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Efficient Community Led Watershed Management as a Risk 
Mitigating Measure 
 
Action at the Frontline, Kyrgyzstan 

SUMMARY: 
 
ACTED currently represents the Action at the Frontline (AFL) programme in 
Kyrgyzstan, focusing on the Ak-Suu village in the country’s Batken region (oblast). 
The AFL process in Kyrgyzstan is specifically focusing on community-led watershed 
management in order to mitigate risks emanating from the Aksuu River. The process 
in the village has been implemented in a participatory manner from the onset, 
focusing on the inclusion of marginalised groups and integrating multiple risk 
perspectives. Facilitators aimed at using knowledge and information gained to find 
community-induced possibilities to tackle everyday risks through an integrated 
approach. 
 
The overarching issue of the target community is defined by watershed 
mismanagement and a subsequent substantial increase in disaster risk. 
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Maksat Pataev 
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INTRODUCTION: 
 

The Action at the Frontline case study for Kyrgyzstan has been conducted in the village of 
Ak-Suu. This village is located in the Leilek district (rayon) of the Batken oblast. Ak-Suu 
represents the centre of the corresponding Ak-Suu Ayil Aimak (AA), which represents a 
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group of villages within the same administrative body. It is located in a 35km distance from 
the district centre Leilek. It is crucial to mention that the village is located right at the border 
to Tajikistan, with which it shares the Aksuu river watershed. The village is situated next to a 
minor mountain chain to the west and bordered by the Aksuu River to the east at the 
confluence with Sumbula River, with an average altitude of 950m above sea level. Two 
neighbouring villages, Zhizgen and Suubashi, are located upstream on the river Aksuu. The 
area is defined by fertile agriculture lands, low mountain ranges and hill land. Mountain 
ranges bordering the village rise up 400m in its very vicinity and display an inclination of 
more than 13 degrees. The water needs for irrigation of agricultural lands and its irrigation 
systems are serviced through water from both the Aksuu and Sumbula rivers. However, the 
village’s irrigation system is weakly developed and partly damaged. Water needs are, 
therefore, often dependent on makeshift on-farm devices.  
 
Ak-Suu was selected as the target community based on the following criteria:  
- Located in the high disaster risk zone;  

- Ak-Suu village is the most remote region in the Leilek region;  

- There are a lot of problems in the management of watersheds: the degradation of pastures, 
destroyed irrigation systems;  

- Poor disaster risk management by local authorities;  

- Lack of knowledge among the population on disaster risk management;  

- The region is considered to be a bordering area to the territory of the Republic of Tajikistan;  

- Multi-ethnic community, i.e. multinational;  

- Poorly developed local infrastructure;  

- Difficult geographical terrain: steep slopes;  

- People deal with everyday risks, transport, and communication (is threatened by flood 
debris), i.e., the local highway is located in the debris flow.  
 
During the first consultation meetings key actors of all stakeholders were identified as:  
• Farmers  
• Representatives of Water User Associations  
• Pasture Committee Members  
• Local Government Officials  
• Aksakal courts (Court of Elders)  
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• Village Women Councils  
• Village Medical Staff  
• Community members of neighbouring villages  
 

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES: 
The community’s livelihood is almost exclusively dependent on livestock farming and other 
agricultural activity. Most importantly, commodities such as rice, maize and potatoes define a 
large part of the community income structure. The main market for villagers is located in the 
district center – Leilek. However, community members also find customers across the border 
in Tajikistan. Industry virtually does not exist and mining companies, which are active in other 
communities, are not operating in Ak-Suu. 
 
During the first meeting the facilitator clearly directed the participants’ attention on risk 
process related to the watershed, using video material.  
 
The facilitator attempted to include virtually all stakeholders into the first meeting, in order to 
ensure an appropriate and comprehensive overview of interested parties to disaster risk 
reduction. This also allowed the participants to be visually exposed to the diverse nature of 
disaster exposure. Based on the course of the discussion, marginal groups of all social 
strata of the villages were identified by the facilitator. The facilitator also ensured to include 
members of ethnic minorities – a contentious and often political factor within the region’s 
villages – and encouraged their participation. It should be mentioned that the discussions 
between the group members could be described as equality-driven and fair in terms of 
speaking time. None of the group members complained about not having had a chance to 
participate. However, the facilitator also ensured to actively encourage participation of 
marginal groups, especially women and members of particularly disadvantaged households.  
 
From the beginning of the group discussions, the facilitator established basic discussion 
rules in order to frame a conducive behaviour for building trusting relationships. The 
community members displayed a high-level of mutual respect and were able to establish an 
open, equality-driven discussion forum.  
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The process of facilitating increased collaboration between different groups has been 
challenging for the facilitator, given differing perceptions of disaster risk reduction work. Local 
government officials expressed their discontent with community members, who allegedly are 
not displaying enough interest and enthusiasm in mitigation works. Lack of volunteerism was 
among the most pressing problems according to government officials, as it limited the 
possibilities for the community. One cited example of the lack of civic action has been 
forestation attempts by the government. The administration annually plants bushes along the 
river banks in order to reduce erosive processes. However, livestock of many farmers is not 
prevented from grazing the newly planted saplings and therefore rendering governmental 
efforts void. 
 
The existing problems, which are continuously deteriorating the condition of the watershed, 
posed several problems for the communities and the work of the facilitator:  
• the geographical location and remoteness of the community;  

• the difficult topographic situation of the village;  

• the weak infrastructure of the Ayil Aikmak, which is virtually dependent on state subsidies;  

• the lack of a sound legal framework on watershed management.  
 
Despite these challenges, the AFL process exposed the target community to a number of 
actions that were embraced by all community members, including marginalized groups. Most 
importantly, many of the members appear to have committed to joint actions on analysis and 
pasture use, as well as rational natural resource management.  
 

A meeting with key actors and marginalized groups, which served as a follow up to the 
community-led Hazard Vulnerability Assessment, revealed several crucial point of views and 
recommendations for risk mitigation and reduction. The recommendations were mainly 
related to rehabilitation of the watershed and opportunities for a community-led response to 
disaster risk. The community agreed on conducting a meeting for further watershed analysis, 
which should be accompanied by a revision of the legal framework for watershed 
management. This will require the inclusion of all stakeholders, including government bodies 
up to the province administration.  
 



5 
 

Based on these discussions, the community of Ak-Suu agreed on implementing the following 
measures:  
 
Local Level  
• The Pasture Committee will conduct a comprehensive analysis aimed at identifying 
opportunities to avoid overgrazing and overuse of pasture land.  

• Irrigation Canals will be cleaned and partners for potential rehabilitation will be identified.  

• The Youth Committee and Women’s council will mobilize the community for forestation and 
will identify potential partners for supporting local projects on enhancing the biological 
environment.  

• Marginalized groups of the community will discuss the mitigation measures with community 
leaders and representatives of the Ayil Aimak  
 
District level:  
• A round table with all stakeholders relevant to the legislative framework pertaining to 
disaster risk reduction should be held. The main topic will be sustainable watershed 
management, land and pasture use.  
 
National Level:  
• Consultations on international pasture use (Tajikistan) as well as the corresponding 
legislation by the Kyrgyz Republic  
 

ACTION PLAN: 
 

The AFL process was based on an initial risk profiling exercise pooling community-level 
information, including all social strata of society. The community was asked to identify and 
discuss the key risk impacts, current and future actions, and the barriers that have so far 
affected the efforts of the local communities to minimize or avert the risks. The risk profiling 
activity demonstrated that all the risks, impacts, actions as well as the barriers to actions are 
interconnected and need to be addressed jointly and systematically. At the same time, it was 
identified that the solutions to the risk impacts are quite simple and can be safely managed.  
 
The first step of risk profiling was conducted with 18 local community members representing 
different groups by age, gender and social status. 7 women participated in the consultations. 
Aside from two participants, who were unemployed, all of the members in the discussion 
were either decision-makers/community leaders or workers of the social sector such as 
doctors, teachers, librarians etc.  
 
The AFL process is supported by a wealth of data and information, which is based on a 
mixed-methods approach combining quantitative and qualitative data.  
 
The used quantitative data was defined by comprehensive socio-economic indicators of the 
village itself, e.g. household set-up, income structure, disaster occurrence, etc. This included 
also the Kyrgyzstan-wide used MECO database on risk factors. This data was supported by 
a wide variety of qualitative information, provided by ACTED experts and external 
consultants. The data included qualitative risk assessments, maps and a Hazard 
Vulnerability Assessment.  
 
This set of data was the base for community input in order to prepare the local action plan, 
which in the target villages case was integrated into a comprehensive disaster preparedness 
plan (DPP). Based on inputs from virtually all stakeholders of the target community, including 
government officials, pasture committee members, water user committee members, farmers 
and other community members, among whom marginalized individuals were present, the 
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DPP represents a community-led document. The plan thus combines knowledge from a local 
level with scientific and analytical knowledge by external actors.  
 
The facilitator ensured that overarching and cross-cutting dimensions were sufficiently 
considered. The target community discussed cross-cutting issues in particular in regards to 
integrated watershed management. The communities acknowledged the importance of 
active multi-stakeholder participation for ensuring the success of disaster risk management 
policy. Community members agreed that sustainable land use practices requires the 
participation and involvement of local stakeholders, as well as the institutionalization of such 
approaches. Not only do they provide local knowledge about farming practices and local 
conditions (hazard exposure, soil quality, disaster history, etc.), they are also key actors 
when it comes to adopting better land management practices and thus implementing 
national and regional policies related to watershed management and DRR. A community-
based approach is therefore needed, allowing local actors to participate in the decision-
making process for local plans and strategies over the long run.  
 
The risk prioritization was based on communal assessment, including all AFL process 
members. Based on the evidence created through risk profiling and hazard vulnerability 
assessments. The community as a whole agreed on implementing the following priority risk 
reduction measures:  
 
• developing local ownership of disaster risk reduction mechanisms;  
• implementing a communal early warning system;  
• building safe havens;  
• conducting community simulation drills.  
 

The risk reduction measures are designed to be comprehensive and beneficial for all 
community members.  
 
Throughout the AFL process two crucial strategies have been pursued in order to mitigate 
negative mechanisms generating vulnerability of marginalized groups.  
 
A knowledge-driven approach was elected in order to expose marginalized groups to 
sufficient information on disaster risk and vulnerability. With sufficient information, 
marginalized groups will be empowered to become agents on disaster risk reduction. A 
crucial element of this strategy has been the training of trainers in order to facilitate 
knowledge dissemination to a wide variety of stakeholders. 
  
Additionally, the community-led development of a village disaster preparedness plan 
(VDPPs also detailed above) lays at the core of addressing risks specific to marginalized 
groups. 
 

RISK PROFILE: 
 
For this case study, the community of Ak-Suu village underwent a multi-stage consultation, 
assessment and deliberation process in order to identify priority risks as well as its 
underlying causes. In a preliminary meeting, community members were exposed to 
information on their watershed and subsequently were engaged in a discussion on 
overriding risk factors defining their livelihood.  
 
As per risk profiling exercise, four priority risk impacts were identified during the meeting:  
1) Destruction of roads and houses due to floods;  
2) Erosion of arable land due to floods, which led to a drastic decrease in crops;  
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3) Increase in malaria epidemics due to floods and an increase in the population of 
mosquitos;  
4) Complications in exports of crops to Tajikistan due to cross-border security issues.  
 
The risk assessment can be described as homogenous across social groups.  
Mudflows and floods are the most common hazard sources for crops, households and the 
transport routes. In 2012 only, there were 34 floods reaching the scale of 30m3 as compared 
to the average of 10m3 of water in the watershed. In 2012, mudflows and floods damaged 8 
houses. In 2013, 4 houses were damaged and since the beginning of 2014, 2 houses have 
been damaged. In 2003-2004, people of Ak-Suu experienced large-scale malaria epidemics, 
but since then the disease has been re-emerging only sporadically and on smaller scales.  
 
This initial community assessment was followed by an in-depth analysis of risk root causes 
taking into account all marginalized groups of the community that were identified during the 
preliminary consultation meeting.  
 
Most urgently, the following severe and interrelated risk causes were mentioned:  
o unsustainable usage of pasture land, in particular overgrazing  
o advanced river bank erosion  
o ineffective water usage for irrigation (linked to dilapidated irrigation infrastructure)  
 

Overall, all stakeholders were of the consistent opinion that the village is exposed to a 
substantial risk due to the aforementioned geographical location. This is specifically related 
to the steep slopes engulfing the village (average inclination of 13 degrees) as well as loose 
rock and debris located along the river banks. The community assessment also revealed 
that the risk intensity has increased substantially over the past 20 years, i.e. since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. The lack of administrative, financial and managerial recourses 
have led to a continuously deteriorating situation for the community. This is related to the 
absence of rehabilitation activities after past disasters (mainly related to landslides and 
flooding), leading to sustained degradation of pasture and farm land, lack of reforestation 
activities. It should be noted that deforestation constitutes an additional problem, given the 
relevance of wood for some households’ income generation. See the picture section for an 
example of wood collection works. 
 

LESSONS LEARNT: 
 
The AFL process has helped community members, and community leaders to change their 
attitudes towards the environment. The community was able to understand that integrated 
management of their watershed is highly interrelated with disaster risk reduction. It should 
therefore be noted that dissemination of knowledge and increasing awareness has been 
identified as being key for sustainable risk mitigation. Furthermore, the AFL process showed 
that cooperation between local institutions and marginalized groups is of paramount 
importance and remains a process that will need to be improved in the target community.  
 
The philosophy of the AFL process has been widely disseminated among community 
members, who reported to have gained a deeper understanding of community-led disaster 
risk reduction mechanisms. The community realized the importance of civic action in regards 
to their watershed, from which most of the village’s risk emanates. Upon completion of the 
program, community members will continue to work on watershed management, while also 
being engaged in reforestation, helping to stop deforestation along with its contributions in 
the form of recommendations to restore the soil conservation on a short-term and long-term 
basis.  
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However, residents are concerned that their efforts and forces cannot solve all the problems 
in the watershed. Community members were convinced that it is necessary to attract donor 
support, public awareness, and public structures for tackling large-scale issues beyond the 
capacity of the villagers.  
 

CONCLUSIONS: 
 
The community agreed on conducting a broad information campaign on integrated 
watershed management, as the inappropriate handling of the river has been identified as the 
core problem. Furthermore, natural resource management, climate change adaptation, 
pasture usage, greening and other mitigation activities will be taken into consideration.  
The community intends to make use of the obtained information of the hazard vulnerability 
assessment and the AFL process in general, in order to predict future development of the 
watershed. The community, especially government officials, also intends to step up 
advocacy and lobbying efforts in order to increase visibility of the issues pertaining to the 
watershed. This should result in attracting much needed assistance from government 
agencies as well as donors, in order to put the watershed and thus the village on track 
towards facilitating a sustainable and low-risk environment.  
 


