking at the five assets for sustainable livelihoods, because
of the damage to physical infrastructure (irrigation channel), natural resources like
the water supply were disturbed in the farm lands. This affected villagers’ liveli-
hoods, and as a result, financial capital for further activities was reduced. However,
human capital (except a few deaths) and social capital were not greatly affected.
The community spirit was still intact. For timely cultivation of paddy, farmers
were willing to rebuild the village irrigation systems by themselves provided some
external financial resources were made available to them.

For many years the community had its own community institutions, which
included women, for irrigation management. External funds from an NGO for
repair of the village irrigation system after the earthquake were made available
to the farmers’ WUA. Accountability and transparency were strictly maintained
throughout the repair work. Local leadership, technology, materials, and skills
were used and managed from within the community. In a short period of
time, they repaired the channel and brought irrigation water to the farmers’
fields. They found an acceptable arrangement for the equitable distribution
of paddy seed donated by an external agency. Finally, farmers could cultivate
the paddy fields and harvest paddy which provided food security and enhanced
confidence among the villagers. However, the farmers at the tail end did not
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benefit from the irrigation rehabilitation because their farms are located in a
landslide-prone area.

Transforming water committees into multi-functional utilities

When communities design infrastructure, this is multi-purpose. Public water supply
systems are in reality used for productive purposes as well, even though they are
designed for domestic uses only (GC et al., 2019). Recognizing these local practices,
International Development Enterprises (iDE-Nepal) started to encourage and plan for
multi-purpose infrastructure. In 2004, iDE helped to build a multiple-use water system
(MUYS) for improved access to water for domestic use and irrigation of vegetables in
Annapurna-6, Lumle, Kaski. A MUS committee was formed by water users to oversee
its operation and management. In 2005, the users also formed a Marketing and
Planning Committee (MPC) to support and coordinate the marketing of vegetables
produced by the users. The neighbouring communities who witnessed these devel-
opments became interested in MUS and contacted the NGO'’s staff. Seven other
MUS were developed in neighbouring localities after seeing the benefit of the first
MUS programme. iDE-Nepal played a catalyst role in securing financial support
from the government line-agencies. Subsequently, MUS users organized themselves
into production groups and received production and marketing training. These eight
MUS groups consist of about 213 households (958 people) in the Lumle community.

Members contributed mostly in — kind during the construction, and later they
contributed operation and maintenance fees. iDE provided initial financial
support and technical advice. Each MUS is managed by a MUS committee
comprising nine-ten office-bearers with at least one woman in the leadership
role. Members of the water committee are elected by voice-vote and govern their
MUS by collective decisions. The users have formed one advisory committee from
among themselves to guide these individual groups. The MPC became a common
group for all eight MUS systems. When vegetable production increased, the MPCs
created a collection centre in the locality in 2010 and engaged in bulk sale in the
market, which was supported by iDE, local government, and other local partners.
We found that women played an important role both in water provision and
management and agricultural production in the community. They participated
in trainings, meetings, and discussions, from which they derived more self-confidence
in water management and improved production. Women in the village also
gained confidence from dealing with people from outside their village. Moreover,
male out-migration created a new opportunity for family members to redefine
their roles in both households and the community. Project planners (iDE and its
partners) also facilitated women'’s involvement in the entire process of planning
and implementation of MUS activities. As a result, women'’s involvement in water
management and decision-making processes has been effective and well estab-
lished, regardless of their caste and ethnicity.

These developments transformed the role of the MUS committees from a focus
on water into multi-functional committees. They received technical, agriculture,
and other services from the local government. The coordinated effort of these
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institutions enabled the MUS committees to mobilize further support and assistance
from outside agencies, to settle disputes among the water users, and to undertake
other production and marketing-related activities within their community. In collab-
oration with iDE, they learned to use micro-irrigation technology and low-tech
greenhouses in conjunction with MUS and this became a good model for improving
water resource planning, saving water, increasing agricultural returns, and improving
livelihoods. As a result, volumes of production became sufficiently large to make
vegetable collection centres profitable and sustainable. The committees could plan
their production volumes together with the collection centre officials from their
section and production area and engage with them to ensure the vegetable prices
are fair and consistent with the district markets. These self-evolved roles and norms
emerged and developed over the years in response to improvements in water-based
production activities and livelihoods, continuous improvements in knowledge and
capacity of MUS committees, and the collaborative efforts of the groups. Such local
practices and emerged norms and strategies not only sustained in the community
but are gradually expanding in other areas as well.

Conclusions

Community-initiated institutions have demonstrated their role in water governance
for sustainable livelihood across many countries in the global South since long.
They create opportunities for collective action and mutual help. They mobilize
and manage resources on a self-directed and self-sustaining basis. Community
institutions not only promote creativity and innovations as demonstrated in the
case studies presented earlier, but also make water a community property, ensuring
water rights among the members. These community institutions are local context-
specific, socially embedded, dynamic, and responding to changing needs, aspira-
tions, or opportunities.

When development interventions encounter such institutions in polycentric
governance, there can be prominent gaps between institutional design and reality
(Cleaver, 2002). However, in community-led processes, external support agencies
and private service providers can mobilize communities’ social and institutional
capitals while assisting communities with financial and technical assets in nested
enterprises. The effort of institutional development for the water and forest systems
in this article demonstrated how sound institutional design can facilitate local
bricolage capabilities for sustainable operation of local institutions (Haapala et al.,
2016; GC, 2020). Yet feminist studies of forest and water collectives note that poor
and historically excluded social groups lack water access from community-managed
water supply due to financial and social constraints (Shrestha et al., 2020)

The three case studies on the role of community-led institutions in water
governance for sustainable livelihoods in Nepal confirm earlier research that
has demonstrated effective roles of community institutions in natural resources
management. These include a polycentric approach, promoting social capital for
collective action for mutual benefit, and robust institutional features. In addition,
bottom-up innovation of technology is vital for promoting users’ ownership and
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adaptive capacity. Their interactions and relationships with external actors helping
as catalysts also evolve along with the changes in socio-economic and environ-
mental contexts in which they operate. Integrated support enables institutions to
expand their scope of activities and to adopt multiple functions to serve the range
of water-related needs of the community.

Further, the case studies show how water, forests, and land management
and conservation are intertwined and how support agencies can holistically
build on communities’ integrated governance for multiple livelihood benefits.
This overcomes the tendency of state and non-state support agencies and
academia to operate in silos and specialisms, separating water management from
forestry or land management; domestic uses from irrigation and from livestock
drinking; water infrastructure from energy provision; irrigation from the other
inputs and the markets needed for food security and income; and resource
development from conservation. Instead of expecting communities to merely
conserve forests, the creation of FUGs empowered the communities to rejuvenate
the source and implement their local priorities. Also, MUS ensures the priority
for domestic uses for the family’s health. This alleviates especially women’s and
girls’ chores. Moreover, many households also use these supplies for irrigation
of crops and vegetables at homesteads and adjacent lands, and for livestock.
Improved market-oriented agriculture generates more income. Multi-purpose
infrastructure and agricultural training and market development simultaneously
improve nutrition, food security, and income in virtual circles out of poverty
(GC et al., 2019).

Nonetheless, the case studies also present realities that water and forest collectives
are not homogeneous in terms of members and the degree of social power relations.
Power relations among members based on their socio-economic and gender
backgrounds also influence the inclusion and exclusion of members and norms
for managing and using natural resources. Although the collectives function as per
their shared objective and rules for water and forest resources conservation and
use, members with high social capital and status influence institutional practices
and policies on governing common resources and its benefit-sharing mechanism.
This is not in favour of women, the poor, and marginalized groups. The community
institution’s relationships with the state and non-state actors indeed are critical to
enable the former to make their norms and leadership equitable and inclusive of
those who have limited voices (Nightingale, 2019; Goodrich et al., 2019; Clement
et al., 2019). This challenge can be addressed by strengthening the leadership capac-
ities of women and members of marginalized groups in FUGs and WUAs, and by
capacitating the new local governments on equitable and gender-responsive water
planning and decision-making under the federal system of Nepal (Khadka et al.,
2021; van Koppen et al., 2022).
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