
Villagers around Bueng Khong Long reservoir in northeastern Thailand are 
taking the future of their water into their own hands. The lake, created in 
1980 by His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej as part of a royal initiative 
to improve irrigation for farmers, provides water and food to people and 
wildlife, and habitat for rare and migratory birds and fish. But nearly 30 years 
after the lake’s creation, the population around it has grown and so has their 
water usage. The villages around the lake have come together to collectively 
manage their water so that everyone - villages upstream and downstream, 
and the wetlands, fish, and birds of the lake – would get the water they need.

Village leaders founded the Bueng Khong Long Water Management 
Committee in 2014 with the advice and technical guidance of WWF to better 
understand and manage water use around the reservoir. Before the creation 
of the committee, people could see that the population and use of water 
for agriculture had increased, and noted with concern that the lake was 
getting shallower. People worried about the fate of the lake and wetlands, 
with population still growing and the threat of climate change looming. 
“We could see that there would be issues in the future, so we established 
the committee to make sure our children will still have water.” Said Somrai 
Srithin, Secretary of the Water Committee. 
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The water management committee are careful to consider not only 
people’s water needs, but the ecosystem’s as well. Bueng Khong 
Long is recognized as a wetland of international importance under 
the Ramsar Convention. Its vibrant wetlands are a vital spawning 
ground for fish from as far as the Mekong River, which migrate up the 
Songkhram and Nam Mao Rivers during the monsoon season floods. 
Ensuring enough water stays in the lake to support the wetlands is 
important for regional biodiversity and food security, as fish are a 
key source of protein for people in the area.  

The first step to conserving the lake was to understand it better. 
When the committee was formed, there were no recent data on how 
much water was in the lake, the water quality, or usage. WWF and 
the Thai irrigation department measured the volume of the lake and 
the amount of water being extracted, and worked with communities 
to test the water quality. 

The newly formed committee used this information to create a plan 
to fairly manage Bueng Khlong Long’s water. Stakeholders from 
the local government, irrigation department, village heads, to the 
fishers and farmers living around the reservoir – as well as WWF to 
advise on the needs of the ecosystem - were involved in creating the 
water management plan, and all signed off on it. Under this plan, the 
committee would monitor water quality and use, and meet regularly 
to decide how to allocate the reservoir’s water by opening and closing 

©
 K

E
LS

E
Y

 H
A

R
TM

A
N

 / 
W

W
F-

G
R

E
AT

E
R

 M
E

K
O

N
G

Bueng Khong Long’s wetlands are an important stop-over point for migrating birds and spawning grounds for 
many fish species.
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the water gates into irrigation canals and solve any disputes that 
come up. 

“People have changed how they use water now,” said Somrai. “Before, 
if a farmer wanted water, they would just take it. Now, we are more 
systematic and it’s made people more aware of the ways they use 
water and the need to conserve it.” 

The committee’s ability to manage the water level and preempt 
water disputes was put to the test by Thailand’s recent drought. 
During the intense and extended dry season, the group met more 
frequently to carefully regulate and monitor the opening of the gates 
that control water flow into downstream villages’ irrigation canals. 
They rotated the water releases, opening one gate and leaving it open 
for a week before closing it and opening the next, all while carefully 
calculating how much water was flowing out of the lake. Although 
water had never been rationed this way before, there have so far been 
no complaints, something the water use committee attributes to the 
open and participatory planning. 
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Bueng Khong Long provides food and water for drinking, irrigation, and bathing, and supports livelihoods, 
recreation and cultural traditions for communities in the area.
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For more information, contact: 
WWF Greater Mekong Programme  
92/2 Soi Phaholyothin 5, 
Samsen Nai, Phyathai, Bangkok 
10400, Thailand
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“Despite the drought, there is more water in 
the lake now than there was at this time last 
year,” said Somrai, a success he attributes 
to the better water management and recent 
improvements to the irrigation canals to 
prevent water loss.  

The water management committee’s next big 
challenge is water quality in Bueng Khong 
Long. Run off from chemical fertilizers 
and untreated wastewater are polluting the 
reservoir, though not yet at levels dangerous 
to humans or fish. The water management 
committee is working with farmers to try 
to reduce their chemical use and encourage 
organic fertilizer, with the help of the 
village heads. In the absence of waste water 
treatment, they are also working with 
villages to try to change how they dispose of 
their waste water so that it doesn’t enter the 
lake. 

The committee foresees their work continuing for as long as the lake 
has need of them. They hope to secure independent, sustainable 
financing to continue improving the reservoir’s conditions; one 
option they are looking into is charging water bottling companies 
a nominal fee to extract water from the reservoir, which will go 
towards water management. Though the committee all volunteer 
their time for this, they are happy to do so. “We are proud to work on 
the committee because Bueng Khong Long is the heart of the people 
here. The King started this work and we are honored to continue it,” 
explained Somrai. 

“We are proud 
to work on the 

committee because 
Bueng Khong Long 

is the heart of the 
people here.”
Somrai Srithin, 

Secretary of the Water 
Committee. 

Funding for WWF-Thailand’s work in Bueng Khong Long comes from the HSBC Water 
Programme, a 5 year, $100 million initiative with Earthwatch, WaterAid and WWF to 
secure healthy, flowing rivers in 5 priority areas around the world, including the Mekong 
River basin.


