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Abstract: Emergent scholarship offers generative conceptual frameworks for
rethinking human-river relations—such as "river commons" and "riverhood"
(Boelens et al., 2023), and hydrocommons cultures (Blackmore, 2022a; 2025b). By
contrast, a gap remains in the empirical assessment of the changes generated by
collaborative actions, methodologies, and impact of "triver co-learning arenas"
working at the interfaces of water scholarship and commoning initiatives (de Souza
et al., 20252). Addressing this gap requires theoretically-grounded discussion and
"ongoing reflexivity" about projects and methodologies (de Souza et al, 2025a). This
article advances this agenda through the case study RIO BOGOTA (2023-ongoing),
a project for collaboration, co-creation, and co-learning developed by the arts-led
platform entre—rios with river caretakers across Colombia's critically polluted
Bogota River watershed. We present a methodology inspired by the scalar
dimensions of levels of change frameworks to assess how two initiatives support
river commoning: Piquete del Rio Bogota (2023), a communal culinary gathering of
river caretakers around food from the watershed, and Cémo cuidar un rio (2023-
2024), co-creation of a publication mapping the watershed and its dissemination.
Drawing on participant feedback from interviews and focal group discussions across
different process stages, we analyze how these initiatives fostered river enlivening
and commoning actions around a tiver declared "dead." We identify scales of
commoning from participant consultation and pinpoint how project methodologies
support people’s identification as riberefios (river dwellers) through knowledge
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exchange, collaborative co-creation, facilitating a multi-actor river network for
dialogue, commons thinking, and collective action. The article offers insights for
researchers and practitioners pursuing similar approaches in degraded rivers across
Latin America and beyond, and identifies key challenges in sustaining such work.

Keywords: river commoning; hydrocommoning; collaborative research; curatorial
methodologies; care practices; Bogota River.

Introduction

Over the past decade, an emergent body of scholarship and practice has
plotted a global map of conceptual frameworks and contextual settings where
communities are working to enliven human-river relations in places where processes
of industrialization, extractivism, and urbanization have severed coexistence. Political
ecologists have produced generative conceptual frameworks such as the "hydrosocial
cycle" (Linton and Budds, 2014), "hydrosocial territories” (Boelens et al., 2016),
"river commons" and "riverhood" (Boelens et al., 2023), and "hydrocitizenship"
(Evans, 2019; Geary et al., 2019) to identify global patterns of water stress and
inequity and to propose critical vocabularies to ask what conditions enable
"hydrosolidarities" (Boelens et al., 2025a; Loopmans and Hoogesteger, 2024) to
manifest as praxis, both between people and rivers in specific locations, and between
translocal network of allied causes. Alongside rising research on water justice
movements, alliances have emerged between academic and activist groups to
produce collaborative spaces to foster exchange and to produce and disseminate co-
created knowledge.

This dovetailing of water scholarship and activism has brought a proliferation of
water-enlivening initiatives that involve multi-actor and multi-level dialogue and
action. Scholars conceptualize such spaces as "river co-learning arenas" (RCAs),
which take the form of "debate platforms, sites of struggle and disruptive action,
purposeful assemblies, and/or deliberate dialogical processes" that enable
researchers, grassroots river initiatives, and cultural practitioners to engage in
"collaboration, co-creation and co-learning” to co-produce knowledge otiented to
river regeneration and ecosocial justice (de Souza et al., 2025a, p. 73). Participatory
methods center experimental pedagogies and creative processes, which include river
expeditions on foot or water; citizen science; critical cartography; immersive
experiencing; collaborative making and storytelling. These processes regularly
involve the production and dissemination of films, artworks, publications, and
exhibitions, demonstrating the importance of biocultural efforts in water and river
care and defense work and in aesthetic practices making ecologically-engaged "art for
the hydrocommons” (Blackmore & Ponce de Ledn, 2024; Blackmore, 2025). This
centering of biocultural efforts in water work tracks with a parallel phenomenon of
long-term arts-led research platforms doing transdisciplinary site-specific work that
bridges academic, artistic, political, community, and scientific actors, and develops



201| ALTERNAUTAS 13 (1) — JuLy 2026

public engagement programs to address environmental challenges and catalyze
change in ecosocial relations (Blackmore, 2022b).

Such intersections of action research, research-creation and creative praxis bridges
engaged social sciences scholarship and environmental humanities practice, making
transdisciplinarity and public engagement core values in these processes (Ludwig and
El-Hani, 2025; Mercon, 2021). Amid this explosion of water-enlivening initiatives
and collaborative research, a gap in knowledge persists around the empirical
capacities of specific projects and methodologies to catalyze change. Existing
publications (e.g. Blackmore and Dominguez Londofio, 2021; Fowkes and Fowkes,
2015; Lemos, 2024) tend to prioritize documentation of ephemeral processes and
foreground accounts of the rationale for their staging and contributions by
participants. By contrast, an evaluative turn in recent scholarship is beginning to
assess methodologies, asking how site-specific learning fosters "fluvial networks of
creative resistance” (Underhill, 2025), how critical cartography activates ways of
"seeing rivers otherwise" (de Souza et al., 2025b), how culinary curatorial projects
can foster "hydrosocial metabolism" (Blackmore, 2024), and how literary
"hydronarratives”" envision equitable water futures through environmental justice
frameworks (Matthew, 2023). Such contributions are valuable but rarely offer
methodologies for rigorous qualitative assessment of collaborative water work, likely
due to the complexity of gauging perceptual and attitudinal change over time.

Ongoing critical water stresses make it ever more urgent and necessaty to ask 7/and
how research projects foster river enlivening and commoning. This article contributes
to this research gap and evaluative turn by offering a theoretically-grounded account
of two curatorial processes in the RIO BOGOTA project (2022-ongoing), devising
and applying a methodology to assess what scales of change they have catalyzed. RIO
BOGOTA is a collaborative project that promotes a culture of connection to and
care for the critically polluted Bogota River in Colombia, developed by entre—rtios
(a curatorial platform based at the University of Essex from 2019-2025) in alliance
with River Commons (a doctoral training project focused on action research at the
University of Wageningen, 2020-2027). Taking this case as a "river co-learning arena"
(RCA), below we ask: How do collaborative and curatorial methodologies support river
commoning practices among direct participants and wider publics? What types of change do they
generate in these diverse participant groups? In doing so, we trace how curatorial encounters
with the river amplify transformations at personal, relational, organizational, and
social scales, forging the conditions for river commoning and caring that sustain it.
Our assessment and analysis of change are based on theoretically-informed accounts
of project objectives and rationale, including assumptions, actions, claims, and
methodologies. We draw on consultation with diverse actors involved in
participatory research, co-learning, and dissemination to reflect on the changes
experienced through the project. We analyse alignment and/or dissonance between
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project objectives and evaluation of reported changes. And, we consider broader
limitations and affordances of RCAs, especially when they occur at the nexus of
academic research and community action (de Souza et al., 20252, p. 72).

Our discussion proceeds in four sections. First, we situate the conceptual framework
of river commoning through political ecology and environmental humanities
scholarship.  Second, we introduce entre—rtios' curatorial practice of
"hydrocommoning" (Blackmore, 2025) to contextualize the RIO BOGOTA project
and two key initiatives: Piguete de/ Rio Bogotd (Bogota River Picnic, 2023), a communal
gathering of river caretakers to share food grown in the watershed, and Como cuidar
un rio (How to care for a river, 2023), a watershed map cocreated with riverine
communities and disseminated in public workshops. Third, we present our
methodology of gathering participant feedback to assess curatorial approaches and
discuss our findings across interconnected scales of change. The fourth section
assesses if RIO BOGOTA has cultivated a river commoning network and considers
limitations of our project's institutional framework within academia. Ultimately, the
paper offers insights for researchers and practitioners implementing similar
approaches in riverine contexts across Latin America and beyond, contributing to
theoretical understandings of human-river relations and practical applications of
collaborative research.

Enlivening Connections to Rivers
River Ontologies in Political Ecology and Action-Research

Contemporary debates on human-river relationships emerge alongside
global patterns of harm, like pollution, privatization, groundwater depletion and
damming, and the parallel growth of initiatives to protect, defend, restore, or reclaim
rivers (Vos, 2024). This context is energizing critical revisions of river ontologies that
seck "alternative ways of being with and acting in socio-ecological riverine systems
to reverse the trends of environmental degradation" (de Souza et al., 2025a, p. 59).
Such is the extent and growth of awareness of river degradation that the question "is
a river aliver" has become a mainstream concern (Macfarlane, 2025), fostering
discussion around what rivers are and how humans relate to them. Recent
approaches to "river ontological turns" (Boelens, Hommes and Hoogesteger, 2024)
build on the complexity of rivers as dynamic assemblages of material, legal, juridical,
cultural, societal, and political forces (Cantor et al., 2020; Kinkaid, 2019). The
conceptual framework of "riverhood" provides analytical lenses for inquiry into the
diverse ways rivers are produced, defined, imagined, and experienced as socionatural,
political-economic, and cultural-symbolic systems (Boelens et al., 2023, p. 1127-
1128). This framework positions rivers as socionatural entities formed dynamically
as nature, society, and technology mutually constitute each other (Latour, 2004;
White, 2011; Bakker, 2012; Wantzen et al., 2016).
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Within the "riverhood" framework, two sub-ontologies—"river-as-ecosociety” and
"river-as-movement" — inform this article's assessment of river enlivening and
commoning methodologies. Conceiving tivers as eco-societies rejects the "modern
water" paradigm (Linton, 2010) that figures rivers as mere flows of H>O and
foregrounds instead the complex socio-ecological entanglements that co-produce
rivers across multiple scales (Bakker, 2012; Ulloa and Romero-Toledo, 2018;
Acevedo, 2018). Understanding river basins, wetlands, streams, and hydrological
cycles, as emerging through the interplay of hydrology, ecology, climate, geography,
with cultures, institutions, technologies, and politics (de Jong et al., 2024; Yates et al.,
2017; Krause and Strang, 2016; Wantzen et al., 2016), demonstrates that enlivening
rivers requires integrated analytical and methodological frameworks capable of
addressing both their material and cultural dimensions. Approaching "rivers-as-
movement" recognizes them as catalytic forces that move, inspire, and mobilize
people and actions toward river enlivening and commoning initiatives enacted
through "radical collective practices of place and community making, wresting rivers
away from influences that enclose, commodify or pollute" (Boelens et al., 2023, p.
1123).

Commoning and Caring in Practice

Scholarship on commons and commoning thinks through those alternative practices of
place and community making with rivers in a theoretical framework where water and
commons are not "things" or commodities, but relationships rooted in specific
environmental histories and community struggles against dispossession (Roca-Servat
et al., 2021; Ulloa, 2020; Oslender, 2002). River commons are "networked socio-
ecological arrangements that embrace and mobilize the social and the natural —
human and non-human — and practice river stewardship based on their mutual
interdependence on shared riverine livelihood interests, knowledge and values"
(Boelens et al., 2023, p. 1132). Commoning names an active process involving different
actors and relations shaped by values, practices and norms crafted by daily actions
and collective processes beyond the hegemonic governance patterns of states,
markets and elites (Castro, Hogenboom and Baud, 2016; Suhardiman and Middleton,
2020). As commoning actions encompass "practices and struggles that resist riverine
privatization pressures and aspire to de-commodify private property, rendering rivers
non-alienable" (Boelens et al., 2023, p. 1132), they enact place- and community-
making processes that constitute a radical alternative to commodification and its
exclusive property relations or market-transferable goods (Firat, 2021). However, the
fact that their "ideas, principles and practices are often sidelined from legal
frameworks, governance debates, and policy innovation processes" signals an
enduring challenge in their capacity to garner public dissemination and engagement
(Boelens et al., 2023, p. 1127).
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Approaching river commoning as a verb shifts the analytical focus onto the relational,
situated interdependence of human and non-human actors as "tiver-as-ecosociety”
and as a continuous "river-as-movement” and the affective attachments that sustain
the disposition to care for rivers (Bresnihan, 2015, p. 96). Specific processes show
how these conceptual frameworks emerge fiom action. Attachment and disposition
to care for rivers underpins collectives’ strategic deployment of alternative river
ontologies and practice of hydrosocial relations across multiple scalar dynamics.
Here, care means the "manifold range of doings needed to create, hold together, and
sustain life and continue its diverseness” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, 70). As such,
care is transversal to the diversity of actions that affirm rivers as co-constitutive with
humans, including legal representation of riparian communities in rivers recognized
as subjects of rights (e.g. Cuerpo Colegiado de Guardianes del Atrato, following
Colombian Sentence T622 of 2017); river valley interactions that promote systemic
regional transitions (e.g. Un Rio Cauca, Muchos Mundos, since 2018); watershed-
specific activism (e.g. Un Rio Sin Viaducto, 2025); counter-cartography that
invigorate translocal coalitions for sharing river knowledge, narratives, and struggles
(e.g. Travelling Rivers, see Boelens et al., 2025b); or coalitionary efforts (e.g. Rios to
Rivers, 2025) that network struggles across local and global frameworks. In these
movements rivers are not merely as objects of protection but active agents that
inspire collective action, generate alternative socioecological relationships, manifest
in shared narratives and imaginaries, engage in solidarity actions at different scales
and devise hybrid river defense strategies (e.g. Giraldo-Martinez et al., 2025; Boelens,
et al,, 2025b).

Thinking and Making With Water in Creative Practice

Alongside political ecological perspectives, humanist inquiry and creative
practice are vital conceptual and methodological avenues for enlivening hydrosocial
connection. Environmental humanities scholarship that thinks "with" water (Chen,
MacLeod and Neimanis, 2013; De Wolff, Faletti and Lépez-Calvo, 2022) and
feminist theorizations of the hydrocommons as a medium of more-than-human
interdependence (Neimanis, 2016) center the question of how the politics and ethics
of watery relation plays out through embodied experience and cultural production.
Water stories and storytelling (Harris, 2021) can change understandings and
engagement with socionatures, while also interrogating power relations by asking
"who is authorized to speak, whose stories are heard, as well as the ways that
communities construct meaning of the wotld and our role in it" (Houston and
Vasudevan, 2018). The perspective from which rivers are imagined, represented and
"hydronarratives" are told can challenge dominant hydrosocial regimes and stimulate
energy around river enlivening and commoning (Bailey-Charteris, 2024; Bieke and
Sewald, 2024; Henry, 2023).
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In Latin America, where our project is located, cultural production indexes "troubled
waters" (Pettinaroli and Mutis, 2013) harmed by colonization, industtialization, and
urbanization, but it also reimagines and enacts alternative hydrosocial relations and
ethics of care as "art for the hydrocommons" (Blackmore, 2025). Examples abound
but among the most well-known manifestations of "river-as-movement” (where it is
rivers that catalyze creative actions) are works by Carolina Caycedo that critique the
deleterious impacts of megadam construction and center activist groups that defend
rivers (Blackmore, 2020; Rudas Burgos, 2025; Saramago, 2025). Works by Indigenous
artists from the Amazon that center lively waterworlds have achieved global
circulation in recent years (Borea, 2020; Listening to the 1 vices of Rivers, 2025). River
commoning also includes community-driven biocultural work, which bridges craft
and activism in local contexts (e.g. Riv Simpson Tejido) as well as weaving connections
between different water ecologies through long-term situated and translocal
processes (see, for example, Marambio 2024). Rather than pursuing "more accurate”
maps or settled accounts of "what exists," the Travelling Rivers initiative uses
countermapping to co-discover, together with grassroots river communities, re-
politicized notions of what a "river" means, bridging river initiatives across borders
and engaging in knowledge co-creation toward "river commons" and alternative river
futures (Boelens et al., 2025b, 11). Expanding the reach of stories, images, and
cultural practices that enliven the hydrocommons as an ontology of mutual
connection and interdependence through water requires practices of curating that
constellate individual artistic practices with others across different contexts (Bailey-
Charteris 2024, 24) and do site-specific work that can do river enlivening work in
local settings.

Curating as Hydrocommoning
entre—rios and the RIO BOGOTA Project

The RIO BOGOTA project is carried out through entre—tios (between
rivers, in Spanish) a curatorial initiative active since 2019, founded by Lisa Blackmore
at the University of Essex, UK.# Through in-person and online collaborative arts-led
research and public engagement projects, entre—rtios' methodologies prioritize
sensorial attunement to water through field visits and artworks; conversations

4 entre—rios' first project was supported by the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF), a fund
created to foster collaborative research toward the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), and created with Marfa Fernanda Dominguez Londofio and Producciones del Espacio,
Bucaramanga.The GCRF fund at the University of Essex also provided support for subsequent
iterations and projects, along with other internal funds: the Arts & Humanities Impact Fund; Centre for
Policy and Policy Engagement; Economic and Social Research Council; QR Impact Fund; CPPE Policy
Impact Fund.
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between art, science, and communities; relationships built on slow, embodied, and in
situ exchanges; and sustained digital presence to amplify public engagement
(Blackmore forthcoming). In Latin America, entre—tios contributes to network-
building across different scales, through site watershed-specific curatorial projects
(e.g. RIO BOGOTA, 2023; Porosibilidades, 2023; Carrizo: gestar la vida, 2024) and by
rendering visible a regional Hydrocommons Map (Blackmore and Ponce de Ledn, 2024)
of initiatives engaged in art, pedagogy and care, whose methodologies include
tieldwork, experimental and embodied education, transdisciplinary research,
community organizing, and public engagement. By allying with water care initiatives,
entre—rios advances an agenda of curating as "hydrocommoning”" (Blackmore,
forthcoming). This approach sits alongside other experimental curatorial practices
that center water by engaging with hydrological dynamics, such as "tidalectic
curating” (Hessler, 2020) and "meandering” (Lemos, 2024; Klaver, 2019) and framing
the contemporary era as a "hydrocene" to disrupt "the terrestrial dominance of the
Anthropocene” and center water as the core contemporary material and figure
(Bailey-Charteris 2024, 14). entre—tios similarly centers water and participates in the
rise of initiatives intersecting academia, artistic research, community organizations,
and public programming, which include Anthropocene Curriculum’s Mississippi
River Open School (2013-2022); Betlin's Floating University (2018-ongoing); TB21's
Ocean Academy (2019-ongoing).

With funding from the University of Essex and in alliance with River Commons,
entre—rios' RIO BOGOTA project began in 2022, in the Bogota River watershed
in Colombia, one of the world's most polluted rivers. Along its 380 kilometers course
from protected highland pdramos, via rural towns and the capital city, to the
Magdalena River, the Bogota River becomes so contaminated with domestic and
industrial waste that it is rendered anaerobic (Santos and Camacho, 2010; Rodriguez
et al., 2013). This contemporary malaise exacerbates centuries of degradation that
have separated people from the river. The Spanish invasion in the 1530s began this
process by killing and displacing Indigenous Mhuysca peoples who had created
amphibious ways of occupying the floodplains (Rodriguez Gallo, 2019). Modern
industrialization imposed drainage and hydraulic works (Ramirez Espinosa, 2021)
while erratic urbanization led to widespread pollution. Despite 1990s citizen
mobilization that led to a 2014 court ruling (Concejo de Estado, 28 de marzo del
2014) mandating the river's immediate remediation, it remains critically contaminated
and underserviced by water treatment infrastructure. Today, the watershed is shaped
by multiple forms of enclosure and fragmentation, from the legal and physical
delimitations of the pdramo highlands, via the agricultural frontiers of intensive
potato production, dairy farming, and tanneries, through to encroaching
urbanization, and water and land grabbing.

In this context, RIO BOGOTA's efforts supporting river enlivening and commoning
center on contesting the dominant narrative and imaginary that frame this polluted
watershed as "dead" and by resignifying the tiver as a commons whete people feel
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like riberesios, that is river dwellers identified with and attached to the watershed. Two
reflections inform this aim. First, pollution is critical: across 160 kilometers the river
flows anaerobically, without oxygen, and has been declared "dead". These recurring
zero-oxygen readings have generated dominant narratives across actors, raising the
question of who names the river "dead" and why. The national press (tracked from
1994 to 2024) reiterates, almost as an static value, a dramatic death plot: the river
"dies," the city "kills" it, becoming a "liquid corpse," an "irretrievable sewer," nearly
incapable of revival. Environmental authorities draw on the same diagnosis to justify
decontamination mega-infrastructure and narrate institutional progress, as the
environmental authority describes the stretch facing the Salitre water treatment plant
as going "from an irretrievable sewer to a navigable river" (Semana, November 22,
2016). Yet what the river means remains at the center: civil-society foundations
restoring it counter that "the death persists because the response is engineering-
based, not ecological, social, or environmental" (La Silla Vacia, September 20, 2023).

Second, we cannot generalize the river's death from one stretch, since, as civil
engineer and professor Luis A. Camacho affirms, "the river, today, here and now, is
made up of waters from different sources across the whole watershed"; water quality
is dynamic, as "measurements are only a snapshot of a single moment" (entre-
tios.net/pulsos/). This is what he calls the river's pulses: a mountain river is a lotic
system—i{rom the Latin /ofus, the past participle of /avare, "to wash"—transforming
and flowing. Without diluting polluting actors' responsibility (absent treatment
plants, toxic industrial waste, corruption, urban expansion), rigorous research must
identify them while revealing life sustained through care across the watershed, this
article's focus: mapping and connecting river care and enlivening practices, for
repeating it is dead, forecloses the possibility of imagining it otherwise. Practically,
these efforts translate to collaborative and curatorial methodologies that seek to
connect initiatives and cultivate a felt and shared sense of being riberesio (a tiver
dweller) and to scale up this sensation by engaging other neighbors of the watershed
with the river.

Methodologically, the RIO BOGOTA project draws on participatory research
traditions (Piazzini Sudrez and Montoya Arango, 2022; Roca-Servat et al., 2021,
Tortres et al., 2012; Oslender, 2002, 2021; Fals Borda, 1987) that prioritize co-creation
and the transformation of power dynamics through horizontal dialogue and
reflection between participants. This approach allows to create communities of
inquiry dedicated, for example, to nurture river care practices, where research and
action converge to bring about change at personal, relational —involving both
human and non-human actors—, and societal level (Bivens, 2014). The project is
further shaped by research-creation processes as transdisciplinary praxis (Truman,
2021); multi-actor collaboration to enrich story gathering and telling (Harris, 2021;
Schneider-Mayerson, 2023); and gatherings for river knowledge exchange and
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ongoing reflexivity (de Souza et al., 2025a). Together, these reflections inform the
project core objectives and values:

1. Co-creating knowledge with riverine communities;
2. Fostering embodied, affective, and political ties with the river;

3. Centering historically, ecologically, and symbolically resonant sites that invite
physical and symbolic "returns" to the river;

4. Connecting Indigenous knowledge, scientific disciplines, and artistic
practices;

5. Fostering network-building among diverse actors throughout the watershed.

These objectives and values translate into processes and outcomes that have included
river walks and visits to collectively document community initiatives; communal
meals to gather grassroots actors; water monitoring workshops bridging art-science-
community; the creation of publications, documentary films, and a digital platform
documenting the project; a collective timeline of riverine life; exhibitions; and
workshops to disseminate publications.

Mapping and Connecting River Care Initiatives

Drawing on the four co-curators’ research, curatorial practice, and networks
in the watershed, RIO BOGOTA began with a research trip to map citizen initiatives
across six locations from the river’s source to its most critically polluted point at
Tequendama Falls.> Working in the shadow of large-scale sanitation and legal
infrastructures, these citizen initiatives are a life support network for the watershed
practicing care, understood as an affective state, ethical obligation and practical
labour that entails "everyday practical doings that engage with the inescapable
troubles of interdependent existences" (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012, p. 197) to
interweave body, self, environment in "a complex, life sustaining web" (Tronto and
Fischer, 1993). The river enlivening initiatives we identified to collaborate on RIO
BOGOTA are not an exhaustive representation of river care in the watershed. Those
selected are distinct in scale and context, and their participants vary both in terms of
age, socioeconomic position, and posture vis a vis official policies (Table 1). Their
efforts operate as daily care practices in specific territorial contexts, with geographical

5 Regarding positionality and the use of the first-person plural, the article's first two authors are members
of the entre—rios collective and co-curators of the RIO BOGOTA project, alongside two other
curators; the third author joined during the analytical and writing stages. Throughout, "we" primarily
refers to the curatorial team. Where the analysis draws on collective reflection that extends beyond this
team —encompassing the third author and consultant participants— we signal this expanded "we"
explicitly, reflecting the relational nature of knowledge production central to our transdisciplinary
approach.
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scales and organizational forms defined according to each location and capacity.
Their locations span farmlands close to the headwaters; rural towns in the flat river
valley; the wetland areas in Bogotd itself; rural towns located after the city as the river
becomes a mountain river again; and the Tequendama Falls, a major hydrogeological
formation that marks the start of the lower basin.

LOCATIONS

VILLAPINZON
(upper basin  —
headwaters)

SUESCA
basin—
villages and micro-
basins)

(upper

riverine

SESQUILE (upper
basin)

RIVER CARE
INITIATIVE
Refugio de
Guacheneque

La Merced
Community
Aqueduct

Alliance between:
Fundacién El

Silbido de la
Montafia (FESM);
Manos a la Cuenca
Project; Asociacién

Solidaria de
Recicladores
Unidos por
Cundinamarca
(Asoruc)
Fundacion Al
Verde Vivo

Cabildo Indigena
Mhusyqa de
Sesquilé

ORGANIZATION  /
PARTICIPANTS

Family-run  community
nature tourism project,
spanning three
generations  of  the
Pedraza family.

Peasant-founded
community aqueduct
(1980) currently presided
over by
founders;
committee for communal
water management.

one of its
volunteer

Multi-actor alliance
linking  rural  peasant
communities, an
academic  engagement
project, local NGOs,
schools, and
waste/recycling
management.

NGO (est. 1994) doing
ecological restoration in
partnership  with  the
private sector, working
within carbon offsetting
schemes and restoration
legal frameworks.

Multi-generational
Indigenous
(council)  (est.
legally-recognized

cabildo
1999,

RIVER ENLIVENING
PRACTICES

Environmental education
about the role of the
pdramo in the hydrosocial
cycle; familiar orchard
cultivation supplying
traditional cuisine and
recipes for visitors.

Handmade infrastructure
distributing Bogota River
water  through 150+
access points connecting
households to the
mountain watershed.

Sowing practices and
agroecological

restoration along micro-
basins; soil recovery;
school engagement;
community aqueduct
networks for territorial

governance.

Plant nurseries of native
species for restoration;
riparian  plantings and
forest restoration along
the river corridor.

Autonomous education
and intergenerational
knowledge transmission;
spiritual  practices and



BOGOTA
WETLANDS
(middle basin —
urban wetlands)

EL CHARQUITO
(middle basin —
rural Soacha)

TEQUENDAMA
FALLS (boundary
middle—lower
basin)

Reserva
Tomsatyba

Alliance between:
Red Conejera;
Thomas van der
Hammen Reserve
defense; local
schools;  Cabildo
Mhuysqa de Suba

LabSit
(Laboratorios
Sociales de
Innovacién para las
Transiciones)

EPAP (Escuela de
Pensamiento
Ambiental y de la
Paz Humedal El
Charquito)

Casa Museo Salto
del Tequendama
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resguardo  (reserve) since

2023).

Small-scale, individually-
run agroforestry reserve
collaborating closely with
the Cabildo.

Multi-actor network
founded in 1993 for
citizen mobilization;
catalyzed the Red de
Humedales de la Sabana
de Bogota.

Research  program  in
alliance with the National
University of Colombia
at Humedal Jaboque.

Grassroots and
community-led

environmental education
network  (est.  2018),
mainly led by a multi-
generational group of

women.

Museum and educational
platform founded and
run by two co-directors
(acquired 2011); National

Cultural Heritage = Site
declaration (2018);
Natural Heritage Site

recognition for Salto del
Tequendama (2019).

ceremonial offerings,
traditional medicine;
cultivating ancestral

crops in organic gardens
rooted in Mhuysqa water-
land cosmology.

Water and forest
safeguarding through
regenerative agriculture;

audiovisual training to
territorial memory
transmission.

Wetland micro-basin
protection;

environmental education
evoking Mhuysqa water-
land relations; ecological
corridor restoration
linking Cerros Orientales
to the river valley.

Knowledge dialogues
platform bridging
science, technology, and
art; engagement  with
Mhuysqa landscape
memory (ditches, raised
fields); wetland defense

as spaces of water
recovery.

Wetland restoration;
communitarian  orchard
(¢chagra madre)

maintenance; native tree
planting; bird watching;
food memories and
knowledge transmission.

River heritage
valorization;  sensitizing
communities and visitors
to the Bogota River and
Tequendama Falls;
advocacy for the river's
legal subject recognition
in local communities and
beyond.
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Fundacion Foundation (est. 2007) Cloud forest restoration
Ecolégica Granja created by the directors and conservation;
El Porvenir of the Casa Museo Salto  agroecological and

del Tequendama on land

silvopasture practices.

under restoration since

1994.

Table 1. Bogota river enlivening initiatives mapped in the RIO BOGOTA project and

featured in the publication Cdmo cuidar un rio (2023).

Commoning through Commensality, Mapping, and Listening

This article focuses on assessing commoning methodologies through two
curatorial projects, a communal meal called Piguete del Rio Bogoti (2023) and a
publication-exhibition entitled Como cuidar un rio (2023-2024), selected for two key
reasons: 1. Both are major, emblematic initiatives that have contributed to imagining,
building, and strengthening a river network, a core objective of the RIO BOGOTA
project. 2. They enable iterative assessment of methodologies across multiple
participant interactions, allowing us to analyze change not as a single methodology
or moment but as an embedded reflexive practice that evolves alongside the project
itself, best captured through unfolding, qualitative accounts rather than quantitative
mettics.

Communal Meal: Piquete del Rio Bogota (2023). After our first research trip to
meet the initiatives in Table 1, we (the four co-curators) devised a gathering to
symbolize their shared vocation of care, seed potential affinities and exchanges, and
generate an encounter that could be documented and circulated to wider publics.
Having recognized food as a constant presence throughout the upper and middle
basin—integral to tending to land, caring for water, and nurturing community—we
envisioned a communal meal staged on the terrace of the museum facing
Tequendama Falls, with the waterfall as backdrop to a banqueting table.

The Piguete del Rivo Bogoti drew inspiration from eatly twentieth-century traditions of
riverside picnics (piguetes) where people feasted on local produce along the Bogota
River's banks. Yet this meal was paradoxical. Tequendama Falls is the most visually
sublime and the most polluted point on the river, so our curatorial wager was that
this dissonance would spark conversations and capture public attention. We invited
anthropologist Cristina Consuegra and artist Carlos Alfonso to join the collaborative
research, design, and prepare the menu, drawing on their approach to food as a
medium of conscious, "care-full" metabolic relation that creates "mutual worlds"
inside and beyond us (Consuegra and Alfonso, 2020). By collaborating with
communities at our six focal points, visiting family and community gardens, listening
to stories and recipes transmitted through generations, they ensured the menu
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emerged from direct engagement rather than extraction, incorporating ingredients
that sustain river ecosystems and communities. As part of our action research
methodology, this process situated participants as protagonists in the making of a
culinary journey along the watershed in a communal, metabolic framework: from
planting, to cooking, to eating together (Blackmore, 2024).

On April 23, 2023, sixteen river guardians gathered at Casa Museo del Tequendama.
After Mhuysca elder Abuela Blanca Nieves's offering (pagamento) to animal and river
kin, the meal began with a ritual where each diner wet their hands with a bowl of
water collected near the river's source. Served on raw terracotta dishes, made with
clay from the Magdalena River, each dish was a waymarker—the river broth evoked
traditional riverside soup (sancocho), banana-leat tamales honored traditional piguete
food, and fermented chicha and masato brought Mhuysca ancestral practices to the
table (figs 1-2). Interviews with participants and the meal were filmed with full
consent and subsequently edited by the curatorial team into three video
documentaries hosted on entre-tios.net/rio-bogota.
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Figures 1-2. Piguete del Rio Bogotd, 23 April 2023. Photograph: Gabriela Molano, courtesy
entre—rtfos.

Publication and Workshops: COmo cuidar un rio (2023-2024). After the Piguete,
with Consuegra and Alfonso, we (the four co-curators) initiated collaborative
research to create a publication to disseminate river care practices across the six
locations. This culminated in Cémo cuidar un rio (How to Care for a River, 2023), a
print and digital publication comprising six folded, two-sided posters (figs 3-4), each
telling stories of river actors, initiatives, and river dynamics at a specific location on
one side, with hand-drawn illustrations of the socioecosystem on the other. Together,
they can be read as a folding book or assembled and displayed as a wall-mounted
map. Our editorial emphasis on biocultural memory, heritage, life's abundance, and
care practices centered mapping and storytelling as vehicles to convey riverhood and
river commoning actions from distinct perspectives and sites that centered social and
environmental leadership.
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The publication methodology recognized and highlighted the value of territorial care
work through collaborative synthesis and representation. This entailed returning to
key sites between July and September 2023 to conduct in-depth interviews, informal
conversations, river walks, and visits to community gardens. This collaborative data
collection comprised personal fieldnotes, photographic and audiovisual recordings,
group discussions, collection of traditional recipes, and archival research. This multi-
modal approach involved transcribing and systematizing this matetial, selecting key
information and collective memories for synthesis into short texts that amplified
values motivating care work while respecting positional and territorial heterogeneity.
Illustrations made visible both the physical watershed and its ecosocial networks,
integrating ancestral knowledge about ecosystems with daily river enlivening
practices. We distributed two thirds of the thousand printed copies to community
river guardians who participated in its making and the remaining copies via
universities, schools, and public libraries, gaining academic visibility at institutions
across Burope, Africa, Latin America, and the United States.

From July-September 2024, the first author collaborated with Bibliored (Bogotd’s
public library network) to design and deliver a cycle of workshops around the
publication, entitled Escuchar al rio (Listening to the river), across five libraries located
near the river and urban wetlands. Each workshop engaged diverse audiences, and
together with an invited guest from the extended entre—tfos network who shared
their collective’s work to chart the river’s course from its headwaters through the
city. The workshops aimed to present and listen to diverse voices, memorties,
geographies, and care practices around the Bogota River to foster sharing of diverse
perspectives and intergenerational dialogue about river-community relationships and
environmental awareness. Through them, children, senior citizens, students, library
staff, and community users engaged in synesthetic exploration through listening,
vocal work, creative writing, drawing and collective composition® to transform the
sounds of the river’s journey into visual and textual narratives (Giraldo-Martinez et
al. 2026). These writings formed the basis for a collective composition capturing
diverse river stories, gradually enriched with texts from all five libraries.”

¢ Inspired by the "Chorus of Singing Rivers" (see more: www.chorusofsingingtivers.otg), in the Escuchar
al rio workshops we addressed a choral listening methodology "that attends to the polyphonic voices
(human and more-than-human) that constitute riverine worlds, while remaining attuned to the
cacophony of socio-ecological relations, and the resonances of solidarity" (Cuevas et al. 2024;
forthcoming).

7 For disseminating the workshop outcomes, we created a creative score weaving 57 creative writing
exercises from participants titled Rio polifinico: Partitura colectiva para leer en vog alta (Polyphonic River: A
Performative Reading of the Bogota River) (Giraldo-Martinez et al. 2020).
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Assessing Curatorial Methodologies for River Commoning
Continnous Reflexivity and Scales of Change

Sustained individual and collective reflexivity across project stages is
essential to understanding how methodologies support river commoning. Static
"anticipatory reflexivity" proves insufficient; instead, "continuous" or "relational"
reflexivity is necessary because positionalities and subjectivities shift through fluid
interactions and "through multple interplays and exposute to alternative
petspectives, dissonance, disorienting dilemmas, and questioning what is normal" (de
Souza et al., 2025a, p. 70). This paper therefore grounds reflection and assessment of
the RIO BOGOTA project as a continual, relational process (Table 2). We (the co-
curators of RIO BOGOTA) built participant feedback into the Piguete and engaged
in continuous reflection during the project’s iterative process to inform decision
making at each stage. We (the authors of this paper) designed and implemented a
methodology inspired by Theory of Change frameworks to assess how the Piguete
and Como cuidar un rio support river commoning among participants by tracing
changes at different phases of these methodologies, and across different scales. And,
we (the coauthors) transcribed, systematized, and analyzed the sources.

YEAR PROJECT BRIEF OBJECTIVE / SOURCES

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTIO  VALUE
N
2023 Pignete del Riv  Culinary Assess personal, 16 participants'  written
Bogotd gathering relational and affective  testimonies gathered during
fostering dimensions of the meal, responding to:
riverine commoning  through "What did you feel when
community food. meeting others dedicated to
connections river care?"; "What
reflections did eating the
Bogoti River bring?"

2023 - Co-creating Collaborative Reflect on pedagogical 19 testimonies from the

2024 and editorial methodologies and  participants addressing
workshopping  process and  potential to transform  whether workshops
Cimo cuidar un  library-based collective and social ~changed participants' river
rio community perceptions  of  the perceptions and how

workshops rver: Transcription of 57 creative
writing exercises made by
the participants.

2025 Individual in- Consultancy led Identify perceived  Six  semi-structured  in-
depth by River changes at personal, depth interviews
interviews and ~ Commons relational,  collective, participants from:
focus group project and GX and  social  levels Villapinzén (networking);

through  Sistematizacion
de  experiencias  (Jara,

Suesca  (community-based
network); Villapinzén and
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Samper 2018)8 and levels of Suesca (activism; public-
Arquitectos change frameworks? private alliances); Conejera
Wetland, Bogota (legal
activism); Jaboque

Wetland, Bogota (academic
alliances); El Charquito
(community-based
organization).

Focus group using One focus group with 11

curated interview  key participants:
quotes; reflection on interviewed plus
partticipants' participants from Salto del

perceptions of river Tequendama  (long-term
network (highlighting  river  defenders;  forest
learnings,  successes, restoration); cocurators of
and gaps). RIO BOGOTA, and one
member of a headwaters
community aqueduct.

Group reflection  One  collective  writing
exercise to envision exercise about  shared
collective river actions ground on river
and reflective practice. commoning.

Table 2. Curatorial, editorial, dissemination activities, consultation processes, and sources
used in assessment of project methodologies.

The methodology to gather participant feedback through written reflections, semi-
structured interviews, and focus group activities, is inspired by "levels of change," a
method of mapping the multiscalar dimensions of experienced transformations in
action-research and participatory processes to ascertain the most significant changes
(Davies and Dart 2005). This approach moves beyond quantitative metrics (e.g.
attendance figures, total participants, or social media engagement) to center the
experiential dimensions of encounter: what is sparked when people with different
viewpoints come together around a shared river, and what changes emerge from
those exchanges. Following de Souza et al. (20252), this framework "differs from
conventional expectations of innovation processes, where people typically strive to

8 Sistematizacion de experiencias (systematization of experience) is a method developed in Latin America by
Oscar Jara as a collective process to interpret lived practices, identifying meanings, contradictions, and
learnings (Jara, 2018), rather than just a tool to organize information. This method centers experiential
knowledge and frame monitoring as a reflective and dialogical practice.

% These interconnected scales of change draw on Theory of Change thinking (Hivos, 2015), the Most
Significant Change (Davies and Dart, 2005), and the levels of change (Bivens, 2014) frameworks which
inspired and informed the design of research instruments for the consultancy.
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maintain momentum and explore ways to scale up" (p. 73), priotitizing instead the
quality and depth of engagement. By eliciting personal, relational,
collective/organizational, and social changes, this methodology centers patticipants’
own assessments of meaningful transformation by documenting and analyzing which
changes were significant, why, and how they related to specific curatorial
methodologies. Our assumption is that river commoning is not a pre-existing fact
but a fabric of social structures and processes woven from patterns of thinking,
learning, and acting together toward shared goals (Bollier and Helfrich, 2015, p. 2)
and constantly shaped through self-reflection, dialogues between actors, and
collective exchange of insights. Hence, mapping changes across different scales of
perceived change affords a framework to gauge commoning as an individual,
relational, collective, and watershed-wide process. Mapping changes at different
scales allowed us to identify and analyze how RIO BOGOTA’s collaborative research
and curatorial work can catalyze and support river commoning practices among
participants, as well as blind spots in the process.

In what follows, we draw on the analyzed testimonies to pinpoint how participation
in RIO BOGOTA'’S curatorial and collaborative methodologies of communal eating,
mapping, and listening, foster commoning processes across interconnected scales
and what specific experiences led these changes to occur. The personal scale
revealed transformations in self-understanding and individual riverine identity; the
relational scale encompassed transformations in how participants connect with each
other, their communities, and the river itself; the collective or organizational scale
highlighted transformations in the practices, capacities, and internal dynamics of
collectives; and the social scale referred to changes that reshape collective narratives,
public perceptions, and the potential for river networks.

Personal Scale

Testimonies of commoning at this scale highlighted participation in the
Piguete as an experience that anchored 7riberesio identity in river memories and
vernacular food traditions, as well as the embodied experience of eating watershed-
grown foods. Menu co-creation centered collective listening to translate territorial
stories and memories into shared culinary experiences. Participants identified in this
collaborative process a form of recognition that was not just symbolic, but connected
foods cultivated and harvested in family and community gardens with recipes
transmitted through generations, recognizing them as valuable vessels for stories of
riverine life that could be shared with others. For Claudia, who runs a family-based
community nature tourism project in Villapinzén, the turning point came when the
research team first "went to our family orchard and began thinking about the menu."
(Interview, June 2025). "From that point on, we felt very involved in the process,"
she recalls. For her father "it was very important that the 'peas in pods' [a childhood
memory of the watershed] were part of the menu. They listened to him." This
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individual recognition laid foundations for community: "from that moment he felt
part of a community that is weaving together ... where we all contribute."

Through menu co-creation, other participants noted personal shifts toward
previously undervalued riverside foods. For Paula, who belongs to a grassroots
environmental education network and wetland restoration in El Charquito,
experience with spaghetti squash exemplifies this transformation: "the Piguete was
very exciting because personally it was a reconciliation with squash." (Interview, June
2025). She explains how squash abundance in El Charquito had been taken for
granted, recalling childhood memories of her grandmother's frequent preparations
that she had disliked. The process allowed her to "reconcile with the food and see it
from another perspective," prompting deeper reflection on foodways and
environmental change, where the process moved her to "think about the river in my
family's recipes, to consider what we eat in El Chatrquito (one of the most polluted
parts of the river), why we eat what we eat." Contrasting past and past and present
diets, she observed how "we used to have a fish-based diet but no longer do due to
contamination." This personal dimension reveals how collective eating can activate
processes of memory and territorial identity operating at intimate and familial scales.

Self-identification as riberesio emerged as a further significant personal transformation.
While this awareness was first ignited during the Piguete, interviews two years on
showed it to be among the most recurrent changes, sustained and deepened by
participants' ongoing involvement in the broader project. Sabina, active in defending
the Thomas van der Hammen Nature Reserve and collaborator of the Red Conejera,
reflected on how her own self-recognition emerged in its wake: "In Bogota, we don't
teel like rzberesios, even though we are. We have the river so hidden because we put
up a wall so we wouldn't see it. So this process becomes a very compelling invitation
to think about the river. The river is the territory. And the river's territory is bigger
than just the sewage water that passes through cement, or like 'that contaminated
river over there far away,' as if we weren't part of it. But it's our river!" (Interview,
June 2025).

Other participants concurred that "feeling like 7ibereias is something we've been
working on en e/ caminar"— literally meaning "in the walking" (Interview, June 2025),
a phrase that frames this self-recognition as an ongoing journey rather than the effect
of a precise moment or specific methodology. This "walking" is both metaphor and
practice: feeling ribereio means experiencing oneself in relationships of
interdependence with other river dwellers and the river itself. This recognition thus
operates across two relational scales at once; one's own tiverine identity and the
collective processes and actions of care that strengthen territorial bonds. This dual
dimension reflects on how individual transformation and collective action are
inextricably linked in the construction of riverine consciousness.
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Relational scale

In the RIO BOGOTA project, relational changes emerged from
methodologies that prioritized gatherings, encounters, co-creation, and mutual
recognition. Testimonies traced this shift from the personal scale as rberesio
recognition scaled up from self-understanding to mutual validation, translating into
river relational understandings and interactions across the watershed that might
sustain expanded scales of commoning,

By gathering river guardians, the Piguete made patticipants' often-invisible tettitorial
care work visible to others in similar practices. Paula identified "a change in our vision
of ourselves," noting "you don't realize the impact of what you do, which is unique. ..
you normalize it and don't realize it's something extraordinary" (Interview 6, June,
2025). This recognition through and from others operates across personal and
relational registers simultaneously; participants saw their care work reflected and
amplified by similarly engaged river defenders. The affective dimension Paula
emphasized shows this is not merely cognitive but felt validation, sustaining
commitment to river care through concrete actions over time.

Commensality between river caretakers at the Piguete created the material and
affective conditions for this mutual validation. As Sabina reflected, "when we sit
down and meet together... There's a beautiful potential, or rather a force of the
methodology—the joy sharing food generates meaningful connections." (Interview,
June 2025) She noted, "it's not easy to get people to connect. So there has to be
something shared in common—and food proved particularly powerful." Sharing
food in a ceremonial setting thus turned abstract networks into embodied, metabolic
and affective relations (Blackmore, 2025a).

Interviewees also shared how RIO BOGOTA's gathering methodologies foster
mutual recognition across geographical and intergenerational scales. Leyla, member
of a social and environmental foundation in Suesca, noted that while each person
constantly carries out many local actions, entre—rtfos’ collaborative mapping (fig 5)
provides "a vision of not being isolated, but integrated into broader processes, and
that gives encouragement. That generates not only natural bridges with others but
also motivates you—we're not thinking alone, we're not outside a common
framework, but we can wotk together" (Intetview, June 2025). This sense of
belonging to a larger watershed movement demonstrates river-as-movement as a
catalytic force, where the river becomes the focal point through which diverse actors
coproduce knowledge, bridge contexts, and mobilize collective recognition beyond
individual territories (de Souza et al., 2025a).
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Figure 5. Co-created map. Cémo cuidar un rio (entre—rtios, 2023).

Alongside connectivity between different points of the river, mutual validation across
intergenerational divides emerged as a significant relational change. Claudia described
how her father "had been connected with the village aqueduct his entire life, since its
beginnings," and how external recognition that water had brought 150 families
together over many years transformed their intimate relationship with the river. She
emphasized the significance of this belated validation: "For him, that recognition has
been profoundly meaningful. At seventy-seven years old, my father had never
received acknowledgement for his lifelong work with the river" (Interview, June
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2025). This reinforced river commoning as intergenerational practice, sustained by
daily work and by long-standing commitments that are often overlooked. Gatherings
thus strengthened watershed stewardship across generations, since, as Claudia
concluded, the recognition "confronted us with our reality—who we are, where we
are situated, and how we communicate through our connections to water, the river,
and the pdramo."

Beyond interpersonal connections, eating together at the Piguete changed patticipants'
relational bonds with the river itself, enacting what Blackmore (2025a) frames as
"metabolic literacies”—embodied awareness of river-tetritory-food-body as an
integrated socioecological network. This challenges reductive frameworks treating
rivers as mere resource flows, foregrounding instead the socio-nature entanglements
through which rivers emerge. Tracing each food item to specific watershed locations
generated what Sabina described as "territorial awateness by recognizing the journey
of each food and its connection to places along the river,” inviting participants to
reconceptualize the river beyond the limited, contaminated image most urban
residents hold. As she noted after the gathering: "We hide the river in many ways...
it’s an invitation to think deeply about the river: the river's territory is larger than the
sewage water we all see, that contaminated river far away passing through cement”
(Interview, June 2025).

During the preparatory stage, the curatorial and food research teams had discussed
concerns about the effect of staging an act of eating at such a polluted site, where the
smell is undeniably present and travels on the mist rising from the waterfall.
However, participants' comments celebrated the vitality that the abundant food
served—produce that came from the land, soil, water, human relations in the wider
ripatian ecosystem—embodied for all gathered. In verbal and written reflections
shared at the Piguete, river stewards expressed a deep sense of connection to the
watershed materialized through the act of eating.

These new senses of riverine connection reveal a fundamental perceptual shift—
from experiencing the river as a distant geographical feature to relating to it as a
commons. Paula described how participation in RIO BOGOTA had heightened her
situated, relational awareness of being part of the watershed: "We're in the middle
basin of the Bogota River, which I wasn't attuned to before entre—tios. We take it
for granted, due to our decontextualized education. I studied next to the river daily,
and no teacher said: 'the river is born in the Guacheneque paramo'...I had no idea
about that." (Interview, June 2025) The Piguete, in turn, showed Claudia that "living
next to the river is not just 'being next to it,' but recognizing my riverine ancestry in
both families," establishing for her family "different communication with our
community, in Villapinzén and with everyone who arrives at the Refugio de
Guacheneque [the family’s small ecotourism complex] from different places"
(Interview, June 2025).
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As Sabina reflected, the gatherings are "invitations to open conversation based on
tangible territorial elements—the possibility to think together that these waters come
from the earth, that something material shows the connection of river, water, and
food" (Interview, June 2025). Commoning here means reconnecting to the river by
confronting the "giant challenge of thinking about a river we're so disconnected from
around food, when it generates everything except the desire to eat." She concluded,
"we face a reality of disconnection with the river we must deal with"—a
disconnection the Piguete addressed by creating space for communities to grapple
with environmental loss and restoration possibilities.

Collective or organizational scale

River commoning at this scale refers to changes that happen within
collectives and organizations, impacting how they perceive and articulate themselves
within wider networks. Collective storytelling through the co-creation of the map
and stories in Cdmo cuidar un rio enabled participants to rethink how the river is
narrated and engaged affectively and sensorially within their enlivening initiatives.
Fundamentally, making the map, then interacting with it, scaled up participants’
relational awareness of being part of the watershed. Participant feedback identified
changes this has implied internally for their collectives or organizations. These
changes support river commoning by amplifying new narratives about the river as a
focus of watershed-wide care practices: connecting different sections into a single
map surfaced and formally represented a network of collective actions emerging from
the upper and middle basin.

The mapping and sharing of narratives of care highlighted local organizational agency
within the watershed, amplifying the value of place-based practices by connecting 16
collectives across six locations along the river. As Claudia said, when they started
showing visitors the map in Como cuidar un rio at the Refugio, they moved from
"presenting the river as a geographical accident to many things: a source of energy, a
way of weaving and knowing, of feeding and sovereignty, and an energetic
transformation." She explains how they "are prepared to show the river map... I like
to manipulate it with people, work it on the floor and tell everything that happens in
those six places" (Interview, June 2025). This narrative shift is bidirectional—"from
outside in, how they see us, and from inside out, how we communicate." Simply put,
the map transformed how the Refugio communicates outward, and how external
actors position it within a networked view of the watershed. Communicating place
from the map thus situates the watershed not as a closed text but as an emergent
field of commoning, inviting others to connect diverse river memories and caring
practices into shared riverine identities. As Claudia emphasized, these shared
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natrratives foster watershed-wide connection: "through relationships you can
connect, communicate, and understand what others do" (Interview, June 2025).

The map’s handwritten format and focus on depicting people doing care actions
emphasizes how social connectivity transcends linear boundaries, rigid institutional
or legal frameworks, and ecological delimitations (Giraldo-Martinez, 2025). Each of
the six maps enlivens the river as an affective assemblage of riverine forms (its
different geohydrological stages); memories (rendered in words); non-human
members (hummingbirds, bears, owls, and others); and people engaged in care and
attachment actions (birdwatching, growing food, and so on) (see fig 5). For Paula, at
the beginning of the lower basin, the mapping expanded knowledge of how
communities organize around river care and taught her to "think beyond the
municipality and local actors, alliances and connections" —a shift toward recognizing
ourselves "as a basin, people care for the river from upstream" (Interview, June 2025).

Como cuidar un rio galvanized organizational changes by depicting networked, and
multiscalar social and environmental leadership. Marcela, a researcher at the Jaboque
Wetland in Bogota working through a university-community research program,
explained that by portraying "visible specific territorial initiatives that represent
alternative forms of river governance and management" (Interview, June 2025), the
publication challenges conventional representations that silence or marginalize
environmental defenders while making. As Sabina affirmed, this validation of
community-led work is multidirectional—between grassroots stewardship and
institutional or academic actors—centering community care work within multi-actor
river arrangements (Interview, June 2025). In doing so, collectives "hybridize and
elaborate river enlivening proposals that pose alternatives to technocratic-hydraulic
development strategies”" (de Souza et al., 2025a, p.62), as ways of inhabiting and
caring are exchanged across places, its very meaning is expanded and contested,
opening space for commoning grounded in lived, place-based knowledge.

In sum, interviews and focal groups highlighted how collaborative creation,
gatherings, workshops, and digital communications fostered mutual learning,
information exchange, and trust-building among collectives—methodologies that
animate connections between river care initiatives and amplify community-led
commoning efforts within the wider watershed.

Social scale

River commoning at the social scale refers to changes that reshape collective
narratives and public perceptions. Reaching audiences beyond those directly engaged
in care actions has been a core project objective, pursued through participatory
activities (workshops, talks, exhibitions) with watershed inhabitants and neighbors.
Changes at this scale demonstrate how the RIO BOGOTA project’s pedagogical
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methodologies (see 2.3 above) with Cdmo cuidar un rio shifted social perceptions of
the river.

The cycle of workshops delivered in Bogotd’s public library network, Biblored,
focused on experiential and participatory pedagogy to transform public indifference
into river consciousness and enhance river literacy (fig. 6). Feedback from each
workshop attested to increased understanding of the river’s hydrosocial
entanglements, its importance for local communities, and acknowledgment of the
diverse life forms that inhabit it despite severe pollution. As one participant wrote:
"Discovering that the Bogota River is not dead brings enormous relief from the
climate anxiety that engulfs humanity and sometimes overwhelms us. Being able to
eat vegetables, tubers, greens, and fish that are nourished by the Bogota River’s
waters is something I never thought possible" (Workshop participant, September 20,
2024). By animating new connections, participants enlivened the river—disputing
dominant narratives of river death or reductive framings of the river as a water
resource. Other participants emphasized that the river "evolves, changes and re-
signifies itself along its course," and crucially, "is tecoverable" —a shift from viewing
it as fixed, degraded waters toward recognizing it as a dynamic living system with
regenerative capacity.

Figure 6. Sharing the history of the Thomas van der Hammen Forest Reserve and I.a Conejera
Wetland. Fontanar del Rio Public Library, 23 July 2024. Photo: Laura Giraldo.
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The workshops advanced the RIO BOGOTA project's aim of scaling up the feeling
of being riberesios beyond activist or environmentalist circles and into broader public
spaces. As a guest co-facilitator from the Conejera Wetland emphasized, they
involved "people who didn't know much about the river, but represent potential for
tiver consciousness" (Interview, June 2025). The listening and writing exetcises
shatred at the end of the sessions included reflections on river life and demonstrated
heightened attunement to river connectivity: "Water does not live alone —the wind
is always there. And it always accompanied someone. A constant, continuous
breathing can be heard, speaking of each life that gathers upstream, downstream.
Rivers born where others die. Rivers that never die: for life cries out" (Workshop
participant, July 13, 2024).

The speculative creative writing exercise demonstrated how sensory attention to the
sounds of the river’s pulses and flows through the watershed foster more-than-
human bridging, rendering embodied experience the ontological claim that the river
is alive, which underpin entre—tios’ curatorial approach and RiO BOGOTA. This
sensory disposition toward river life also transpired in another testimony —a letter
dedicated to the river—which expressed deep affective attachment and a desire for
the river’s enduring vitality, metaphorized through the river’s voice: "I love all your
sounds, from the whisper when you are a fragile thread of water to the roar of your
torrent when you descend imposingly. Sometimes you are sharp and intermittent and
sometimes deep and overwhelming. In your sound, birds learn to highlight their
song, you are a sonic base for so many other animals. May your voice accompany us
much and always." (Wortkshop participant, September 20, 2024). In other
testimonies, this attachment emerges as a more-than-human kinship where people
address the river as "abuelo" (grandfather) or elder: "I could also call you
grandmother, cousin, aunt, mother. I spent many years forgetting that we are family
and you run through my blood."

Overall, workshop feedback showed significant perceptual shifts, demonstrating that
effective river enlivening requires transforming how society perceives, relates to, and
cares for rivers as complex social-ecological networks. As Boelens et al. note (2025b,
p- 28), "when rivers are approached as co-constituting and interdependent human
and ecological communities, rivers and riverine knowledges may travel and enrich
each other, cross-culturally, translocally." Cémo cuidar un rio enacts precisely this by
challenging official cartographies (Giraldo-Martinez, et al., 2025) and re-presenting
the river as an interwoven social and ecological community, it advances alternative
proposals for living-with-the-river that are at once perceptual, affective, and political.
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Conclusions: Commoning Changes and Challenges

This article has taken RIO BOGOTA as an example of one of the many
"tiver co-learning arenas" (RCAs) emerging at the intersection of water scholarship
and public engagement. To address a research gap in theoretically-grounded accounts
of RCAs and systematic approaches to gauging their empirical capacities, we
presented a methodology to analyze multiscalar changes to assess how involvement
in specific collaborative, curatorial projects supports river commoning among direct
project participants and wider publics. This involved gauging the project’s capacity
to do this by uplifting and connecting river enlivening initiatives and by resignifying
the dominant natrative of a "dead" river into a commons that people feel attached
to as riberesios. Analysis of individual interviews, written testimonies, creative writing
exercises, and focus group discussions demonstrates how experiences of eating,
mapping, and listening in the communal meal, co-created publication, and
participatory workshops fostered river commoning across multiple, interconnected
scales of change:

® DPersonal scale: Embodied commensality—eating river-grown produce at
the Piguete—fostered commoning by affirming a sense of being ribereio,
anchoring riverine identity in river memories, vernacular food traditions, and
watershed-grown foods, transforming contaminated waterscapes into
sources of nourishment.

e Relational scale: Collaborative menu preparation and gathering at the
Piguete supported commoning by scaling up individuals® self-understanding
as ribererios to collective to mutual recognition—connecting participants with
each other, other riverine communities, and the river itself, validating efforts
across sites and generations, and strengthening support networks among
river actors.

e Collective or organizational scale: Collaborative storytelling of watershed
sites and their representation as a connected, affective map in Cowo cuidar un
rio, strengthened commoning by shifting narratives from river-as-dead to
river-as-alive—challenging collective perceptions of contamination, death,
and fragmentation through creative communication that fostered emerging
alliances and bridges across collectives, generated shared meaning-making
about river enlivening possibilities, and expanded potential collective action.

® Social scale: Pedagogical and dissemination spaces that workshopped Cdnzo
cuidar un rio with broader audiences and riverine inhabitants, expanded the
scope of commoning by scaling up the feeling of being riberesios among
workshop participants—weaving shared river meanings across territories,
communities, and care practices, opening pathways to shift social



Commoning a "Dead" River in Colombia | 230

perceptions of the river and build watershed interconnectivity. This aspect
of the research-creation process engaged translocal riverine knowledge in
which, following Boelens et al. state "river movements map, mapping moves
rivers" (2025b, p.28). Workshop feedback attests to perceptual shifts,
showing that effective river enlivening requires transforming how society
perceives, relates to, and cares for rivers as complex socio-ecological
networks.

The empirical and evaluative turn in scholarly discussions asks for the capacity of
"alternative ways of being with and acting in socio-ecological riverine systems to
reverse the trends of environmental degradation" (de Souza et al., 2025a, p. 59; emphasis
added). Place-based practices river commoning are articulated in specific conditions,
manifesting in emergent forms that vary by context. However, as an example of
community action in the face of a critically contaminated urban river, the Bogota
River watershed offers insights relevant to water scholars and practitioners in other
regions. Sharing among diverse settings, histories, phases of struggles, and political
contexts through collaborative methodologies and multi-actor exchanges, as Boelens
et al. (2025b, 11) suggest, "may entail strong opportunities for mutual learning,
insertion of novel strategic arms, and engagement in complementarity and solidarity
action." In RIO BOGOTA, river commoning means active, situated, and relational
practices through which local care actions that enliven the river connect and
exchange across diverse watershed actors and multiscalar dynamics, challenging
dominant hydrosocial narratives that frame water-as-resource and river-as-dead.

Participant feedback converged on the finding that the communal meal and
collaborative publication supported river commoning by deepening and amplifying
a core ontological, affective claim being rzberesio (belonging to the river). In the face
of systematic hydrosocial disconnection that emerges in contexts of environmental
degradation, our analysis demonstrated how this claim galvanizes affective energy
around the river as a common cause—for individuals, between collectives, and
beyond them in wider publics. Insofar as RIO BOGOTA addresses the challenge of
reversing trends of environmental degradation that de Souza et al (2025a) and others
lay out, practicing active and ongoing reflexivity also entails accounting for the gaps
and limitations of specific methodologies in RCAs. When we asked focus group
participants what we have in common across care actions, convergent issues, concerns,
and practices, the consensus was: "What's common is our shared affect and respect
for the river. There's no question about that" (Maria Victoria, co-director of a
museum and educational platform and co-founder of an environmental foundation
for ecological restoration in the Tequendama Falls, focus group, June 24, 2025).
During collective reflection on whether RIO BOGOTA had materialized a river
commoning network, several challenges arose around how to enable connections
that bridge river actors while respecting different interests and positions. Prompted
to identify a common objective among entre—rtios and collaborators, and ways to
guide possible collective action, participants outlined distinct paths as the possible
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focus of future activities: environmental education and ecological restoration
processes, food sovereignty, and legal defense and protection, and political
participation in public policy engagement.

Forging a collective pathway through which RIO BOGOTA would endure over time
and have a more tangible impact on reversing environmental degradation poses
significant challenges for future work. Answering that question is beyond the scope
of this article but does raise pertinent questions about the capacities and limitations
of RCAs that are germane to other initiatives, across Latin America and beyond.
Given that RCAs have no "format ot blueprint ... setin stone" (de Souza et al, 2025a,
p. 73), nor an ideal duration or lifetime, some claim they should be "transient
configurations that last as long as the energy balance of the learning configuration
remains positive" (p. 73). Herein lies a key challenge for RCAs like RIO BOGOTA
which emerge at the nexus of academic research, research-creation, curatorial
practice, and community action: sustaining collaboration and co-creation is
predicated on maintaining successive stages of project funding, a demand made
complex by changing funding priorities and opportunities beyond the control of
academic lead investigators. Our processes of continual reflexivity identified
converging and divergent institutional, social, and contextual temporalities and
agendas of organizations and individual commitments as the major challenge —one
that can be mitigated by securing alternative sources to academic funding, and by
rotating roles for fundraising work and seeking partnerships.

Most importantly, just as assessing methodologies for collaboration, co-creation and
co-learning requires open and reflexive dialogue, so too do decisions around the
capacity to sustain RCAs. In the case of RIO BOGOTA, achieving networked
collaboration with capacity to materially impact the reversal of ecological
degradation, beyond the individual commoning efforts, requires methodologies
oriented to that objective. Establishing those methodologies must balance emergent,
process-driven work that is responsive to context with a concerted direction for
strategic, ongoing action, enacted, in our case, through iterative processes of culinary
gatherings around the river and workshops with our films and publications!?. As one
participant in our focus groups aptly put it: "We're learning by doing, designing the
strategies and purposes that unite us: What river do we want? A decontaminated
river? What legal frameworks protect it? What alliances do we need?" (Fernando,
director of an NGO dedicated to the ecological restoration of riparian forest in the
upper basin, focus group, June 24, 2025). This interrogative, process-based approach
reflects the river network not as a fixed structure but as a dynamic field of actors with

10 Following the Piguete del rio Bogotd insights, in 2025 we developed the project Comvites de riv, organizing
four food gatherings in the upper and middle basin of the Bogota River among diverse actors, that
resulted in the publication Cdmo volver al rio (How to return to the river) (entre—rios, 2025).
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different claims and agendas requiring —as part of the organic fabric of commoning—
continual reflexivity to set future pathways for action.
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