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Introduction

The Lower Mekong drains an area of about 666,000 km2 comprising parts of the riparian countries Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Viet Nam. In this area around 60 million people depend directly on the Mekong River itself and natural resources in its drainage area. To ensure sustainability of natural resources in the region a balanced management across national borders is required. Establishing and maintaining this balance is the mandate of the Mekong River Commission (MRC). The MRC is an international river basin organisation formed by the four riparian countries in 1995 when they agreed on “the cooperation for the sustainable development of the Mekong River Basin”. The agreement stipulates that the countries will jointly manage the shared water resources and develop the economic potential of the river. By providing the institutional framework for promoting regional cooperation on sustainable development and improvement of livelihoods, the MRC’s mission is to contribute to the UN Millennium Development Goals. The MRC is funded by contributions from the four member countries and from aid donors, among them the German government. 

The core issue of the MRC’s work is to promote the reasonable and equitable use and protection of aquatic resources of the Mekong River System. This is of crucial importance for the wellbeing of people in the region as well as for the preservation of its unique aquatic biodiversity. Maintaining adequate water quantity, quality and other natural resources in a basin requires the appropriate and sustainable management of the whole drainage area. To achieve this ambitious goal, smaller drainage units, so-called watersheds, are to be managed, often belonging to the territory of only a single country. Furthermore, it has to be taken into account that water resources conditions in downstream regions strongly depend on activities in upstream regions. Therefore, the quality and quantity of water resources in the downstream region, and thus the livelihood of many people, depend on the sustainable use and management of upstream resources.

The Watershed Management Project, implemented through a cooperation of MRC and the German Technical Cooperation (GTZ) is situated within the Agriculture, Irrigation and Forestry Programme (AIFP) of MRC. Its aim is to contribute to ensuring a politically and environmentally acceptable quantity and quality of water and related resources and their availability over time through management of land-related resources.

In Southeast Asia and the Lower Mekong Basin the climate is characterised by seasonal (monsoonal) weather patterns, and especially freshwater habitats vary substantially with the season. Climate change will add to other stresses in this region such as urbanisation and economic development contributing to unsustainable exploitation of natural resources and increased environmental problems. In this region, climate change is supposed to have most severe influence through increased temperatures. Warming will lead to more rapidly melting of the Himalayan glaciers increasing the risk of flooding in spring followed by water shortages in summer. However, also rainfall patterns and several other changes in hydrology are expected. As weather changes and their connected effects cannot be exactly predicted the whole issue poses a new threat and a new challenge: to adapt to the unknown.

Therefore, in times of changing climatic and other environmental conditions, co-operation, information exchange and exchange of experiences become even more crucial for adaptation to inevitable changes. Finding ways to adapt to a changing climate before the results of mitigation, which means lessening human impacts on the atmosphere and the climate through emission reductions, can begin to appear is the only way for humans to maintain their livelihoods. In developing countries many people live on subsistence-based farms and depend heavily on their immediate environment and its wild products not only in times of poor harvest. Therefore, these people are even more severely affected by biodiversity loss coherent with environmental change because high biodiversity is exceptionally important where genetic adaptation to changing conditions is critical to the maintenance of local species. In this context an integrated and participatory watershed management approach conserving natural resources and biodiversity becomes more and more important for the safeguarding of basic requirements.

The regional MRC-GTZ Cooperation Programme

The Watershed Management Project (WSMP) presented here is a co-operation project of MRC and GTZ which started its first phase in 2002. It concentrates less on technical aspects of watershed management, but rather on its institutional requirements. The efficient cooperation of all sectors involved and the participation of all relevant stakeholders are necessary preconditions for watershed management. Therefore negotiation processes between stakeholders responsible for the regulatory framework in a country, and stakeholders living in the watershed, with responsibilities for and requirements towards the management and use of the resources are encouraged. These negotiation processes need to combine the interests of the different groups of stakeholders while considering the maintenance of watershed services and functions (Fig. 1). The programme therefore focuses on the strengthening of institutions in the riparian countries to increase co-operation, information exchange and sharing of improved approaches for sustainable natural resources management. The overall goal of the watershed management component is to ensure the maintenance of watershed functions – ecological functions of watersheds as well as economic and social functions as basis for livelihood of the population.

Most activities are set at district and partly provincial administrative levels. At the same time, national sectoral line agencies, such as the National Mekong Committees, ministries and their departments, are closely involved. The National Mekong Committees are of particular importance, as they coordinate MRC programmes at the national level. They provide links between the MRC Secretariat and the national ministries and line agencies which are the principal implementing agencies of the MRC programmes and projects. 
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Fig. 1: The challenge of watershed management is the combination of top down and bottom up interests still considering sustainability of watershed resources.

In order to promote integrated watershed management in the Lower Mekong Basin, the WSMP is providing outputs and services in three main areas introduced below.

The policy analysis and advice component

Within this component approaches, methods and instruments for improved analysis, planning and implementation of natural resources management are to be developed together with national and local working groups. The relationship and interaction between the local population, sectoral management and the watershed management objectives has to be analysed first, and in some cases partly adapted. All relevant land-use planning, implementation and monitoring activities should take into account the watershed management objectives. Watershed management is not a sector on its own but covers many relevant disciplines. Amongst others, agriculture, forestry, transport and energy sectors should orientate policy formulation and implementation towards a common interdisciplinary watershed management. Therefore the understanding of watershed management principles and a high consistency of sector policies are crucial.

The WSMP focuses on three institutional processes concerning policy analysis and advice. Firstly, linkages between the different levels of organisations and institutions with relevance to watersheds have to be consistent. They may either be based on geographical or on administrative borders. Furthermore, the institutions and organisations relevant to watersheds themselves and linkages between them have to be coherent. And finally also the different governance levels of the various sectors involved in watershed management or sectors relevant to watershed management issues have to align their activities towards compatible objectives. 

To this end, the project currently supports a policy analysis and review process in the four countries. Legislation and policies relevant to WSM have been examined. Identified shortcomings and overlaps, but also innovative approaches and best practices will be discussed first in national consultation processes, later in a regional policy dialogue. With regard to climate change and biodiversity it has been instructive to observe a regulatory shift from a more sector-based orientation, with WSM domiciled in the Agriculture Ministries, to a more integrated perspective, with WSM now often residing in new ministries and line agencies. In line with this, for example, Vietnam has recently transferred the responsibility for River Basin Organizations to its Ministry for Natural Resources and the Environment (MoNRE). Right now, a biodiversity law is being drafted. WSMP has embarked on lobbying support for integrating a clause on WSM into the draft.

Furthermore on the institutional side WSMP has recently initiated the establishment of so called Watershed Committees in two „Pilot Watersheds“ in Lao PDR (Nam Ton) and Cambodia (Siem Reap). In this process, the whole project concept of focusing on institutional instead of technical aspects and of facilitating integration of WSM into existing structures, rather than replacing them, will be put to a substantial test. The proposal for the third phase of the project (to begin in December 2008) will contain a climate change component to deal with the expected impacts on a watershed level making use of the capacities of the newly created Watershed Committees.

Information and knowledge management component

Within the information and knowledge management component the WSMP assists MRC and the four member countries with the development of an internet based regional exchange platform on natural resources management related issues (MekongInfo), the development of local natural resources management databases and the compilation of a watershed management resource kit, which is a collection of information and knowledge relevant for watershed management from a broad range of disciplines. The information collected and analysed will be available for policy makers, institutional developers, and practitioners in the four countries. They are encouraged to use the information and knowledge on management of water related natural resources, respectively, in a watershed context. 

Information and knowledge management also forms the basis for the third main component of the WSMP, the capacity building and awareness component, which will be referred to later.

The internet based regional information system is hosted by the MRC, and can be visited at www.mekonginfo.org. It is an interactive system for sharing information and experiences about natural resources management. Since its creation more than 13,000 users have registered with some 300 new users registering every month. At the moment it holds some 3,000 documents covering natural resources management issues in its online library. All documents can be accessed and downloaded by everyone. Interested persons and institutions may also use the Mekonginfo homepage as platform to share experiences and lessons learnt in posting their documents.

The watershed management resource kit focuses on six main topics relevant to watershed management:

1) Basics – This module refers to basic information on biology and ecology of waters and watersheds as well as related issues. Furthermore, information on social aspects relevant to watershed management, as for example property rights regimes and land tenure issues or gender aspects is presented. As watershed management is a very complex field of action, the basics module may seem very broad. Nevertheless, knowledge and information on basic social, economic and ecologic issues are crucial for a successful watershed management and therefore special emphasis is given to this module. 

2) Policy and legislation – International and regional policy frameworks as well as relevant country policies and legislation are presented.

3) Institutions and organisations – Information on institutions and the administrative systems, good governance principles, as well as an introduction to institutional analysis and development is provided.

4) Planning – In its planning section, the watershed management resource kit provides an introduction to integrated planning and gives information on planning systems, methods and instruments, problems, objectives, strategies and many more relevant issues connected to planning in general. The entire planning sector comprises thirteen different issues, such as land use or river basin planning, relevant for sustainable watershed management.

5) Implementation – Planning and implementation principles of watershed management as well as best implementation practices and lessons learnt are presented in this chapter. For successful implementation of watershed management involvement of locals is essential, and therefore ways of local contributions in an institutional context are being discussed besides possible financing mechanisms.

6) Monitoring and Evaluation – This chapter deals with both project and water resources monitoring and evaluation, to support the correct implementation and orientation of activities towards sustainable watershed management. Furthermore, also practical techniques and in particular community based approaches for monitoring of water resources quality are introduced.

The capacity building component

The capacity building component was developed to improve capacity of stakeholders within the pilot watershed areas as well as support decision makers on different administrative levels. The measures target improved service delivery, networking, cooperation and in particular participatory development and governance. By raising awareness about natural resources and related issues, sustainable planning and management of these will be facilitated. Project activities in this sector comprise logistics and organisational support, seminars, workshops and training courses. 

Watershed management, climate change and biodiversity loss

Integrated watershed management can substantially contribute to the preservation of natural resources and biodiversity in a changing environment. The clear advantage of integrated watershed management compared to hitherto prevalent natural resources management techniques is that it considers a geographical unit, without denying the importance of administrative entities. The concept incorporates watersheds and stream catchments, respectively, as units where every single action leads to effects somewhere else in the area. Political and administrative borders and sectoral limits are to be reconciled for successful and sustainable management if they hinder to treat watersheds as units. This relatively new approach to natural resources management respects biological and ecological processes and complexity. 

Within a watershed there are multiple uses of and interests in natural resources services creating multiple management challenges. Climate change is expected to add to naturally occurring fluctuations. This increases the demand for institutional arrangements that can define, and adaptively manage, the level of provision and allocation of natural resources services needed by society. Thus, intensive communication and negotiation between stakeholders to clarify needs and expectations and governance to balance competing demands for natural resources is crucial. Moreover, against the background of increasing climate fluctuations and uncertainty, adaptation, currently often understood as individual, short-term coping, will have to take place in a coordinated, long-term, i.e. institutional manner. 

Whereas consensus on the global effects of climate change (rising temperature, rising sea-level, disturbed rainfall pattern,...) has significantly increased over recent years, regional and local forecasts are still lacking. It is clear that water will be the natural most severely affected. For the Mekong basin predictions vary greatly. The one thing all climate modeling activities have consistently shown is an intensification of the seasonal pulse of the Mekong, which means a longer dry and an even shorter wet season. If this is to materialize, it will intensify water problems for the poor. Reducing water availability locally and temporarily, it will disrupt food production systems resulting in productivity losses in staple foods. To meet their basic livelihoods people will be forced to intensify the use of their wild environment for food supply stressing very much the range of biodiversity.

Climate change is also expected to directly negatively influence freshwater ecosystems and thus consequently leads to the decline or loss of aquatic species. Together with pressures from direct and indirect influences from society, freshwater ecosystems are likely to abruptly change. For example, even more changes in sediment and nutrient transport of already degraded and polluted streams will be expected due to climate change. These changes can be large in magnitude and impossible or at least difficult and expensive to reverse. 

To date, most efforts of the climate change community have focused on mitigation (e. g. reduction of emissions, carbon sequestration) as means to avoid or at least minimize climate change. It has become apparent however, that even with drastic mitigation measures immediately put into action (which is not going to happen) our planet will suffer climate change effects. Therefore, adaptation – the art of dealing with climate change effects – has drawn increased attention in recent years. Concerning streams and rivers as freshwater systems, existing pressures should be removed and their resiliency improved. However, a key question is whether practical strategies for supporting and developing such resilience can be found and implemented, and which is the appropriate governance level to do so. Integrated watershed management might be a suitable and sufficiently practical strategy, as it integrates a multitude of different points of view with one common goal – the sustainable management and preservation of natural resources functions along with the preservation of biodiversity.
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