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Freshwater ecosystems such as wetlands, rivers, and lakes are 
indispensable for life on our planet and vital for directly ensuring 
a range of benefits and services fundamental to the environment, 
society and the economy.

However, they face serious pressures which affect their ability 
to provide those services, such as pollution, over-extraction and 
encroachment from urban and agricultural development. 

One of the main challenges in managing freshwater ecosystems 
lies in finding the balance between short-term socioeconomic 
development objectives and the need to protect and restore 
freshwater ecosystems to support more sustainable, long-term 
socioeconomic wellbeing.  

UN Environment has developed a publication series entitled ‘A 
Framework for Freshwater Ecosystem Management’. The main 
aim of the series is to support countries to sustainably manage 
freshwater ecosystems. In doing so, it supports national and 
international goals related to freshwater ecosystems, such as 
certain Aichi Biodiversity Targets and Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) targets. The series currently consists of four volumes:

• Volume 1: Overview and guide for country implementation
• Volume 2: Technical guide for classification and target-setting
• Volume 3: Case studies 
• Volume 4: Scientific background for regional consultations on 

developing water quality guidelines for ecosystems

This volume, ‘Overview and guide for country implementation’, 
provides an overview of the Framework, and places it in the 
context of supporting Agenda 2030. It is intended for a wide 
audience, including decision makers, practitioners, scientists, non-
governmental organizations and the general public.
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The Framework for Freshwater Ecosystem Management series has been developed 
over several years and has involved more than 60 contributors: authors, reviewers and 
coordinators. This work was initiated by a decision by the United Nations Environment 
Programme’s Governing Council in 2013 and a first progress report was provided at the United 
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) in 2014.

Volume 1 of the series draws heavily on Volume 4, ‘Scientific background for regional 
consultations on developing water quality guidelines for ecosystems’, which was prepared 
through a collaboration between UN Environment, United Nations University – Institute for 
Environment and Human Security, and the Global Water System Project. It was produced for 
the second UNEA in 2016 to inform the first interm draft documents of this series. Based on 
feedback from countries received during UNEA-2 and the ensuing regional consultation period, 
the original framework has evolved and been refined since the creation of the ‘Scientific 
Background’. Volume 1 was developed (in 2017) at the same time as the baseline for the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. The process of updating this work takes into account 
feedback from countries: that the work should align with Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable 
Development Goals, and should be aimed towards assisting countries in setting up their own 
national standards, rather than prescribing a set of globally applicable water quality standards 
for ecosystems. For a more detailed description of the development process, see Annex 1. For 
a full list of contributors to the series, see Annex 2.

The Working Group for Volume 1 was led by the UN Environment–DHI Centre for Water and 
Environment (Paul Glennie, lead author, and Peter Koefoed Bjørnsen); under guidance from 
the Freshwater Unit of the Ecosystems Division at UN Environment (Joakim Harlin and Lis 
Mullin Bernhardt, with support from Emmanuel Ngore and Yeonju Jeong); with inputs from 
Neels Kleynans (formerly Department of Water Affairs, South Africa), Deborah Chapman and 
Stuart Warner (University of Cork, Ireland, GEMS/Water); Birguy Lamizana (Global Programme 
of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land Based Activities / UN 
Environment); and Chris Dickens of the International Water Management Institute (IWMI).

The Working Group is grateful to Bushra Nishat (International Water Association) for reviewing 
the work; and the following who were all involved in developing the ‘Scientific background’: 
Fabrice Renaud (United Nations University – Institute for Environment and Human Security 
(UNU-EHS)), Nike Sommerwerk (Leibniz-Institute of Freshwater Ecology and Inland Fisheries, 
formerly UNU-EHS), Janos Bogardi (University of Bonn, formerly UNU-EHS), Jan Leentvaar 
(formerly UNESCO-IHE and Ministry of Infrastructure and Environment, the Netherlands), and 
Paul Stortelder (formerly Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, the Netherlands).

Suggested citation: UN Environment 2017. A Framework for Freshwater Ecosystem 
Management. Volume 1: Overview and country guide.
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Preface: A Framework for Freshwater Ecosystem Management 

The UN Environment ‘Framework for Freshwater Ecosystem Management’ series presents 
a holistic management framework to guide country-level action to sustainably manage 
freshwater ecosystems. It builds on the decision by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) 
Governing Council to develop water quality guidelines for ecosystems (Decision 27/3, 2013).

The Framework supports national and international goals related to freshwater ecosystems, 
such as relevant Aichi Biodiversity Targets and Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets. 
An overview of the series, which currently consists of four volumes, is provided below:

Volume 1 provides an overview of the Framework, and places it in the context of supporting 
Agenda 2030. It is intended for a wide audience, including decision makers, practitioners, 
scientists, non-governmental organizations and the general public.

Volume 2 describes aspects of the Framework in more technical detail: classification systems 
for freshwater ecosystem types, setting targets for ecological status, and monitoring progress 
against these targets. It is primarily aimed at government agency staff responsible for the 
sustainable management of freshwater ecosystems. These aspects have been selected for 
elaboration as they are likely to be the most useful for the largest number of countries in 
relation to Aichi Biodiversity Targets and the SDGs. Additional technical guides that expand on 
other parts of the Framework, such as the design and implementation of remediation actions,  
may be developed depending on demand from countries.

Volume 3 provides examples from around the world, illustrating different aspects of the 
Framework.

Volume 4 underpins the series and includes a review of water quality guidelines for 
ecosystems from around the world.
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