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What is IUCN doing?

Engaging mixed teams of
State & non-State actors
to translate FLOW into
Burmese, Thai, Khmer, 
Chinese, Vietnamese, and
Lao

This is about process and product



Environmental Flows

• Not just Natural Flows
• Not just Minimum Flows
• Not just Average Flows



An environmental flow is the water 
regime provided within a river, 
wetland or coastal zone to 
maintain ecosystems and their 
benefits where there are competing 
water uses



The Reality
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• It requires an integration of a range of disciplines  --
both scientific and socio-economic -- including 
engineering, law, ecology, economy, hydrology, 
political science and communication are required. 

• It also requires learning and negotiations between 
stakeholders to bridge the different interests that 
compete for the use of water.  

• The Multi-Stakeholder Platform (MSP) is one way to 
provide space for learning and new insights for 
negotiations. 

Putting E-Flows into practice 
is NOT easy.



MSP deliberation informed by research & advocacy

MSP essential for ‘flow regime’ negotiations



To what extent can a hydrological regime be To what extent can a hydrological regime be 
altered from natural condition for purposes of altered from natural condition for purposes of 
water resource development & management, water resource development & management, 
while still maintaining an accepted level of while still maintaining an accepted level of 
ecosystem conditionecosystem condition

?
Requires knowledge of:Requires knowledge of:

FlowFlow--related conditions governing related conditions governing 
ecosystem character ecosystem character -- supporting supporting 
biota & local peoplebiota & local people

Potential impacts of altered Potential impacts of altered 
flow patterns on ecosystem flow patterns on ecosystem 
& livelihoods& livelihoods

FLOWFLOW

key driver key driver 
of of 

ecosystemecosystem



MANWAN DAM, YUNNAN PROVINCE, CHINA





What assumptions can be made from the 
hydrograph just shown? Are they valid?

Impacts of changing time & extent of floods on 
Cambodia’s Tonle Sap?

Impacts of higher dry season flows?

Impact of changed flows on people?

Etc…..



New thinking is 
needed to 
manage water 
resources 
sustainably and 
equitably –
within the broad 
framework of 
IWRM



Many methods …
No single best method, approach or framework 
to determine an environmental flow

For most of the world’s river systems, no 
specific ecological objectives have been set

More and more methods now take a holistic 
approach

Eg.
Downstream Response to Imposed Flow 
Transformation (DRIFT) framework
>200 methodologies



These are being tested in…….

Vietnam – Huong River Basin

Thailand – Songkhram River Basin ?

Mekong River mainstream - IBFM

As well as in 

China (Yellow River), India, Senegal, 
South Africa, Australia



Viet Nam’s Huong River Basin
2/3 of pop of Hue 
Province live within 
Huong River Basin

Flooding in rainy 
season & saltwater 
intrusion in dry 
season major 
concerns



Searching for Solutions:
2003-2004 EFA project carried out by Huong River Projects 
Management Board, IWMI, IUCN within the framework of an 
IWRM strategy for the province

The E-Flow initiative was the first of its kind in Viet Nam

Local water managers and users were assisted to understand 
the principles and practices of E-flows, to institutionalise
EFAs as a normal part of IWRM, and to build local capacity 
of partners to undertake such work & factor it into water 
resources decision-making.



Incorporated ecological assessments of hydrological scenarios

Identified and distinguished between different key elements 
of the flow regime 

Alternative hydrological regime scenario was estimated based 
on understanding of the predicted impact of dam 
development projects on the flow regime

Development of indicators to indicate impact of changing 
flow conditions on the riverine ecosystem & local population 
that relies on the river system.

Outcomes of the Rapid EFA 
workshop

Outcomes of the Rapid EFA Outcomes of the Rapid EFA 
workshopworkshop



Lower Songkhram

River Basin



Lower Songkhram River Basin

Dry Season

Wet Season



Ecosystem 
of the Lower Songkhram River Basin

Wet Season

Dry Season



Natural Flows vs. Economic 
Development?

Income generation

Irrigated Agriculture

Livelihoods



Monitoring of biodiversity and 
livelihood changes in the 
Upper Mekong in Lao PDR

START

FINISH



Purpose
• Develop further understanding of riverine ecosystems, 

habitats, species, and the communities that depend on 
resources for their livelihoods

• Identify site specific areas for detailed information 
gathering, particularly on livelihoods development

• Establish baseline information of ecosystems & 
livelihoods

• Build capacity for environmental and social survey 
methodologies in Lao PDR

• Develop a plan for long-term monitoring of biodiversity 
and livelihood changes







BEIJING, CHINA: UN SYMPOSIUM ON HYDROPOWER & 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, OCTOBER 2004
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