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February 2012 Workshop Jumpstarts
the Mekong Fish Monitoring Network

The Backdrop ( _ I— ___ )

The Mekong River in Southeast
Asia (fig. 1) travels through a basin
rich in natural resources. The river
originates on the northern slope of the
world’s tallest mountains, the Himalaya
Range (Campbell, 2009), and then
drops elevation quickly through steep
mountain gorges (fig. 2), tumbling out
of China into Myanmar (Burma) and
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
(Lao PDR). The precipitous terrain
of Lao PDR and Thailand generates
interest in the river and its tributaries
for hydropower development (Dugan
and others, 2010; Ferguson and others,
2011). The terrain, soils, water, and
climate make it one of the world’s most
biologically rich regions (Woodruff,
2010). The Mekong’s bounty is again
on display in the Mekong River Delta,
where rice production has successfully
been increased to high levels making
Vietnam second only to Thailand as the
world’s largest rice exporters (Nielsen,
2003; Niimi and others, 2004; Sakamoto

and others, 2009). Andaman
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Cambodia (fig. 3), and various types of Figure 1. The upper and lower basins and tributaries of the Mekong River in Southeast Asia.
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Figure 2. Kuang Si (Kouangxi) Falls, located close to the city of
Luang Prabang, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, arise from
springs that feed the Mekong River.

fisheries on the Tonlé Sap Great Lake in Cambodia and in the
Mekong River Delta in Vietnam.
Though there are some capture fisheries on the river
in the Yunnan Province of China farther upstream, it is in
Lao PDR and, especially, farther downstream into Thailand,
Cambodia, and Vietnam that people increasingly capitalize on
the river’s abundance of fishes as a source of protein (Baran
and Myschowoda, 2009; Hortle, 2009) (fig. 4). Baran and
Myschowoda (2009) estimated that 1 percent of the river’s
fishery occurs in Yunnan Province and 7 percent in Lao PDR,
compared with 35, 25, and 32 percent of the fishery being
conducted in Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam, respectively
(these authors did not include Myanmar in their estimate).
Against this backdrop of rich natural resources, the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS) is working with the consulting firm
FISHBIO, colleagues from the international Delta Research and

Global Observation Network (DRAGON) Institute, and a broad
contingent of Southeast Asian representatives and partners from
abroad to increase knowledge of the Mekong River fisheries and
to develop the capacity of permanent residents to investigate
and understand these fisheries resources. With the LMB region
facing the likelihood of significant environmental changes as

a result of both human activities and global climate change,
enhancing environmental understanding is critical (Baran and
Myschowoda, 2009).

The Workshop

To encourage cooperation among the LMB scientists and
managers in the study of the Mekong River’s fisheries, FISHBIO
and the USGS—with generous support from the U.S. State
Department—hosted a workshop in Phnom Penh, Cambodia,
in February 2012. Workshop participants were from Lao PDR,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam. Representatives from the
governments, universities, nongovernmental organizations
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Figure 3. Fishers gathering their diverse catch from the large dai
net fishery on the Tonlé Sap River, Cambodia.
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Figure 4. Mekong River catch offered for sale at the morning
market in Luang Prabang, Lao People’s Democratic Republic. The
single large fish on left is likely Wallago attu, and the smaller fish on

Che right are likely Henicorhynchus siamensis. )




(NGOs), and the Mekong River Commission discussed current
and potential methods and mechanisms of the Mekong Fish
Monitoring Network (hereafter, the Network) (fig. 5).

The goals of the workshop were to determine if the
Network and associated databases were of interest and value
to the LMB nations, to determine if future fisheries monitoring
data would be comparable among the nations, and to establish
methods and an organizational structure for collaborating on
future monitoring and research. The first day of the 2-day
workshop began with presentations by USGS personnel
demonstrating examples of Web-accessible databases, data
analyses, fish tracking, and spatial visualizations that LMB
scientists could employ to support the Network. The next
presentations of the workshop were delivered by representatives
from government fisheries agencies, universities, and NGOs

Participants in the Mekong Fish Monitoring Network
Workshop, February 9 and 10, 2012
e Cambodian Molecular Genetics Group
e Can Tho University — Vietnam
» Conservation International
» Department of Fisheries — Thailand
e Department of Livestock and Fisheries — Lao PDR
* Fisheries Action Coalition Team — Cambodia
* Fisheries Administration — Cambodia

¢ Inland Fisheries Research and Development Institute —
Cambodia

* International Union for Conservation of Nature — Cambodia
» Living Aquatic Resources Research Center — Lao PDR

* Mekong River Commission

* National University of Laos

* Royal University of Agriculture — Cambodia

* Scientific Capacity Development Initiative

* Ubon Ratchathani University — Thailand

* Vietnam Institute of Fisheries Economics and Planning

» Wildlife Conservation Society

» World Wildlife Fund

of each of the four LMB nations describing their current and
future monitoring and research activities. For the remainder
of the workshop the attendees participated in smaller group
discussions (fig. 6) regarding the specifics of researching
fisheries in the LMB. The groups reconvened periodically to
share their responses with the other participants.

The Network

In the 1990s and the first decade of the 2000s, many
fish studies were conducted in the LMB (Hortle, 2009),
but the limited means available to individual researchers
for sharing their protocols and data inhibited effective
communication among those researchers, resource managers,
and decisionmakers in the region. A network of researchers
collecting comparable data would allow for more robust
analyses of LMB fish populations, thereby supporting
projections of how these populations may respond to future
environmental challenges (Baran and Myschowoda, 2009).
The Network would increase the capacity of local researchers
and institutions to further develop the tools to assess their
fisheries themselves. The Internet-linked Network would be a
highly accessible forum for idea exchange, data archiving, and
general information.

Current Activities and Future Plans

The USGS and FISHBIO are currently preparing a detailed
workshop report including the specific responses to discussion
questions posed to the small discussion groups. Example
questions include:

* What are the most important fisheries questions you
are interested in answering?

* What resources (equipment, personnel, training, or
other) are needed for your organization to participate
in a monitoring network?

» Before your organization can consider sharing
fisheries data, what logistics, costs, staff, training,
policies, or other considerations must be addressed?
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Figure 5. February 2012 workshop of the Mekong Fish Monitoring
Network in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

\ J
Figure 6. More than half of the time spent by participants in the
Phnom Penh, Cambodia, workshop in February 2012 occurred in
small, productive group-discussion sessions.




Two pilot projects will be used to field-test data-collection
and data-entry protocols for the Network. These projects will
be led by FISHBIO in Lao PDR (sponsored by FISHBIO
and Lao PDR’s Department of Livestock and Fisheries) and
by Can Tho University in Vietnam (sponsored by Can Tho
University, the U.S. State Department, and the USGS) (fig. 7).
Further, the USGS is developing a database for uploading the
data generated by these pilot studies. This database is being
designed to accommodate both historical and future data.

The pilot projects will demonstrate the Network functions
and will also serve as models to support the development of
additional funding proposals.

The participants in this international workshop agreed
that the Mekong Fish Monitoring Network would be useful
but would require additional funding to secure their full
participation. The USGS and FISHBIO are collaboratively
seeking additional funding to expand research participation and
projects in all four LMB nations. If the Network can facilitate
cooperation among many fisheries researchers in the LMB,
the basin would become a model of cooperative international
fishery studies and would increase the understanding of a river
basin rich in natural resources.
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Figure 7. Mekong Fish Monitoring Network pilot project
participants for 2012 representing Can Tho University, FISHBIO, and
the U.S. Geological Survey.
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