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Case Study Summary 

By strengthening local governance processes and supporting 
sustainable land management practices, integrated watershed 
management (IWSM) aims at sustainably reducing natural 
disaster risks while improving livelihoods. An IWSM project in 
Muminabad District, Southern Tajikistan, showcases co-benefits 
of risk reduction, environmental protection and livelihood 
improvement. 

Intervention Context  

In Tajikistan, the specific topographic situation (steep slopes), 
unfavourable climatic conditions (spring storms coinciding with 
snow melt), demographic pressure, poverty and unsustainable 
use of natural resources result in a very high vulnerability of the 
population to natural disasters like floods, mudflows and 
landslides, and declining land productivity. Besides, the country 
lacks a governance mechanism conducive to tackling the issue 
of unsustainable land use and to preventing environmental 
degradation and increased poverty.   

Intervention / Project Description  

Communities living in the watersheds of Muminabad District are vulnerable to effects of soil erosion, landslides and 
flashfloods. Agriculture has fundamentally transformed from a centrally organized sometimes heavily subsidised Soviet 
system into a poorly governed and structured situation today. Unsustainable land use including overgrazing, mono-
cropping and deforestation is the main cause of upstream land degradation and erosion. This results in increased risk of 
floods and mudflows, damage to the ecosystem, and decrease in the potential income to be generated through land 
cultivation. In response to the trends of environmental degradation, climate change, and increased communities’ 
vulnerability, Caritas Switzerland started implementing in 2011 the first phase of the SDC-funded project “Disaster Risk 
Reduction/Integrated Watershed Management” (DRR/IWSM).  
The objective of the project is to sustain the processes contributing to reducing disaster risks threatening the population of 
two selected watersheds (Obishur and Chukurak). This aim is to be reached through restoring the state of natural 
resources and improving people’s livelihoods and resilience. In this regard, the project supports the implementation of 
sustainable land management (SLM) practices and the development of local participatory governance mechanisms. 
Currently in its second phase, the project puts emphasis on disaster prevention through SLM. The selection of SLM 
practices to be implemented in the watersheds is made by the community members in a participatory planning process. 
The interventions are financed through the mechanism of a so-called Project Trust Fund (PTF) triggering co-funding of the 
activities from the stakeholders.  

Examples of Science and Technology Used in the Intervention  

The occurrence of landslides, flashfloods and overall soil erosion is addressed through the implementation of sustainable 
land management practices such as pasture management (establishment of community management units called Pasture 
Users Unions, pasture land registration, rotational grazing, grazing scheduling, etc.), conservation agriculture (contour  

The Intervention in a Nutshell 
Country/Area Tajikistan / Muminabad District / 

Obishur and Chukurak watersheds 
(total target area: 11,700 ha) 

Beneficiaries 12,000 people from 19 villages 
Partners Swiss Development Cooperation 

(SDC);  Centre for Development and 
Environment (CDE)/University of Bern; 
District and sub-district authorities; 
grassroot institutions like Pasture 
Users Unions, Seed Associations, 
Public Organisations, Civil Society 
Committees 

Duration Phase 1: 2011-2014 
Phase 2: 2014-2016 

Budget  Phase 1: CHF 998,330 
Phase 2: CHF 1,199,525 
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ploughing, crop rotation, constant vegetation cover), tree-planting and agroforestry (planting of fruit, fuel-wood and 
construction-wood trees, where possible in combination with other crops such as vegetables or perennial fodder crops). 
The use of energy efficient cooking stoves is also supported in order to curb deforestation for cooking and heating 
purposes.  

The preventive approach is completed with a “hard-measure” component to help the communities mitigate the impact of 
disasters. This mitigation infrastructure element comprise the construction of gabions and diverting canals, combined 
with bio-engineering (e.g. consolidation of infrastructure with long-rooted and fast growing vegetation, growing of bush on 
the river fans, or planting of trees in buffer strips to retain sediments in case of flood / mudflow). 

In order to sustain natural disaster prevention, environment regeneration and livelihood resilience, the development of an 
inclusive, participatory and stakeholder-driven watershed governance system is key. To this end, the project fosters the 
involvement of all stakeholder groups in the negotiation of resource management strategies and planning of interventions. 
In particular, in order to complement and support existing governmental authorities, it supports the creation of inclusive and 
accountable institutions such as Pasture Users Unions, Civil Society Committees or an IWSM Steering Committee. These 
play a decisive role in coordinating activities of upstream and downstream users, with the aim of enhancing land 
productivity in the watershed’s middle zone while reducing risks in the lower zone. Additionally, actors from village, district 
and sub-district levels are supported to develop inclusive Watershed Action Plans (WAPs) in which the communities’ 
ownership is embedded. Results of the WAPs implementation create awareness among stakeholders about the benefits of 
the IWSM approach in terms of disaster risks reduction, as well as ecological and livelihoods improvements. These tangible 
results provide the evidence needed to advocate for community as well as governmental resource allocation for DRR and 
environmental protection. 

To trigger stakeholders’ funding of sustainable land use and risk mitigation activities, the project interventions are financed 
through a Project Trust Fund (PTF). The PTF is managed by the project team and is specifically allocated to the most 
promising activity proposals submitted by community members. All proposals are reviewed based on criteria defined by the 
IWSM Steering Committee and include: impact on land degradation; beneficiary vulnerability; gender, conflict sensitive and 
environmental considerations; cost-benefit ratio; technical feasibility; and sustainability and community contribution (at least 
20 percent of the total implementation costs, in the form of labour, material, machinery and/or cash).  The PTF functions as 
an incentive mechanism for communities who are ready to invest in profitable DRR and SLM activities, but are not able to 
do so without initial financial and technical support.  

Key Achievements   

− The impact of SLM is to be assessed on the long-term (10-20 years). Nevertheless, after four years of project 
activities, changes are already visible on the sites where SLM practices have been implemented (in particular with 
a change in crop farming practices and participative pasture management). For instance on plots where trees 
have been planted the productivity of natural vegetation is 2.6 to 2.9 times higher than on traditional pastures. On 
sites sustainably managed, soil analyses show a clear trend of increased organic matter content, and the 
specialists noted the rehabilitation of gullies and trenches due to reduced water runoff. 

− SLM activities (for the two watersheds in first line pasture management and conservation agriculture) have been 
enabling the target communities to improve their income and increase their resilience in particular through higher 
productivity of the livestock (milk production increasing on average from 2 to 4 litres/day/cow, offspring every year  
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instead of every second year, higher selling price for fatter and healthier animals), diversion from livestock keeping 
to beekeeping activity (bought for the same price, a sheep can only be sold or slaughtered –worth around USD 
50– whereas a beehive needs little and only seasonal labour to provide on average four times more profit with the 
sale of honey –around USD 200 in a year), higher productivity of the soil, increased production and productivity of 
fodder crops (for livestock consumption alfalfa and esparcett have on average a more than 5 times higher fodder 
yield than grass from traditional pastures; in addition, around 400kg seeds/ha/year can be sold i.e. USD 
1000/ha/year), and cultivation of alternative crops (including perennial fodder plants, fruit and fuel wood trees). 

− The fact that PTF proposals include beneficiary contributions of up to 50 percent – way beyond the required 
minimum – is a valuable indicator showing that the approach meets people’s demand. Currently, about 50 percent 
(5,400 ha) of both watersheds are under improved management of which 16 percent (1,885 ha; mostly pasture 
land) is regularly set aside for regeneration. 

Lessons Learned 

− To be successful and sustainable, efforts to reduce disaster risks and to restore and preserve natural resources 
must be linked with creating profitable activities, improving living conditions, and increasing livelihood resilience. 

− The financial benefits of disaster risk reduction through sustainable land management are multiple: investments in 
SLM practices (an annual average of USD 100,000 from the project through its PTF, plus beneficiary 
contributions) are much lower than the potential economic losses caused by landslides and flashfloods (up to USD 
200,000 annually –not accounting for human casualties); the implementation of SLM provides land users with 
economic benefits improving their resilience (including livestock productivity, beekeeping, soil and crop 
productivity, alternative crops –see above); the state of the ecosystem is improved to sustainably support the 
livelihoods of the communities. 

− Sustainable resource management as a disaster prevention and mitigation strategy needs to be successfully 
integrated into local governance through the support to inclusive institutions and participatory processes. 

− Long-term sustainability depends on commitment and sharing of financial responsibilities by civil society and 
governmental institutions. Financial mechanisms, like the PTF, can trigger the contribution of local communities, 
and hence increase the amount and impact of project’s investments in the watersheds. 

References 

− FAO. 2007. Why invest in watershed management? Rome, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations. http://www.fao.org/docrep/010/a1295e/ a1295e00.HTM   

− Wolfgramm, B., Liniger H., Nazarmavloev, F. 2014. Integrated watershed management in Tajikistan. IWSM policy 
brief No 1. Bern, University of Bern, Centre for Development and Environment (CDE). http://msri-
hub.ucentralasia.org/node/5290 

− Wolfgramm, B., ed. 2015. Pathways to effective integrated watershed management. IWSM policy brief No 2. Bern, 
University of Bern, Centre for Development and Environment (CDE). 
http://www.cde.unibe.ch/CDE/pdf/IWSMpb2_final_eng.pdf 

 


