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Can conservation programs lead to win-win outcomes, where both human welfare and the 

environment benefit from an intervention? We address this question in the context of the 

evaluation of the impact of ComFishIII, a fisheries conservation program implemented in the 

Mekong river basin, a biodiversity hotspot where fish provides over 50% of the protein in human 

diet. 

Data on the outcomes of interest (number of species caught in the last 12 months and 

anthropometric measurements of children under 5 years old) were collected in 16 villages that 

benefited from the program, and in a group of 16 matched comparison villages. The comparison 

group of villages was formed by matching on the probability of being included in the program 

(propensity score) estimated using pre-program village level variables from the Agricultural 

Census. 

Our results show that the program led to a substantial increase in biodiversity, and that this 

impact is both heterogeneous (opening the possibility of changes in the program to increase its 

effect) and robust to hidden bias. Controlling for a wide range of covariates, the program is 

associated with an improvement in height-for-age z-scores that seems driven by improvements 

among girls (with the effects among boys being both smaller and less precisely estimated).  

Further work is needed to elucidate the mechanisms linking environmental and nutritional 

outcomes, in the context of similar programs. Further analysis is also needed to understand the 

relative importance of different rules (monitoring, enforcement, physical characteristics of 

conservation areas) to its effectiveness. Answering these questions can guide a better design of 

similar interventions, currently widespread in Laos and other countries of the Mekong basin.


