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Equitable payments 
for watershed services: 
delivering poverty 
reduction and conservation
An approach that explicitly 
aims to balance poverty 
reduction with conservation, 
and to do so with social 
justice and equity
Ecosystems provide a wide range of environmental services from which 
people benefit and upon which much life depends. These include 
watershed protection, carbon sequestration, maintenance of biodiversity, 
and landscape beauty. Despite this, forests continue to be degraded and 
lost at an alarming rate worldwide. And the rural poor — who are the most 
reliant on forests for their livelihoods, health, and security — are bearing 
the brunt of this loss.

The new approach of payments for environmental services (PES) has 
enormous potential to reverse this trend. The basic idea is that those 
who “provide” environmental services by conserving or restoring natural 
ecosystems should be compensated by the beneficiaries or “users” of the 
service. This compensation encourages and finances conservation efforts 
— and, although not originally designed to do so, can also improve the 
livelihoods of the rural poor.

To realise this dual potential, WWF, CARE, and IIED are developing 
and implementing a holistic PES approach — equitable payments for 
watershed services (PWS) — that explicitly aims to balance poverty 
reduction with watershed conservation, and to do so with social justice 
and equity. 

Unlike many other PWS schemes - which for the most part were 
developed primarily to finance conservation efforts with livelihood 
considerations added later - equitable PWS explicitly aims to bring 
substantial benefits to the rural poor. This can be realized through 
community-level benefits such as hospitals and schools, as well as 
direct payments to individual farmers and households, for providing 
watershed services. Benefits can also come indirectly through community 
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Sites: 

•    Guatemala: Motagua-Polochic river 

system; Polochic-Atacun watershed 

•    Indonesia: Upper Kapuas Basin, 

Borneo; East Nussa Tenggara, West 

Timor

•    Peru: Jequetepeque river basin; 

Piura river basin 

•    Philippines: Cantingas/Panangcalan 

watersheds, Sibuyan Island; 

Mt. Isarog watershed, Camarines Sur

•    Tanzania:•    Tanzania:•     East Usambara Mountains; 

Uluguru Mountains Catchment

For further information please contact:

•    Julio Tresierra, Global Coordinator, 

WWF-CARE-IIED Equitable PWS Program: 

jtresierra@wwf.nl

•    Kirsten Schuyt, Head Forests Program, 

WWF-Netherlands: kschuyt@wwf.nl

•    Phil Franks, ICD network coordinator, 

CARE International: phil@ci.or.ke

•    Ivan Bond, Senior Researcher, IIED: 

ivan.bond@iied.org

empowerment, land tenure security, and conservation of the natural 
ecosystems upon which the rural poor rely. These compensation 
mechanisms recognize the needs and priorities of the poor while 
acknowledging their cultural orientations and values. In addition, 
equitable PWS must explicitly address issues of exclusion of traditionally 
marginalized groups from decision-making processes  based on gender or 
ethnicity. 

Our equitable PWS program emphasizes a business perspective in the 
initial preparatory stage. Through this, our approach seeks to establish 
a mutually beneficial, agreed upon, contractual association between 
poor upstream land managers and public-private corporate downstream 
consumers of watershed services. 

WWF-CARE-IIED joint program: 
Equitable payments 
for watershed services

WWF, CARE, and IIED launched a joint program in 2006 to 
establish equitable payments for watershed services (PWS) in ten 
watersheds in fi ve countries located in Latin America, Africa and 
Asia (Guatemala, Peru, Tanzania, Indonesia and the Philippines) The 
ten watersheds selected as project sites all have three features in 
common: high levels of biodiversity, high rates of land-use change 
affecting watershed services, and high levels of poverty. The 
program, which has received funding from the Dutch and Danish 
governments (DGIS and DANIDA), aims to demonstrate how equitable 
PWS can reverse forest loss through addressing the core drivers 
of land-use change, as well as improve livelihoods through various 
forms of compensation, including direct payments. 

Phase 1: Making the business case
The program is currently in Phase 1, an 18-month preparatory phase 
which started early 2006 and whose main objective is to prepare and 
establish solid, verifiable business cases for both buyers and sellers for 
equitable PWS in the ten project sites. This approach is essential in order 
to convince potential buyers and sellers that the opportunities provided 
by equitable PWS are both ecologically and economically justified. Once 
the business case for each site has been successfully completed, it will be 
endorsed by the buyers and sellers through the signing of a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU). 

Phase 2: Implementing equitable PWS
Phase 2, which will last for 3–4 years, will focus on implementation 
at the sites that have demonstrated a viable business case through 
the process of Phase 1. This implementation phase will engage with a 
wide range of local and national partners, with particular emphasis on 
partnering with local communities, local and national NGOs, the private 
sector, and government agencies. The expected outcome of Phase 2 
is that successful, equitable PWS mechanisms are in place that deliver 
sustainable natural resource management and improved livelihoods for the 
rural poor.


