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Land managers receive development
boost for wise stewardship
The ‘water factories’ in Bolivia’s upper watersheds have been degraded by
unsustainable land use. A project supported by the Ecosystem Services for Poverty
Alleviation (ESPA) demonstrates how upstream communities can be rewarded for
protecting these lands to benefit themselves and also water users downstream.

Key messages
•

Deforesting and
overgrazing upstream
land jeopardises
downstream water quality
and quantity. Watershared
agreements provide a
way for downstream
communities to support
upstream landowners’
livelihoods and ensure
a clean, reliable water
supply for all.

•

An ESPA-funded project
has demonstrated that
the implementation of
Watershared agreements
is replicable and scalable
across Bolivia, raising
interest from the private
sector.

•

The solutions presented
by Watershared
agreements resonate with
communities across Latin
America and worldwide,
despite the different
socioeconomic contexts
and locations.

Background
In Bolivia, many communities have no economic alternative other than
to deforest their land for agriculture and livestock grazing, even though
removing forest cover jeopardises the water sources on which they and
downstream users depend. Farmers allow their cattle to roam freely
through the forest, contaminating water supplies and posing a serious
health risk to water users.
Reciprocal Watershed Agreements, also known as Watershared, provide
an efficient route for communities to protect their water sources and
ensure forest conservation. ESPA-supported research has enhanced the
effectiveness and expansion of Watershared in Bolivia, by quantifying
how much water is released by intact forests, how much additional
conservation results from the Watershared programme, and how local
stakeholders participate and benefit. The results of this research have
generated interest from the private sector and have shown the potential for
expansion and replication of Watershared in Latin America and beyond.

In return for conserving and planting trees, upstream residents receive materials such as
beehives to bolster their livelihoods.
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Watershared schemes facilitate an exchange whereby
downstream water users provide incentives to
upstream land managers to conserve and plant trees,
and to manage their cattle carefully, with greater
respect for the watercourses. In return, the upstream
residents receive materials and equipment to bolster
sustainable livelihoods, such as beehives, fruit trees,
irrigation systems and water troughs for cattle. This
reduces the vulnerability of rural families to climate
change by helping them protect their water supplies
and develop alternative income sources. While
local institutional arrangements vary, the underlying
philosophy of Watershared is the same everywhere
– ‘people who produce water, share it; people who
use water, share the benefits’. In Bolivia, downstream
water users create a local fund to subsidise
purchases of alternative development tools for the
upstream landowners who volunteer to conserve their
forest ‘water factories’.

About the research
ESPA-funded research evaluated Watershared
through a series of randomised control trials (RCTs),
which analysed the impact of the initiative on water
quality, deforestation, biodiversity and socioeconomic
outcomes in participating communities. These
studies also pioneered the use of large-scale
RCTs in developing evidence-based conservation.
The research team then facilitated the growth of
Watershared, by establishing a ‘best practice’ model
that could be applied across many locations and
circumstances. The team conducted pilot studies
to establish a rigorous standardised procedure for
implementers to follow. The framework enables local
authorities to determine the basic conditions for the
Watershared scheme, build downstream institutions
to manage the agreements, develop sustainable
financing, establish agreements with upstream
landowners, and monitor agreement compliance.

Results
ESPA has played a fundamental
role in the development and
spread of Watershared across
Latin America.
Nigel Asquith, Principal Investigator, Fundación Natura Bolivia

Research funded by ESPA and led by Fundación
Natura Bolivia, Bangor University and the National
University of Colombia has provided the scientific
basis for the Watershared model. Through its
clear methodology and science-based process,
Watershared has built trust amongst mayors and
other local officials. The number of communities and
forests protected has expanded exponentially and now
involves more than 50 municipalities across Bolivia.

Overgrazing in Bolivia’s upper watersheds has degraded land and jeopardised the quality and quantity of water for both upstream and
downstream users.
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By developing a training programme – the
Watershared School – Fundación Natura Bolivia
has provided municipal authorities with the
knowledge and technical skills required to implement
agreements in their own localities. A virtual platform
(www.naturabolivia.org/plataforma/) allows course
participants to continue peer-to-peer learning
after they have completed their training. Over 600
municipal officers and representatives from nongovernmental organisations across the Andes
region, South Africa, India and Nepal, have passed
through the Watershared School, and many are
now implementing their own agreements. The
school offers technical and financial support to help
deliver the most promising Watershared agreement
initiatives designed during the course.
Watershared has been replicated in Colombia,
Ecuador and Peru and it is receiving interest from
private-sector companies such as Coca Cola, Swiss
Re, Plus Petrol and the Pro Credit Andes Bank. In
particular, Coca Cola is funding a £600,000 project
that is using ESPA’s findings to protect 3,000 hectares
of forest in Bolivia, in order to replenish the 1 million
cubic metres of water the company uses each year
back into the ecosystem.

Box 1: Sharing lessons
In 2017, four ESPA-led workshops in South
Africa and Madagascar brought together 100
researchers and practitioners from Bolivia,
Madagascar, South Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland,
Zimbabwe and Mozambique to exchange
lessons. Two of these workshops were held
at sites that appear to have great potential
for developing Watershared agreements.
Participants undertook site visits, talked
with local community members and visited
pilot restoration projects. These events
opened communication channels with various
African organisations, initiating partnerships
with Kwazulu Natal Wildlife, Conservation
Outcomes and Kruger2Canyons.

The Watershared School gave
the municipality the new
perspective to protect our
environment and the confidence
to take this idea as our own,
and run with it.
Cinthia Avila, Mayor of Pasorapa Municipality

Impact and next steps
Since 2003, Watershared has spread dramatically:
almost 250,000 water users are currently helping
more than 6,000 upstream landowners to protect more
than half a million acres of water-producing forests.1
The initiative’s goal is that by 2025, one quarter of
Colombian, Peruvian, Ecuadorian and Bolivian forests
important for providing safe drinking water, irrigating
crops and producing hydropower are protected by their
local residents. 2 Within Bolivia, municipal governments
are already covering 50% of project costs. The team
is investigating how further private-sector funding can
make it a self-sustaining model.
Fundación Natura Bolivia recently received £1 million
from the Inter-American Development Bank to build
on ESPA results and expand the intervention into ten
new municipalities in the state of Tarija. The Governor
of Tarija requested the team’s support to develop the
initiative in his state after attending the historic Paris
climate summit (COP21), with the ESPA project.

Watershared in numbers
•

831,606 acres of forests conserved under
Reciprocal Watershed Agreements

•

3.45 million acres of forest protected in new
‘water sanctuaries’

•

6,031 upstream families benefiting from the
projects that improve their economic livelihoods

•

50 municipalities have implemented Watershared
agreements, with 250,000 downstream water
users contributing to upstream conservation.

About the project
ESPA supported Watershared through three
projects over the period 2010-2017, all led
by Fundación Natura Bolivia: ‘What types of
investment can most cost-effectively ensure
ecosystem service provision? A randomized
program evaluation’ (NE/I00436X/1);
‘Under what conditions can Payments for
Environmental Services deliver sustainable
improvements in welfare? Learning from a
Randomized Control Trial’ (NE/L001470/1); and
‘Watershared: exchanging ESPA lessons with
Bolivia, Madagascar and Mozambique’ (ESPA/
ROF/2016-17/03). ESPA funding supported the
Watershared system by tracking its growth and
assessing how its expansion could be effectively
managed, thus facilitating the scheme’s
expansion in Bolivia and Latin America, as well
as experience-sharing in Africa.
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