The Role of Great Rivers in the Sustainability and Prosperity of Local Communities
and their Fisheries Resources

Inland freshwater systems provide countless essential goods and ecosystem services. The
world’s great rivers in particular function as a vital source of food and water and are also
the drivers of nearby local economies. Great rivers are essential providers of fish protein
and livelihoods for many communities along these rivers’ extensive lengths. Globalization
and the increase in human population size have resulted in increased demand and
competition for the use of freshwater resources worldwide. As humans modify the landscape
and rivers to meet these demands, fish habitats are significantly impacted, resulting in the
alteration of fish communities and the decline and loss of species, populations, and genetic
diversity. Consequently, this also profoundly impacts the productivity of fisheries and the
allied ecological, social and economic services they provide. The lack of precise predictable
scientific knowledge of community based fish productivity and resilience, coupled with the
failure of governance to implement and motivate sustainable management decisions and
actions, has resulted in a reduction in the sustainability of the fishes of the great rivers and
associated fisheries. The future status of great river fisheries rests largely on our ability to
foster integrated approaches to managing river systems to ensure thriving and prosperous
human communities that encourage sustainability fisheries. To secure the integrity and
sustainability of fisheries we must become better stewards, continue to enhance our
scientific understanding of fish and their habitat needs, learn to balance the many demands
placed on modern great rivers, and improve our ability to communicate the high value of
our fisheries resources to society as food, recreation, and generators of economic, ecological
and social wealth that benefit local, national and international communities. We use case
studies from the Volga River, the Mississippi River, the St. Lawrence River, the Mekong
River, and the Zambezi River systems to compare and contrast management strategies to
determine the most effective methods of maintaining and improving sustainable fish
communities and fisheries of the world’s great rivers.
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