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1

Definition of Big Rivers 

T
here has been considerable discussion in the scientific 
literature as to which descriptors should best be used to 
classify river size, and how the terms 'big' or 'large' should 

be applied. Geomorphic indices largely revolve around measures 
such as river length, flow discharge, drainage basin area or 
channel width. However, definitions of size could also refer to 
other parameters, such as the ecological diversity within a river 
basin or its economic value to society. 

Supplementary Figures 

Herein, a simple geomorphological classification of 'big' is 
adopted and this paper concerns the world's principal rivers that 
have a river basin area greater than 0.164 million km2, a mean 
annual water discharge in excess of 2400 m3s- 1 (except for the 
Murray-Darling River, Australia) and a length greater than 
1400km. These simple descriptors allow identification of 32 of 
the world's big rivers (Table Sl), although many of the stressors 
discussed herein may also affect river basins of smaller scale. 
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Figure S1 I The Mekong River - Just dammed or doomed? The Mekong River has become one of world's most threatened rivers, with the Lancang Cascade 

of dams in China already greatly influencing river hydrology 164, 243,244, and future dams being hotly debated172,245,246. Recent modelling214 estimated that 

up to 96% of the historic sediment load of the Mekong River would be trapped under a full-build scenario of existing and planned dams. Such changes 

could wreak havoc to the world's most productive freshwater fisheries92, to the stability of fragile environments like the Tonie Sap Lake247, and to the 

downstream longevity of the Mekong Delta88, 91, 172 that may undergo extensive changes to its rice cropping yield90,248 • Although uncertainties exist 

concerning the exact declines in sediment load predicted, these forecasts suggest that the prime requirement is to construct dams that can pass sediment 

downstream, and optimise dam locations within the river network to reduce sediment trapping whilst maintaining hydropower output172,214 • 
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