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The European Forestry Commission Working Party on the 
Management of Mountain Watersheds, formerly called 
the Working Party on Torrent Control, Protection from 
Avalanches and Watershed Management, was 
established by the European Forestry Commission (EFC) 
of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) at its third session (1 September 1950), 
during which it examined issues relating to soil 
rehabilitation and conservation through rational use of 
water resources within catchment basins.
The first session of the Working Party was held in Nancy, 
France, in 1952. Since then, sessions have been held on 
a regular biennial basis, and 25 have taken place to date. 
Members of the Working Party are officially designated 
by their respective governments.
For more than five decades, the core concerns of the 
Working Party have included torrent control and protection 
against avalanches (1950–1960), socio-economic and 
agricultural aspects (1960–1970), environmental issues 
(1970–1978) and global development priorities in an 
exchange with countries beyond Europe (1978–2000). 
Today the Working Party encompasses 33 European 
member countries and a representative of the European 
Community. The Working Party is chaired on a rotational 
basis by a member country, while the Secretariat is 
provided by the Forestry Department of FAO.
The 25   session of the Working Party was held in Salzburg, 
Austria, from 24 to 26 April 2006. The main theme discussed 
was “Watershed management − an integrated approach 
to environmental protection”. The topic was introduced by 
a background paper based on information gathered from 
questionnaires sent to 32 members in 2003. During the 
session speakers presented an overview of watershed 
management concepts, developments and practices 
in relation to environmental protection, discussed national 
approaches and specific case studies from selected 
countries, and drew conclusions for the future.
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On the eve of the 26    Working Party sessionth The 26   session will be held in Oulu, Finland, from 19 to 22 
August 2008 and is being prepared jointly by the Finnish 
Government, the Finnish Forest Research Institute, the 
Finnish Environment Institute and FAO. The meeting will 
last for two days, followed by a two-day excursion. The 
main theme proposed for the session is “Forests, 
water and climate change in high altitude and 
high latitude watersheds”. Country reports and 
observer reports will be presented during the 
session.
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Photo 1. Kiutaköngäs rapids, near Oulanka Visitor Centre, Finland.

Several activities have been conducted during the 
period between the two sessions and in preparation for 
the forthcoming one, including:
•  two Steering Committee meetings (Rome, December 
    2006, and Vienna, January 2008);
•  publication of the quarterly newsletter;
•  updating and reshaping of the Working Party website;
•  collection of country profiles focusing on watershed 
    management experience and policies;
•  publication of a leaflet presenting the main activities 

    of the Working Party;
•  revitalization of member countries that have been 
    little involved in the process in the recent past;
•  drafting of a background paper on the theme of the 
    26   session.
The programme of the Oulu meeting anticipates a seminar 
on the first day (Tuesday, 19 August) on the impacts of 
climate change on forests and water at high altitudes 
and high latitudes. The list of invited speakers includes 
researchers and professionals from several organizations 
and countries in Europe and a representative of ICIMOD 
(International Centre for Integrated Mountain 
Development). The presentations will focus on: 
•  the influence of climate change at high altitude and 
    high latitude: Raino Heino, member of IPCC, Finnish 
    Meteorological Institute;
•  climate change and its geophysical and ecological 
    impacts in the Swedish sub-Arctic mountains: Terry 
    Callaghan, Royal Swedish Academy of Science, 
    Abisko Research Station;
•  climate change impacts on distribution and melt of 
    snow at high altitudes and latitudes: Josef Krecek, 
    Czech Technical University;
•  the role of conservation agriculture in the management 
    of hilly watersheds: Ádám Kertész, Hungarian Academy 
                of Sciences, Geographical Research Institute;
            •  integrated watershed management and 
                adaptation to climate change in the Himalayan 
                region: Mats Eriksson, International Centre for 
    Integrated Mountain Development;
•  the communication of aspects of global change in 
    mountain watersheds by means of environmental 
    education: Angela Michiko Hama, Institute of 
    Geography, University of Innsbruck;
•  the hydrology of headwater peatlands: how are these 
    ecosystems connected to and dependent on 
    groundwater? Björn Klöve, Department of Process 
    and Environmental Engineering, University of Oulu;
•  peatland ecosystems and global change: Jukka Laine, 

    Finnish Forest Research Institute.
The second day (Wednesday, 20 August) will be 
dedicated to presentation and discussion of national 
reports and definition of the work plan of the Working 
Party until 2012, including the date and place of the 
27   session. Other important issues will also be discussed, 
including collaboration and linkages between the 
Working Party and the European Forestry Commission, 
the communication tools of the Working Party and the 
election of its new officers.

Photo 2. Wet plain near Hirvisuo, Finland.
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Photo 3. Finnish lakes are usually surrounded by large forested areas. 
Nearly all of Finland belongs to the boreal coniferous forest zone.

On the third and fourth days (Thursday and Friday, 21 
and 22 August) the organizers will act as guides for the 
participants on a study tour, visiting research stations, 
national parks and other sites located among 
breathtaking scenery, such as Kuikkasuo, Hirvisuo, 
Taivalkoski, Oijusluoma, Kuusamo, Ruka, Oulanka, 
Riisitunturi, Kitka, Posio and Syöte. The themes of the 
study tour, during which the participants will meet local 
authorities, researchers and professionals, are as follows:
•  conservation and utilization of peatlands;
•  forests in a local economy;
•  the boreal forest environment;
•  northern transboundary cooperation;
•  tourism and the environmental values of landscapes;
•  the timberline;
•  forest management and environmental protection.
A complete report of the session will be available in 
September 2008 at http://www.fao.org/forestry/37705/en/

For more information see 
http://www.metla.fi/tapahtumat/2008/FAO-working-party/
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Control of water erosion in Spain: 
processes, evaluation and actions
Control of water erosion in Spain: 
processes, evaluation and actions

Erosion processes in Spain can be roughly divided into 
two categories: sheet and linear. Sheet erosion processes, 
characterized by laminar erosion and gullying, 
predominate in the country’s drylands, which occupy 
approximately 70 percent of its total area, while linear 
processes are more likely to occur in the main mountain 
ranges – the Pyrenees in the north and the Sierra Nevada 
in the south. Mountain torrents originate in these latter 
areas, and in the case of the Pyrenees they have a 
remarkable similarity to those found in the Alps. 
Wadis should also be mentioned in this summary. These 
are intermittent rivers typical of semi-arid zones 
characterized by relatively gentle slopes and a significant 
transport of sediment, usually linked to poor vegetation 
cover in the watersheds feeding them and the occurrence 
of extremely intense downpours typical of the 
Mediterranean region. Erosion states and rates are currently 
under review for the National Soil Erosion Inventory (INES), 
which is not yet available for the entire country. 
Photo 4 shows aspects of gully erosion in Spain.
Faced with this situation, the institutional framework has 
been responding continuously since 1901, when the 
Forest-Hydrological Service was created as an agency
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Photo 4. Landscape characterized by rilling in Rambla Salada, Murcia. 
Southeastern Spain abounds in desertification-prone landscapes like this one, 

which is in the final stage of vegetation and soil degradation.

Photo 5. Water reservoir in Escales in 1965. Afforestation of this site is just starting. Photo 6. In 1991 the results of afforestation are evident. This type of intervention on 
hillsides and in upper catchments above water reservoirs plays an important role in maintaining infrastructures.

devoted to erosion control, particularly in the headwaters 
of watersheds that feed water reservoirs or threaten 
towns and infrastructures. This agency has undergone 
several changes in name and structure, but is still present 
within the Spanish institutional setting. At certain periods, 
it included the Agricultural Soil Conservation Service, 
which no longer exists as such, although conservation 
measures for agricultural soil in Spain are currently 
incorporated into implementation of the Common 
Agricultural Policy of the European Union.
The General Directorate of Natural Environment and 
Forest Policy of the Ministry of the Environment is the unit 
responsible for this sector at the national level today.
In historical terms, there have been constant erosion 
control measures in Spain, especially in terms of forestry. 
Since the constitution of a specific body in charge of 
forest administration, public resources have been 
consistently allocated for this purpose. Although the 
amounts have of course varied over time, the sector has 
always benefited from substantial budgetary allocations.
Between 1941 and 1982, 3 250 000 hectares were 
reforested in Spain, over 60 percent with the purpose of 
protecting soil against erosion and safeguarding the 
regime and quality of river water. 
Photos 5 and 6 illustrate these activities. 
Actions are more selective today, with a new paradigm 
encompassing smaller areas and higher quality 
requirements, based on prior environmental impact studies, 
the use of a wider range of species for rehabilitation and 
the preservation of any already existing vegetation that 
can boost diversity and protect the environment regardless 
of its level of development. All this leads to lower-density 
reforestation of smaller areas.
During the period 2004–2007, €74 134 782.44 was invested 
in the reforestation of 8 398.6 hectares and the 
improvement of 10 636.2 hectares of forest, focusing on 
erosion control and the construction of 44 825.8 m  of 
dikes and other structures to stabilize torrent channels.
Rehabilitation and erosion control measures implemented 
in specific areas affected by forest fires or floods deserve 
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special mention. In the same four years, such measures 
represented an investment of €75 631 271. 
Photo 7 illustrates one current erosion control activity. 

Photo 7. A “retro-spider” digging holes for afforestation purposes.  This 
machine has a minimal environmental impact and can work on steep slopes.

In view of their importance and their uniqueness to 
the Mediterranean region, ramblas (or wadis) receive 
special attention within erosion control efforts in Spain.
The word rambla comes from the Arabic ramla, 
meaning “sandy shore”. It is commonly defined as a 
river bed or part of a river bed that is ordinarily very 
dry and sandy, with the deposit of sand coming from 
paths.
Ramblas usually originate at low altitudes. 
Morphologically they are similar to torrents, but differ 
in their lower parts, due to a floodplain filling process. 
They bring down solid material in such quantities that 
it silts up the whole of the plain, raising the level of 
river beds.
This phenomenon of deposition makes the water level 
rise more than the sedimentation of a torrent usually 
does, transforming the original V-shaped section of the 
defile into a wider U-shaped one. It also reduces the 
incline of slopes and makes them much smoother. 
Lastly, a major process takes place under river beds, so  

Photo 8. Celestino ravine, Guadalajatra. Forest restocking (visible on the left) has prevented the formation of rills, gullies and ravines (incipient on the right). 
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that as a consequence of infiltration between 
sedimentation deposits that are not yet consolidated, 
river beds are superficially dry, except in the event of 
heavy downpours.
According to recent studies, ramblas can be identified 
by a number of characteristics that have a specific 
significance within torrential processes.
The most frequent torrential process in ramblas is the 
transport of sediment brought down by slopes and 
gullies, while the transport of river bed deposits is much 
less common and only occurs in the presence of 
major paths. Photos 8 and 9 show works to stabilize a 
ravine and a rambla.

Photo 9. Gabion masonry dam in the rambla of Librilla, a tributary of 
the Guadalentín (Murcia). The main purpose is to stabilize the lower 

layer of the river bed, the slopes and the whole of the rambla. 
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