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As in many rivers around the world, water quality and quantity in the Swat and 

Kabul rivers of Pakistan are under stress from industrial and domestic waste, agricultural 

pollutants, population growth, ongoing climate change, and competing water uses between 

irrigated agriculture, freshwater flows for fisheries, hydropower, and domestic needs. Sustainable 

development in these communities often involves trade-offs (at least in a short-to-medium term) 

within households, among sectors, and across scales. Our study is part of an interdisciplinary, 

collaborative project to examine water quality, river ecosystem health, and river-based 

livelihoods along the Swat and Kabul rivers of Pakistan. Specifically, our study asks how 

farmers and fisheries adapt and/or transform their livelihood practices to compounding pressures 

from urbanization, industrialization, agricultural and tourism development, and climate change. 

It also explores water resource management decision making across the household, community, 

and regional scales with a focus on the types of trade-offs facing various actors and the equity 

implications (across gender, class, ethnicity, geographical location, and sector) of such trade-offs 

as a barrier to sustaining future development. We use a mixed-methods approach for data 

collection and analysis. We completed 25 semi-structured interviews with formal and informal 

community leaders, farmers, and fishers in the research area. These interviews illustrate how 

household and community water use is negotiated in the midst of competing water needs and the 

differentiated roles of various actors in water resource management decision making. These 

interviews also illustrate how some farmers and fisheries were able to adapt their river-based 

livelihoods to mitigate their vulnerability to water stress, while others seemed to lack the agency 

to do so. Such differentiated outcomes were in part resulting from the different trade-off 

decisions as well as the distinct environmental and economic contexts in communities along the 

Kabul and Swat rivers. These interview results not only inform the development of the second 

stage of our study, but also contribute to a better understanding of trade-offs facing sustainable 

development at the household and community scales, the potential equity implications of such 

trade-offs, and the coupled livelihood and water resource management decision making 

processes of water users.


