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Abstract

Environmental failures across critical areas like water management, urban planning, agriculture, and the circular
economy are the systemic issues this research addresses by exploring the transformative power of grassroots
movements as a direct response. Traditional top-down approaches often overlook key social dimensions,
exacerbating inequality and environmental degradation. Grassroots movements, originating within local
communities, fill these critical gaps by fostering innovative, community-driven solutions that challenge
established power structures. A detailed case analysis of the Zapotillo water conflict in Mexico illustrates how
local communities accumulate social, legal, and economic capital to influence large-scale projects. In urban water
management, grassroots initiatives promote environmental justice by advancing principles through Green
Stormwater Infrastructure, addressing historical inequities in marginalized communities. The study further
examines network and institutional pathways utilized by farmers in diverse regions such as the USA and Southern
Brazil, emphasizing collective agency in sustainable agriculture. Finally, the article critiques the mainstream
circular economy, advocating for a socially inclusive model rooted in fundamental human needs, community self-
reliance, and balanced interdependence between people, technology, and nature. The findings highlight the critical
role of grassroots actors in driving systemic change and underscore the necessity for policymakers to integrate
local knowledge and participation into broader sustainability strategies. Empowering grassroots movements is
essential for achieving equity, justice, and true sustainability in global development.
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1: Introduction

In today's world, we are confronted with numerous
significant challenges, including water shortages,
environmental pollution, and urban areas grappling
with a myriad of emerging issues, alongside an
inequitable distribution of resources. Frequently, the
solutions put forth by large governments and
corporations fall short or may even exacerbate the
situation, as they tend to prioritize economic growth or
technical solutions without adequately considering the
human element. This trend, often referred to as
"neoliberal urban governance," typically fails to
address the fundamental issues underlying problems
such as inequality and the lack of essential services
(Smith, 2020).

However, there is a glimmer of hope. Across the globe,
everyday individuals are uniting to create what are
known as grassroots movements. These initiatives
originate within communities and seek to confront
issues that directly impact their lives. This paper will
explore how grassroots movements are not merely
reactive; rather, they are actively fostering systemic
change and contributing to the creation of more
sustainable and equitable societies. We will investigate
various examples from different sectors to demonstrate
the potency of these local actions (Doe, 2021).

Understanding grassroot moments and systematic
change

Grassroots movements are local groups formed by
people with shared interests or concerns for their
community, often starting small but growing through
collective action. Unlike large organizations or
governments, these movements address specific
community problems that top-down systems may
overlook, bringing new perspectives and sometimes
challenging established power structures (Ford et al.,
2016). In academic terms, grassroots movements act as
“niches” that challenge “regimes,”
demonstrating what Hannah Arendt describes as “the
new always happens against the overwhelming odds”
(Arendt, 1958). These groups exercise “power to,”
meaning their ability to act collectively and make
change, rather than simply holding “power over”
others (Arendt, 1970). To achieve their goals,
grassroots movements accumulate different kinds of
“capitals”—such as social networks, knowledge, or
resources—enabling community-driven change and
innovation (Arendt, 1958; Ford et al., 2016).

dominant

Grassroot in water management the zapotillo conflict

A notable instance of grassroots power can be seen in

the Zapotillo water conflict in Mexico. For nearly two
decades, local communities such as Temacapulin,
Acasico, and Palmarejo resisted a major dam project
intended to flood their villages (Tetreault, 2024). At
the outset, the state held far greater technical, legal, and
organizational resources, easily dismissing villagers’
early concerns (Godinez-Madrigal et al.,, 2020).
However, the communities strategically accumulated
various forms of capital throughout their struggle.
They built social and legal capital by organizing public
demonstrations and securing legal representation,
framing their cause as a matter of human rights to
attract broader public support (Tetreault, 2024).
Relational and economic capital followed, as they
convened international gatherings of dam-impacted
communities, leveraging global
discovering new financial resources from migrant
networks abroad (Godinez-Madrigal et al., 2020). This
multifaceted grassroots mobilization transformed them
into formidable actors who, despite being initially
powerless, compelled the government to negotiate and
adapt the project (Tetreault, 2024).

awareness and

Environmental justice and greenstorm infrastructure

Grassroots action plays a crucial role in advancing
environmental  justice
management, particularly through Green Stormwater
Infrastructure (GSI) initiatives. Cities increasingly
face severe flooding and pollution from stormwater,
and research shows that marginalized communities are
most affected due to historic inequities in urban
planning (LeFevre et al., 2023; Reckner et al., 2024).
GSI such as rain gardens, green roofs, and permeable
pavements—offers nature-based solutions that can

within  urban  water

mitigate these risks, cool urban spaces, and improve
local air and water quality (Reckner et al., 2024).
However, studies reveal that cities often neglect core
environmental justice (EJ) principles in GSI planning
and implementation. A recent comparative analysis of
GSI documents in the USA and South Africa found
limited attention to EJ and insufficient engagement
with affected communities (LeFevre et al., 2023).
Grassroots contrast, define
environment broadly—encompassing where people

organizations, by

live, work, and play—and emphasize that justice
demands meaningful participation in decision-making
and protection from environmental harm. The USA’s
17 Principles of Environmental Justice, developed by
grassroots coalitions, call for equal involvement at
every level of planning and guard against
environmental burdens in already impacted
communities (WE ACT for Environmental Justice,
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2024). Incorporating these grassroots principles into
GSI can address both current stormwater challenges
and broader patterns of urban inequality (LeFevre et
al., 2023; Reckner et al., 2024).

Diverse fine agagriculture: Network and institutional
pathways

Farmers around the world are increasingly leveraging
network pathways to overcome structural barriers in
agriculture. In regions like the USA Corn Belt and
Northern Malawi, farmers form collaborative groups
to share knowledge, seeds, farm equipment, and
market access, enabling resource pooling and peer-to-
peer learning (Singh et al., 2024; Matthews et al.,
2024). Through these grassroots networks, they
exercise agency and  collectively
environmental stewardship, food security, and
operational challenges (Cressman, 2013; Kyveryga,
2019). For example, networks serve as platforms for
knowledge exchange about climate-smart practices
and as buffers against economic and ecological shocks
(Weiss etal., 2020; Raymond et al., 2015). Technology
has enhanced these connections through data-sharing
platforms, further reinforcing collective resilience
(Singh et al., 2024; Misanya et al., 2023).

address

In contrast, institutional pathways involve more top-
down, structural interventions, often instigated by
governments but frequently propelled by grassroots
mobilization (Matthews et al., 2024). Southern
Brazil’s experience is illustrative—here, strong farmer
movements influenced public policy, resulting in
school meal programs that source from diversified and
organic  local  producers, thus  promoting
agroecological transition (Raymond et al., 2015;
NASDA Foundation, 2024). Such policy frameworks
institutionalize support and create markets for
sustainable agriculture (Singh et al., 2024). When
institutions respond to bottom-up advocacy, they foster
supportive policies that scale local innovations
(Matthews et al., 2024). The synergy between
network-driven grassroots efforts and responsive
institutional change creates dynamic opportunities for
sustainable, agricultural
transformation (Cressman, 2013; Kyveryga, 2019;
Singh et al., 2024; Matthews et al., 2024; Weiss et al.,
2020; Raymond et al., 2015; Misanya et al., 2023;
NASDA Foundation, 2024; Raymond et al., 2015;
Singh et al., 2024).

community-driven

The social circular economy: Human needs at the core

The “Circular Economy” (CE) promises a
transformative departure from the linear “take-make-

dispose” paradigm, aiming to enhance sustainability
and resource efficiency. However, recent critiques
argue the dominant CE discourse is overly focused on
technological innovation and profit, often sidelining
broader social impacts and neglecting essential human
needs (Liu, 2024; Kirchherr et al., 2023; Corvellec,
2022). This technocentric orientation tends to
emphasize consumer “wants,” such as convenience
and choice, over “needs,” like subsistence, health, and
security (Corvellec, 2022; Lund University, 2021).
According to Max-Neef’s framework of Fundamental
Human Needs (FHNs), poverty extends beyond
income deficiency and occurs whenever universal
needs—subsistence, protection, affection,
understanding, participation, leisure, creation, identity,
and freedom—are unmet (Max-Neef, 1991; Liu, 2024;
Murray et al., 2017). A socially robust CE would
advance sufficiency and well-being for all, shifting the
goal from endless consumption to inclusive need
satisfaction (Corvellec, 2022; Kirchherr et al., 2023).

Central to this transformation is fostering community
self-reliance, where local, grassroots initiatives are
empowered and citizens are actively involved in
shaping their future (Ecorys, 2024; Hobson & Lynch,
2016; Corvellec, 2022). Such a participatory approach
stands in stark contrast to dominant CE models that
concentrate power and decision-making in large
corporations (Friant et al., 2021; Lund University,
2021). Furthermore, the principle of balanced
interdependence—or “organic articulations”—calls
for harmony among people, technology, and nature,
whereas the prevailing techno-centric CE models often
disregard planetary limits and the environment’s
inherent value (Corvellec et al., 2021; Murray et al.,
2017; Brandao et al., 2020). Many experts thus
advocate for a more concrete, inclusive, and
transparent circular transition—one that prioritizes
ecological boundaries, social justice, and human
wellbeing alongside economic efficiency (Corvellec,
2022; Liu, 2024; Kirchherr et al., 2023; Friant et al.,
2021; Ecorys, 2024; Brandéo et al., 2020; Murray et
al., 2017; Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Lund University,
2021; Max-Neef, 1991).

Conclusion

Examples from water management, urban planning,
agriculture, and the circular economy show that
grassroots movements are a powerful force for change.
They often arise as responses to the failures of
traditional top-down or neoliberal systems, filling
important gaps and offering innovative, community-
driven solutions. These movements go beyond
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protests; they build new stories, develop social
networks, encourage self-reliance, and push for real
systemic change. Grassroots groups demonstrate
strong resilience through their ability to adapt, learn,
and work even with formal institutions. This proves
their potential to help build a future that is more just
and sustainable. To make real progress, it is important
to recognize and support these bottom-up movements.
Policymakers should prioritize including grassroots
organizations in decision-making processes and
integrate their ideas into larger strategies. Studying
these “unlikely actors” and their unique ways of
creating change is vital for achieving global
sustainability and justice goals. The future depends on
how well we empower these local efforts to reshape
society and transform the world for the better.
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