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Abstract
This article offers an exploratory analysis of higher education institutions’ 
engagement with cities and sustainability in Northeast India. The study uses 
interviews with universities to map various educational institutions and their 
curricula on sustainability and urbanisation. Five approaches to teaching sustainable 
urbanisation are identified and relevant research topics, workshops and seminars are 
discussed. The study finds limitations in teaching and research interventions within 
higher education curricula in Northeast India, particularly in addressing themes 
of cities, sustainability and urbanisation, underscoring the need for strengthening 
outreach, stakeholder consultancy, and public collaboration to keep universities 
connected to the region’s contemporary and emerging environmental realities. 
Additionally, the article highlights how several actors outside formal academia, 
including civil societies, churches and citizen initiatives, contribute to addressing 
issues of sustainability and urbanisation across various urban centres of Northeast 
India. It highlights the potential of such interventions to complement academic 
efforts towards sustainable urban development. The article further advocates for 
collaborative initiatives between government and higher education to create a just 
and inclusive society, paving the way for a sustainable urban future in the region.

Keywords: higher education and sustainability, cities and sustainability, urban 
Northeast India environmental education, sustainable urbanisation

Introduction
In the 21st century, over half of the global population resides in urban areas, with a 
significant portion in developing countries, particularly in the Global South. These 
urban centres face challenges such as climate change, environmental degradation, rapid 
urban population growth, and inadequate infrastructure, all compounded by financially 
constrained governance. The largest incremental urbanisation in the world is expected to 
take place in India over the next few decades as its urban population rises from 450 million 
to over 700 million, overtaking the largest urbanisation in human history in China (UN, 
2019, as quoted in Batra et. al., 2021, p. 20). Urban areas in India are complex environments 
prone to multiple hazards. As governments seek solutions, there is an increasing emphasis 
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on long-term, glocal (global + local) strategies, aiming at building sustainable cities through 
inclusiveness and environmental justice.

The Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs conducted an elaborate assessment of cities 
based on their readiness and capacities to adopt measures for tackling climate change 
impacts and pointed out that holistic multi-stakeholder participation for cities is essential 
for becoming climate smart and resilient. Universities and educational institutions, local 
community participation, municipal corporations and civil societies, among others, 
are identified as crucial platforms for tackling climate change, especially in urban areas 
(NIUA & MoHUA, 2021). The Asian Development Bank, in collaboration with the Inter-
American Bank, in their report on Urbanisation in Asia also draws attention to prioritising 
the challenges related to and the need to build capacity to address urgent questions of 
sustainability in Asian cities.

As urban areas increasingly face climate pressures, higher education institutions can 
play a vital role in capacity-building and facilitating government climate policies. These 
institutions provide unique opportunities for evaluating and addressing challenges 
through community engagement. El-Jardali et al. (2018) pointed out how universities 
can be a crucial platform for numerous purposes: a) Universities can play a lead role in 
strengthening the science–policy interface, b) provide neutral platforms for cross-sectoral 
dialogue, c) support integrated and coherent policies and actions for SDGs, d) get involved 
in political processes, e) strengthen transdisciplinary learning and educational interactions, 
and f) demonstrate commitment to effective engagement and impact.

Since climate change is projected to impact many sectors, putting people and critical 
systems at risk, it is in India’s interest to enhance mitigation and adaptation action by 
focusing on better climate science, climate change education and institutional capacity 
building (Sathaye et al., 2006). Policy actions in India have already incorporated this. In 
2003, the University Grants Commission (UGC) introduced a six-month compulsory 
course on environmental studies for undergraduates from all disciplines across all central 
universities (Batra et. al., 2021, p. 18). India’s revised National Education Policy (2020) 
mentions climate change and environmental issues as the key “to empower learners to 
become aware of and understand global issues and to become active promoters of more 
peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure, and sustainable societies” (GoI, 2020, p. 37), aligned 
with the SDGs. 

Despite these efforts, contemporary education in India often overlooks the economic, 
social, and environmental vulnerabilities prevalent in urban areas (Batra et. al., 2021) 
and therefore, it is essential to analyse the curricula of higher educational institutions to 
assess India’s status and challenges regarding sustainable urbanisation. The Transforming 
Education for Sustainable Futures (TESF) India background paper (Batra et. al., 2021) 
highlights the need for building interdisciplinary knowledge structures and curricula to 
address gaps in education on sustainable urbanisation. This article presents an exploratory 
study of how institutions of higher education engage with the concepts of sustainable 
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urbanisation. The study examines curriculum from multiple universities located within 
India’s Northeast (NE henceforth) as well as from various universities located in Delhi but 
teaching about NE India. 

The NE is an appropriate site for conducting a research enquiry on sustainable 
urbanisation because it is an ecologically diverse sensitive geographical region constituting 
multiple interconnected ecosystems. The NE is accorded a distinct regional status within 
India, reflected in the establishment of a dedicated central ministry – the Ministry of 
Development of the North Eastern Region (DoNER). Through ongoing initiatives like the Act 
East Policy at the national scale along with a gamut of urban development incentives at the 
regional scale, the Central Government seeks to enhance regional integration and support 
infrastructure-driven development in the Northeast; urban centres are a key part of this 
area and play a crucial role. Exploring how universities contribute to ensuring sustainable 
urbanisation, or identifying the potential, limits and challenges that universities face in 
addressing such challenges will be useful in shaping higher education curricula both within 
and outside the classroom.

Research approach
The article examines how higher education incorporates urbanisation and sustainability 
concepts into its curriculum (Section A). To provide a comprehensive understanding, it 
juxtaposes two perspectives: 

	� it analyses the urban challenges in Northeast India through the lens of education 
and research (Section B), and 

	� explores the roles of civil societies, churches and local communities in fostering 
sustainable urban development beyond higher education (Section C).

Methods
This study provides a dialogue-based exploratory analysis of sustainable urbanisation in 
Northeast India, adopting a flexible approach to identify a wide range of related issues. It 
highlights the complex linkages within urban spaces and sets the foundation for future 
research and capacity building. The research focused on Guwahati, Tezpur, and Shillong, 
with additional interviews conducted at three universities located in Delhi specialising in 
Northeast India studies. Several approaches used are outlined in Table 1 below.
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Table 1: Summary of four research approaches used in this study

Approach 1: Literature 
Review 

Analysed secondary literature on higher education, focusing on 
urbanisation, climate change, sustainability, and capacity building.

Approach 2: Curriculum 
Survey

The objective of this approach was to identify the framework within higher 
education curricula that addresses urban sustainability through institutional 
mapping:
a.	 Map educational institutions in the study cities offering courses in 

sustainability, urbanisation, and community.
b.	 Chart the curricula, research topics, courses, workshops, and seminars 

focused on sustainability.
c.	 Identify disciplines related to sustainability and inclusive urbanisation.
d.	 Examine professional outreach, stakeholder consultancy, and university 

collaborations with local governance on sustainable urbanisation 
issues.

Approach 3: Interviews 
and discussions using 
semi-structured 
questionnaires

Recognising the Northeast as a unique regional entity, this project involved 
three research clusters in Delhi:
i.	 Miranda House Centre for North East Studies, Delhi University
ii.	 Centre for North East Studies and Policy Research, Jamia Millia Islamia
iii.	 Special Centre for the Study of North East India, Jawaharlal Nehru 

University

Additional premier universities in the Northeast included:
i.	 Gauhati University, Guwahati
ii.	 Cotton University, Guwahati
iii.	 Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Guwahati Campus
iv.	 Indian Institute of Technology, Guwahati
v.	 OKD Institute of Social Change and Development, Guwahati
vi.	 Tezpur University, Tezpur
vii.	 Northeastern Hill University, Shillong
viii.	 Martin Luther Christian University, Shillong

This approach fostered dialogue with educationists and researchers to 
identify existing knowledge on the persistent challenges of sustainable 
urbanisation in the Northeast, aiming for local interventions in urban 
sustainability.

Approach 4: Fieldwork Using Approach 3, we triangulated stakeholder narratives on sustainable 
urbanisation issues. During fieldwork, we focused on verifying concerns 
and challenges identified in Approaches 1 and 3. This involved exploring 
intervention opportunities within indigenous communities, institutions, and 
civil societies, as well as higher education institutions.
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Discussion and analysis

Section A: How higher education has engaged with the concepts of 
urbanisation and sustainability within their curriculum (graduate and  
post-graduate level)
This section discusses five approaches/pathways in which higher education engages with 
these concepts. The discussion is presented through an analysis of curricula, and relevant 
anecdotes are presented in each approach sourced from the interviews conducted. Many 
scholars in higher education have noted the significant limitations of urban issues in 
university curricula in the region. According to the NITI Aayog report on Urban Planning 
Capacity Reforms in India (2021, p. 70), only Assam has an educational institute offering a 
graduate course in urban planning among the eight North-East states. Urban dynamics are 
primarily addressed within the social sciences, mainly in geography and sociology.

The first pathway highlights that university curricula engage with urban sustainability 
only in a limited capacity. Most institutions address urban issues conceptually, leaving 
discussions on emerging challenges and the history of urbanisation in the North-East 
to individual instructors. Within the discipline of geography, concepts of sustainability 
and environmental issues are taught in both graduate and post-graduate levels but not 
necessarily integrated with modules teaching urbanisation. Consequently, students 
encounter these topics systematically only if they pursue degrees in geography or sociology, 
even then with limited engagements. Environmental science and Northeast studies often 
neglect the human-environment relationships within urban settings. A veteran professor 
noted during an interview:

The concept of sustainability has increasingly become visible in our day-to-day affairs through 
the media, and to some extent in universities. Cotton University’s geography department 
offers an undergraduate course on sustainable development and a postgraduate course on the 
Geography of Environment and Sustainability. However, these courses are introductory and 
often do not address the specific challenges of the Northeast. They include some examples 
of environmental movements and references to green living, but these often lack relevance 
to local contexts. The effectiveness of these courses depends on the instructor, who may or 
may not incorporate local examples. This traditional curriculum has been used in Northeast 
universities for decades, distributing knowledge about regional issues across various 
disciplines. As it attempts to cover a wide range of concepts, only a small portion addresses 
specific local or regional challenges.

– Professor, Cotton University, personal interview (December 2022)

This understanding about the Northeast is particularly relevant to NEHU, a prominent 
central university of the region, where the urban geography curriculum is considered 
‘traditional’. While the course provides a foundational understanding of urban settlements, 
focusing on their origins, growth, and classification, it primarily examines urbanisation 
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as a socio-economic and spatial process, tracing city evolution from ancient to modern 
times. Students learn mostly about functions of urban spaces, hierarchical patterns 
in Indian cities through the rank-size rule and Central Place Theory, and trends driving 
21st-century urbanisation with a focus in developing countries and India. Although the 
curriculum might include lessons on slums, water supply, waste management, pollution, 
environmental degradation, it often neglects specific concerns of the local context, thereby 
excluding engagements with the region’s unique challenges.

A second strand of the curriculum which address sustainable urban development 
in the region is offered through the disciplines of geography and sociology. However, 
engagement with local concerns could be strengthened. This is feasible due to the broad 
topics covered, which can be adapted to include local inputs. Additionally, the programme 
objectives emphasise an ‘applied dimension’ that addresses critical problems and spatial 
issues relevant to modern geography, including resource management, environmental 
and disaster management, land use planning, and urban and regional development, 
alongside climate change mitigation and adaptation. For instance, Cotton University’s 
master’s programme includes four core papers and one special paper specifically focused on 
‘Understanding Societal-Environmental Interactions’, highlighting this objective as a key 
aspect of its curriculum. Similarly, Tezpur University offers courses in ‘Urban Sociology’, 
‘Environmental Sociology’ and ‘Sociology of Northeast India’.

The curricula in geography and sociology from leading public universities in the 
Northeast address sustainability, urban development, and specialised courses related to 
the region. However, a significant gap persists in integrating local and regional issues into 
their syllabi. As one scholar has observed: 

Departments in environmental studies, geography, and economics address urban and 
environmental issues. For instance, Cotton University’s geography department offers an 
undergraduate course, ‘Urban Issues and Policies,’ which covers sustainable cities but lacks 
focus on the Northeast or local contexts, primarily introducing contemporary concepts. 
While sustainability questions have been integrated into higher education, with students 
from various disciplines opting for open courses, it remains unclear whether these courses 
adequately reflect current realities regarding environmental and urban challenges.

– Professor, Cotton University, personal interview (December 2022)

The courses at Cotton University and Tezpur University focus on various aspects of 
sociology, including a key course, Sociology of Northeast India, which addresses the 
region’s complexities and identity. The course examines the historical context of the term 
‘Northeast,’ its geographical and cultural diversity, and the impacts of colonialism and 
post-colonial commercialisation on tribal communities. In contrast, Tezpur University 
emphasises the historical framing of Northeast India, exploring social and political 
structures such as tribes, castes, and land ownership while addressing critical themes 
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like autonomy, immigration, and identity politics to provide a comprehensive view of the 
region’s socio-cultural dynamics.

Universities offer two focused geography courses to understand Northeast India as a 
distinct region: Geography of Development in Northeast India and Regional Geography of 
Assam. These courses highlight the region’s unique characteristics, challenges, and potential 
for sustainable development, emphasising social dynamics, resource management, and the 
interplay between local practices and external influences. By integrating eco-tourism and 
sustainable development strategies, they underscore opportunities for harnessing local 
resources while addressing environmental and social issues. The Regional Geography of 
Assam further explores the state’s historical evolution, resource utilisation, and agricultural 
practices, tackling socio-economic challenges like immigration and urbanisation trends, 
thus providing a comprehensive framework for understanding Assam’s development 
trajectory.

A third approach to intervention in higher education involves dedicated programmes 
focused exclusively on sustainability. An example is the master’s programme in Ecology, 
Environment, and Sustainable Development at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Guwahati, 
which adopts an interdisciplinary approach and offers a holistic curriculum centred on 
ecology as a foundational perspective:

The programme offers an in-depth understanding of Environment, Ecology, and Sustainable 
Development through a blend of theory, contemporary issue awareness, and fieldwork. 
It uniquely includes methods and skills training, along with independent field practices, 
aiming to equip students to understand environmental problems, mitigate impacts, and 
raise community awareness. As a professional course, it explores institutional structures 
and policies at local and international levels, focusing on India’s environmental challenges 
and strategies. While it addresses specific issues in the Northeast and provides theoretical 
insights, there is potential for further development in its applied aspects.

– Professor, TISS [Tata Institute of Social Sciences], personal interview (December 2022) 

The course adopts a dual approach combining theoretical and applied aspects of social 
sciences, ecology, and sustainable development. Theoretical components cover society, 
culture, identity, social exclusion, and ecological perspectives, while applied aspects focus 
on practical applications like environmental economics, governance, and Northeast-specific 
issues, including impact assessments. Students gain hands-on experience through term 
projects, internships, and fieldwork-based dissertations, equipping them to address urgent 
societal and environmental challenges, with a NE focus. 

The fourth pathway within higher education is an inter-disciplinary approach focussed 
exclusively on the Northeast and its myriad issues and challenges, as in the Centre for 
Northeast Studies and Policy Research in Jamia Milia Islamia (JMI) and the Special Centre 
for the Study of North East India in Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), both located in 
Delhi. JMI offers a course on ‘Rights, Resources, and Identities: Matrix of Ecological Politics 
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in North East India’. It covers the region as an ecological unit, exploring state dynamics, 
social movements, and contemporary issues in Northeast India. They work with approaches 
to higher education in Northeast Studies, noting: 

In the Northeast, where narratives are diverse, universities must produce knowledge that is 
both lived and contextual. Higher education should emphasise environmental and climate 
change issues through the lens of regional development, with urbanization playing a pivotal 
role. While discussions on ‘just city’ and ‘smart city’ concepts are valuable, they are insufficient 
to address the rapid changes in state narratives during the neoliberal period, which present 
challenges to Environment-Human Relations. An epistemological approach is needed in 
higher education to critically assess policies and relate to experiential cases, particularly 
through the political ecology of Northeast India. Expanding this focus to include community 
studies, livelihoods, migration, and economic factors is essential for grounding development 
discourse in sustainability. Furthermore, there exists a significant research gap between 
top-down developmental approaches and the bottom-up traditional knowledge systems of 
sustainability.

– Professor, JNU, personal interview (August 2022)

With the broad social science interdisciplinary approach of studying the Northeast, the 
focus on the urban and its associated challenges, however, are still gaps that such approaches 
may need to face in the future. 

At the Centre for Northeast Studies (JNU) the core PhD courses include a section on 
understanding Northeast India, framed through an epistemic lens to deepen knowledge 
in history, society, politics, culture, economy, development, and neighbourhood studies. 
The other part focuses on interdisciplinary research methodology, enabling students to 
conduct cutting-edge research on the region. While we aim to keep our courses relevant and 
contextual, there is a notable gap in geographical and urban studies for Northeast India, as we 
currently lack a dedicated urban studies course. We address urban debates through lectures, 
discussions, and research topics but recognise the need for a more structured methodological 
approach. Additionally, we engage in public knowledge dissemination through seminars, 
lectures, conferences, publications, and projects. However, developing a focused methodology 
for understanding urban issues in Northeast India is a critical priority that we need to address.

– Professor, JNU, personal interview (August 2022) 

The focus on ecological issues and sustainability has found a platform within such 
interdisciplinary social science approaches, both in JNU and JMI.

While we have yet to introduce a dedicated course on sustainability at the Centre for 
Northeast Studies (JNU), our economic development and political ecology courses extensively 
cover related topics. These include modernity versus tradition, traditional knowledge 
systems, common resource sharing, customary laws, livelihood institutions, environmental 
nationalism, citizenship, feminist ecology, and sustainable development. Given the region’s 
focus on extractive capitalism, we are addressing debates on environmental impacts, human 
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security, development projects, land acquisition, displacement, food security, and climate 
change. We also examine issues like deforestation, land erosion, recurring floods, and 
environmental movements concerning ownership, consent, and indigenous rights.

 – Professor, JNU, personal interview (August 2022)

A final approach within higher education which engages with the Northeast is the Miranda 
House Centre for North East Studies, Delhi University. The Centre is a resource platform 
in partnership with the Institute of Bio-resources and Sustainable Development (IBSD), an 
institute of the Department of Biotechnology located in Manipur. Built on the experience 
of the IBSD, the Northeastern Council funded the establishment of the North Eastern 
Regional Research and Resource Centre. It organises seminars, conferences, webinars and 
talk shows in partnership with the North Eastern Council. 

The Resource and Research Centre is the educational outreach nodal office for the North 
Eastern Council. Apart from a library, documentation centre, museum and promotion and 
display of materials and arts and crafts of the region, the Resource and Research Centre 
also promotes research in Area Studies. They aim to establish a studio to create space for an 
over-the-top (OTT) platform and promote the media outreach of the centre and highlight 
cultural programmes. The centre focuses on dialogues with policy-makers, academia, 
entrepreneurs and artists from the region. Livelihood options and skill building through 
local prospects are highlighted: 

The centre is mandated to document and research the Northeast region through an 
interdisciplinary approach, integrating pure sciences, social sciences, and humanities. One of 
its key aims is skill development, focusing on upskilling students and engaging directly with 
communities. Additionally, there is a wealth of knowledge within these communities that 
requires thorough documentation and study. 

– Professor, Miranda House, personal interview (September 2022) 

This is another inter-disciplinary approach which engages with applied dimensions of 
sustainable development, through upskilling and building networks between the NE region 
and Delhi. Public engagements and environmental awareness campaigns are also ways for 
the universities to disseminate information and connect with the societies. The following 
table gives an overview of the limited capacities of the universities in these areas. 
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Table 2: Higher Education, Sustainability and Urban Development

Institutions of Higher 
Education U_D_1 U_D_2 U_D_3 U_G_1 U_G_2 U_G_3 U_G_4 U_T U_S

Curriculum Based/ Education (graduate and post-graduate level)

Includes curriculum 
related to environment 
and sustainability

no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Includes curriculum 
related to urbanisation no no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Includes curriculum 
related to sustainability 
questions of India’s 
Northeast

no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Includes curriculum 
related to urban 
challenges of NE

no no partial no yes no yes yes yes

Research

Ongoing or past projects 
related to sustainability of 
NE region

no no yes no yes no no yes yes

Ongoing or past projects 
related to sustainability of 
NE urban

no no no no yes no no no yes

Publications related to 
sustainability of NE no yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Sustainability of NE urban 
development no no no yes yes no yes yes yes

Conferences/Seminars on 
Sustainability of NE and its 
challenges

no no yes no yes yes no yes yes

Public Engagement

Projects or talks involving 
civil societies or the public yes no no no no no no no no

Public Engagement

Campaigns for 
awareness generation, 
pamphleteering or 
exhibits, participation in 
democratic protests in 
issues related to urban 
environmental issues

yes no partial no no no no no no

Source: Based on analysis of university curriculum and interviews 

Index: U_D_1 (NE MH, Delhi University), U_D_2 (NE centre, JMI), U_D_3 (NE centre, JNU), U_G_1 (Guwahati 
University), U_G_2 (Cotton University), U_G_3 (IIT Guwahati), U_G_4 (TISS Guwahati), U_T (Tezpur University), 
U_S (NEHU, Shillong)
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Section B: Unpacking the NE urban and its associated emerging challenges 
through educationists and research within 
Scholars note that research interventions in higher education in the Northeast are 
increasingly constrained. The only institution wholly dedicated to research in the region is 
the Omeo Kumar Das Institute for Social Change and Development (OKDISCD), supported 
by the Assam Government and the Indian Council for Social Science Research. The institute 
boasts a digital archive which is “a repository of documents pertaining to the social 
movements of the region. Presently the archive has about 1000 policy documents besides 
about 3000 original texts produced by the groups spearheading political movements, 
newspapers and magazines with ideological tilts, little-magazines which are not to be found 
easily and newspaper clippings collected by organizations and individuals”. 

The Institute’s research areas include Regional Development, Governance, Health 
and Education; Livelihood and Environment; Ethnicity, Peace and Conflict; and Gender 
Studies. Its journal, Social Change and Development, publishes contemporary research on 
the Northeast, showcasing diverse scholarly perspectives. Notably, issues and challenges 
related to urban areas in the region have been largely overlooked, as scholars observe:

When you talk about urban in the context of the Northeast, research is actually scarce, because 
academia has perhaps focussed on issues it deems ‘more visible’ in the region. The urban is 
just there … as an extension of rural area, where people live in a dense habitat. In fact, it might 
also be interesting to know that people here do not always prefer to live in the city, rather the 
goal is always to retire into the countryside even though they have worked their entire careers 
in an urban area. The urban is just less visible and hence draws less attention. 

– Professor, OKDISCD, personal interview (December 2022) 

At the Omeo Kumar Das Institute for Social Change and Development (OKDISCD), we 
currently have three projects focusing on Environment and Sustainability: the Regional Cost 
Benefit Analysis of the Ranganadi Hydro Electric Project (RHEP); the Projected Estimation 
of CBA for the Lower Subansiri Hydro Electric Project (LSHEP); and Life, Livelihood and 
Exclusion: The Char Dwellers in the Brahmaputra Valley of Assam. 

– Professor, OKDISCD, personal interview (December 2022) 

We do not have any commissioned projects on urban issues in the Northeast, either currently 
or in the past. Given the ongoing process of urbanization and its development discourse in 
the region, there is a clear need for dedicated research in this area. 

– Professor, OKDISCD, personal interview (December 2022) 

Ongoing projects associated with sustainability and environment in the premier universities 
in the region include: a) Geo-environmental problems and impact on sustainable 
development of lower Kulsi river basin, Assam; b) Floods and their impacts on livelihood 
in rural Assam: To what extent floods have expanded the poverty trap; and c) Forests and 
forest dwellers in Assam: Searching for a sustainable relationship. 
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Among the region’s universities, there is significant potential to enhance research in 
terms of diversity, coverage of contemporary issues, and innovative perspectives. Scholars 
from these institutions have characterised research as ‘slag’, ‘facing hindrances’, ‘red-
tapism’, ‘lack of initiative and funding’, and ‘non-collaborative’, which is concerning. 
Scholars interviewed highlight that research in higher education in the Northeast has 
been severely limited, “particularly in recent times when state support for education has 
diminished”, necessitating productive interventions. They also emphasise that:

Inter-institutional collaboration and community engagement on urban challenges, 
environmental issues, and sustainability in the Northeast are notably limited. The master’s 
programme in Ecology, Environment, and Sustainable Development at TISS, Guwahati, 
exemplifies such collaboration and community engagement. Additionally, some colleges, such 
as Sonapur College under Gauhati University, adopt similar approaches. 

– Professor, Cotton University, personal interview (December 2022) 

Universities with a social science interdisciplinary approach, particularly the North East 
Centres of JMI and JNU, are leading in publishing quality research and organising lectures, 
workshops, seminars, and conferences, along with collaborative projects with national and 
international forums. Notable examples include the lecture on ‘Frontier urbanism: Patterns, 
processes, conflicts and smart strategies’ and the ‘National conference cum workshop on 
disaster management and climate change: Perspectives from India’s Northeast’. Research 
on themes such as urban development and sustainability in the context of India’s Northeast 
should be further pursued through these excellent platforms.

Within the region, the Indian Institute of Technology, Guwahati, has been at the 
forefront of urban research projects, including ‘Waste-work, caste stigma, and urban 
precarity: Empirical evidence from Guwahati and Mumbai’ and ‘Examining nature-society 
relations through urban infrastructure’ under the Department of Humanities and Social 
Sciences. Recently completed projects with both national and international collaborations 
include ‘Building capacities in Eastern India’, ‘Climate change and Manipur: Input to 
state action plan on climate change’, ‘Climate change vulnerability Mapping in the Indian 
Himalayan states’, ‘Water and livelihood: Assessing climate vulnerability and potential 
adaptive strategies for the Eastern Himalayan region of India’, ‘Ecosystems for life’, and 
‘Ecotourism and sustainable livelihoods: A prospective look in the rural areas of Manipur’.

A vibrant research environment is indicative of high-quality higher education. However, 
there has been a systematic shift away from research in recent times. As one scholar 
observes: 

Research today falls significantly short of its potential, marked by severe funding cuts and 
dwindling interest within the research community. Existing projects tend to be small, vague, 
and non-critical, suggesting an unspoken regulation on the type of knowledge produced, 
the portrayal of findings, and the perspectives shared with society. While institutions with 
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international collaborations have fared better, state universities, which educate a larger 
segment of the region’s population, are gradually deteriorating.

– Professor, Gauhati University, personal interview (December 2022)

The immediate challenge that universities face is to be able to rethink their public role 
to effectively support and contribute to achieving just and sustainable futures, through 
engagements beyond the classroom. Scholars from the region express concerns that 
universities are increasingly becoming ivory towers, disconnected from the social and 
environmental realities around them even when syllabi discuss such challenges, albeit with 
generalisations. The scholars also raise critical questions regarding how this public role 
manifests in various contexts and how it can grow to align with the university’s three key 
functions: education, research, and public engagement.

Section C: The roles of civil societies, churches and the people (local action / 
communities) of the region 
In the Northeast, many civil societies are small and focused on local issues, while others 
operate region-wide across all states. Christian missionaries, historically significant since 
colonisation, have been active through educational institutions, addressing sustainable 
development and other local challenges. Additionally, many grassroots initiatives aim to 
promote inclusive and sustainable living. This section explores their views on urbanisation 
and their approaches to sustainable development.

Non-state actors for sustainable urbanisation: Role of civil societies in NE
Non-state organisations of the region play a vital role in addressing regional challenges. 
They produce evidence-based insights for policy decision-making, enhance the quality 
and accessibility of public services, and serve as the voice of marginalised communities. 
Additionally, they raise awareness about environmental issues affecting communities 
worldwide.

Prominent civil society organisations and their pathways of capacity building are 
presented in Tables 4, 5, 6 and 7 that follow.
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Table 4: Action Aid and its activities in the NE

Spaces of involvement Action Aid’s practice and research focuses on Guwahati City, while also 
engaging with rural areas in the Northeast on sustainable agriculture. They 
work with approximately 1 200 farmers, educating them about pesticide use 
and sustainable practices.

Guwahati Pathfinder “We began by mapping Guwahati to identify its poorest and most vulnerable 
populations. In collaboration with Cotton College, we developed the 
Guwahati Pathfinder to locate slums and at-risk communities, including 
those near municipal workers’ colonies, railway tracks, and flood-prone 
areas. We acknowledged that each community has its own challenges and 
worked to set aside our middle-class biases to engage effectively. The Sisters 
of Charity also support these vulnerable groups.”

Urban informal sector For the past 15 years, Action Aid has worked with informal sector vendors 
in Guwahati. Despite some having Supreme Court-recognised vending 
registration cards, the municipal office often does not provide them space in 
the city’s markets. Action Aid helps negotiate access for vendors and assists 
those without trade licenses in applying for registration with the municipal 
office.

Water dialogue “Previously, Action Aid hosted a forum called ‘Water Dialogue’, uniting 
various NGOs to address the city’s water challenges. This led to the 
formation of the ‘Society for Sustainable NE’ in collaboration with the EU, 
focusing on women’s and children’s rights along with land rights. However, 
the network has become dormant due to a lack of projects and funding.”

Contested land and 
illegalities in the city

“Action Aid published the report ‘Urban governance for whom: Public 
amenities and land use in Guwahati City’, critically analysing land 
occupation in the city. We also conducted a water-route mapping 
alongside the land use project, revealing that the Bharalu-Basistha-
Bahini river channel has been disrupted by unplanned construction. 
Illegal land occupation (‘dokhol’) is occurring at Deepor Beel (wetland), 
and environmentally sensitive areas like the hills and wetlands are being 
developed for private universities and schools. For instance, Downtown 
University is located in the hills, while the new Downtown School has been 
built on the Xilxaku wetland.”

Urban School Action Aid’s ‘Urban School’ unites researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners from various regional universities to discuss urban processes in 
Northeast India.

Source: Personal interview with Action Aid, Guwahati (December 2022) 
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Table 5: World Vision and its activities in the NE

Spaces of involvement World Vision’s practice and research focuses on Guwahati City, while also 
engaging in rural areas of Northeast India. They independently conduct 
projects and collaborate with organisations like UNICEF WASH, with whom 
they’ve been involved in capacity-building for over a decade.

Livelihood “We identified a causal link between health, education, and livelihood in 
the city. We provide economic assistance, such as cash transfers for small 
businesses, based on 29 eligibility criteria, including disaster impact. For 
those lacking access to the Public Distribution System (PDS), we offer 
biannual food baskets tailored to nutritional needs. While we don’t run self-
help groups directly, we connect individuals to them and facilitate networks. 
Our Social Accountability groups help identify those in need and assist with 
government schemes, including registering ‘shram cards’ and supporting 
education, health, and disability programs. We partner with Bank of Baroda 
for zero-balance accounts and other economic improvement schemes. 
Additionally, we focus on youth skill development through ICICI Bank, 
aiding placements and providing vocational training, especially in cutting, 
tailoring, and beautician courses for girls. In education, we collaborate with 
government schools for grades 10 to 12 and Lower Primary schools.”

My City Initiative World Vision’s ‘My City Initiative’ was discontinued due to funding shortages. 
Currently, funds for Northeast focus on vulnerable people and locations; 
urban vulnerability is often overlooked, leading to minimal funding. This 
forces us to discontinue urban projects or divert funds to more immediate 
issues, like floods.

Involvement in peri-urban 
areas legalities

“We operate in the peri-urban hills of western Guwahati, recently 
incorporated into municipality wards, covering 8 to 10 wards. The 
settlements are largely permanent, with some forest dwellers and one slum. 
Some residents have permanent status with patta (land title depicting 
tenure) while semi-settled individuals do not.”

Source: Personal interview with World Vision, Guwahati (December 2022)

Green Hub is a youth-based intervention targeting sustainable livelihood is the civil society. 
Its objective is “To engage and empower youth in conservation education, action, climate 
sustainability and social change through the visual medium; and create a digital resource 
bank for wildlife, environment and indigenous knowledge. Through this process, initiate 
sustainable, alternate and aspirational livelihoods for individuals and the community 
that help build local economy and enterprise, with conservation of natural resources and 
community wellbeing at the core of it” (Green Hub, 2025).
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Table 6: Green Hub and its activities in the NE

Spaces of involvement Based in Tezpur and spanning across Northeast India, this is a collaborative 
initiative between North East Network (NEN) and Dusty Foot Productions 
(DFP)

Tezpur Urban 
Sustainability

Projects in Tezpur focus on waste management in collaboration with the 
municipality, including a survey of the drainage network and a zero-waste 
collection initiative. They also operate a Youth Wellness Hub dedicated to 
mental health. Disaster mitigation efforts target the surrounding wetlands, 
addressing mapping, construction activities, and dumping issues.

People-centric 
approaches

Current people-centric projects include the Youth for Forest ecological 
restoration initiative, biodiversity mapping by Green Hub fellows, an alumni 
association network, and responsible tourism efforts in four community 
sites.

Outreach and 
collaborations

Network-building initiatives involve partnerships with 10-15 civil societies 
across India each year for video documentation. The approach is ‘learning 
while doing’, engaging communities. The resulting films are shared widely. 
Collaborations in the academic community include Tezpur University’s 
Department of Environmental Science. Green Hub also facilitates internships 
on mass communication for youth though Tezpur University.

Source: Personal interview with Green Hub, Tezpur (December 2022) 

Table 7 below compares various civil society organisations in terms of their ongoing and 
past projects, their networks and challenges.

Table 7: Sustainable urbanisation and non-state actors: Civil societies in practice

Civil Societies Action 
Aid

World 
Vision

Social Forum/ 
Don Bosco 

Society

Green Hub 
Fellowship/Dusty 
Foot Foundation

Projects 
based on 
urban NE

Ongoing project no yes no no

Past projects yes yes no no

People and 
relations

Actions related to 
disaster mitigation in 
urban areas

yes yes yes yes

Ongoing projects with 
active people-centric 
relations

Irregular Irregular yes yes

Networks 
with civil 
societies

Network building 
initiatives with other 
civil societies

yes yes yes yes
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The Church for sustainability in NE
The Church’s social outreach and community-building efforts in Northeast India encompass 
both urban and remote communities. Various church networks exist, with some limited 
to individual states and others spanning the entire region. The Church has been a vital 
platform for the NE when it comes to supporting education through schools, colleges, and 
universities, and supporting health through hospitals and creche services. A prominent 
example is the Don Bosco Network, also known as the Social Forum, under the North East 
Diocesan Social Service Society. Its mission, “Empowering and enabling local communities 
in the North East for inclusive development,” serves as the social wing of the North East 
India Regional Bishops’ Council, covering 15 dioceses and also partners with multiple 
organisations across the region. As the Director of Social Forum explained in an interview 
(December 2022): 

Our mission is to enable member associations to empower poor, marginalised, and ethnic 
groups in the region, promoting a peaceful, just, and equitable society through participatory 
and sustainable development. We are building a sustainable network in both urban and rural 
areas. In academia, Don Bosco University and its schools focus on inclusive, sustainable 
methods, exemplified by our green campus initiative. The Social Forum is currently engaged 
in ‘Save the Earth’ project, working with various communities across Northeast India to 
promote sustainable livelihoods.

The Social Forum promotes community empowerment through skill building, organisational 
consultancy, and resource mobilisation. It emphasises inclusive development, environmental 
protection, and disaster management, while addressing women’s empowerment through 
networking and livelihood promotion. The Forum also offers relief services in community 
healthcare, education, and peace initiatives.

The Don Bosco Centre for Indigenous Cultures (DBCIC) in Shillong is a museum 
dedicated to the study of indigenous communities in Northeast India. It includes the North 
Eastern Institute for Research in Anthropology (NEIRA), which explores themes such as 
lesser-known tribes, social organisations, anthropological literature, property and social 
change, archaeological findings, cultural diversity, and health demographics. NEIRA also 
focuses on tribal solidarity movements, peace efforts, and the documentation of folk 
music and crafts. Research related to sustainable urban issues addresses the impacts of 
urbanisation and industrialisation, as well as environmental management in the region.

Challenges 
for projects 
in urban 
areas

Funding no no Not disclosed Not disclosed

Project initiatives in 
urban areas no no no yes

Sustained network no no no yes

Source: Based on analysis of questionnaires from field visits 
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Initiatives for sustainable urbanisation by the people
The Sixth Schedule of the Indian Constitution recognises traditional indigenous governance 
within its communities. In Shillong, the capital of Meghalaya, autonomous councils for 
governance are prevalent, as in other states across the region. Gupta (2003, p. 127) pointed 
out that for Shillong, “the past also lives on in institutions like the office of the headman 
which still continues in some localities of the town”. Similarly, “the Church and Khasi 
traditional dorbar shnong play a very important role among the Khasis’ (in the context 
of modernisation vs. traditional forms of an urban life) (Gupta, 2003, p. 133). “Khasi 
traditional concept of ‘dorbar’ (council) is social, political, sacred and divine; so that the 
authority of the dorbar depends on both its political authority as an institution and on its 
sacred and divine authority. The dorbar shnong is the primary unit of administration based 
at the locality (in the urban areas) or village (in the rural areas) level and it is ethnocentric 
and semi-democratic in nature” (Kharmylliem & Kipgen, 2021).

The dorbar is a democratic, participatory governance system that has served our community 
for generations, operating without salaries as a form of charity. Numerous dorbars exist within 
Shillong’s municipal boundaries, predating modern institutions like the municipality. They are 
defined by local communities and include residents from various backgrounds, both within 
and outside Meghalaya. Our goal is to maintain a peaceful and harmonious neighbourhood.

– Rongbashnong (Head of the dorbar shnong), Shillong, personal interview (February 2023) 

The dorbars are informal, traditional institutions essential for self-governance, operating 
with community sanction at the grassroots level. They address significant challenges in both 
urban and rural areas. In Shillong, water access and supply are pressing issues. Kharmylliem 
and Kipgen (2021) highlighted that dorbar shnong in areas outside the municipality 
must intervene to improve water supply, seeking assistance from local legislators and 
the Public Health and Engineering Department. The draft Meghalaya State Water Policy 
(2013) emphasises that traditional bodies like the dorbar shnong should manage water 
infrastructure, ultimately transferring control to local user groups.

Dorbar shnongs manage their own funds collected from local residents, tailored to address 
specific community issues. For water challenges, some dorbars collect fees for the Public 
Health Engineering Department, which are used for related works. They also construct 
small infrastructure such as drains, tanks, and community washing areas, and help maintain 
springs, wells, and pipes.

– Rongbashnong, Shillong, personal interview (February 2023) 

Dorbars address community complaints and help resolve issues, including water-related 
conflicts. In rural areas, they also manage community and sacred forests (see Figure 2). A 
member of Mawphlang dorbar points out:

We look after the forests that belong to this village. These are sacred forests for the people, 
and therefore, we cannot take out anything from the forests, not even timber or fallen fruits. 
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What is of the forest, will remain in the forest. Our forefathers used to worship inside the 
forests, through rituals. Although those practices are no longer continued in this forest (in 
others such rituals are practised), the sanctity of the forest has remained still for us. We also 
protect nearby conserved forests, which are government-owned. Additionally, we address 
village issues collectively under our King, the Shyiem.

– Member of Mawphlang dorbar, personal interview (February 2023)

Protecting forests fosters sustainable ecosystems by preserving topsoil, biodiversity, and 
water sources. Communities have traditionally engaged in these practices as part of their 
culture, often incorporating them into festivals and fairs. The protection extended to the 
forests are strong and collective as mentioned by the Rongbashnong of Pynursla 

Our village has coal in community forests, but we refuse to allow mining because the forest 
is more valuable to us. Outsiders would destroy our ecosystem, jeopardising our survival. We 
only permit entry during festivals that celebrate the forest.

– Rongbashnong, Pynursla, personal interview (February 2023)

Cultural resilience can be enhanced through the maintenance of traditional institutions as 
they are citizen-driven collaborations, and therefore democratic. However, the presence of 
multiple parallel institutions may complicate governance by creating over-representations 
of issues and miscommunications, ultimately leading to implementation delays. The 
government is keen on expanding municipal areas, with plans for a ‘new Shillong’ where 
modern solutions is sought to address water issues. Kharmylliem and Kipgen (2021) note 
that dorbar shnongs resist municipal authority, criticising the municipal development 
funding for being poorly utilised. However, dorbar shnongs are also praised for safeguarding 
cultural identity from undue governmental influence, thereby preserving their traditional 
authority. Figures 1 and 2 that follow illustrate some of the actions of dorbar shnongs.

Figure 1: Community clothes-washing 
infrastructure built by dorbar shnong

Figure 2: Inside a sacred forest, Mawphlang, 
protected under a dorbar shnong

Source: Author (field visit)Source: Author (field visit)
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Dorbars in Meghalaya and similar autonomous councils in other states provide a vital 
platform for fostering inclusive and sustainable urban development in Northeast India. 
Their inclusivity stems from recognising every inhabitant as a stakeholder within a people-
centric self-governance framework. In addition to the dorbars, residents of Shillong have 
created individual-led informal groups focused on environmental and sustainability issues, 
operating through volunteerism and community participation. 

The Shillong urban area has rapidly expanded beyond its municipal limits, resulting in privately 
managed basic services like water supply in many residential areas, with the government not 
obligated to provide them. Rivers and streams, once clear, have become garbage dumping 
sites, exemplified by the deteriorating state of the Umkaliar River. Along with a group of 
concerned residents, I participate in bi-monthly clean-ups, but the pollution increases faster 
than we can manage. Despite multiple attempts to engage the government on this critical 
sustainability issue, I have had no success. Our group, Operation Clean-Up, aims to cover as 
many areas as possible, encouraging local residents and volunteers to join us in preserving our 
environment, our home.

– Social activist and a leading journalist of NE, personal interview (February 2023)

Figure 3: Garbage on the Umkaliar River, Shillong. Operation Clean-Up in action

Source: Interviewee, gathered during field work, encouraged to share

Sustainable food production is increasingly taking place at the individual level and is 
gradually expanding to involve the community. An academic based in Shillong has initiated 
efforts to develop sustainable food sources through green roofing on residences – the Green 
Roof Initiative. 
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During the pandemic, as supply chains were disrupted and vegetables became scarce, I realised 
how dependent city residents are on external sources. Like many others, I recognised the need 
to become our own suppliers for what we can control. This led to a newfound appreciation in 
me for converting grey roofs to green roofs. The benefits of green roofs are numerous: they 
enhance aesthetics, absorb rainwater, keep buildings warm, reduce air pollution, alleviate 
stress, and improve health and air quality. People have now begun to understand that green 
roofs promote healthy living by supporting nutritious food consumption, enhancing air 
quality, and providing mental peace. Since the pandemic, cities have become better places as 
residents turned to gardening during lockdowns, growing vegetables, trees, and flowers on 
their roofs, which has contributed to making Shillong a healthier city.

– Professor, NEHU, personal interview (February 2023) 

These unstructured initiatives by individuals and civil societies reflect a community 
united in creating sustainable urban spaces in Northeast India, in turn, highlighting how 
grassroots communities contribute to participatory urban development.

Conclusions
This article presents an exploratory study of how institutions of higher education engage 
with the concepts of sustainable urbanisation. The study examines curriculum from multiple 
universities located within India’s Northeast as well as from various universities located in 
Delhi but teaching about NE India. Five approaches to teaching sustainable urbanisation 
were identified and has been elaborately discussed using expert interviews with professors 
within the universities have studied. Apart from teaching courses, the article also presents 
discussions of research topics, courses, workshops, and seminars aimed at generating 
knowledge and fostering greater engagement with concepts of sustainability in urban areas. 
The study found limitations in teaching and research interventions within higher education 
curricula in Northeast India, particularly in addressing themes of cities, sustainability and 
urbanisation, underscoring the need for strengthening outreach, stakeholder consultancy, 
and public collaboration to keep universities connected to the region’s contemporary and 
emerging environmental realities. 

Additionally, the study explored how several actors outside formal academia, including 
civil societies, the Church, and incentives of local communities contribute to addressing 
issues of sustainability and urbanisation across various urban centres of Northeast India. 
It highlights the potential of such interventions to complement academic efforts towards 
sustainable urban development. The study finds that collaborative initiatives between 
government and higher education can contribute towards building a just and inclusive 
society, paving the way for a sustainable urban future in the Northeast.
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