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Facts and figures
The 4,800 km Mekong River is one of the great river systems of the world draining 795,000 km2 of six countries – China, Myanmar, Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam. The source of the river’s great productivity is its seasonal variation in water level, and the range of wetland habitats inundated. Wet season river levels are up to 8-10 meters higher than dry season ones, creating a rich and extensive series of wetlands in the four countries of the Lower Mekong Basin.

The biodiversity of the Mekong River Basin is immense, and of truly exceptional significance to international biodiversity conservation even in comparison with other parts of tropical Asia. The river and its numerous tributaries, backwaters, lakes, and swamps supports many unique ecosystems and a wide array of globally-threatened species such as the Irrawaddy Dolphin, Siamese Crocodile, Giant Catfish and birds such as the Giant Ibis and Sarus Crane. The diversity of the river fauna itself is surpassed only by that of the Amazon and the Congo, with between 500 and 1,300 species of fish inhabiting the main channels, tributaries, and associated wetlands. 

This biodiversity is fundamental to the viability of natural resource-based rural livelihoods of a population of 55 million people living in the Lower Mekong Basin - equivalent to more than 90% of the population of the entire Mekong Basin, and about one-third of the combined total population of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam.
However, high levels of human population and usage have led to increasing unplanned development pressures within the basin, causing many direct threats to most of the important ecosystems and endangered species for which the region is renowned. This poses a significant threat to biodiversity and environmental sustainability, and thereby to the livelihoods of the Mekong peoples. Only 1.3% of the once biodiversity-rich Mekong Delta now remains in a semi-natural condition and the few remaining wetland species are wholly reliant on these remnant patches. Degradation of wetland habitats and hydrological regimes poses perhaps the greatest threat to the viability of one of the most important freshwater fisheries in the world, and the most important source of animal protein in rural diets. Widespread hunting and over-fishing, inflated by a massive illicit wildlife trade, has brought many species to the brink of extinction, and development of river infrastructure is believed to have caused the extinction of a number of endemic fish species.
These problems have been exacerbated by socio-political issues, including widespread poverty, high population growth, a history of conflict and resulting weak governance structure.

Project description
The Mekong Wetlands Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use programme addresses wetland conservation issues throughout the Lower Mekong Basin. The project aims to strengthen the capacity of organisations and people to develop sustainable livelihoods and manage wetland biodiversity resources wisely.
The project, which builds specifically upon each country's national priorities, works at three levels - regional, national and local. At the regional level, the basin-wide policy framework and economic environment is being developed through influencing ministers, developing policy guidelines and strengthening institutional capacity to implement policies. At the national level, management planning is being enhanced through a multi-sectoral approach, capacity building, and increasing public involvement. The information base needed to support sound wetland policy, planning and management decision-making will also be strengthened.

At the local level, four key sites have been chosen to demonstrate Protected Area System management planning and integrated community development. The sites - Stoeng Treng Ramsar Site in Cambodia; Attepeu Province in Lao PDR; Lower Songkram Basin in Thailand; and the Plain of Reeds in Vietnam - each represent one of the four key wetland ecosystems found in the Lower Mekong Basin. 
Project sites
· Stung Treng is located in the upper Cambodian reaches of the Lower Mekong River. Declared as a Ramsar site in 1999, the site extends 37 km along the Mekong River from 6 km north of Stung Treng town to 3 km south of the Lao border. There are 10,000 people living within, or close to the site boundaries. 
The main habitats within the Stung Treng Ramsar site include: riverine inundated forest; river channels, which are important for the migration and breeding of over 100 species of fish; deep pools, which provide refuge for seasonally quiescent fish species and Irrawaddy dolphins; and sandbars, which provide dry season roosting and breeding habitats for nesting waterbirds. 

· Attapeu Province has a total area of 10,320 km2 and is the most south-easterly province in Lao PDR forming part of the country’s south-eastern borders with Vietnam and Cambodia. The east is mountainous with areas up to 2,000 meters above sea level, while the lowlands of the south west are about only 100 meters above sea level. 
The province’s main wetland habitats include: ponds and marshes, often dominated by emergent vegetation including sedges, reeds and grasses, and sometimes support floating vegetation; lowland river channels which are important for the migration of fish from the plains to the higher tributaries and where the Irrawaddy Dolphin, once common in these rivers, can still occasionally be found; upland tributaries and rapids, both believed to support undescribed species of fish.

· The Lower Songkram Basin demonstration site is contained within the area from the confluence of the Mekong and Songkhram Rivers. This area comprises almost the entire Songkhram River floodplain which, during the peak of the wet season, (June and August) forms one great lake with an area of approximately 108,00ha. The Lower Songkhram Basin is vitally important as a store of aquatic biodiversity and as a fish breeding and nursery ground for at least 17 species including the Red List species: Mekong Giant Catfish, Blanc’s striped Featherback, Jullien’s Barb and the Thin-lip Barb. 
There are about 30 villages within the site, populated by approximately 20,000 people whose livelihoods are supplemented by fish and other wetland products. Many of the wetlands habitats have been disturbed through cutting inundated forest for charcoal, clearing for agriculture, grazing, and foraging activities. 
The main habitats associated with the Lower Songkhram River include: onundated forest, where 153 plant species have been found and which provide a vital nursery and breeding ground for many species of fish; oxbow lakes and marshlands, dominated by sedges, reeds and lotus; and riverine channels. 

· The Plain of Reeds is a vast wetland depression of about 13,000 km2 mainly in Viet Nam, but extending into Cambodia. The plain lies in a flat lowland region subject to seasonal flooding (July to December) which at its peak (between late September to end of October), becomes a vast lake. Except for scattered ponds and swamps, the plain dries out during the dry season.
The original plain was covered in dense vegetation with small natural streams. However, massive agricultural expansion over the past 40 years has led to most natural areas being converted to rice production. Two of the larger remnants of the Plain of Reeds - Tram Chim National Park and Lang Sen - are the focus of project activities.

Tram Chim is a national park of 7,500 ha which is currently being considered for listing under the Ramsar Convention. There are 22,000 people living adjacent to the boundaries of the site which also supports the greatest concentration of the eastern race of the Sarus Crane in the Lower Mekong Basin. The 3,280 ha Lang Sen site has an important biodiversity value as the only area in the former Plain of Reeds where remnant natural Melaleuca forest occurs on a river channel. The Government of Viet Nam has proposed establishing Lang Sen as a Special Reserve Forest for the Protection of Nature. 
Over 127 species of higher plants have been recorded on the Plain of Reeds where the main habitats include: seasonally inundated grasslands of several types, lotus swamps, and inundated forest. 
SELECTED PROJECT RESULTS
Regional

· The hydrological consequences of proposed developments - such as hydropower dams, irrigation projects or changes in catchment land use - can now be predicted thanks to the development of the Water Utilization Project, a hydrological modeling system. A presentation on the WUP was made at the Second Southeast Asia Water Forum (Bali, August 2005).
· Recognising that biodiversity information about the Mekong region is scattered among various NGOs and institutions the project is developing a system of biodiversity overlays to provide a comprehensive planning and development tool. The MWBP will act as a clearing house for biodiversity information which will be linked to other datasets and included in the GIS system, which the project is developing.
· Recent regional training workshops have included: a communications training workshop attended by 11 people from participating countries (Lao PDR, July 2005); a Regional Training of Trainers on Wetlands Management (Cambodia, June 2005); a Capacity Building for Wetlands Management (Bangkok, May 2005); and a Financial and Administrative Training Course (Lao PDR, April 2005).
· The project has developed a Species Conservation Plan in which the Mekong Giant Catfish, Sarus Crane, Siamese Crocodile and Irrawaddy Dolphin have been selected as flagship species. In April 2006 an agreement was signed to stop hunting the Mekong Giant Catfish and a compensation scheme launched to reimburse fishers for the cost of their nets. A project scientist was earlier awarded the first ever UNEP/CMS Thesis award for his work in developing a conservation plan for the Mekong Giant Catfish. Recent sightings of the Siamese Crocodile (see Vietnam and Lao project sites) have also raised hopes for this critically endangered species.
The project has also published the Regional Red Data Book for the Lower Mekong Region in five local languages and is working with existing regional and global initiatives, including CITES, to regulate wildlife trade on a legal and sustainable basis.

· The MWBP has coordinated regional activities for World Water Day (March 22) and World Wetlands Day (February 2).
Stung Treng, Cambodia

· A recent survey in Stung Treng (March 2006) found that the White Shouldered Ibis is the most endangered species in the area and requires urgent attention if the species is to be saved from extinction. Awareness raising materials have been prepared in Kymer. 

· World Wetlands Day 2006 (February 2) in Cambodia was organised by the Ministry of Environment and supported by the project.  Events included speeches by senior policy makers; performances about wetlands management; an exhibition of wetlands activities; and a boat parade, organised by fishing communities. World Wetlands Day events in 2005 involved a total of 1,335 persons.
· The MWBP and the Cambodian Department of Fisheries have formed a partnership to create the world’s first freshwater conservation concession. This is the first step in a new effort to study and protect Cambodia’s freshwater biodiversity, including Southeast Asia’s rarest and the earth’s largest freshwater fish - the Mekong giant catfish, which can grow up to three meters in length and nearly 300 kilograms. The Mekong giant catfish is listed as critically endangered by the IUCN. 
In December it was announced that a significant and previously unidentified habitat for the critically endangered Mekong Giant Catfish had been found. Four Mekong giant catfish were caught in the area in December 2005. The new MWBP/Department of Fisheries programme may be one reason for the high reported catch of Mekong giant catfish
· Thirty-nine participants attended a Ramsar Rangers Training session on environmental law and regulations related to natural resource management in September 2005. This was the second training session of its kind. 

· A Training of Trainers (ToT) session in September 2005 attracted 33 participants who learned to deliver and develop training courses on participatory natural resources management. 

· An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) workshop in August/September 2005 made field trips to two villages to find out the villagers' concerns about local construction projects and to hear of any environmental impacts arising from them. The workshop was attended by a large number of participants including high government officials, district officials, line department chiefs and staff, commune council officials, NGO staff, and local businesses. 

· A training workshop was held in villages at the Stung Treng MWBP Demonstration Site in August 2005. Research teams from Thailand visited Cambodia to provide the methodology for the study of fish, plant and herb species used by local communities for construction, fuel wood, food and medicine. 
· The MWBP programme has planned an ambitious, village-based research study, which uses villagers' own research efforts and their existing knowledge, into the river's biological and adjacent land-based resources at the demonstration site. 
Attapeu Province, Lao DPR
· MWBP attended the Sekong Community Fishery Workshop, (February 2006), hosted by Oxfam Australia, with participation from WWF, LARReC and the local community. Participants shared information about fish conservation zones, including setting up zones, management, lessons learnt, problems and areas for improvement.
World Wetlands Day 2006 (February 2) celebrations for Attapeu were attended by 400 people, including schoolchildren, provincial and district authorities and local villagers. Main activities of the day included a poem writing competition, a bare-hand fishing catching competition, a “treasure-hunt” for collecting empty plastic water bottles along the river bank and an ecology quiz. 

· After an exchange visit between villagers of Attapeu Province, and villagers from the MWBP project site in Songkhram, Thailand, a follow-up awareness raising activity was organized in November 2005 so that villagers could share lessons learnt and knowledge gained.

The event was successful and instrumental in the villagers’ decision to set up fish conservation zones in three villages, which have the potential to ensure a steady level of fish population, and improve livelihoods through more nutrition and revenue from sales. It is hoped that this will be the beginning of a fisheries network which will bring villagers together to attend meetings about fish conservation, making contacts and sharing ideas across different village cultures and geography. 

· The project helped organise an eco-tourism training session for local guides and homestay operators in Attapeu Province In November 2005. The training, hosted by the local tourism office, included a trek to investigate potential tourism sitesin the area. A workshop on community based eco-tourism has since been held, trekking routes have been opened and a study tour for government staff to the eco-tourism site was organised.

· Recognising that local boat racing festivals provide a good opportunity to raise community awareness of wetlands issues, MWBP provided T-shirts for local teams racing in festivals in September and October 2005. Both of the sponsored teams came second. MWBP distributed awareness-raising materials and T-shirts to spectators and hosted a quiz session. 
· MWBP distributed emergency medical supplies in an effort to combat the effects of heavy flooding which occurred in Attapeu Province during the first two weeks of August 2005. 
· At a National Wildlife Conservation Day cerebration ceremony on (13 July 2005) hosted by MWBP in collaboration with the Attapeu Provincial Agriculture and Forestry Office, celebrations included releasing 13,000 fish into the wild, an educational quiz and soccer match. 
· The Lao Crocodile Survey team’s discovery of a small breeding population of Siamese Crocodiles marks the first time that hatchlings of this species have been observed in Lao PDR. The harmless Siamese Crocodile - one of four flagship species of the MWBP - is among the world’s most threatened crocodilians, and is ranked as “critically endangered” by IUCN. 

The Lao Crocodile Survey is a joint project of MWBP, the Department of Forestry, Living Aquatic Resources Research Centre, National Agriculture and Forestry Resource Institute and the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS). 

· Forty participants took part in the EIA Training session which focused on collecting and evaluating environment and social data on gold mining activities along the Mekong River.
Lower Songkram Basin, Thailand

· The MWBP project has been using Thai Baan research - meaning villager's research – to strengthen local people’s capacity to analyze challenges, solve their own problems and provide a platform for local people to better participate in decision-making processes. The Thai Baan network has already produced two information products - one on local knowledge of fishers and the other on the ecology and history of the seasonally-flooded forest. Both have been published in Thai.
In June MWBP staff and six village researchers traveled from Sri Songkhram district to Stung Treng, Cambodia to provide basic training in local knowledge collection methodologies and techniques. This marked the first cross-border extension of the Thai Baan research model from Thailand to a neighboring country.
· MWBP contributed financially to the Chiang Khong Mekong festival (24-25 February 2006) held by and for local communities of the Chiang Khong area to celebrate and learn more about the Mekong environment and the people who inhabit it. 

· Thailand’s World Wetlands Day 2006 was the largest ever with about 200 people attending. The event was also incorporated with a study tour for Thai journalists to the MWBP demonstration site. Other activities, included exhibitions, art competitions, presentations and discussions

· MWBP will provide technical support and be utilised as a resource for a project launched by Queen Sirikit of Thailand after visiting the Lower Songkhram River Basin in December 2005. The project will help people to improve their livelihoods, especially those affected by natural water patterns of flooding and recession. 

· A training course was held in December 2005 on the basics of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) for MWBP staff and partners of MWBP Thailand. 

· The Songkhram Demonstration Site hosted a learning/knowledge exchange with a large group of visitors from the Attapeu MWBP Demonstration Site in November 2005. Altogether, 27 persons joined the exchange visit and for nearly all the Lao villagers it was their first time outside of Lao PDR. 

· A second Water Quality Testing Pilot Project for Schools in the Lower Songkhram River Basin (LSRB) Training Workshop was held in November 2005 involving 10 local schools. A one-day training course was held in May as the first activity in the project.
· MWBP participated in the Nam Songkhram Basin Fish Festival  in October 2005 by hosting an exhibition booth and organising activities to present aspects of local livelihoods and their relationship with the and flooded forest.

· An irrigated agriculture scoping study was conducted in March and April 2005 to better understand existing agricultural practices with regard to wetlands use and water management. The study team consisted of an agronomist, economist and sociologist from Khon Kaen University. 

Plain of Reeds, Viet Nam 

· A comprehensive assessment of wetlands status titled “Overview of Wetlands Status in Viet Nam Following 15 Years of Ramsar Convention Implementation” was nationally launched in January 2006 to support World Wetlands Day (February 2) and its theme of the year - Wetlands as a tool in poverty alleviation. The report was a collaborative effort of the Vietnam Environment Protection Agency), IUCN Viet Nam, and MWBP, with financial support from Sida.

· A national workshop on Wetlands and Management of Fires in Wetlands in Ho Chi Minh City in September 2005 was organised by MWBP and UNDP, with technical support from Viet Nam country IUCN Viet Nam. 

· MWBP Viet Nam and Non-Forest Timber Products Project have collaborated in the organisation of a series of media orientation meetings on biodiversity conservation and sustainable use, with a focus on wetlands and non-forest timber products. The first meeting (September 2005) in Tram Chim National Park attracted 24 reporters and journalists from 22 newspapers, magazines, television and radio stations A second meeting was held in October. 

· Recent scientific surveys confirm that wild, highly endangered Siamese crocodiles - one of four flagship species of the MWBP - still exist in Viet Nam. The surveys identified fresh tracks and observed an adult individual during a night-time observation exercise. The Siamese Crocodile was thought to be extinct in Viet Nam, and is ranked “Critically Endangered” by ICUN.
Partners etc
UNDP, IUCN - The World Conservation Union, Mekong River Commission. Focal government agencies in the participating countries are Ministry of Environment, Cambodia; Living Aquatic Resources Research Centre, (LARReC), Lao PDR; Office of Natural Resources and Environment Policy and Planning, (ONEP), Thailand; and Vietnam Environment Protection Agency, (VEPA), Vietnam.
Dedicated project website: http://www.mekongwetlands.org/index.htm
Newsletter: No

Mekong Wetlands

11

