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A facilitation guide for changemakers



In rural India, the commons—our gochars 
(pastures), forests, and water bodies—are 
the bedrock of local livelihoods. They are not 
merely "wastelands"; they are vital production 
systems. A transect walk acts as an ecological 
audit, allowing the community to physically 
observe the health of these assets and 
understand the link between natural resource 
health and economic security.

THE CONTEXT: 
THE COMMONS AS 
AN ECOLOGICAL 
FOUNDATION
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The success of a transect walk 
depends on who is on the ground. 
We must ensure that the “historical 
memory” and the “daily usage” of 
the landscape are both represented.

PLANNING AND 
MOBILISATION

Training the catalysts: 
Identify and train a small 
group of village youth. They 
will be the documenters, 
learning to spot indicators 
like soil erosion, invasive 
species, and the status of 
biomass.

Selecting the group: 
Assemble 15 to 20 members. 
It is crucial to include women 
(who manage fodder and 
fuel), elders (who remember 
the past productivity), 
youth and the landless (who 
depend most heavily on the 
commons).

Logistics:  
Decide on a date and 
a clear starting point, 
usually at the “ridge” or 
the highest point of the 
village boundary.
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The path is designed to mirror the watershed, understanding 
how water and nutrients move across the village.

THE WALK—FROM 
RIDGE TO VALLEY

The ‘S’ or ‘8’ route: The walk 
should never follow a straight 
line. By moving in an ‘S’ or 
‘8’ shape, the group ensures 
they criss-cross different 
ecosystems—moving from 
high forests to grazing lands, 
then through drainage lines to 
agricultural fields.

A ridge-to-valley perspective: 
Starting at the top (the ridge) 
allows the community to see how 
degradation at the top (e.g., a 
bald hilltop) causes problems at 
the bottom (e.g., silted ponds or 
drying wells in the valley).
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At every major resource—be it a community forest, a stream, 
or a pasture—the group must halt. This is where “ground-
truthing” happens.

SITE-SPECIFIC ANALYSIS 
AND THE “WHY”

The root cause 
inquiry: The facilitator 
must prompt the 
group to look beyond 
the surface:

The why: If a pond is dry, 
is it because the feeder 
channels are blocked? Is 
it because the forest in 
the catchment area has 
been cleared?

The what and how: What 
is needed to fix this? Can 
we use local resources 
for soil and moisture 
conservation (SMC) ? Do 
we need to stop grazing 
or implement any 
conservation measure 
in this patch to let the 
grass return?

Assessing productivity: The 
group should ask: “Is this 
resource providing what it 
used to?” If it is a grazing 
land, is there enough grass 
for the village cattle?
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VILLAGE VISION
Participatory resource 
mapping: Upon 
returning, the group 
should draw a map of 
the shared resources 
identified during the 
transect walk. This map 
must highlight “problem 
spots” and “intervention 
points” (e.g., where a 
gully plug is needed or 
where restoration efforts 
should be initiated).

The palli sabha (village 
assembly): The findings 
and the map are 
presented to the entire 
village. This ensures 
the plan is not just a 
technical exercise but 
has the social backing of 
the community.

Stating a vision: The 
process concludes with 
a “vision statement”—a 
commitment by the 
communities to restore 
the commons to ensure 
the village’s natural 
wealth is protected for 
the future generations.



Common Ground is a collaborative systems change initiative in the domain of 
environmental governance and rural livelihoods in India, jointly led by several 

organisations and anchored by a secretariat organisation, called Living Landscapes. 
Common Ground leverages the unique opportunity presented by the Commons to 
address three interconnected crises of our time – livelihoods, climate, and social 

equality – by integrating a socio-ecological narrative into mainstream development 
models. Through a collaborative action framework, Common Ground focuses on 
‘field setting’, so that entrepreneurial action by multiple actors is accelerated and 
multiplied, seeding the ecosystem with institutional apparatus and a distributed 

network of change leaders, to set the stage for sustainable impact beyond the scope 
of any single initiative or organisation. 

Scan here to know more.


