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Forests for water in Catalonia 
Rialb water reservoir, Catalonia, Spain  

The Catalan case explores the implementation of a PES scheme relating to forests and 

water. It works on strengthening governance for joint forest-water strategic planning and on 

finding new resources to support forest owners to provide water-related services. 

Landowners and public institutions work together to mitigate the 

effects of climate change on forests and water availability. 
 

Setting the scene 

Water is a key driver for the socio-economic development of the Rialb area and climate change is posing a major threat to its 

availability and quality. Forests are the main land cover in the watershed and play a considerable role in water regulation, with 

recent studies showing that unmanaged forests can contribute to a decline in water availability due to trees’ substantial water 

consumption. Yet, the level of forest management in the Rialb area is very low due to low profitability of timber production. Forest 

management is seen as the main tool to guarantee the provision of forest ecosystem services (FES), including those related to 

water (quantity, quality and landscape). Engagement of forests owners is key as 95 % of the area is privately owned. 

Innovation mechanism 

This case has two main objectives: i) including forests and forestry in a joint strategic planning instrument and ii) the participatory 

design of a local Forest Fund. 

The legal planning instrument for joint forest / water urban planning is the “Urbanistic Masterplan of the water reservoir (PDU)”, 

which can include incentives for the economic development of the area.  

The local Forest Fund concerns the six municipalities affected by the Rialb reservoir and will only invest in its watershed. In phase 

one, the Fund will engage rural tourism and other local businesses. In phase two, it will be open to any private or public funding. 

Expected impacts 

✓ Awareness raising on the positive links between forestry and the water sector  

✓ Available funding (in kind or cash) for financing forestry works in the area 

✓ In the mid- to long term, we expect to see an increase of the amount of water being realeased to the watershed  

(8%-10%) and an improvement in the protection of water quality and landscape

The bigger picture 

The co-designed “Forest for water Fund”, opens the door to 

recognising the concept of Forest Ecosystem Services linked 

to water and the need for societal co-responsibility in 

maintaining them. Its idea and its design process could be 

replicated in other areas. 
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Action 

→ Gather scientific evidence to back up the link between forestry 

and water quantity and quality for the Rialb area.  

→ Identify best forestry practices and of priority areas in order 

to optimise expected impacts.  

→ Collaborative design of a new tool (the Fund) to explore the 

real possibilities of such an instrument to succeed.  

Challenges 

• Low acknowledgement of the link between forests 

(and forestry) and water.  

• No cross-sectoral work between the 

water/landscape/forests planning bodies 

• How to achieve the long-term sustainability of the 

innovative mechanism proposed. 

Objectives 

• Raise awarness on the role of forestry in 

mitigating the effects of climate change on water, 

including water availability for citizens 

• Strenghten governance and cooperation for joint 

forest-water strategic planning 

• Find new financial resources to support forest 

management. 
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