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Foreword

Six of the largest river basins in the world originate from the Tibetan Plateau, far above the tree
line, and cover downstream areas with the highest population density in the world, no longer
allowing for any substantive areas of forest. In between, these rivers flow through mountains and
hilly areas, where millions of people over the ages have been highly dependent on forests for their
daily needs for fuel, fodder, timber, and numerous other non-timber forest products and services.
Forest also play an important role in protecting soils and regulating water flows.

While over the last 40-50 years, many studies have been carried out on the role of forests in
watersheds of small and medium sizes, in Asia no comparative studies had been undertaken at
the time the Asia Pacific Forestry Commission decided to prepare the Asia Pacific Forestry.Sector
Outlook study in 1996. As part of this study, ICIMOD was asked to prepared a background
document analysing the role of forestry in key Asian watersheds. It was a new challenge for
ICIMOD to go beyond the centre’s usual focus on the Hindu Kush-Himalayan Region, and in
particular to areas below 300 metres, areas inhabited by hundreds of millions of people who are
largely dependent on irrigated agriculture fed by the rivers that had collected their waters in
rugged terrains and high forests upstream.

The present document is a first attempt to synthesise the information that could be collected in a
relatively short period. This has only been possible by combining the information available from
satellite imagery with the considerable knowledge and experience of five consultants who prepared
background documents on four of the watersheds. An earlier draft had benefitted from comments
by the Forestry Outlook Study Steering Committee, which met at ICIMOD in Kathmandu in
November 1997.

We are grateful to FAO for giving us this opportunity to look at the broader picture of forestry and
large watersheds and to the Canadian International Development Agency which provided financial
support for the study, as well as for the meeting of the steering committee. The authors of the
background documents deserve a special mention for their timely submission of highly useful
information. Prof. A. K. Myint, Dr. T. Hofer and ICIMOD's editorial and desktop publishing staff
have been particularly helpful in processing the document in time for the next session of the APFC
in Yogiatarta, Indonesia.

The present study provides some of the answers to the questions raised two years ago. It also
points out that more detailed analysis and collection of data, focussing on specific areas in these
watersheds, would be particularly helpful in determining the types of interventions and support
mechanisms needed in the forestry sector and heyond. The people and environment of these
lifelines of development deserve this much attention.

Egbert Pelinck
Director General
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Abstract

Six major rivers of Asia are studied for the forestry situations in their watersheds: the Indus, Ganges,
Brahmaputra, and Mekong are international rivers, whereas the two other rivers studied are the
Yangtze and Yellow rivers of the People’s Republic of China. Basic information on the geography,
climate, hydrogical conditions, sediment and water quality, land cover, and socioeconomic
conditions of these river watersheds are described. The importance of hydropower potential in the
areas is mentioned, while the amounts of erosion and sediment loads are pointed out. Forest
resources in each individual watershed are discussed. The main driving forces affecting the forest
cover, which include national policies, population growth and poverty, economic development
and industrialisation, infrastructure and hydropower production, climate change, and highland
lowland interactions are classified and deliberated upon. Prospects for forestry towards the year
2010 assuming the various scenarios are predicted. The implications for future action are assessed
concerning the elevation zones between 300 to 3,000 m; forestry management for and by local
communities; integrated approaches in planning; economies based on forestry and environmental
conservation; development of other sectors; international conventions; measures for mangrove
forest improvement; the reimbursement of highland societies for benefits received in the lowlands;
and the assistance of the global community in conserving biodiversity are emphasised .
Recommendations for assessment of forest cover and analysis of the role of forestry in selected
meso-watersheds are made.
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