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FAO’s Work in Sustainable Mountain
Development and Watershed
Management—A 2017 Update
The adoption of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and the Paris
Agreement of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
Change has propelled the effective
implementation of sustainable mountain
development. The 2030 Agenda
recognizes that livelihoods and natural
resources cannot be addressed
separately. Investing in the sustainable
development of mountain communities
and ecosystem conservation will provide
benefits for humanity as a whole. Since
its appointment as task manager for
Chapter 13 of Agenda 21 in 1992, the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) has worked for
sustainable mountain development and
has thus contributed to increasing global
awareness of the importance of
mountain ecosystems and the plight of
mountain peoples.

FAO’s achievements in
sustainable mountain
development
The Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations
(FAO) served as the United Nations’
lead agency for the International
Year of Mountains in 2002 and
continues to coordinate annual
International Mountain Day (11
December) celebrations and host the
Mountain Partnership Secretariat,
which brings members together to
advocate for mountains on
international agendas, promote joint
projects, share knowledge, and
strengthen capacity. Every 3 years,
FAO prepares the secretary-general’s
report to the General Assembly of the
United Nations (UN), which describes
the status and progress of sustainable
mountain development at national
and international levels and provides
suggestions for consideration by the
assembly. Since its last
MountainPlatform Statement in 2015

(Manuelli et al 2015), FAO has
achieved signiﬁcant progress.
The Water and Mountains Team
of the FAO Forestry Department
develops, implements, and promotes
integrated landscape management
and the sustainable development of
upland areas to address water and
food security issues, as well as to
promote climate change resilience.
With an emphasis on improving
livelihoods, the team provides
technical expertise on the topics of
forest–water interactions, watershed
management, and sustainable
mountain development, as well as
promoting and facilitating projects,
processes, and policies. Currently, the
Water and Mountains Team is
implementing several projects in
mountain regions in Ecuador,
Guatemala, Iran, Morocco, and West
Africa.
The new Forest and Water Programme

Approximately 75% of freshwater
comes from forested watersheds
(Shvidenko et al 2005), providing
water for domestic, agricultural,
industrial, and environmental uses
downstream. Many of these
watersheds are headwater
catchments in mountain areas, and
thus mountains are often referred to
as ‘‘water towers,’’ supplying
freshwater to over 50% of the
world’s population (Ariza et al 2013).
After launching Forests and Water—A
Five-Year Action Plan (FAO, 2015a) in
September 2015 at the 14th World
Forestry Congress in Durban, South
Africa, FAO announced a Forest and
Water Programme during the
International Day of Forests (21
March 2016). The program is
committed to advancing an
integrated approach to forest and
water resources management and is
aligned with the goals of the Action
Plan, as well as Sustainable
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Development Goals (SDGs) 6 (water)
and 15 (life on land). It strives to
enhance the strategic management
of forests and trees within
landscapes for water-related
ecosystem services, emphasizing the
importance of upstream–
downstream linkages. In doing so,
the program supports countries in
achieving the 2 mountain-related
SDGs.
The Forest and Water Programme
currently has 3 priorities: the
development of a forest and water
monitoring framework to support the
collection of data to inform policy
and practice (Box 1; Figure 1);
capacity building of stakeholders to
take into account water-related
ecosystem services in forest and land
management; and advocacy. Over the
next 2 years, the program will pilot
the monitoring framework and
capacity-building activities and
develop an interactive monitoring
tool; stakeholders are invited to
express interest in engagement as
technical experts or potential
beneﬁciaries.
Working Party on the Management of
Mountain Watersheds

FAO also hosts the Secretariat of the
Working Party on the Management of
Mountain Watersheds, a technical
body under the European Forestry
Commission. The Working Party and
FAO have published Ecosystem Services
in Headwater Catchments (Krecek et al
2017), which aims to improve the
understanding of mountain
ecosystem services in a changing
world and to promote inclusive
stakeholder dialogue in headwater
regions. The annual steering
committee meeting is scheduled to
take place in May 2017, and the next
biennial session of the Working Party,
with a focus on the management of
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BOX 1: Forest and water monitoring framework
Still under development, the proposed monitoring framework includes a set
of indicators addressing:









The status of water supply (quantity and timing) within and from
forested areas in comparison to reference conditions;
The status of water quality within and from forested areas in comparison
with reference conditions;
The effectiveness of forests’ provision of water-related ecosystem
services (eg flood and soil erosion control, cloud cover and
precipitation, and aquatic biodiversity);
The effectiveness of integrated forest and water approaches in practice;
The effectiveness of legal, institutional, and economic frameworks’
recognition and implementation of integrated forest and water
approaches;
The effectiveness of sustainable forest management of water-related
ecosystem services in the provision of socioeconomic benefits.

municipal watersheds in mountain
regions, is set for 4–6 September 2017
in Prague, Czech Republic.
The Mountain Partnership

The Mountain Partnership (MP) is a
UN voluntary alliance of
governments, intergovernmental
organizations, and civil society
organizations dedicated to improving
the lives of mountain peoples and
protecting mountain environments
around the world. Founded in 2002
during the World Summit on
Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg, South Africa, the MP
has steadily grown and, as of March
2017, has more than 290 members.
The Mountain Partnership
Secretariat (MPS) was established to
support and serve the MP members
and raise the mountain agenda
worldwide; work consists primarily of
advocacy, communications, capacity
development, and brokering joint
activities between MP members.
Currently, the MPS is ﬁnanced by the
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
the Swiss Federal Ofﬁce for
Agriculture, and FAO.
In September 2015, the UN
adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, which
included 3 SDG targets related to
mountains: targets 6.6, 15.1, and 15.4

(1 on water and 2 on life on land).
This was the result of an intense
advocacy campaign carried out by MP
members over 2 years, involving
strategic events and meetings to
create political support for including
speciﬁc language on mountains in the
SDGs. As the appointed custodian
agency of target 15.4, the MPS/FAO
has developed the ofﬁcial indicator

for monitoring progress toward the
achievement of this target (Box 2).
In December 2015, on
International Mountain Day, FAO
released the report Mapping the
Vulnerability of Mountain Peoples to Food
Insecurity (FAO 2015b). The only
comprehensive global overview on
the subject in over a decade, the
report highlighted the rising level of
food insecurity in the world’s
mountain regions (Box 3).
Throughout 2016, the MPS widely
disseminated the results of the study
at events in Rome, Italy; Washington,
DC; and New York, NY.
As part of a project supported by
the Italian Development
Cooperation, the MPS, in
collaboration with Slow Food, is
promoting more sustainable value
chains for selected high-quality
mountain products. A voluntary label
for these mountain products (Figure
2) has been developed to improve
access to markets for small mountain
producers in developing countries.
The label enables consumers to
identify products from mountain
areas and allows producers to obtain
fair compensation for their products.

FIGURE 1 Experts brainstorm to develop indicators for forest–water relationships during an FAO workshop

at the Stockholm International Water Institute in Sweden. (Photo courtesy of Stockholm International
Water Institute/Nayereh Rajabi)
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FIGURE 2 Mountain Partnership Products labels. (Photo courtesy of FAO/Alessia Vita)

BOX 2: Monitoring progress
toward a major mountain-related
SDG target
The Mountain Green Cover Index is
the official indicator for monitoring
progress toward SDG target 15.4,
which states, ‘‘By 2030, ensure
the conservation of mountain
ecosystems, including their
biodiversity, in order to enhance
their capacity to provide benefits
that are essential for sustainable
development.’’ It is designed to
measure changes in the
vegetation in mountain areas. It
builds on a direct correlation
between the green coverage of
mountain areas and their state of
health and capacity to provide
ecosystem services. In particular,
it provides information on tree and
shrub cover. A reduction in green
cover is generally linked to timber
extraction, fuelwood collection,
and fire. An increase is due to
vegetation growth and possibly
linked to reforestation or
afforestation.
It is being piloted in Bolivia, Cuba,
India, and Kyrgyzstan. The Swiss
Federal Ofﬁce for Agriculture is
contributing to the project by

sponsoring an associate program
ofﬁcer for 2 years.
Every year since 2008, the MPS has
trained midlevel government and
nongovernmental organization staff
to better understand different
sustainable mountain development
issues through the International
Programme on Research and
Training on Sustainable Management
of Mountain Areas, commonly
referred to as IPROMO. The program
will celebrate its 10th anniversary in
July 2017.

BOX 3: Mapping the vulnerability of mountain people to food insecurity
This study presents an updated geographic and demographic picture of the
world’s mountain areas and assesses the vulnerability of mountain
dwellers in developing countries to food insecurity, based on a specially
designed model. According to the study, 1 in 3 mountain people in
developing countries is at risk of hunger and malnutrition.
The key facts and figures from the study are as follows:






32 million km2, or 22%, of Earth’s land surface is covered by
mountains.
915 million people, or 13% of the global population, live in the
mountains.
39% of mountain people in developing countries, or 329 million people,
are vulnerable to food insecurity.
From 2000 to 2012, the number of people vulnerable to food insecurity in
the mountains increased by 30%.
During the same period, the total mountain population in developing
countries increased by 16%.
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Outlook
FAO’s work is driven by 5
crosscutting strategic objectives, and
the work in sustainable mountain
development, watershed
management, and forests and water
follows this integrated approach
(FAO 2013). The 2030 Agenda
provides an opportunity for FAO to
scale up attention to mountain
ecosystems and livelihoods and
ensure that no one is left behind. In
the context of this renewed impetus,
in 2017, the MP will organize a global
meeting on mountains to discuss how
to better include mountains in the
current development framework and
to provide a plan of action.
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