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BACKGROUND 
 
The purpose of the Conference was to address challenges and their possible solutions for 
watersheds and river basins, learn  from international, national and local experiences, and to 
make recommendations for the Mekong River Commission (MRC), and river basin 
organizations/committees and other relevant actors in the Mekong Basin, on three aspects: 
(1) good watershed management practices; (2)  functional governance and institutional 
frameworks for integrated watershed and river basin management, and (3) economic and 
financing tools in sustainable watershed and river basin management.   
 
The Conference was hosted by the Mekong River Commission (MRC) in collaboration with 
the following co-conveners: Asian Development Bank (ADB), Challenge Program on Water 
and Food (CPWF), German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), International Water management Institute 
(IWMI), Mekong Program on Water Environment and Resilience (M-POWER), United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF) 
and World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). 
 
A range of stakeholders from local, national and international settings were represented 
among the more than 250 participants.    
 
THIS SUMMARY 
 
This summary of the key messages from the two days of discussions was presented on 
behalf of the Conference Convener and Co-conveners by Dr. Petra Schill, MRC-GIZ. 
 
GENERAL MESSAGES 
 
The conference reminded all, that there are many Mekong’s ranging geographically from the 
Tibetan Plateau to the Vietnam Delta, socio-culturally and historically crossing many 
kingdoms, tribes and ethnic groups, passing through countries with different  political 
systems, performing management at various levels from local to regional involving a 
diversity of institutions: formal, informal, traditional and imposed. But people living in the 
basin also have much in common. Most of the basin’s populations live in the rural areas, 
they are subsistence farmers who supplement what they grow with the fish they catch and 
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the food and other material they gather from forests and wetlands hence they depend very 
much on the natural resources.  
 
The Conference reconfirmed that the watershed is the fundamental hydrological unit of the 
basin, where biodiversity and ecosystem functions can be sustained and where livelihood 
opportunities are provided for people. International experiences have demonstrated the 
value of using “living river approaches” in watershed management aiming at maintaining 
ecosystem functions, such as providing flood protection, fisheries resources and water 
supply.   
 
Management of watersheds affects downstream areas, the cumulative effects of which in the 
Mekong River context potentially can lead to effects beyond national boundaries. Hence, 
regional collaboration in watershed and river basin management is critical.   
 
Experiences with watershed and river basin management show that it is important to employ 
both top-down and bottom-up approaches and to ensure the institutional arrangements and linkages 
between the local level and the national/regional level. Furthermore, innovative institutional 
arrangements and approaches in watershed management that have been developed and 
proven their value at the local scale need to be incorporated in river basin management at the national 
and regional scale.  
 
When embedding watershed management in river basin management a key point is 
understanding the differences in scale and the implications for management. Extrapolation and up-
scaling can be dangerous without having a rigorous understanding of the effects of scale. It 
is essential to get away from situations where watershed management decisions are based on 
common myths by using scientific evidence. Good data is key to evidence-based management, 
including monitoring and modeling adapted to the specific context.  
 
There remains a chronic shortage of funding for integrated and sustainable watershed 
management approaches – despite the demonstrably high economic values that these 
generate. Funding is required both to cover the direct costs of watershed management, and to offset the 
opportunity costs to upstream communities of shifting to more sustainable land and resource uses. Various 
forms of payments for ecosystem services are emerging as important mechanisms for 
mobilizing financial resources for watersheds, and for the groups that live in them. 
 
SPECIFIC MESSAGES 
 
Specifically, in addressing the issue of good watershed management practices the 
Conference highlights: 
 

1. Balancing development within the context of the multitude of drivers of change (i.e. 
demographic change, economic development, climate change) will necessitate trade-
offs and compromise. Sound science -based evidence is required to support and 
inform the decision making process. Issues such as the dynamics and importance of 
sediments and the effects of deforestation and reforestation vary across scale and 
there are myths that need to be dispelled. 



2. To date watershed management is conducted in a piecemeal manner with little if any 
coordination between stakeholders and sectors. There is a need for an institutional 
body that will coordinate and administer the overall implementation of sustainable 
watershed management would ensure the interests of all sectors and stakeholders. 
The many drivers of change call for adaptive management approaches to be applied 
in watershed management.  

3. Balancing landscape management with a focus on livelihood approaches is crucial in 
developing sustainable watershed management. There are clear examples where 
leveraging small changes within the watershed can have significant impacts in 
enhancing the provision of ecosystem services.  

4. Adaptive management and learning approaches are critical in the implementation of 
sustainability of watershed management.  

Specifically, in addressing functional governance and institutional frameworks the 
Conference highlights:  

1. Good governance is about enlarging the “we” comprising those who manage and 
those who are being managed.  There is need for flexibility of government as well as 
local informal institutions with commitment to learning from each other. 

2. Governance is the way in which society shares power, benefits and risks. Dialogue 
needs to occur with all and it is not only local. On the other hand, the resulting 
consensus tends to be a ‘grey mess’ if consultation is exaggerated while being 
overtaken by development. 

3. Our efforts in governance should not only focus on the mechanistic aspects of 
governance, such as building institutions and creating and implementing laws and 
policies.  And similarly, there is already a great deal of work on participation in 
governance.  Therefore, we need to put equal emphasis in addressing other 
characteristics of governance such as ensuring transparency, accountability and 
(legal) recourse/compensation. 

4. Governance is primarily about the “management of humans”, not only about 
managing watersheds or river basins. And human behaviour is governed to a large 
extent by economic incentives or financial disincentives.  Governance mechanisms 
must reflect and integrate this reality. 

5. Governance starts where the rain drops fall. Without strong local institutions 
implementation will not occur. Local institutions are necessary but not enough. This 
is because we are on the fast track. We should start from small (and there are 
numerous cases of success), and scale them up from watersheds to sub-basins and 
river basins to make management work. The critical factor is the relationship 
between the differing organisations and levels rather than a matter of just scaling up 
or scaling down. We should not just copy-cat situations from other regions. 

 



Specifically, in addressing economic and financing aspects the Conference highlights: 

1. Economic data and figures can be a powerful way of presenting evidence, and 
influencing decisions. Unless governments, households, companies and other sectors 
are convinced of the benefits to them from more sustainable watershed 
management, they are unlikely to be willing to support it – and in some cases may be 
economically unable to do so.  

2. Economic valuation is also an important tool for ensuring that the costs, benefits 
and trade-offs that have traditionally been omitted from decisions are included, and 
are considered by decision-makers. Equally, it can help to make sure that the 
economic interests of more vulnerable (and often poorer) stakeholder groups who 
are negatively impacted by these trade-offs are represented. 

3. However good it may be, economic data will not convince people unless it is 
generated in a transparent way, and communicated effectively in a way that is 
meaningful to the decision or decision-maker that it hopes to influence. Stakeholder 
participation is key to increasing credibility and hence acceptance of economic data. 

4. It is not enough just to demonstrate on paper that sustainable watershed 
management generates high economic values. It also necessary to ensure that these 
values are captured and internalized in the policies, prices and markets that influence 
people’s economic behavior in watersheds.  At the end of the day, sustainable 
watershed management must translate into real economic gains to the actors 
involved, and in comparison to the returns from unsustainable production, 
consumption and investment choices. 

5. There is an urgent need to diversify watershed funding beyond traditional State 
budget and overseas donor sources – which, by themselves, are rarely sufficient to 
cover the costs of watershed management, or to reach all the stakeholder groups and 
activities that are involved. It is now recognized that a diverse funding portfolio 
should also include market-based mechanisms, fiscal revenues, PES and other 
user/polluter fees, as well as contributions from both the private sector and the 
general public. 

 
IN CONCLUSION 
 
The Conference has demonstrated the importance of considering the linkages between land 
and water in managing the natural resources and the importance of integration across 
sectors, disciplines, institutions and scale. 
 
In order to disseminate and promote the outcome of this conference in addressing future 
challenges a Technical Paper will be produced by MRCS and the co-conveners to convey the 
messages from the conference to relevant stakeholders.   
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