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Abstract

This academic article aims to (1) explain the significance of local culture and
religious beliefs as social mechanisms for fostering public consciousness and participation in
sustainable development; (2) analyze the Nan River Dharma Yatra as a participatory
development model for watershed resource management; and (3) synthesize lessons learned
and policy-oriented approaches that can be adapted to other watersheds with similar
contexts. The study is situated within the context of increasingly complex natural resource
crises arising from land-use change, monoculture agriculture on steep slopes, intensive
chemical use, and persistent conflicts over resource governance—challenges that often
emerge when the state relies predominantly on technical measures or centralized
administrative approaches.

This article adopts a qualitative research approach, synthesizing documentary
evidence and process-based data from the Nan River Dharma Yatra conducted between 13-
30 April 2012, tosgether with conceptual interpretations grounded in culture-based
development, religious values, and participatory development perspectives. The findings
indicate that the Nan River Dharma Yatra functions as a value-based development process
that elevates resource conservation from a framework of duties or regulatory compliance to
one of ethical commitment and shared responsibility. Through the use of rituals and public
activities as symbolic language, the process connects upstream, midstream, and downstream
communities, enabling them to recognize the systemic interrelationships among forests, water,
soil, and shared livelihoods, while simultaneously creating a shared public space for learning,
communication, and social negotiation among diverse stakeholders.

The key contribution of this article lies in proposing an analytical framework that
conceptualizes the Dharma Yatra as an innovation in participatory watershed governance
integrating: (a) spiritual and cultural mechanisms that generate social legitimacy; (b) shared
public spaces that facilitate learning and communication across upstream and downstream
contexts; and (c) social capital mechanisms that enable a transition from symbolic activities
to long-term institutionalized management. Accordingly, the article argues that sustainable
development in watershed contexts should begin with the creation of shared meanings and
collective ownership, prior to being connected to coherent plans and enduring governance

structures.

Keywords: Watershed management, Sustainable development, community participation,

local beliefs and culture, Nan River Dharma Yatra
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