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Towards the 29th Session of the EFC Working 
Party on the Management of Mountain Watersheds

                              The 29   Session of the EFC Working 
                              Party on the Management of Mountain 
                              Watersheds will be held in Montgenèvre, 
                              a municipality close to Briançon in the 
Departement of Hautes-Alpes in South-East France, at 
an altitude of 1860 m a.s.l and about 15 kilometers far 
away from the Italian border. 
The session will run from 03 to 05 September 2013 and is 
being jointly organized by the French “Ministère de 
l’agriculture, de l’agro-alimentaire et de la forêt”, the 
Service of “Restauration des terrains en montagne” (RTM) 
of the  “Office national des forêts” (ONF) and FAO. 
The main topic under discussion will be natural disaster 
risk management in mountain areas. The meeting will 
last for two days, followed by a one-day field excursion. 
The programme includes a seminar on the session 
theme on Tuesday 03 September, with invited speakers 
from France and other concerned countries. 
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On the second day (Wednesday, 04 September) member 
country and observer reports focusing on disaster risk 
management will be presented and deliberated. 
This part will be followed by the presentation 
and discussion of the recommendations 
resulting from the recently accomplished review 
of the mandate and modus operandi of the 
Working Party, which will be fundamental for 
defining Working Party’s activities and work plan for the 
period 2014-2015. 
On the third day (Thursday, 05 September) the organizers 
will guide the participants on a study tour in the Queyras, 
during which local authorities and professionals will provide 
explanations on themes such as hazard mapping, risk 
assessment, emergency managementand torrent control.

Several options are available to reach  the venue of the 
session.
By plane: from the airport of Turin it takes one hour and 
a quarter by car to get to Montgenèvre, two hours from 
the airports of  Lyon and Grenoble, and two hours and 
  

 

a half from the airports of Geneva and Milan. 
By train: there is a TGV train station in Oulx, in Italy, only 
16 km far away from Montgenèvre. 
Direct TGV trains run from Paris to Oulx in four hours and 
a half, in two hours and a half from Milan, and in one 
hour from Turin. 
Taxis are available from Oulx to Montgenèvre.
The SNCF train station of Briançon is located at a distance 
of 12 km from Montgenèvre. 
Regular trains from Marseille and Paris stop in Briançon.
By car: Montgenèvre is a 30-minute drive away from the 
Fréjus tunnel between France and Italy, after leaving the 
A43 motorway from Lyon. 
Montgenèvre is 130 km far away from Grenoble. 
The organizers will set up a shuttle bus service from 
Briançon to Montgènevre and, upon specific request, 
from Oulx or Turin. Additional details on transport 
connections to Montgenèvre can be found at: 
www.montgenevre.com/winter/en/village/how-to-find-us
More information on the 29   Session, including a map with
indications to get to Montgenèvre, options for lodging 
and instructions to register, will soon be made available 
through the web site of the Working Party 
(www.fao.org/forestry/37705/en/). 

                  
         

  
           

 FAO took the initiative of synthesizing the main outcomes 
resulting from this process to develop a comprehensive 
and practical international forests and water agenda to 
address future course of action. 
The publication entitled “Forest and water: International 
momentum and action” is the result of this effort and was 
launched on the occasion of the first International Day 
of Forests (21 March 2013). It is a useful decision support 
tool and addresses policy makers, landscape managers, 
field practitioners and researchers in their respective areas 
of work. It proposes a 20-point programme structured in 
7 thematic clusters to advance concepts and practical 
work related to forests and water. It is meant to serve as 
a basis for strengthening international partnership and for 
triggering appropriate action at the global level. 
As a first step of implementation, FAO together with 
organizations such as IUFRO, ICRAF and the Swiss Federal 
Office for the Environment plan to organize an international 
workshop on forests and water research, policy and 
economics. 
The publication can be downloaded from:
www.fao.org/docrep/017/i3129e/i3129e.pdf
To request hard copies please send an e-mail to: 
paolo.ceci@fao.org

Forests and water: International momentum 
and action

Figure 1. View of Montgènevre. © Office de Tourism de Montgènevre

Figure 2. Alluvial debris on a steep slope in the Queyras. © RTM

Forests play a crucial role in the hydrological cycle.  
Forests influence the amount of water available 

 
and regulate surface and groundwater flows 
while maintaining highwater quality. Forests and 
trees contribute to the reduction of water-related 
risks and help prevent desertification and salinization. 
Forested watersheds supply a high proportion of 
the world’s accessible fresh water for domestic, 
agricultural, industrial and ecological needs in 
both upstream and downstream areas. 33 out of 
the105 world’s biggest cities, including New York, 
Mumbai and Bogotá, obtain a significant portion of 
their drinking water directly from forested watershed.
A key challenge faced by land, forest and water 
managers is to maximize the wide range of forest 
benefits without detriment to water resources and 
ecosystem function. This is particularly relevant in 
the context of adaptation to climate change, 
which increasingly reinforces the importance of 
sustainable forest management.
As part of the follow-up to the Shiga Declaration 
and to the Warsaw Resolution 2, many events on 
forests and water were organized by FAO and 
other institutions between 2008 and 2011. 
Presenting experiences ranging from research to 
project implementation worldwide, these events 
provided new, up-to-date insight into the topic
as well as important recommendations for the way 
forward.
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Figure 1. Front cover of the publication. © FAO
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reduced forest canopy (lower acid atmospheric load 
under the canopy), and the liming of some water 
reservoirs and their watersheds. The mean annual pH 
values increased to 5-6, aluminium content dropped to 
0.2-0.5 mg/litre, and fish was reintroduced in several 
headwater reservoirs. The revival of traditional forestry 
practices, like seasonal skidding, skidding timber by 
horses or cables, respecting riparian buffer zones as well 
as reforestation and enrichment plantings with native 
species, contributed to the stabilisation of forested 
mountain catchments, [4].
However, scenarios on environmental impacts of global 
warming for the years 2071-2100 let assume that spruce 
forests in mountain catchments in the Czech Republic 
are again endangered. Warmer climates will endanger 
approximately 50 percent of spruce stands in current 
cooler higher elevations. Increased evaporation will lead 
to the drop in water yield (from 10 to 40 percent) and 
shift in seasonal run-off (reduced summer run-off by 20 
to 90 percent and increased winter run-off by 30 to 50 
percent). Traditional forest zones will shift to higher 
altitudes due to warmer climates. If forest stands cannot 
adapt to this shift in altitude they become more 
vulnerable and may collapse. 
The exploitation of mountain watersheds of the Czech 
Republic is regulated in particular by the Water Act 
(254/2001). This law aims to support the water resources 
recharge function (quantity and quality) of water 
catchments. It regulates the activities in Protected 
Headwater Regions, proclaimed by previous decrees 
40/1978 and 10/1979 of the Czech Government and 
which extend on 16 percent of the country’s territory. 
In the Protected Headwater Regions, it is forbidden to 
reduce the forest cover, to drain virgin soils for agricultural 
or other purposes, to harvest peat and minerals or to 
deposit any kind of waste. Based on the Water Act, five 
river basin authorities are responsible for coordinating 
water resources at regional level, plus related activities 
within watershed systems. The river basin authorities are 
 

The territory of the Czech Republic, with a total area of 
79 000 km , is dominated by rolling plains, hills, and 
plateaus surrounded by low mountains (Sudetes, 
Carpathians, Ore Mts., Bohemian Forest and others). 
The total altitudinal range of the country is from 115 m 
(Elbe River outlet) to 1 602 m (Sněžka in the Giant Mts.). 

In the Czech Republic, mountain regions are defined by 
              an elevation of at least 300 m, with a 300 m 
              elevation range within 7 km. Thus, mountain 
              watersheds represent almost 40 percent of the 
              country’s territory. The timberline is considered 
              at 1 300 m, and only one percent of the country 
extends above 1 000 m. Therefore, mountain catchments 
of the Czech Republic are mostly forested, and water 
resources affected by forestry practices. 
In the Czech Republic, the temperate climate is represented 
by the Kőppen categories of Cfb 
(marine west coast), Dfb (humid 
continental), and Dfc (sub-arctic, in 
minor areas with highest elevations). 
The average annual precipitation, 
according to recent climate normal 
(1961-1990), was 693 mm with 499 mm of
evaporation and 194 mm of run-off, [1], [2].
The country’s forest cover (34 percent) 
did not change significantly since the 
end of the thirteenth century. However, 
in mountain catchments, the original 
native tree species composition (mixture
of common beech - Fagus sylvatica, 
common silver fir - Abies alba, and 
Norway spruce - Picea abies) has been 
transformed to the dominant spruce 
plantations, particularly in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, [5].
Nowadays, the potential water resources
of the Czech Republic are exploited 
by some 50 percent, and the water 
supply system is oriented mainly on 
surface waters (80 percent). The volume 
of existing water reservoirs (circa150 
large units and 21 000 fish-ponds) is  
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Figure 2. Regeneration of headwater catchments after the forest-dieback in the Sous Reservoir, in the years 2004 and 2012. Result of reforestation efforts in lower elevations and natural 
regeneration in upper elevations. © Josef Křeček

approximately 5.8 x 10  m . The country is drained by two 
main river systems (Elbe and Morava) with the approximate 
length of 76 000 km of watercourses. Some 60 000 km of 
relatively small headwater streams are controlled by the 
administration of forestry units, national parks or 
protected landscapes, [6].
Flooding has been considered the most serious natural 
hazard in the Czech Republic, while the role of forestry 
practices in the flood prevention is widely discussed. 
In the second half of the twentieth century, the forest 
management in watersheds faced several serious 
environmental problems. 
In the 1980s, the Czech Republic was experiencing the 
most severe effects of acidification in Europe. Extreme 
emissions of sulphur (soft coal combustion) together with 
the mobilisation of nitrogen (mainly due to the intensive 
agriculture) caused the acid atmospheric deposition 
which led to severe dieback of spruce plantations, and 
thus to a deterioration of mountain catchments, [3]. 
In the mountain regions of North Bohemia, the lakes and 
streams showed extremely low pH values (from 4 to 5) and
high levels of aluminium (from 1 to 2 mg/litre) which led 
to extinction of fish and a drastic reduction of zooplankton, 
phytoplankton and benthic fauna, [4]. The response of 
forest management to the defoliation and dieback of 
spruce stands was radical clear-cut of large areas. 
The growing network of skid-roads and drainage ditches 
(from 1.3 to 4.7 km/km  ) resulted in increased direct water 
run-off (from 50 to 70 percent) and increased soil erosion 
(from 0.01 to 1.34 mm/year), [3]. 
In the 1990s, the first observed signs of the recovery in surface 
waters corresponded to the drop in the air pollution 
(approximately 40 percent of the sulphur level of the 1980s),  
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Figure 1. Topography and main main river systems 
of the Czech Republic. © www.eoearth.org

also involved in the process of national and international 
coordination in the framework of larger European Basins
(Elbe and Danube).  
The Forest Act (289/1995) limits commercial forestry in 
small headwater basins by the declaration of Protective 
Forests (which grow on steep slopes or wetlands) and 
Forests with Special Functions (e.g. stands in water 
protection areas around streams or water reservoirs used 
for drinking water reclamation). The Forest Act also 
originated from considerations for torrent control, soil 
amelioration, reducing risks of catastrophic floods, soil 
erosion and sedimentation. 
The revitalization of headwater wetlands and watercourses 
are subject of the Act on Nature Protection (114/1992).
The Law on the Environment (17/1992) introduced the 
instruments of EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment) and 
SEA (Strategic Environmental Assessment) according to 
the European legislative. Mountain watersheds are also 
considered in the framework of the European system of 
nature protection (NATURA 2000), which in the Czech 
Republic mainly focuses on wetlands, sensitive forest 
stands and to the revitalization of watercourses. In the last 
couple of years, the Countryside Renewal Program 
(European Commission, 2006) supports small mountain 
communities, villages and settlements to strengthen and 
enhance socio-economic, cultural and environmental 
capacities and sustainable development.
In the last twenty years, the principle of sustainability 
has been adopted by the Czech Government’s 
strategies to control and revitalise mountain watersheds. 
The priority is to create more stable forest stands 
by supporting adequate multi-purpose forestry 
practices. However, for more efficient mountain 
watershed management the integration of 
more knowledge on watershed processes and 
socio-economic instruments, like payments for environmental 
services, into current practices and policies is needed.  
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