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Water and poverty in two Colombian watersheds
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ABSTRACT: Watersheds, especially in the developing world, are increasingly being managed for both environmental
conservation and poverty alleviation. How complementary are these objectives? In the context of a watershed, the actual
and potential linkages between land and water management and poverty are complex and likely to be very site specific
and scale dependent. This study analyses the importance of watershed resources in the livelihoods of the poor in two
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watersheds in the Colombian Andes. Results of the participatory poverty assessment reveal significant decreases in
poverty in both watersheds over the past 25 years, which was largely achieved by the diversification of livelihoods
outside of agriculture. Water is an important resource for household welfare. However, opportunities for reducing poverty
by increasing the quantity or quality of water available to the poor may be limited. While improved watershed
management may have limited direct benefits in terms of poverty alleviation, there are important indirect linkages
between watershed management and poverty, mainly through labour and service markets. The results suggest that at
the level of the watershed the interests of the rich and the poor are not always in conflict over water. Sectoral as well as
socio-economic differences define stakeholder groups in watershed management. The findings have implications for

policymakers, planners and practitioners in various sectors involved in the implementation of integrated water resources
management (IWRM).
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