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ABSTRACT

Civil society in the Khasi Hills of Meghalaya plays a critical role in environmental governance, acting both
as a watchdog and partner to governmental efforts, with its dynamic engagement rooted in NGOs,
community groups, advocacy networks, and traditional institutions. Drawing on quantitative interviews
and qualitative insights, the study highlights civil society’s capacity for mobilizing public engagement,
raising awareness, and catalyzing policy change, as evident in campaigns resisting uranium mining and
promoting coal mining regulation. Yet, these organizations face significant challenges: limited financial
resources, exclusion of women and youth from decision-making, weakening of traditional belief systems,
and insufficient institutional access have undercut the effectiveness of civil society stewardship, particularly
in conservation of sacred groves and forests. The paper advocates integrating indigenous environmental
knowledge into formal curricula, supporting sustainable economic models, and improving transparency
in resource management, recognizing both customary and modern scientific tools as necessary for robust
environmental governance. Strategic solutions include increased funding, participatory mechanisms for
marginalized groups, transparent public registries, and hybrid governance approaches that bridge cultural
and technical expertise. Ultimately, the paper argues that strengthened civil society and institutional support
are essential for sustained stewardship and the protection of both community well-being and natural heritage
in the Khasi Hills.

Key words: Civil Society, Environmental Governance, Khasi Hills, Indigenous Knowledge, Sacred Groves, Conservation,
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Introduction

Environmental governance ecosystem is marked by
the involvement of a diversity of non-state actors
(Non-Governmental Organisation (NGOs), local
communities and civil society) engaging in affairs
that were previously assumed solely the purview of
governments. Environmental governance refers to
the mechanisms, institutions, and processes through
which societies manage environmental affairs

(Lemos and Agrawal, 2006).
Before delving on Civil society and its role as

‘green guardians’ on environmental governance, it it
imperative to shed a few light on the meaning of the
concept of civil society. Civil societyis composed of
the totality of voluntary civil and social organiza-
tions and institutions that form the basis of a func-
tioning society as opposed to the forced backed
structures of a state and commercial institutions of
the market (Helmut et al., 2001). The term is used to
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classify persons, institutions, and organizations that
have the goal of advancing or expressing a common
purpose through ideas, actions, and demands on
governments (Jean and Andrew, 1994). The United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) explains
that civil society, “…include social movements, vol-
unteer organizations, indigenous peoples’ organiza-
tions, mass-based membership organizations, non-
governmental organizations, and community-based
organizations, as well as communities and citizens
acting individually and collectively” (UNDP, 2023).

Civil society plays a crucial theoretical and prac-
tical role in shaping environmental governance by
encouraging accountability, participatory decision-
making, and sustainable policy outcomes. Civil so-
ciety, acts as both a watchdog and partner in these
governance frameworks. Civil society organizations
(CSOs) function as key intermediaries that promote
transparency, equity, and accountability within en-
vironmental decision-making systems (Abdulla and
Serikbayeva, 2022).From the lens of network gover-
nance theory, environmental management is no
longer state-centric but shaped through multi-actor
networks where civil society provides expertise, le-
gitimacy, and mobilization capacity (Rhodes, 2007).
Social systems theory views civil society as a sub-
system that communicates societal values into the
policy process (Habermas, 1996). Meanwhile, par-
ticipatory governance theory emphasizes delibera-
tive processes that allow citizen inclusion in envi-
ronmental policymaking, fostering procedural jus-
tice and legitimacy (Dryzek, 2013).

Empirical and theoretical studies suggest that ro-
bust civil societies enhance environmental compli-
ance by imposing accountability on industries and
governments. A well-developed civil society can
raise the costs of non-compliance, increase transpar-

ency, and promote corporate environmental respon-
sibility (Abdulla and Serikbayeva, 2022). This theo-
retical framework aligns with broader democratic
institution theories, which argue that civic engage-
ment improves environmental quality and fosters
sustainable governance (Glass and Newig, 2019).

Civil society’s normative role lies in advocating
ecological ethics, environmental justice, and equi-
table resource distribution. Institutions within civil
society contribute to setting moral and ethical stan-
dards for sustainability by balancing state power,
contesting exploitive practices, and ensuring
inclusivity in environmental decision-making
(Singh, 2018).

Methods

An interview was also conducted from fifty (25 from
each district of East Khasi Hills and West Khasi
Hills) members of civil society groups, selected on
simple random sampling methods using the lottery
method. The respondents include members from
community groups, women’s organizations, faith-
based organizations, professional associations, and
advocacy groups.

The secondary sources included books, thesis,
journals, magazines, newspapers, discussion papers,
seminar papers and working papers. The data col-
lected has been analyzed quantitatively and qualita-
tively for a comprehensive understanding of envi-
ronmental governance, issue and challenges.

Findings

The figure above shows that there is an equal distri-
bution on the number of respondents on gender ba-
sis, i.e. 25 male and 25 female respondents. 21 of the
male respondents are above the age of 25, while 4

Fig. 1. Profile of the respondents from civil society
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are below the age of 25. 18 of the female respondents
are above the age of 25 and 7 of them are below the
age of 25. Out of 25 male respondents, 15 of them
are college graduate and above, and 10 of them have
studied at least up to Class XII. Out of the 25 female
respondents, 18 are college graduates and above
and 7 have studied up to Class XII.  Their views
have been analysed and explained in the following
paragraphs.

At the outset, it can be said that civil society plays
a critically important role in addressing environ-
mental issues.  Commitment and genuine involve-
ment of civil society is a key to the effective environ-
mental governance needed to meet major environ-
mental challenges of the twenty-first century.Civil
society nurtures values, norms and codes of conduct
for behaviour of individuals, groups and organiza-
tions in conformity with its cultural, religious and
other heritages. In contrast to the regulatory frame-
works developed by the government, civil society is
the source of voluntary actions. Civil society holds
an important role and responsibility to complement
the actions of the government to address political,
social and economic issues, including those related
to the environment (Union of International Associa-
tions [UIA], 2023).

Recognizing the crucial role of civil society, the
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) has
established the Global Major Groups and Stakehold-
ers Forum (GMGSF), in conjunction with the United
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA). The
GMGSF aims to inform civil society stakeholders
and to provide a platform where civil society repre-
sentatives can exchange views and develop com-
mon ground to contribute to environmental policy
dialogues at a multi-stakeholder level during UNEA
(United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP],
2023). A noteworthy provision can be found in the
Fundamental Duties of the Indian Constitution,
which states, “It shall be the duty of every citizen of In-
dia to protect and improve the natural environment in-
cluding forests, lakes, rivers and wildlife, and to have
compassion for living creatures” (The Constitution of
India, 1950, Art. 51-A[g]). This provision though not
explicitly but, does open up the scope of civil societ-
ies to intervene in matters of environmental gover-
nance and climate justice. It is apt to point out that
Principle 10 of The Rio Declaration on Environment
and Development (1992) declares that environmen-
tal issues are best handled with the participation of
all concerned citizens, at the relevant level. It obli-

gates the states to facilitate and encourage public
awareness and participation by making information
widely available (United Nations General Assem-
bly, 1992).

Civil society plays a major role in raising environ-
mental awareness in Meghalaya. In many cases,
they have taken the lead. From 2009 onwards, many
civil society organisations and student organisations
like the Khasi Student Organisation, North-East Stu-
dent Organisation, Churches and Women’s rights
Organisations have been protesting against the ura-
nium-ore exploration and mining in the region.
Many villagers refused to give over their land for
exploration. Buoyed by the support from the civil
society groups, the owner of the land where most of
the uranium deposits have been discovers, Late
Sillito Lyngdoh, had rejected money to sell her land
to the Uranium Corporation of India Limited (UCIL)
(Asian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2017).
As a result of the protest by the civil society groups,
the Government of Meghalaya in 2016 states that it
not allow Uranium Corporation of India Limited
(UCIL) to take up any preliminary activities or pre-
mining developmental activities in the uranium de-
posit areas in South West Khasi Hills district unless
it can convince the people of the State on the safety
aspects or how it can insulate the people from the
ramifications of uranium mining (MegNews, Gov-
ernment of Meghalaya, 2016).

Similarly, in 2019, a group of social activists sub-
mitted a two-volume of a citizens’ report to the Su-
preme Court of India urging the Court to take nec-
essary steps to stop illegal coal mining in the state.
The activists also calls for a transparent environmen-
tal governance mechanism. The report stated that
the state government must develop and host in the
public domain an end-to-end, transaction-based
management information system that enables
suomotu disclosure (as mandated under Section 4,
Right to Information Act) of leases granted, mining
lease documents, environment clearances, forest
clearances, pollution control board clearances, roy-
alties paid, quantum of mineral extracted and roy-
alty paid. They propagated the promotion of other
forms of energy, which are climate-friendly (The
Statesman, 2019).

From the interview conducted, the members of
the civil society are of the opinion that environmen-
tal governance in the Khasi Hills suffered due to a
number of factors. The members of the civil society
are unanimous on the acknowledgement that there
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is rampant environmental degradation across the
Khasis Hills. A majority of the respondents, 40%
(Figure 2), held that deforestation is the biggest en-
vironmental issues in the Khasi Hills. They held that
deforestation due to burning of charcoal, clearing of
forest for cultivation, mining, illegal timber business
and human settlement are the factors of deforesta-
tion in the Khasi Hills. According to the respon-
dents, the other major environmental issues include
human population explosion (28%), mining of natu-
ral resources (18%) and economic development
(8%). Some of the respondents (6%) are of the view
that the lack of a proper environmental governance
mechanism is a major environmental issue facing
the Khasi Hills. They opined that the environmental
governance mechanism in the state as a whole is full
of flaws and loopholes, which are exploited by the
big businessmen and companies.

around the hearth is slowly disappearing from the
Khasi society. Furthermore, the dilution of the belief
system eventually leads to weakening of the envi-
ronmental values which revolves around the myths
and folklores. The knowledge system and beliefs of
the indigenous people had been interpreted as su-
perstition and irrational. The second major threat to
sacred groves is the growth of human population.
40% of the respondents (Figure 3) argued that the
growth of human population is resulting in en-
croachment of human settlement and agricultural
land into the sacred forest and deforestation. The
rest of the respondents, 18%, are of the view that the
nature of modern economic development has put
severe stress on the environment and the sacred
groves (Figure 3). They contend that modern capital-
ist model of development, which puts individual
benefits and profits at the forefront, led to the with-
ering away of the traditional model of environmen-
tal governance.

Fig. 2. Environmental Issues in the Khasi Hills

Furthermore, the members of the civil society
pointed out that there is a decline in the environ-
mental values of the people. They pointed out that
the Khasi traditional myths and folklores, which
played a very important role in the preservation of
the environment in the Khasi Hills, is gradually fad-
ing from the public discourse. They argued that the
deterioration of the environmental values is mainly
due to factors, which include the dilution of the tra-
ditional belief system, the growth of human popula-
tion and the modern capitalist model of economic
development. 42% of the respondents (Figure 5.4)
held that the dilution of the traditional belief system
is one of the major threats to the institution of sacred
groves. They held that the influence of modern sci-
entific education, the change in the belief system
and the breakdown of the traditional family value
system as the main factors behind the dilution of the
traditional belief system. The study shows that the
traditional family system of imparting values

Fig. 3. Threats to Sacred Groves in the Khasis Hills

The study shows that the traditional institutions
who are the primary actor responsible protection
and conservation of the sacred groves and protected
suffers from a number of issues and challenges. 52%
of the members of civil society who participated in
the study opined that the lack of financial resources
is the biggest factors hampering the efforts of the
traditional institutions in the protection of these for-
ests (Figure 4). The lack of support from the govern-
ment agencies is cited as another major obstacle
faced by the traditional institutions. According to
the respondents, 14% argued that the traditional in-
stitutions lack the modern technical expertise re-
quired for the protection of these forests. They ar-
gued that the traditional methods of protection these
forests might not be fully equipped to deal with the
modern environmental challenges. The lack of com-
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munity participation (12%) and the weakening of
the clan system (6%) as a whole are the other issues
faced by the traditional institutions. They argued
that traditional participation in the environmental
governance mechanism also faced the question of
gender imbalance.

tal initiatives undertaken for the preservation and
conservation of the forests. The study shows the lack
of coordination and exchange of knowledge and in-
formation between the traditional institutions and
the civil society on environment issues.

The members of the civil society contend that the
present environmental problems in the Khasi re-
quire concerted efforts from all the stakeholders.
54% of the respondents (Figure 5) argued that the
need of the hour is the inclusion of the traditional
environmental knowledge system into the education
curriculum in schools and colleges. They contend
that the traditional knowledge on the protection and
preservation through the institution of sacred
groves need to be inculcated in the younger genera-
tion through formal education. The second possible
solution to the environmental problems in the Khasi
Hills is the adoption of sustainable economic devel-
opment model. They held that economic develop-
ment must take into consideration the impact of
such developments on the environment. Another
16% of the respondents argued that lack of scientific
and modern techniques of mining of natural re-
sources is responsible for extensive environmental
degradation in the Khasi Hills. They held that the
state must adopt modern scientific model of mining
so that to minimise the pressure on the environment.

Fig. 4. Issues faced by Traditional Institutions in the Pro-
tection of Sacred Groves

From the interviews with members of civil soci-
ety from the two districts under study, it is observed
that the participation of women in the environmen-
tal discourse is limited. They argued that men domi-
nate most of the traditional institutions in the Khasi
Hills and women have no voice in their functioning.
Just like the participation of women, the involve-
ment of youth in the traditional institutions on is-
sues like preservation and conservation of sacred
groves and protected forest is also limited. The tra-
ditional institutions of clan councils, commune,
syiemship and village councils who are responsible
for the management of the environment is filled
with elders where the role of the youth is limited to
membership, with no real powers and functions.

The study shows that the members of civil society
are of the view that unscientific coal mining is one of
the major threat to the existence of the sacred groves
in the Khasi Hills resulting in deplorable conditions
of the environment. The study shows that coal min-
ing has resulted in many environmental issues in the
Khasi Hills. These include deforestation, pollution of
water bodies, destruction of agricultural land and
soil erosion. The interviews also shows that most of
the members of the civil society are not involved
with the traditional institutions on matters relating
to the protection of the sacred and protected forests.
They argued that since the management of such for-
ests is done by elders of the clan, the Lyngdoh (reli-
gious head), Syiem (Chieftains) and Myntris
(nobles), the public are unaware of the environmen-

In fine, one can say that civil society is a powerful
agent for promoting shared environmental purpose
and values. Civil society plays an important role in
bringing emerging environmental issues to the at-
tention of policy makers, raising public awareness,
promoting innovative ideas and approaches, and
promoting transparency as well as non-corrupt ac-
tivities in environmental decision-making. How-
ever, the big issue faced by civil society in the Khasi
Hills is that the opportunities for civil society stake-
holders to actively participate in environmental gov-

Fig. 5. Solutions to Environmental Problems in the Khasi
Hills
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ernance remain limited, leading to corrupted, unin-
formed and unilateral decision making in environ-
mental governance. The study shows that, unlike in
the case of uranium mining where civil society
played a key role in preventing the exploration and
extraction of uranium, civil society has played a lim-
ited role in the protection of the sacred and pro-
tected forests and in preventing illegal mining of
natural resources in the Khasi Hills. Therefore, ef-
forts are required to adopt legal provisions promot-
ing access to information and participation that en-
sures civil society participation in environmental
governance and decision-making.

Discussion and Conclusion

The empirical findings presented in Green Guard-
ians underscore a dual reality: civil society in the
Khasi Hills is both energetically engaged and struc-
turally constrained. On the one hand, civil society
groups perform a suite of indispensable functions
that strengthen local environmental governance.
They act as information brokers and educators, rais-
ing awareness about the ecological impacts of char-
coal production, illegal timber felling and rat-hole
coal mining and as mobilizers that translate public
concern into collective action (for instance, sustained
opposition to uranium exploration). These activities
demonstrate civil society’s capacity to shape public
discourse, generate evidence-based advocacy (citi-
zen reports to courts), and pressurize authorities
into policy responses. Such agency is especially vis-
ible where collective mobilization aligns with clear
environmental stakes and media or judicial atten-
tion, producing tangible policy outcomes.

Yet the study elucidates significant limitations
that prevent civil society from consolidating long-
term governance gains. Resource scarcity is central:
over half of respondents identify lack of financial
resources as the primary obstacle to effective stew-
ardship of sacred groves and community-based con-
servation initiatives. This funding deficit curtails
sustained monitoring, technical training, and the
ability to scale successful local projects. Equally im-
portant are deficits in institutional access and legiti-
macy. Traditional guardians (clan elders, Lyngdohs,
Syiems) often operate in elder- and male-dominated
spaces, while civil society actors, especially women
and youth, remain marginalized from formal deci-
sion forums. Even when NGOs or activists are in-
vited into governance processes, their participation

tends to be tokenistic rather than deliberative, limit-
ing the translation of grassroots knowledge into
policy.

A further tension emerges between customary
protection mechanisms and modern development
pressures. Sacred-grove protections historically
rested on spiritual sanctions and oral norms; as be-
lief systems dilute under modernization and eco-
nomic incentives, these unwritten protections
weaken. Respondents link this erosion to demo-
graphic pressure, the influence of market-driven
land-use practices, and the reinterpretation of indig-
enous knowledge as superstition. Paradoxically,
civil society recognizes both the need to conserve
customary ecological knowledge and the legitimacy
of introducing scientific and technical measures
(e.g., improved mining techniques, scientific moni-
toring), pointing toward hybrid governance models
that combine cultural stewardship with modern
conservation science.

The data also reveal strategic opportunities. Civil
society’s successful campaigns, particularly those
that produced judicial or administrative scrutiny,
show that targeted advocacy, coalition-building
(across student groups, churches, women’s organi-
zations), and evidence-based citizen reporting can
compel state action. Respondents’ overwhelming
support for integrating indigenous environmental
knowledge into curricula (54%) presents a practical,
low-risk entry point for reversing cultural erosion by
educating youth. Likewise, demands for transpar-
ency, public registries of leases, clearances and roy-
alties, if institutionalized, can undercut corruption
and empower watchdog groups to hold extractive
actors accountable.

In sum, the paper argues for a multi-pronged
strategy: (1) bolster civil society capacity through
predictable funding and technical assistance; (2) in-
stitutionalize participatory mechanisms that guaran-
tee meaningful roles for NGOs, women, youth and
traditional custodians; (3) integrate indigenous
knowledge into formal education and conservation
planning; and (4) establish transparency measures to
reduce illicit extraction. Only by aligning civic en-
ergy with structural supports can the Khasi Hills’
civil society transition from episodic activism to sus-
tained stewardship, ensuring sacred groves and
community well-being are preserved amid contem-
porary development pressures.
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