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1BPreface 

It is always a great pleasure to be able to present a report summarising fruitful discussions on 
the opportunities and risks in the development of the Mekong water and related resources. 
The participants in the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the Basin Development Plan for 
the Lower Mekong Basin from 15 - 16 October 2009 in Chiang Rai, Thailand, also made 
suggestions as to how the Basin Development Plan should strive to capture those 
opportunities while, at the same time, managing the risks in the achievement of the vision 
shared by the Mekong countries for an ‘economically prosperous, environmentally sound and 
socially just Mekong River Basin’. 

The Forum brought together more than 250 participants from diverse backgrounds: from 
national and local government agencies of all the Mekong countries, including the People’s 
Republic of China and the Union of Myanmar, from research institutions and universities, 
from civil society and non-governmental organisations, from our Development Partners, from 
the private sector, from interested individuals, and most importantly from representatives of 
the communities in the Mekong Basin. It is heartening to see such high interest in the future 
of the Mekong Basin and realising that the Basin Development Plan can serve as a platform 
for building shared views and actions. 

The Mekong River Commission appreciates the open and trustworthy atmosphere created by 
the Forum participants in their sharing of valuable knowledge on the Mekong resources and 
of their different perspectives on water resources development in the Basin. The process of 
basin development planning will benefit from the frank and insightful comments and 
suggestions from the Forum participants. These will assist in the approach and methodologies 
proposed for the assessment of basin-wide development scenarios and in the formulation of 
the Basin Development Strategy based on the principles of Integrated Water Resources 
Management. 

Sustainable and equitable development of the Mekong water and related resources requires 
the reaffirmed strong commitment for cooperation, for integration of Basin’s sustainability in 
national planning and decision making, and for working together to find innovative benefit 
sharing mechanisms. The Forum participants have demonstrated this commitment and 
willingness. As such, the Forum has achieved its objectives. 

 
 
Jeremy Bird 
Chief Executive Officer 
Mekong River Commission Secretariat 
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2BExecutive summary 

The 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the basin development planning process took place 
in Chiang Rai, Thailand, from 15 – 16 October 2009. The Forum brought together more than 
250 participants from diverse backgrounds, and included officials of the Governments of the 
Mekong River Commission (MRC) Member Countries and Dialogue Partners; universities; 
representatives from River Basin Organisations and Lower Mekong Basin provinces; Non-
Governmental Organisations and civil society groups; Development Partners; professional 
associations; research groups; developers of hydropower and other water resource 
development projects and their advisors; international financial institutions; and the media.  

The Forum aimed to move the basin development planning process forward in the direction 
proposed by the 1st Regional Stakeholder Consultation held from 12 – 13 March 2008 in 
Vientiane, Lao PDR. Since then the process has benefited from cooperation with many 
stakeholder groups. As a result, there is now a better understanding of the basin’s resources, 
the interests of its people and the potential implications of proposed water resources 
developments. MRC activities have included the analysis of water and related resources 
development plans; the modelling of the impact of hydropower dams on fish migration; the 
assessment of people’s vulnerability to water resources development; the analysis of basin-
wide development scenarios and the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of the 
proposed eleven mainstream dams in the Lower Mekong Basin. 

The theme of the Forum is ‘Unfolding Perspectives and Options for Sustainable Water 
Resources Development in the Mekong Basin’, with the main objectives of: i) sharing the 
emerging knowledge of the basin’s water resources development and promoting a better 
understanding of the water-related issues for sustainable basin planning; ii) seeking 
stakeholders’ inputs to the approaches for the assessment of the socio-economic and 
environmental implications; iii) facilitating dialogue on the opportunities, challenges and 
acceptable options for sustainable water resources development in the Lower Mekong Basin; 
and iv) strengthening partnerships. 
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3BKey messages of the Forum 

The riparian states reconfirmed their commitment to the principles of sustainability and 
equity in the development of the Mekong water and related resources, and recognised that 
in order for such sustainable and equitable development to take place, national decision 
makers need to take note of Basin perspectives. There must also be a good understanding 
of what “sustainable” really means and who precisely will benefit. Since there are few, if 
any, win-win situations, it is necessary to identify the winners and the losers.  

In their opening remarks, both the Mekong River Commission (MRC) Joint Committee 
Member for Thailand and the Chief Executive Officer of the MRC Secretariat (MRCS) 
highlighted these vital requirements, and emphasised the importance of building a clear 
understanding of sustainability and of the beneficiaries.  

The challenge lies in the implementation of a credible planning process at the sub-basin, 
national and basin levels. The planning process must be able to harmonise the different 
interests and define jointly acceptable options for sustainable Basin development. The MRC 
Basin Development Plan Programme is facilitating such a process, which should lead, in 
2010, to an IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy that describes how the Mekong Basin 
can be developed for sustainable economic growth and poverty reduction. The Strategy 
should be “owned” by the four riparian countries and their peoples, as its success depends on 
how each country can adapt the strategic guidance and processes into various transboundary 
and national planning, decision-making and governance processes. The Forum was 
encouraged by the statement from the Government of the People’s Republic of China (China) 
indicating their commitment to the environmental protection of the riverine system and to 
working together with the MRC to make this happen.  

The Forum recognised that the current regional development trends and plans will bring 
about changes in the Mekong River flow regimes. The key question for the Basin 
Development Planning (BDP) process is how to capture the opportunities and mitigate the 
risks resulting from these changes. The answer lies in the application of the principles and 
practices of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) which conveys the 
necessary knowledge to the decision makers and thus helps to ensure that Basin 
development perspectives are integrated into national decision making.  

Recent assessments of the Basin-wide development scenarios suggested that the storage 
dams, both those planned and currently under construction, in the Upper Mekong Basin and 
on tributaries in Lao PDR will have a significant impact on the river’s natural flow regime of 
which has remained substantially unchanged since flow monitoring started almost 100 years 
ago.  

The expected increased dry season flow may offer an opportunity to improve or expand 
irrigated agriculture to meet future food demands. On the other hand, the construction of 
dams may threaten the Mekong fisheries, one of the world’s largest inland fisheries on which 
millions of poor people depend for their livelihoods and incomes. The key concerns are (i) 
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the existing technology in respect of fish passages is unable to cope with either the high fish 
tonnage or the diversity of species; (ii) the development of mitigation measures is not only 
cost intensive but also time consuming: and (iii) reservoir fish production may not 
compensate for the loss of Mekong fisheries. Since the mitigation strategies are still 
constraints, these risks need to be managed by wisely choosing the location of the dams, 
supported by integrated resource (and electricity) planning and the analysis of options for 
benefit sharing.    

Even if mitigation strategies are implemented constraints will still remain, as will the inherent 
risks, however it is possible to control some of these risks by a careful choice of locations of 
the dams. The integrated resource (and electricity supply) planning and an analysis of the 
options for benefit sharing must also be taken into consideration. 

Another concern is the diversion of water from the Mekong mainstream which has been 
under-consideration for many years. The aim of this diversion is to address the problem of 
water shortages in north-eastern Thailand and so enable the large-scale expansion of 
irrigation to take place. The opportunities and risks of such an action need to be compared 
with other possible options such as that of the small-scale improvement of agricultural 
production through the construction of small storage facilities and other possible non-
structural measures. There was  somewhat similar discussion on the opportunities and risks 
involved in the granting, in Cambodia and Lao PDR, of large commercial land and mining 
concessions which, on the one hand, could create large investments together with economic 
growth and employment opportunities, and on the other hand, if not carefully planned and 
regulated, could lead to the fragmentation of communities, the encroachment on protected 
areas, and friction between communities, investors, and local authorities. The discussion 
emphasised the vital importance of public participation at all levels of planning and decision 
making, and the existence of transparency in the granting and regulation of concessions.  

Climate change is a development issue and should be addressed as part of the development 
process. 

As climate change impacts include a predicted sea level rise in the Viet Nam Mekong Delta 
and the observed impacts of flow regime changes on livelihoods throughout the Basin, the 
Forum recognised the importance of studying climate change impacts, not only in isolation, 
but taking into account other factors impacting on the water and related resources of the 
Mekong Basin. These factors include the plans for large scale hydropower dams and 
irrigation. Therefore, the impact of climate change can be best studied through the assessment 
of Basin-wide development scenarios that model the different possible changes over various 
time scales.  

Furthermore, climate change adaptation should be considered as a development issue rather 
than only an environmental issue. Adaptation measures need to be assessed in an area-based 
and integrated, multi-sectoral planning process at the regional and local levels. Measures 
holding promise for adaptation are likely to be similar to those showing promise for poverty 
reduction and sustainable development. IWRM principles could be employed to integrate 
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climate change into existing planning, decision-making and governance frameworks. China is 
willing to cooperate to address regional climate change. At the same time, the riparian 
countries should cooperate with other regions to address this global issue. 

The assessment of the development scenarios considered should be based on meaningful 
public participation, full transparency and inclusiveness in the dissemination of data and 
information to ensure ownership and influence decision-making. 

The inputs and opinions of stakeholders become particularly important in respect of any new 
development scenarios or projects which could have environmental or socio-economic 
impacts, and, especially so, if it is the poorer Basin communities who are the main groups 
that could suffer any adverse effects. While the Forum acknowledged that the BDP 
consultations, forums and workshops at the local, national and regional levels are providing 
opportunities for public participation in the Basin development planning process, it was 
recognised that the community level has not yet been properly represented. Thus more efforts 
are needed to engage local organisations, NGOs and community leaders, in order to better 
reflect the needs and concerns of poor and marginalised groups. In addition, since wide 
ranging divergent feedback is to be expected, this must be properly documented and 
addressed in order to ensure transparency and to maintain the confidence of the stakeholder 
community. Local government institutions also need to be involved as they have mechanisms 
for inputs into national government structures. 

In the scenario assessments, a large amount of data and information is being collected and 
analysed to produce new information. Some of this data and information is not yet in the 
public domain. The sharing of all data and information supporting the scenario assessments is 
called for to encourage public participation. It was suggested that a BDP website should be 
set-up to disseminate, on a regular basis, data and information, including any intermediary 
assessment results, and so promote stakeholder feedback and discussion (particularly from 
the non-public sector) and thereby promoting transparency and increased public participation 
in the planning process. 

All potential impacts of the development scenarios considered need to be assessed to ensure 
meaningful discussions among various stakeholder groups on the trade-offs and synergies 
of different levels of water and related resources development in the Mekong Basin. 

The Basin-wide development scenarios considered bring with them both “synergies”, or 
complementary effects between developments, and “trade-offs”, where benefits for one area 
or activity create disadvantages for another. For example, there can be synergies between 
hydropower, irrigation and upland watershed management – with some benefits occurring for 
all. “Trade-offs” at the transboundary level will include hydropower benefits from 
mainstream dams, on the one hand, and the disadvantages caused by the blockage of fish 
migration routes by the dams on the other. The Forum emphasised that all direct and indirect 
socio-economic and environmental impacts of the scenarios need to be assessed to provide a 
full and balanced overview of all “trade-offs”, winners and losers, and synergies in the 
different parts of the Basin. This requires a transparent process to capture the interests and 
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knowledge of all stakeholders in an integrated, multi-sectoral assessment based on “best 
practice” methodologies and experiences, and tailored to the conditions of the region. It was 
acknowledged that the Basin-wide discussions of the scenario assessment results were 
unlikely to lead to an “optimal” solution in terms of maximum benefits for the Mekong Basin 
as a whole (“benefits for whom?”), but rather the subjective perception of various stakeholder 
groups of what would be their acceptable or preferred water and related resources 
development options. This suggests that the quantitative assessments of the scenarios, as 
being undertaken by the BDP, should be mixed with qualitative judgments in order to have  a 
complete picture.   

IWRM capacity needs to be built to capture the informed opinions of all stakeholders on 
what would be an “acceptable” level of basin development 

In particular, the “trade-offs” between sectors, areas, and population groups considered in the 
development scenarios will require much analytical work, debates and negotiation between 
countries, or between sectors, to find the “middle ground” or “balancing point” on which all 
key players and stakeholders are prepared to agree. Participants at the Forum suggested that 
the identification of options for the mitigation of any adverse impacts of the scenarios and the 
consideration of possible benefit sharing mechanisms should be included. This requires 
strong understanding of both IWRM and of the capabilities across the Basin, across 
institutions and across other stakeholder groups, and time for consultation to develop 
preferred negotiating positions. Technical capacity will need to be built to support national 
discussions and consensus building on the results of the scenario assessments and the options 
for benefit sharing and for mitigating or compensating for any adverse impacts. Consolidated 
national positions could then be discussed at the Basin level. 

The risks and uncertainties in the use of re-distributed water from the Upper Mekong 
Basin need to be carefully assessed 

The Forum discussed the potential of the increase in the dry season flows resulting from the 
seasonal re-distribution of water from the wet season to the dry season by the two large 
storage dams; the Xiaowan Dam (completed in 2009) and the Nuozhadu Dam (under 
construction) on the Lancang in the Upper Mekong Basin. However, the participants voiced 
the need to assess the risks and uncertainties involved in this “new” dry season water in terms 
of its ability to support any new developments in the Lower Mekong Basin, in order to make 
decisions based information on the degree of reliability of any future flow increases. This 
means that the Lower Mekong Basin Countries require a better understanding of the expected 
changes in the seasonal flow regime resulting from the Lancang dam cascade, and the 
likelihood that there could be changes, or reductions, due to changes in water-related 
development and operational policies in China. In this connection, the China delegation 
demonstrated a strong commitment to continue the cooperation with the MRC for data 
sharing and to initiate the exchange of hydrological modelling methods and results. 
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The assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios and the preparation of the 
IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy must be based on an “inter-sectoral approach”, 
as opposed to a multi-sector approach 

Participants at the Forum emphasised that the IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy 
should not be based on a multi-sectoral approach, whereby the socio-economic and 
environmental impacts of different levels of water use on each of the water related sectors 
(agriculture, fisheries, environment, etc.) are assessed and discussed more or less 
independently of each other. Application of such a multi-sectoral approach could lead to sub-
optimal development options for some countries or groups of vulnerable natural resource 
users. Rather the IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy should adopt a coherent and 
holistic approach to Basin development that draws together all the various objectives within 
each water related sector in a single integrated strategy for the development and management 
of the Mekong water and related resources. This would mean, for example, that the scenario 
assessments must emphasise how the additional dry season water could support the objectives 
of the various water related sectors. This would help to create synergies between sectors and 
areas and thus increasing the overall benefits for the riparian countries and their peoples. The 
results would be fed into a Basin Development Strategy that was internally consistent and 
integrated between sectors and areas, so that win-win situations and benefit sharing at all 
levels (regional, national and local) could be identified and discussed. 

The IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy should be designed to address the main 
water and related resources development issues in the Basin, in order to be able to 
influence national planning, decision-making and governance processes 

While hundreds of IWRM issues have been identified in the Mekong Basin, based on IWRM 
theory, relatively few of these are of a transboundary nature and of a high priority for national 
planning and decision-making in the foreseeable future. The important transboundary issues 
discussed at the Forum included mainstream dams, floodplain management (particularly in 
the Delta), sector coordination, water resources management, and other developments that 
can enhance the value of the Mekong water resources and/or capture the benefits of 
transboundary cooperation.  

To facilitate the adaptation of the strategic guidance on these issues in the Basin 
Development Strategy into the various transboundary and national planning, decision-making 
and governance processes, it is essential that responsible national policy makers and planners 
will lead the design of the principles and mechanisms to harmonise the basin and national 
planning in a way that suits national policies and processes.  
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1. 4BBackground 

1.1 16BThe Basin Development Plan Programme 

There is a growing need for an integrated Mekong River Basin (MRB) perspective against 
which national plans and proposed projects can be assessed to ensure an optimal balance 
between the socio-economic and environmental outcomes in, and the mutual benefits to, the 
Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) Countries. This becomes of greater importance in the light of 
the recent acceleration of water resources development, and, in particular, hydropower 
development driven primarily by market forces and the private sector. The scale of these 
projects is such that the responsibility for the development of an integrated Basin perspective 
is beyond the capability of any individual country or project developer.  

The Basin Development Plan Programme Phase 2 (BDP2; 2007 - 2010) is designed to 
produce such an integrated Basin perspective, and to build consensus among the riparian 
governments and 
stakeholders on the common 
directions for sustainable 
Basin develop- ment and 
management. This can only 
be achieved through a 
meaningful participatory 
planning process (referred to 
as a planning cycle by the 
Mekong River Commission 
(MRC)). This cycle adopts 
the principles of Integrated 
Water Resources Manage-
ment (IWRM)F

1
F as shown in 

Figure 1. Central to this process 
is a Basin-wide integrated assessment of the proposed water resources developments in the 
LMB to determine how these developments can be achieved sustainably and equitably. Based 
on this assessment, shared views and directions will be developed and implemented by the 
LMB Countries through an IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy, balancing the Basin’s 
sustainability and national interests. Further information on the BDP2 is provided at  
Hhttp://www.mrcmekong.org/programmes/bdp.htm H  

                                                 

 
1 A Handbook for IWRM in Basins, GWG, 2009 

IWRM-based             
basin strategy

Development scenarios analysis
(Regional and Sub-area levels)

Promotion  
Implementation

Project portfolio
(Short list)
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Capacity building
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Regional and National sector reviews

Planned project database
(Long list)

Supporting
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Stage:2

Stage:3

Stage:4
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Stage:6

Evaluation

Monitoring

Updating
Stage:7

Figure 1: The BDP Planning Process 
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1.2 17BThe 1st Regional Stakeholder Consultation on the Basin Development 
Plan Phase 2 

The BDP2 began with the regional stakeholder consultation of 12 - 13 March 2008 in 
Vientiane, Lao PDR, and sought inputs to both the BDP process and the BDP2 Inception 
Report entitled ‘Working with the MRC for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong 
River Basin’. More than 120 participants gathered to discuss both the mandate and the 
expected role of the MRC in the sustainable development of the Basin, and the BDP2 
approach to Basin development planning. The draft Inception Report followed. Central to 
this, were the use of scenario-based approaches to water and related resources planning in the 
LMB, the initial concept of a Basin Development Strategy, a portfolio of projects for Basin 
development and, most importantly, ways to engage stakeholders in a transparent and 
inclusive BDP process. The Proceedings of the Consultation have been widely disseminated 
in print and are available at Hhttp://www.mrcmekong.org/programmes/bdp/bdp-
publication.htmH. 

1.3 18B The 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum 

The 1st Regional Stakeholder Consultation proposed the direction to be adopted, and since 
then the BDP process has been moving forward and has benefited from the cooperation with 

many stakeholder groups. This has resulted in a 
better understanding of the Basin’s resources, the 
interests of its people and the potential 
implications of water resources development. 
MRC activities have included the analysis of 
water and related resources development plans, 
the modelling of the impact of hydropower dams 
on fish migration, the assessment of people’s 
vulnerability to water resources development; the 
analysis of basin-wide development scenarios and 

the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of the proposed eleven mainstream dams in 
the LMB. 

In keeping with the theme of ‘Unfolding Perspectives and Options for Sustainable Water 
Resources Development in the Mekong Basin’, the primary objectives the 2nd BDP Regional 
Stakeholder Forum are: 

• to share emerging knowledge of the MRB water resources development and to 
promote a better understanding of the water-related issues for sustainable Basin 
planning;  

• to seek and present stakeholders’ inputs to the approaches for the assessment of the 
socio-economic and environmental implications at all levels of water resources 
development in the MRB; 
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• to facilitate dialogues on the opportunities, challenges and acceptable options for 
sustainable water resources development in the LMB; and 

• to strengthen partnerships between the MRC/BDP2 and stakeholder groups.  

The Forum expects to achieve the following outcomes: 

• shared knowledge and understanding of the critical water resources development 
issues in the MRB and how the water and related resources can be developed and 
managed; and 

• inputs from a large variety of stakeholders to the approach and methodology proposed 
for the assessment of Basin-wide development scenarios and the preparation of the 
IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy.  

The Forum brought together more than 250 participants from diverse backgrounds and 
included officials of the Governments of the MRC Member States and Dialogue Partners, 
universities, representatives from River Basin Organisations (RBOs) and LMB provinces, 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and civil society groups, Development Partners, 
professional associations, research groups, developers of hydropower and other water 
resource development projects and their advisors, international financial institutions, and the 
media. The list of participants and Forum’s agenda are provided in Appendix 1 of these 
Proceedings. 

1.4 19B Forum proceedings 

This Report provides a summary of the Forum and aims to: 

• serve as a reference for both the Forum participants and other stakeholders interested 
in the BDP process; and  

• build a good understanding of the Basin and the complexities being addressed by the 
BDP process and other MRC activities. 

The Report follows the Forum programme and summarises the discussions and dialogues in 
key messages in order to present a clear picture of the process of the BDP evolution and the 
way in which it addresses the interests and concerns of stakeholders. 

Over the two day programme, each session was introduced by a facilitator and then followed 
by a plenary discussion. The session topics were designed to encourage lively discussion and 
debate on challenges ranging from irrigation to hydropower, from regional electricity demand 
to fisheries facing the Mekong River Basin today. Discussions took place on the assessment 
of the cumulative impacts of water resources development on transboundary economics, 
society and the environment. There was also the opportunity to discuss the strengthening of 
partnerships and stakeholder engagement. 
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2. 5BOpening remarks 

Reaffirmation of commitments to sustainable and equitable development of 
the Mekong River Basin  

Opening remarks were made by Dr. Saksit Tridech, the Permanent Secretary, the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment, and the MRC Joint Committee Member for Thailand, 
and by Mr. Jeremy Bird, the Chief Executive Officer of the Mekong River Commission 
Secretariat. 

Dr. Saksit reaffirmed the commitment of the MRC 
Member Countries to the shared goals of 
sustainable and equitable water resources 
development, and to the joint Basin planning 
process. Although this commitment inspired the 
1995 Mekong Agreement and the goal of Mekong 
cooperation, it requires a strengthened commitment 
of the riparian countries to include Basin concerns in national planning and decision making.  

Mr. Jeremy Bird pointed out that sustainable development is an over-used term. There is the 
need for a good understanding of what would be sustainable and for whom i.e. an 
understanding of the distributional effects of developments in order to address new 
opportunities and threats in an integrated and transparent manner. It is of utmost importance 
that a transparent process is in place to capture the new opportunities and address the risks. 

The Forum was encouraged by the participation of representatives from China and the Union 
of Myanmar (Myanmar). The commitment of China to protect the Basin environment and to 
work together with LMB countries for this objective was appreciated by the Forum 
participants. 

It is of utmost importance that a 
transparent process is in place to 
capture the new opportunities and 

address the risks. 
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3. 6BSession 1 - The Mekong River Basin: Emerging knowledge 
on development challenges and opportunities 

3.1 20BObjective and scope 

The aim of this session was to allow the various stakeholders and the MRC to share their 
knowledge and thoughts on the critical water-related issues in the Mekong Basin and also to 
facilitate well-informed discussions on the development challenges and opportunities in the 
LMB. The session comprised an introductory presentation on water resources developments 
and emerging trends, followed by ten presentations under three themes: 

Theme 1:  Mekong hydropower development in the context of regional electricity 
demand and fisheries productivity. 

Theme 2:  Irrigated agriculture development in the LMB - opportunities and risks in the 
context of changing land use and new investments. 

Theme 3:  Understanding climate variability and climate change in the planning process. 

After each presentation, the participants clarified their understanding of the issues. The 
plenary discussions on each of the three themes provided opportunities for participants to 
share their perspectives and opinions, and suggest how the basin planning process could take 
this information into account.  

3.2 21BMekong water resources development and emerging trends 

According to Mr. Ton Lennaerts, the Chief Technical Advisor of the BDP2, although 
millions of the poor rely on the natural resources of the MRB for their food security and 
livelihoods, the Mekong water and its related resources remain largely undeveloped. 
Furthermore, the mainstream hydrological regime is in, or very close to, its natural state. 
However, this is not expected to last for long since the cumulative impacts of global, basin 
and national developments are expected to modify the flow regime in the coming decades. 
Furthermore, many global issues, including the ever-rising prices of oil and natural gas 
coupled with predictions of global food shortages, are powerful incentives for more 
hydropower developments which will exert greater pressure on the Mekong Basin resources. 
Such hydropower dams not only provide renewable energy but also, as is the case of the 
Chinese dam cascade on the Upper Mekong, allow for the regulation of the water flows and 
its seasonal redistribution. These features make them doubly attractive to national 
governments and investors. However the economic feasibility and the environmental and 
social impacts have yet to be thoroughly addressed and assessed.  

The presenter provided an overview of the emerging trends, existing plans, and increasing 
opportunities for the private sector development of water and related resources in the Mekong 
Basin. Developments at all levels reinforce each other and have led to ambitious plans for the 
development of water resources for irrigation, flood management, hydropower, domestic 
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water supply, and other purposes. He argued that development plans of this size and scope 
bring with them both ‘synergies’ between projects, and ‘trade-offs’, where benefits from one 

area or activity create disadvantages for another. 
For example, there can be synergies between 
hydropower, irrigation and upland watershed 
management - with some benefits occurring for 
all. Trade-offs at the transboundary level will 
largely be about the hydropower benefits from 
the mainstream dams, on the one hand, and the 

disadvantages caused by the blockage of fish migration routes by this infrastructure on the 
other. There is a need to address the advantages and the disadvantages in a basin-wide 
context with particular attention being paid to the impact on the poor populations in the Basin 
as a priority. The environmental and social costs need to be thoroughly assessed.  

As the LMB countries reform, develop government investment policies, and clarify the rules 
for resource utilisation, there will be increasing opportunities for the private sector (and 
foreign state-owned companies) in the development of water and water-related resources, 
such as hydropower, navigation, large-scale irrigation, and industry (mining, forestry, and 
tourism). In many of these areas, the private sector is now investing more than the public 
sector. When private projects begin to dominate, the government requires strong regulatory 
systems and enforcement capacity. 

The presenter’s concluding message was that a clear and re-affirmed commitment by the 
riparian countries to a basin-wide IWRM approach is now important to guide the accelerated 
development of water and related resources. The IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy 
would reflect this commitment and serve as a statement of the intention of the LMB 
Countries to share, use, manage and protect the basin’s resources in an equitable and 
sustainable way.  

3.3 22BPlenary discussion 

The first discussion was on how the Upper Mekong Basin developments of, for example, the 
dams on the Lancang cascade could create ‘new’ water, so making the mainstream dams in 
the LMB more attractive and provide opportunities for major irrigation expansion. The 
explanation was these two large storage dams of Xiaowan and Nuozhadu, with respectively 
9,800 and 12,400 million m3 of active storage, will result in a major seasonal redistribution of 
water flow from the wet to the dry season. If we assume that at least 50% of the total active 
storage would be released in the December - May dry season then these dams will add around 
1,000 m3/s of water to the mainstream flow. This means that more hydro-electricity can be 
produced year-round by LMB mainstream dams at no extra cost. Further downstream, some 
of this ‘new’ water could be used in the irrigation developments, without infringing on the 
current dry season flows, and could also be used for a range of social and environmental 
purposes. The net effect in water flow and level changes in the Tonle Sap and Delta regions 
would be small as the increases in irrigated agriculture would reduce any increases in dry 

Large development plans bring both 
‘synergies’ between projects, and 
‘trade-offs’, where benefits from 

one area or activity create 
disadvantages for another. 
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season flows from the new dams. However, if based on the availability of this ‘new’ water, 
any considerable investments were to be made, then the LMB Countries would need to have 
some assurance that this water would, in fact, be available in the longer term.   

The second issue was how to ‘assure’ the feasibility of national plans. The presenter 
explained that the BDP2’s economic and financial analysis of the many existing and 
proposed hydropower projects is to provide the information needed for the assessment of the 
Basin-wide development scenarios. However, the BDP2’s aim is not to assess the technical or 
economic feasibility of national plans but rather to identify a ‘development space’ ‘shaped’ 
by the sustainable boundaries as defined by acceptable socio-economic and environmental 
transboundary impacts and Basin-wide procedures, such as the Procedures for the 
Maintenance of Flows in the Mainstream, and supported by strategic guidance and a package 
of IWRM guidelines. This approach will assist policy makers and managers of water and 
related resources in the use, protection and management of this ‘development space’. Basin-
wide stakeholder discussions on the results of the comprehensive socio-economic and 
environmental assessment of the development scenarios would further help this process, and 
define strategies and guidance for its use and management. Moreover, in making choices 
between development scenarios, the LMB countries are not committing to a particular set of 
projects (which are, in any case, subject to feasibility studies, Environmental Impact 
Assessments (EIAs), etc.), but are merely identifying a ‘development space’ within which 
they can plan and work. Although conflicts and trade-offs may occur, these are within an 
agreed vision of an overall outcome which will be described in the IWRM-based Basin 
Development Strategy. This Strategy will also describe how each Country would be able to 
adapt the guidance and processes into transboundary and national planning, decision-making 
and governance. Adoption of the Strategy by the MRC Council is the first step for the 
harmonisation of national and basin-wide planning.  

The final issue was how, since Basin development is not only about changes in the water 
flow regime, the scenario assessment would consider the geomorphologic history of the 
Basin. The fear is that in the discussions on the scenario assessment results some trade-offs 
may not be considered. It was explained that since the scenario process is based on the best 
information and data available, which includes geomorphic changes, all the potential impacts 
would be considered in the process. Trade-offs, in particular, will require much analytical 
work and negotiation between Countries, or between sectors, to find the ‘middle ground’ or 
‘balancing point’ on which all key players and stakeholders are able to agree. This requires 
strong IWRM understanding and capabilities across the Basin and across institutions, and 
time for consultation to develop preferred negotiating positions. The MRC BDP supports the 
building of these IWRM capabilities in the LMB Countries.  

3.4 23BTheme 1: Mekong hydropower development in the context of regional 
electricity demand and fisheries productivity 

Mr. John Dore, the Water Advisor for the Australian Agency for International Development 
(AusAID), introduced this theme and facilitated the discussion. He highlighted the aim was to 
improve the understanding and broaden the thinking on Mekong hydropower development by 
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considering various issues such as its contribution in the Lao PDR, to economic growth and 
poverty reduction, the benefits of exporting hydro-power to Thailand and Viet Nam in 
comparison to benefits from other power supply and demand options; and the impacts of 
hydropower dams and other risk factors in the future.  

3.4.1 40BHydropower development for poverty reduction in Lao PDR: Opportunities and 
challenges 

Mr. Chansaveng Boungong, the Director of the Power Development Division, the 
Department of Electricity, the Ministry of Energy and Mines, Lao PDR, shared the 
Government perspectives on how the power sector could contribute to sustainable economic 
growth and poverty reduction. The main purpose of the development of the Lao power sector 
is to generate the foreign exchange for financing socio-economic development. A related 
objective is the extension of rural electrification for pro-poor rural development. To achieve 
these objectives sustainably the sector has established a policy of capacity development 
through the transfer of international expertise, and of ensuring the accountability and 
transparency of any socio-environmental impacts. 

Of all the primary energy resources of Lao PDR, hydropower has by far the largest potential 
with a total capacity of 23,000 MW, of which less than 2,000 MW has been realised. 
However, hydropower development is currently accelerating with nearly 50 large projects 
with a total capacity of some 12,000 MW at the feasibility stage. These include mainstream 
dams, which have become financially more attractive to developers as a result of the dams on 
the Lancang River in China, and their redistribution of water flow from the wet to the dry 
season. These and other factors have been considered in a recently completed study of the 
cascade of the five mainstream dams in the north of Lao PDR in order to optimise dam height 
and reservoir operating levels. The presenter concluded with an overview of the challenges, 
which include achieving the target of providing electricity to 90% of Lao households by 2020 
while complying with MRC procedures.   

3.4.2 41BMarket opportunities for electricity supply in the Mekong region and alternative 
energy production options 

Dr. Tira Foran, a researcher with the Mekong Program on Water Environment and Resilience 
(M-POWER) and Chiang Mai University, stated that electricity markets in the Mekong 
region are profoundly influenced by the quality of the official long-term planning practices 
for the power system. These practices favour top-down statistical models over bottom-up 
sector-by-sector planning models, and have led to forecasts of high rates of power demand 
growth and sub-optimal economic outcomes. The presenter argued that the time has come for 
integrated resource planning (IRP), an internationally proven best practice, which increases 
public acceptance of new power plans.   

IRP gives a balanced treatment to both demand 
and supply options, and so allows investing first in 
the least-economic cost options. In addition, IRP 
can be designed as an integrated, participatory 

Basin development can go hand-
in-hand with productive Mekong 

fisheries. 
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assessment. In recent years, a number of independent analysts have called for Thailand to 
initiate such a process. The presenter described the use of IRP in the three important planning 
practices of demand forecasting, options and risk assessment. The preliminary IRP analysis 
for Thailand shows that the generation of 7,900 MW from large power plants could be 
avoided by 2018, if Thailand were to attain its ‘practically achievable potentials’ in the clean 
domestic options of: 1) energy efficiency, 2) renewable energy, and 3) combined heat and 
power systems fired by natural gas.  

According to the presenter, the results that Thailand will actually achieve depend on the 
successful implementation of energy efficiency measures in commercial and industrial 
buildings, as well as on enhanced tariffs for renewable energy. Also importance will be 
private sector participation, thoughtful incentives, and political commitment to more 
transparent and open planning. The near-term challenge is to convince the power sector to 
adopt IRP practices. 

3.4.3 42B Mekong fisheries and Basin development planning 

Mr. Xaypladeth Choulamany, the MRC Fisheries Programme Coordinator, highlighted the 
key characteristics of Mekong fisheries were their biodiversity, their dependence on the 
natural river flow patterns, and the fish migrations. All of these contribute to their 
extraordinary productivity and production, making Mekong fisheries the world’s largest 
inland fisheries. This situation is now threatened by water resources developments in the 
Basin, in particular, by the construction of dams. About 50% of the LMB fish catch is 
dependent on long distance migratory fish. Dams pose a barrier to fish migration. Preliminary 
modelling results indicate that the migratory fish resource at risk from mainstream dam 
development in the Mekong is in the range of 0.7 – 1.6 million tonnes per year. The income 
from fisheries is believed to be higher than the potential income from hydropower and 
irrigation. However it is much easier to quantify the revenue from hydropower and 
agriculture than it is to quantify that from fisheries. 

The presenter pointed out that Basin development and healthy fisheries can go hand-in-hand 
if the fisheries sector were to play a more central role in water resources development 
discussions, and was regarded as a determining factor in trade-off discussions.  

In order for decision makers to recognise 
the issues and trade-offs involved in 
fisheries, more in-depth research studies 
are needed. First, fisheries research needs 
to be deeper and broader and include 
research into specific fish ecology and 
valuation. In addition, it is necessary to 
confirm that the current existence of 
technology to mitigate the adverse effects 
of dams on fish migration still does not 
give satisfactory result in both aspects of 



16
 

 
16

cost and passage effectiveness. Furthermore, communication at all levels needs to be 
improved in order to increase the understanding of the importance of the fisheries sector. 
Basin-wide integrated planning is also needed to capture all of the socio-economic and 
environmental benefits, and costs of all proposed developments. And lastly, there needs to be 
promotion of pro-poor reservoir and rice field fisheries.  

According to the presenter, MRC Programmes and their research and planning partners are 
already addressing these issues. The activities include the identification of spawning sites, 
meetings of dam and fisheries experts, the development of design guidance for mainstream 
dams, the implementation of a SEA of mainstream dams, and the socio-economic and 
environmental assessment of Basin-Wide Development Scenarios. The results will show how 
basin development can go hand-in-hand with productive Mekong fisheries.   

3.4.4 43BPlenary discussion 

There was some discussion on the extent to which hydropower export revenue would have a 
positive impact on the economy and poverty levels in Lao PDR. The explanation was that 
during the concession phase (20 - 25 years), the assumption is that most of the export revenue 
would be used to amortize the investment. Only a small portion of the foreign exchange 
earned would be available for socio-economic development. The larger benefit to the country 
may be those costs forgone in the development of sustainable energy infrastructure necessary 
to generate the electricity for domestic consumption. Thus, the main medium-term benefit of 
large-scale hydropower development in Lao PDR would be mostly derived from that portion 
of the projects’ energy targeted for domestic consumption. In the longer-term, when the debts 
have been repaid, the foreign exchange earnings could become an important contributor to 
the national economy. The distribution of the benefits and costs of different levels of 
hydropower development in the Mekong Basin will be analysed in the socio-economic and 
environmental assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios considered by the MRC 
BDP2.  

There was a question on why Thailand, a hydro-electricity importing country, does not 
practise IRP since this requires a lot of experience in analysis of the demand-side; experience 
which Thailand has. One reason was that past experience had demonstrated that small-scale 
and renewable energy sources could not be relied upon to satisfy the demand of rapidly 
growing urban centres. However, now that population growth has stabilised, new initiatives 
have been launched to buy electricity from small-scale renewable power sources. At the same 
time, powerful incentives remain in place for utilities to sell energy, and which delay the 
implementation of IRP. 

3.5 24BTheme 2: Irrigated agriculture development in the LMB – 
opportunities and risks in the context of changing land use and new 
investments 

This theme was introduced and facilitated by Mr. Suon Seng of the Centre for Development 
Oriented Research in Cambodia. He hoped that these presentations would improve the 
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understanding of current developments in the agricultural sector and stimulate thinking on the 
future of irrigation in the LMB.  

3.5.1 44BGlobal food crisis, future prospects of food supply and demand and the role of 
irrigated agriculture in the LMB 

Dr. Andrew Noble of the International Water Management Institute (IWMI) reviewed the 
factors that led to the global food crisis in 2007 - 2008, and its current impacts of the 
dramatic increases in food prices, and of a further 110 million people being pushed into 
poverty. The main drivers and risks are population growth, demographic change, global 
economic conditions with possibly decreased 
investments for 5 - 10 years, climate change, and 
water resources developments. An eye-opener was the 
large impact that increasing incomes have on diets and 
the associated demand on water. People use 2,000 to 5,000 litres of water per person per day, 
depending on the type and amount of food eaten and how it is produced. Meat production, in 
particular, requires large amounts of water. 

Water is essential in addressing the issue of food security. In the LMB, food production has 
more than kept pace with population growth. However, the expansion of agricultural areas is 
slowing. Future growth will come mainly through irrigation giving increased yields and 
agricultural intensification. There is scope for irrigation expansion in Cambodia and Lao 
PDR, using the ‘new’ water redistributed from the wet to the dry season by hydropower 
developments in China and Lao PDR. There will be little room for expansion of irrigation in 
the Viet Nam Delta and north-east Thailand.   

According to the presenter, there is an unique opportunity for the regional governments to 
promote a shift to more sustainable agricultural production systems, capitalising on the 
current conjunction of: 1) rapidly changing, responsive agricultural economies, 2) a new 
longer-term, regionally oriented planning perspective stemming from international awareness 
of climate change, and 3) the projected availability of the ‘breathing space’ of 20 -30 years to 
the greater Mekong region before any radical changes in climate occur. By using this period 
to identify, pilot, implement and scale-up measures to build more resilient communities, the 
Mekong region will be well positioned to handle the more extreme changes predicted for the 
second half of the century – and more urgently, will alleviate current poverty and food 
insecurity. 

3.5.2 45BChanging land use in Cambodia, implications for poverty reduction and challenges 
with the current agricultural land concession 

Mr. Sok Saing Im, Water Resources Planning Specialist with the Department of Water 
Resources of the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology (MOWRAM), Cambodia, 
presented a profile of the poorest region of Cambodia; the most downstream part of the 3Ss 
Basin shared by Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam, and drained by three major tributaries 
of the Mekong: the Sekong, Sesan and Srepok. The Cambodian part of the Basin covers an 
area of 5,475 km2 and is home to 193,000 people belonging to 26 ethnic groups. (The 

Water is essential in addressing 
the issue of food security. 
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population density is 35 persons/km2.) Although there are no paved roads, the area is rich in 
natural resources offering opportunities for the development of hydropower, irrigated 
agriculture, mining (bauxite, gold, tin) and tourism. The area has been affected by upstream 
hydropower development and major reductions in forest cover, mainly due to illegal logging.  

A new development is the awarding of large-scale, commercial land and mining concessions 
to mostly foreign entities, driven by the global demand for diversified food types and natural 
resources. The presenter recognised that these concessions can pave the way for large 
potential investments and the associated economic growth and employment opportunities. 
However, if not carefully planned and regulated, these concessions will lead to the 
fragmentation of communities, overlapping of protected areas, and social frictions between 
communities, investors, and local authorities. However, as there is little knowledge of the 
concession process and outcomes in the public domain, an independent review is 
recommended.   

3.5.3 46BThailand water transfer and diversion scheme for irrigation development and 
poverty reduction – opportunities and risks and lessons learned 

Ms. Chawee Wongprasiporn of the Royal Irrigation Department of Thailand (RID) presented 
an overview of the irrigation developments of those in the past and those now under 
consideration in north-eastern Thailand. The irrigation dams built since the 1960s already 
divert the wet-season and the very low dry-season flows of Thailand’s Mekong tributaries. 
Only a small percentage of the agricultural land is irrigated in the wet season and much less 
in the dry season. The economic situation in north-eastern and northern Thailand has lagged 
behind that of the rest of the country and so, for many years, a government priority has been 
to mitigate this by improved water security. This could be achieved through improving the 
efficiency and reliability of irrigation in those areas already served by dams and other 
structures, and by further developing the numerous small irrigation dams. 

An alternative proposal is the use of irrigation water from the Mekong mainstream. The 
Mekong River forms 800 km of the eastern boundary of north-eastern Thailand. Small-scale 
pump irrigation from the Mekong has had limited success. The various large-scale technical 
options considered over the past several decades for using irrigation water from the Mekong 
to boost economic growth and reduce poverty in the region, and the proposals for the 
expansion and improvement of irrigation currently under consideration, were reviewed. 
Concerns have been voiced that diversions from the Mekong into the north and north-east of 
Thailand would deplete those flows available for irrigation and combating salinity intrusion 
in the Mekong Delta. Some results were presented of scenario studies indicating that the 
storage dams under construction on the Lancang River in China would offset the range of 
withdrawals being considered by Thailand.   
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3.5.4 47BLessons learned from the Greening Esarn Project 

Dr. Buapan Prompaking of the Faculty of the Humanities of Khon Kaen University explained 
that during the 1980s and 1990s large-
scale water infrastructure projects lost 
their economic appeal and funding due 
largely to the environmentalists’ 
opposition to dams. Currently, a much 
larger percentage of the population 
opposes large-scale water infrastructure 
developments, since the dams and 
irrigation infrastructure built since the 
1960s have not only, not brought the 
expected economic benefits to the many 

small farmers, but have also caused environmental degradation.  

The presenter argued that the large-scale options for irrigation development with water 
diverted from the Mekong should be reconsidered in the light of the new socio-economic 
realities and lessons learned from the past. The relative importance of agriculture for 
economic growth and employment is declining, urbanisation is increasing, diets are changing, 
and trade is expanding. Moreover, labour shortages, the lack of demand for agricultural 
products, and the poor soils mean that the existing surface and groundwater resources for 
agriculture are not fully used. Given this situation, the existing water infrastructure needs to 
be used more efficiently by promoting small scale irrigation, increasing irrigation 
efficiencies, better pricing of water services, diversifying crops, and improving agricultural 
technologies.  

3.5.5 48BPlenary discussion 

The point was made that current food security policies can lead to ‘agricultural exploitation’. 
A differentiation should be made between exporting and importing countries, and between 
global and national food security. All the Mekong Basin countries want to expand their 
irrigated areas through support from foreign investments thus putting increased pressure on 
the Mekong water resources. Moreover, increases in rice production could exert a downward 
pressure on rice prices as Viet Nam and Thailand, both of which are large rice exporters, 
compete in the world market. Thus, the planning of irrigated agricultural development, as the 
main water user in the Basin, requires regional cooperation and careful consideration of 
future world-wide food markets. One participant mentioned that the impact of new irrigation 
developments on ethnic minorities and marginalised people also needs to be considered. 

The groundwater use was discussed from various perspectives. Currently, in the Mekong 
Basin, its use for irrigation is low. One point was that increased groundwater use would be 
essential to meet future food demands. Another participant mentioned that bore-hole 
irrigation, using subsidised electricity (often from hydropower), has been ‘unsustainable’ in 
many regions. Another responded that, in contrast, subsidised bore-hole irrigation has also 
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lifted millions of people out of poverty. The current status of groundwater resources in the 
Mekong Basin is not well known, although the MRC implemented a number of groundwater 
inventories and studies in the 1980s and 90s. Therefore, there is scope for updating the earlier 
inventories and forecasting the future potential of groundwater use in the Mekong Basin.  

Many participants have negative feelings about the proposed diversion of water from the 
Mekong mainstream into north-eastern and northern Thailand. Large diversions for irrigation 
would be neither realistic nor feasible. During previous decades, many irrigation schemes 
were constructed in order to reduce poverty. Even 
though Thailand is now a major exporter of rice, 
sugar and rubber, a lot of poverty still exists. The 
question was raised of whether we are measuring 
poverty in the right way. Many people with small 
incomes do not feel poor. Moreover, poverty 
cannot be solved by providing more water. It is much more complex. There are many related 
factors, for example, the right of access to land and land ownership. The worry was that, once 
again, large amounts of money are being poured into large-scale irrigation, without adequate 
public participation. Participants argued that several alternatives are available for large-scale 
infrastructure oriented irrigation development to improve the irrigation systems and the 
profitability of the agricultural sector. Most are based on local community initiatives, to 
which the government should pay attention. One main problem that could be solved by 
communities with support from Government is the lack of water storage capacity. However, 
another participant mentioned that incomes in irrigated areas in north-eastern Thailand are 
twice as high as those non-irrigated areas. Moreover, farmers in the central region of 
Thailand, where there is no shortage of water resources, are much richer than farmers in the 
north-east, which suggests that irrigation can alleviate poverty. According to another 
participant, farmers in irrigated areas have three to five times as much debt as farmers in rain-
fed areas. But it was acknowledged that higher net incomes may lead to investments 
unrelated to irrigated agriculture. It was mentioned that 90% of the 500 – 600 people from all 
levels consulted by the Royal Irrigation Department (RID) on the recent water diversion and 
irrigation proposals in north-eastern Thailand were in agreement. The next step would be a 
feasibility study that emphasises participation of the people in the region. 

In the presentation on land use changes in the 3Ss Basin, the relationship between resources 
development, on the one hand, and poverty and environmental degradation, on the other was 
discussed. Upstream hydropower development in the Sesan Basin would result in 
considerable reductions in the fish catch, which aquaculture development might or might not 
mitigate. In addition, the daily flow fluctuations and the associated losses of river banks, 
caused by hydropower development, and the changes in land accessibility, caused by the 
large-scale commercial concessions, have shifted subsistence farming ‘upstream’, to upland 
watersheds triggering environmental degradation. It was mentioned that local communities 
have always been blamed for deforestation (in north-eastern Thailand and other areas in the 
region), but many problems related to land use changes are caused by Government policies 
and the single-purpose planning of infrastructure projects without any real public 

Are we measuring poverty in the 
right way? Many poor people with 

small incomes do not feel poor. 
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participation. The importance of access to land in relation to poverty was highlighted once 
more. The fish ponds, for which some land is used, are more valuable than the land itself. 
Subsistence farmers, who lose their access to such land due to a commercial concession being 
awarded to a foreign entity, are often not adequately compensated. Another participant 
mentioned that aquaculture can mitigate some of the reduction in capture fisheries, but it 
requires access to land and water (and capital and know-how). 

Several participants mentioned the pervasive lack of public participation in water-related 
projects in the LMB. The question was raised of how many people had been consulted in 
north-eastern Thailand, apart from local administrative officials, during the planning and 
construction of past irrigation projects. Also the current studies related to a diversion of water 
from the Mekong are not available to the public. Similarly, the process of awarding 
commercial land or mining concessions in Cambodia is not transparent and public 
participation is absent.  

3.6 25BTheme 3: Understanding climate variability and climate change in the 
planning process 

This theme was introduced and the discussion was facilitated by Dr. Geoffrey Blate, who 
leads the World Wild Life’s Fund for Nature (WWF) climate change initiatives in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region. Dr. Blate appreciated the fact that the MRC considers climate change in 
its planning process. Historically, climate variability in the Mekong Basin has always been 
present. The people and ecosystems are accustomed to this and depend on it. However, 
climate change will increase this variability. Sea level rise could affect large parts of the 
Mekong Delta. There is a need for the early coordination of planning and action since science 
suggests that free flowing rivers are the most resilient to climate change impacts, and 
preventive measures are less costly than remedial actions. 

The three presentations under the climate change theme aimed at stimulating thinking and 
understanding of the relationship and interaction between climate change, on the one hand, 
and issues such as water resources development, poverty reduction, and sustainable 
development, on the other. 

3.6.1 49BClimate variability and change and impacts on the Mekong Basin 

Dr. Jorma Koponen of the Helsinki University of Technology opened his presentation with 
the statement that there is no unambiguous evidence of climate change for the Mekong since 
historically high natural variability of the relevant 
parameters has been observed. Although, it is 
impossible to make reliable predictions of climate 
change, climate change modelling can provide 
information about possible future climate change 
impacts in the Mekong region – impacts which 
include spatial and temporal rainfall variability 
(impacting on the duration and intensity of floods and droughts), decreased dry season flows 

There are many gaps in 
knowledge and action in climate 

change adaptation. 
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(impacting on fisheries, salinity intrusion, and water use), and sea level rise (impacting on 
flooding and salinity intrusion in the Delta). 

The presenter argued that climate change should be studied as part of countries’ development 
plans. The possible future use of hydropower dams for flood protection and irrigation should 
be taken into account during their planning and construction, and at the same time, the 
sustainability of any irrigation expansion, or the improvement of agricultural practices, 
should also be considered under future changing conditions. The impacts of Basin-wide 
development scenarios should also be assessed for various levels of climate change impact.  

Moreover, climate change should increasingly be seen as a developmental issue rather than 
just an environmental issue. Climate change adaptation should focus on supporting local 
livelihoods with a specific focus on the poorest and most vulnerable groups. There are many 
gaps in knowledge and action in climate change adaptation. The main MRC role is to 
enhance understanding of Basin-wide processes through monitoring, modelling, research, 
technical advice, information sharing and capacity building. 

3.6.2 50BLiving with uncertainties: Tonle Sap and social vulnerability to potential changes 
in the Mekong flow regime. 

Dr. Hossein Jalilian of the Cambodia Development Research Institute (CDRI) stated that the 
poverty rate in Cambodia is amongst the highest in the world. Although, in the last decade, 
the rate has considerably reduced from around 45% to its present level of 35%, it is still high. 
Poverty in Cambodia is predominantly rural. Since the Mekong Basin covers over 85% of the 
country and includes the Tonle Sap Lake, any changes here will impact on the poor who, in 
particular, are heavily dependent on the resources that are directly and indirectly provided by 
the Mekong and the Lake.  

Therefore, changes in the Mekong’s flow regime are expected to impact on the livelihoods of 
the poor, and on the larger population dependent on the River resources. The fish catch from 
the Lake alone is close to a quarter of a million tonnes per year, accounting for half of the 
total fish catch in Cambodia. Since 2001, through its Poverty Dynamic Study, the CDRI has 
been conducting research on the dynamics of poverty in Cambodia, using samples from nine 
villages representing the different geographic conditions in the country. Six surveys in 2001, 
2005, and 2008, allowed the setting-up of a database with socio-economic information and 
characteristics of around 1,000 households.  

The information on poverty and vulnerability in the database allows forecasting of the 
impacts that changes in the Mekong flow regime may have on the livelihoods of those 
households directly or indirectly affected. This information can be used by the MRC/BDP to 
assess the socio-economic impact of the basin-wide development scenarios under 
consideration.  
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3.6.3 51BClimate change: understanding likely impacts, vulnerabilities and adaptation 
options in the Mekong Delta 

Dr. Nguyen Van Sanh of Can Tho 
University in Viet Nam began with the 
fact that, in 2007, the World Bank 
ranked Viet Nam as one of the top five 
countries most likely to be impacted by 
climate change. In the worst case 
scenario, more than one-third of the 
Viet Nam Delta, where 17 million 
people live and nearly half the 
country’s rice is grown, could be 
submerged if sea levels rise by one 

metre in the decades to come. Salt water intrusion and industrial pollution could contaminate 
much of the remaining Delta area. The risks of climate change will be felt far beyond the 
Mekong Delta, to the central highlands, where rising temperatures could put the coffee crop 
at risk, and at the Red River Delta in the north where large areas could be inundated near the 
capital, Hanoi. 

The presentation illustrated the potential impacts of climate change on the Mekong Delta of 
Viet Nam, and how vulnerable people and their livelihoods are to climate change. There are 
no simple answers to climate change adaptation. Relevant on-going strategies have 
demonstrated both successes and failures. The key to adaptation is to consider the Mekong 
Delta as one system, without administrative borders, to ensure that adaptation strategies are 
well integrated and well coordinated. The required institutional arrangements are now in 
place and a large variety of climate change adaptation activities are being implemented.   

3.6.4 52BPlenary discussion 

The discussion first focused on the relationships between climate change, the construction of 
large water resources development projects, socio-economic development, and regional 
cooperation. It was mentioned that in any analysis of climate change looking at it in isolation 
is not useful since everything is ‘connected’. Climate change may affect the feasibility of 
water resources development projects. These projects, such as storage dams, could have a 
mitigating effect on destructive floods and maintain environmental flow requirements. It was 
stressed that climate change should be considered as a Basin-wide developmental issue and 
not just as an environmental or social issue. A participant from China mentioned that the best 
measures to build climate change adaptation capacity at the regional and local levels are 
essentially the same as those needed for poverty reduction and sustainable development. 
IWRM principles could be employed to integrate climate change in existing planning, 
decision-making and governance frameworks. China is willing to cooperate with the other 
riparian countries to address regional climate change impacts. 
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The discussion then focused on the 
Tonle Sap and the Mekong Delta. It 
was mentioned that the development of 
water-related resources in one part of 
the Basin can have positive impacts in 
some areas and negative impacts in 
others, such as in the Tonle Sap area. A 
careful analysis of proposed water 
resources developments in a Basin-
wide context could define the 
distribution of socio-economic and 

environmental benefits and costs between countries, sectors, or population groups. This is 
what the MRC BDP intends to do, using amongst others the results of the Poverty Dynamic 
Study in Cambodia (see above). It was mentioned that a ‘living with floods’ strategy in the 
Mekong Delta is too ‘limited’, since many of the large, destructive floods are human-induced, 
resulting from climate change and upstream hydropower development, occurring outside the 
Delta. Also, since the living standards of the people are improving and attitudes to flooding 
and food shortages are changing, different approaches and policies to both flood protection 
and irrigation expansion in the Delta flood plains may be required. This requires strengthened 
regional cooperation and information sharing at all levels, so that each country has the 
information needed to develop sound climate change adaptation strategies in a basin-wide 
context, and local governments and people know how they can reduce their vulnerability to 
climate change.  
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4. 7BSession 2 – Assessment of the cumulative transboundary 
socio-economic and environmental impacts of water 
resources development 

This session presents the MRC assessment of the cumulative transboundary socio-economic 
and environmental impacts of water resources development, through the use of the MRC 
Basin wide development scenarios. The aim is to ensure that the stakeholders’ perspectives 
are taken into account in the assessment and its results, and so are reflected in any decision 
making. 

Two main features of the MRC 
scenarios assessment were presented. 
The first was the assessment of the 
hydrological changes and the 
resulting transboundary impacts on 
the socio-economics, the environment 
and the fisheries in the various Basin-
wide development scenarios. The 
second was the SEA of the eleven 
proposed mainstream hydropower 
dams in the LMB. Four parallel 
sessions gave more details of: 1) the 
approach, methodologies, tools and 
interim results of the hydrological 
assessment of the scenarios (Session 
2.1); 2) the methodologies proposed 
for the economic assessment 
including the fisheries assessment 
(Session 2.2); 3) the methodologies 
proposed for the environmental impact 
assessment (Session 2.3) and 4) the 
methodologies proposed for the social impact assessment (Session 2.4). 

4.1 26BThe MRC Basin-wide development scenarios 

4.1.1 53BHBasin-wide development scenarios: objectives, definition, approach to assessment 
and the use of results for basin-wide discussions and decision making H  

Dr. Han Phoumin, the MRB BDP Economist, described the approach, methodology, 
formulation and assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios. 

Figure 2: The Basin-wide development scenarios 
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Since the Mekong Basin is large and complex, and includes six sovereign nations, it is not 
feasible to ‘enforce’ a rigid and constraining Basin development plan, based on basin 
optimisation techniques. 
Rather, the more sensible 
approach is to develop 
guidance on how national 
water-related development 
could proceed in a way that 
is both sustainable from a 
Basin perspective and 
mutually beneficial to the 
LMB countries. This can 
be achieved through a 
Basin-wide dialogue on the 
results of a comprehensive 
assessment of Basin-wide 
development scenarios. 
Currently, the LMB agri-
culture, hydropower, flood 
management, fisheries, 
industrial and domestic 
water supply, navigation, 
countries have formulated 
and agreed on nine such 
scenarios representing the 
different levels of water 
resources development in 
the Basin and bringing 
together the related sectors 
of irrigated, tourism and 
environment. These scena-
rios can be grouped in the 

four main sub-scenarios of 
Baseline, Definite Future, 
Foreseeable Future and Long Term. Each scenario can be formulated to represent different 
combinations of sectoral development, recognising the synergies and trade-offs between 
sectors. 

The 1st BDP Stakeholder Forum, in a participatory process, defined the Basin-wide 
development scenarios and their assessment frameworks. It was proposed that the initial 
scenario assessments were to be based on a range of hydrological impact indicators. The 
results were then to be used to assess the cumulative transboundary impacts on the socio-
economics, the environment and fisheries. Thirteen objectives and the associated indicators, 
capturing the goal of balanced and equitable environmental and socio-economic development 

Figure 3: Scenario Assessment Criteria  
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were developed and agreed on by the LMB Member Countries to serve as the framework for 
this assessment (see Figure 3). Based on this framework, detailed methodologies for the 
assessment have been developed and disseminated for discussion at this Forum. 

The methodologies proposed are:  

• based on the principles of integrated water resources management, recognising the 
inter-dependence of the different sectors; 

• built on the rich body of acquired knowledge of the natural resource system and adopt 
a structured approach to identifying and assessing the key issues affecting strategic 
decision-making; and 

• deal with any uncertainties in an open and transparent manner while understanding 
their development implications.  

The methodologies use GIS to integrate the different spatial impacts associated with 
hydrological, eco-system, land use and administrative boundaries. The main administrative 
unit for the assessment across all sectors is that of the district. Figure 4 provides an overview 
of the assessment methodology and processes. 
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Figure 4: Overview of the assessment methodology and processes for scenario 
assessment 

4.1.2 54BThe Strategic Environmental Assessment of proposed mainstream dams 

In his presentation on the SEA, Mr. Voradeth Phonekeo, Coordinator of the MRC Initiative 
for Sustainable Hydropower (ISH) emphasised the main objective of gathering information 
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on energy and water resources was to assist the BDP in better decision making. The SEA is 
not intended to promote the implementation of any particular hydropower project, but rather, 
to promote an equitable and participatory approach to the assessment of the eleven proposed 
mainstream dams. The SEA preparatory phase was completed through a participatory scoping 
process with a diversity of stakeholders in each of the LMB Countries. 

Many participants were eager to know:  

• if stakeholders had been included 
in the process of defining the 
Basin-wide development scenarios, 
and if not how they would be 
included in the assessment process; 

• if the defined scenarios reflect the 
Basin dynamics;  

• more about the SEA methodology, 
and if conflict prevention and 
resolution were included;  

• how the results would be shared 
with stakeholders and used to influence decision making, and 

• what role this Forum was expected to 
play. 

The importance of ensuring linkages between 
the assessments and how these would be integrated in the process was emphasised. 

Responding to the question of how the cascade of hydropower dams on the Upper 
Mekong would be brought into the SEA, the MRCS confirmed that this issue had already 
been included in both the SEA and Basin-wide development scenario assessment by making 
use of the available information including the operating rules of the dams. The Chinese 
Delegation added that China is part of the Basin, and is already participating in successful 
dialogues with the MRC, reporting on the hydropower dam cascade and the environmental 
assessments. The presentation by the Chinese Delegation in Session 3 will provide details of 
the design and environmental assessment of these dams. 

It was confirmed that in various consultations during the SEA preparatory phase, 
stakeholders had identified urbanisation as one of the 40 key issues. These 40 issues have 
been grouped into 10, and will lead to the preparation of eight SEA thematic papers, which 
will also cover urbanisation. A space has been created in the MRC webpage for public 
submissions on the SEA. Stakeholders at the Forum were invited to make suggestions 
through this webpage. 

BDP and role of SEA

Functions of SEA:
1.Helps to integrate energy 
and power sector into the 
BDP

2.Assesses the effects of 
mainstream hydro projects 
on meeting the sustainable 
development trends / 
objectives of each sector

3.Provides framework for 
project –specific evaluation
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Figure 5: BDP and Role of SEA 
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Answering the question of whether and how the SEA would consider any catastrophic 
failures of the hydropower dams, Mr. Voradeth emphasised that MRC’s activities included a 
focus on transboundary issues and that any dam failure, particularly that of a mainstream 
dam, lay within this focus. The MRC has prepared a Preliminary Design Guidance for the 
Proposed Mainstream Dams on the LMB, which includes dam safety. This Guidance has 
been distributed to the developers. A workshop with the developers was planned in the near 
future to discuss the Design Guidance and its application. 

4.2 27BParallel session 2.1 – Hydrological assessment of Basin-wide 
development scenarios 

This session aimed to present and discuss the approach and tools for the assessment of the 
hydrological changes in the Basin-wide development scenarios, some interim results and 
areas for improvement.  

Modelling is a tool used in the process of determining water demands, water availability and 
flow changes in the Mekong mainstream both now and in the future. However, since 
uncertainties still remain on the possible effects of both the operations of the Upper Mekong 
mainstream dams and climate change on the accuracy and creditability of the assessment 
results, early discussion of the interim results will help to significantly improve the 
hydrological assessment. 

The two presentations were 1) that by the MRC BDP on the interim results hydrological 
assessment of Basin-wide development scenarios and 2) that by the University of 
Washington, USA on the uncertainties to be addressed in the hydrological assessment of 
development scenarios. 

4.2.1 55BHydrological assessment of Basin-wide development scenarios and interim results  

Dr. Thanapon Piman, the MRC BDP Modelling Specialist, presented the approach, 
methodologies and tools defined for the assessment of the hydrological changes in the 
various Basin-wide development scenarios. The model input data were collected and verified 
through a review by all water-related sectorsF

2
F and consultations with key national line 

agencies. Modellingand hydrological impact analytical tools, i.e. the MRC-Decision Support 
Framework (DSF), are used in hydrological simulations. The DSF employs the Soil, Water 
and Assessment Tool (SWAT), the Integrated Quantity and Quality Module (IQQM) and the 
Hydrodynamic Model (ISIS) and allows users to make a time series and spatial impact 
analysis.   

                                                 

 
2 The sectors include those that ‘actively’ use or change the hydrological regime of the River i.e. hydropower, 
irrigated agriculture, flood control, domestic and industrial water supply, and others such as fisheries, 
navigation, tourism and environment. 
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The results included simulated changes at the key 
mainstream monitoring stations in terms of flow 
and water levels, changes in the Mekong Delta 
floodplain and salinity intrusion in the Viet Nam 
delta. The results indicate that in the Definite Future 
(i.e. the next five years), the LMB dry season flow 
would increase significantly (by more than 27 km3/s) mainly due to the two large storage 
hydropower dams of Xiaowan and Nuozhadu. In the Upper Mekong Basin in the north of 
Thailand and Lao PDR, the dry season flow would increase by 40 - 60% (to approximately 
700 m3/s) compared to the Baseline Scenario and then reduce gradually downstream. In 
contrast, the reduction of the wet season flow is relatively small (5 - 15%). However this may 
bring about small positive changes in salinity intrusion in the Viet Nam delta, and small 
changes in flooded areas around the Tonle Sap outwith the natural year-to-year variability.  

 

Figure 5: Changes in Simulated Flows in the Wet and Dry Seasons 

The results of the LMB 20 Year Plan Scenario indicate that the water demands (large 
increases for irrigation, mainstream hydropower dams, tributary dams and irrigation, supplies 
for domestic, industrial use, etc.) of all the development ‘packages’ within this time frame 
could be met without any impact on the present dry season flow. However, this does not 
necessarily mean that all of these developments can proceed. Their socio-economic and 
environmental impacts must be determined to guide how much of this development would be 
‘acceptable’. 

 

 

The large increases in LMB dry season 
flows open up the possibility for major 

expansion of irrigation and 
improvement of navigation in the 

north. 
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4.2.2 56BAddressing uncertainties in hydrological assessment 

Professor Jeffrey Richey, of the University of Washington, USA, emphasised the importance 
of addressing the uncertainties in hydrological modelling and assessment of scenarios. 
‘Memory’ is often required for any meaningful action on water resources development and 
management. Scenarios provide such ‘memory’ of the future, and models offer the tools to 
develop this ‘memory’. He emphasised the major uncertainties in hydrological assessment 
are: 

• the uncertainty in representing the landscape and hydrologic cycle in simulation 
models in a ‘non-stationary’ world; 

• the uncertainty in information acquisition and management; 

• the uncertainty in transparency and documentation, and  

• the uncertainty in the perspective of end-users/decision-makers. 

Many sources of information exist, and the sharing of data and information is important in the 
building of a good understanding of the hydrological processes and their responses to 
developments. The University of Washington and the MRC Information and Knowledge 
Management Programme (IKMP) are currently developing a Virtual Mekong Basin to 
provide a scientifically based platform allowing a cross-sectoral integration for assessing the 
sustainability of the Mekong Basin. In addition, the University of Washington is working on 
scenarios which include changes in both land use and climate, and hydropower development 
in the Mekong Basin to provide a comparative analysis of the BDP scenario assessment. 

Most participants accepted that there would be a potential increase in dry season flow in 
the near future resulting from the on-going hydropower developments in the Upper Mekong 
Basin. However, it was thought that the figure seemed high. The BDP team responded that 
these interim results would be further improved after comparison with other studies and the 
inclusion of data sharing of with China. 

Participants were also concerned about the uncertainties related to the sensitivity of LMB 
water flows to the development operations in the Upper Mekong Basin. It has been found that 
the flow changes in the LMB are very sensitive to the operations of the Upper Mekong 
dam cascade, especially to those of the two large storage dams of Xiaowan and Nuozhadu. 
Information sharing for a better understanding of the operating procedures of these two 
dams is needed. Participants suggested that for better accuracy the operation rule curve 
should represent the daily flow rather than only the monthly pattern. In order to achieve this, 
the existing model has been upgraded. However at this stage, no input data is yet available.  

As part of the SEA, the MRC ISH is drafting an agreement with the Ecosystem Study 
Commission for International Rivers (ESCIR) of China for the exchange of data, information 
and knowledge. The sharing of information and knowledge particularly that related to 
hydrological modelling is proposed to begin before the end of 2009.  
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Participants were interested in why the BDP scenarios did not consider land use change 
and how sediment changes would be addressed. At present, the MRC information and 
knowledge needed for the analysis of land use change is limited, and sediment monitoring 
and modelling is still in the process of being developed. Therefore sediment changes in the 
BDP Basin-wide development scenarios will be assessed using a sediment model together 
with expert opinion.  In addition, there is no evidence from previous studies that the land use 
change resulting from the current level of development in the Mekong Basin is affecting the 
downstream flows of the mainstream. Therefore, this issue will be addressed in the longer-
term planning.  

4.3 28BParallel session 2.2 – Economic assessment of Basin-wide 
development scenarios 

The objectives of this parallel 
session are to present in detail, and 
to obtain stakeholders’ comments 
and suggestions on the 
methodologies proposed for the 
economic and fishery assessments 
of the Basin-wide development 
scenarios. To broaden the views and 
stimulate critical review and 
discussion, Mr. Keo Tai, from 
Community Economic 
Development (CED) of Cambodia, 

presented a case study on the local community approach to the economic assessment of the 
natural resources in Cambodia. 

 
4.3.1 57BMethodology proposed for economic assessment of the Basin-wide development 

scenarios 

Dr. Phoumin Han, the MRC BDP Economist, presented the methodology proposed for the 
economic assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios designed to determine the 
benefits and costs from a broad, public perspective, and so assess if the proposed investments 
would generate adequate incremental net economic benefits in the future in line with national 
and regional objectives. This economic assessment would also include the contribution made 
by the development of water and water-related resources to economic growth and the creation 
of employment in the LMB Countries, and to the overall economy of the Basin. 

The economic assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios employs:  

• An economic valuation of the benefits and costs that, in general, adopts a 
conventional, opportunity cost approach for those commodities with a direct use value 
and those resources with alternative uses. By applying the standard conversion factor 
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(SCF) used by national planning institutions and international funding agencies, 
market prices are adjusted to economic prices to reflect their opportunity cost within 
the overall economy of the Basin;  

• An economic analysis of each development scenario is undertaken on an incremental 
basis by contrasting the annual net economic benefits in the ‘future-with’ and in the 
‘future-without’ development situations projected over a 50 year period. The ‘future-
with’ development situation also includes the capital and annual recurrent costs of the 
interventions/measures, while the ‘future-without’ situation represents the likely trend 
in the development of resources without the specific intervention;  

• A sensitivity analysis for risks and uncertainties is also undertaken with particular 
attention being given to an assessment of the likely consequences of not achieving the 
expected production benefits from energy and agriculture, the increases in capital and 
recurrent costs required for the various interventions and mitigation measures, and the 
higher social costs and environmental losses; 

• A distribution analysis of the poverty reduction and the equitable distribution of the 
benefits related to the uses of the water resource development within the LMB in each 
development scenario is undertaken to determine the likely distribution of the 
incremental net economic benefits between the four riparian countries of Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, Thailand and Viet Nam. 

• The impact on employment is estimated in terms of the different sectors in which the 
estimation of the additional net employment generated is determined by contrasting 
the ‘future-with’ and ‘future-without’ requirements for labour in the agricultural, 
fisheries, navigation and energy sectors. 

4.3.2 58BProposed fisheries assessment methodology 

Dr. Ashley Hall, the MRC Fisheries Consultant, presented the methodology proposed for the 
estimation of the likely outcomes of the defined Basin-wide development scenarios on future 
yields of fish and other aquatic animals (OAAs) in the LMB. This will provide inputs to all 
other assessments. The methodology employs a ‘guild’ framework to characterise the 
vulnerability of the different fish species inhabiting the Basin to development pressures. The 
impact of the planned dams and flood control embankments as barriers to fish migration will 
be estimated from the point of view of potential changes to access to spawning and feeding 
habitats. Using an empirical model, flow change impacts on fish yields in the flood zone 
arising from: (i) water storage above the planned dams and (ii) water abstractions for 
irrigation, will be predicted from changes to habitat availability measured in terms of flood 
extent and duration. Potential gains in yield arising from: (i) reservoir fisheries created above 
tributary dams, and (ii) an expansion of rice-field fisheries by irrigation projects will be 
estimated as the product of the ‘new’ areas of each type of fish habitat and their typical areal 
fish yields. 
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4.3.3 59BOther approaches and tools for economic assessment - a case study of the Sambor 
hydropower dam site and its rich biodiversity area 

Mr. Keo Tai of CED shared the results of a case study on how the communities near the 
Sambor Hydropower Dam study site in the Prey Lang, the last evergreen forest in South East 
Asia, have applied economic assessment approaches in the evaluation of their natural 
resources and so determined community-based management solutions. The economic 
assessment approaches applied by the four communities sharing the border between the 
Sambor Hydropower dam study site and Prey Lang include:  

• wetlands resources management, value-chain analysis and small enterprise 
development for sustainable use of the resources; and 

• non-timber forest products (NTFPs) and value-chain analysis for their sustainable use 
by the Prey Lang community, and the local resource management plan for the flooded 
forest resources. 

The initiatives have resulted in a Prey Lang solution for community based conservation 
concession and include advocacy for community voices in co-management rights, acquisition 
of a protection status through public-private partnership, Trust Fund mechanisms for 
concessions with functioning skilled management committees and a payment system for 
ecological services. Alternative development options for Prey Lang have also been defined 
including the plan to mitigate environmental and social impacts, market chain development, 
improved education and information, and sustainable livelihood alternatives. 

4.3.4 60BDiscussion, comments and recommendations on the proposed assessment 
methodologies  

A number of questions about the methodology of the economic assessment stimulated the 
discussion which included: 

• The importance of determining how far the assessment of the cause and effect chain 
can go. For example, although mainstream hydropower dams generate more power, 
fish yields are reduced, and more mining means more pollution and health problems. 
How will the downstream damage from hydropower dams, irrigation and mining 
activities be determined?  

• How do we interpret these difficult scenarios for the MRB with and without 
hydropower dams, knowing that the ADB have developed different evaluations and 
economic benefits for energy scenarios?  

• Quantification is necessary but is a value analysis of biodiversity, ecosystem and 
culture being undertaken? How do we ensure that the values of heritage, human rights 
and culture of the people living in the Mekong will be protected?  
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• Similarly, how do we cope with the fact that, given the many unquantifiable issues in 
fisheries, any fisheries assessment could never compete with the more quantifiable 
economic benefits to other sectors? 

• How will the scenario assessment actually contribute to livelihood improvement? 

• What will the results of the economic assessment be used for? For example, if the 
outcomes of the assessment have negative implications, what can the MRC do with 
the results?  

• The importance of developing innovative financial mechanisms and benefit sharing at 
the local and transboundary levels.  

The scenarios demonstrate that the amount 
of water used for irrigation and industries, 
and the changes to the river hydrology 
caused by these developments including 
the developments in hydropower and other 
sectors have all been taken into account. 
The transboundary impacts of these 
developments on water quality are 
addressed in the environmental 
assessment, which also considers bank 

erosion and other environmental impacts.  

One of the objectives of the scenario assessment is to ‘maintain livelihoods of vulnerable 
resource users’. The evaluation of the social impacts of these water resource developments, 
and the resulting recommended mitigation measures will ensure the achievement of this 
objective. 

The BDP process is to inform decision making bodies and so ensure that the best possible 
options for water resources development for the LMB are chosen, taking account of the 
balance between the economic benefits and the environmental and social implications, and 
the mutual benefits for the riparian countries and their people. The proposed economic 
assessment approaches are, in general, universal and differ only in terms of their ‘scope’ and 
‘uncertainties’. It is well understood that many values including cultural values cannot be 
quantified economically. These will be valued in the social and environmental processes in 
the BDP. The economic team will assist the social and environmental teams to quantify, 
where possible and in an appropriate way, these issues using the ‘willingness to pay’ method, 
the ‘rent value’ method and others. 

The MRC BDP team re-emphasised that the economic assessment of the Basin-wide 
development scenarios will rely on the inputs from other assessments including fisheries, 
irrigation, hydropower, environmental and social, etc. The transboundary impacts of different 
levels of water resources development as quantified in the Definite Future and the 20 year 
LMB Plan Scenarios will be presented by country and by sector in terms of their net benefits. 
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However the impacts and benefits in the Long-term Scenarios are too far in the future for any 
quantification. The scenario results will lead discussion in and between the LMB countries to 
define the directions for possible developments. It was reaffirmed that the economic 
assessment will be shaped in response to the stakeholders’ feedback and concerns.  

A comment on the methodology for the fisheries assessment was that certain aspects of 
fisheries were not clear in the scenarios. For example, if a reservoir dam is built, which fish 
species would adapt to the new conditions, and how would the patterns of mainstream 
migration be affected? Could fish species increase in the reservoirs? Could they also increase 
in the mainstream dams?  

In response, Dr. Hall reiterated that fish is the food source for millions of the population of 
the LMB. Any interventions in the mainstream will impact on fish productivity, especially in 
the 20 year LMB Plan Scenarios of the dams in the central part of Lao PDR and the lower 
part of Cambodia. Fish production varies with the flood index. The annual monthly data of 
the Tonle Sap showed that there is a positive correlation between an increase in fish 
production and an increase in the flood plain index; thus any hydrological change will have 
implications. Irrigation schemes also have a major impact on fish. Some fishery impacts, for 
example, upstream and downstream impacts, can be readily quantified; however other 
impacts can only be determined qualitatively. The assessment methodology outlined the 
barrier impacts of dams and flood control projects; new reservoir fisheries; modified flow 
(flood) impacts; and irrigation project impacts, and compensation. The boost in species in 
reservoirs is recognised globally, and although initially flood lands provide nutrients for fish 
these decline over time. There will be no increase in species in the Mekong mainstream as the 
proposed dams are run-of-the-river and their reservoirs will not provide enough retention. 

4.4 29BParallel session 2.3 – Environmental assessment of Basin-wide 
development scenarios 

The objective of this parallel session is to present and discuss the approach, tools, and 
available data and information at the MRC to assess the impacts of water resources 
development on the Mekong wetlands and aquatic resources. Three presentations were made: 
(1) the methodology proposed for the environmental impact assessment of Basin-wide 
development scenarios presented by the MRC BDP; (2) the strategic approach to the 
assessment of development impacts on people and the environment presented by the Swedish 
Environment Institute (SEI) and (3) the impact of upstream development on the wetlands and 
biodiversity resources of the Tonle Sap by the Fisheries Action Coalition Team (FACT) 

4.4.1 61BMethodology proposed for environmental impact assessment of the Basin-wide 
development scenarios 

Mr. Phetsamone Southalack, the MRC BDP Environment Specialist, presented the 
methodology proposed for the environmental assessment of the Basin-wide development 
scenarios. This assessment is to evaluate the environmental implications of the different 
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scenarios in the context of the five environmental development objectives previously agreed 
on by the LMB Countries as being the most relevant to strategic decision making. 

The environmental impacts resulting from flow regime changes are expected to be changes in 
riverbed morphology and consequential impacts upon sandbanks, rapids and deep pools, and 
saltwater intrusion in the Viet Nam Delta, etc. In addition, changes in flood patterns will 
result in changes in the area and distribution of valuable ecosystems/habitats, and which will, 
in turn, have a number of secondary impacts on ecosystem productivity, the environmental 
services provided, ecosystems/habitat existence, biodiversity, flora and fauna. Similarly, 
changes in water quality, including changes in sediment concentrations and salinity, may 
have an impact on the availability of good quality water for domestic and agricultural use, 
and fishery productivity in wetlands, inland and coastal areas, and biodiversity. 

The assessment will concentrate on the aspects most relevant to the key environmental 
indicators agreed as being useful for decision making. The baseline information for each 
issue has to be collected, and an understanding of the dependency and the impact relationship 
is required. Many impacts will be spatially distributed, and assessment will be made by 
overlaying GIS maps. Not only will average annual conditions be taken into account, but also 
the conditions in dry and wet years. 

Special attention will be given to the identified ‘hot spots’. In addition, there will be a focus 
on the ‘flagship’ species such as the Mekong River Irrawaddy Dolphin, the Mekong Giant 
Catfish, the Sarus Crane and the Siamese Crocodile. These are considered as representative 
of threatened wetlands habitats and their associated fauna in the Mekong Basin. 

4.4.2 62BStrategic approach to assessment of impacts of development on people and the 
environment 

Prof. John Sousan, the Director of SEI, presented a practical approach to strategic and 
cumulative impact assessments. In general, the various environmental impact assessment 
methodologies try to predict, evaluate and mitigate development impacts. These are legal 
requirements with very specific structures. The SEA is performed earlier than the EIA and 
includes a requirement to consider alternatives. For example, in the case of hydropower 
development, alternative energy sources must be considered. Not a single one of the huge 
number of available assessment methods and tools is necessarily the best. The best choice 
depends on the resources and other factors, and includes, for example, cost, data availability, 
time limitations and possibilities for consultation. These are tools to assist in the making of 
decisions; each of which has to be made within a specific context. There are many different 
kinds of SEA and within each there is also a trade-off component. It is a policy analysis or 
strategic planning tools for social, environmental and economic sustainability. While 
conducting SEA, it is important to note that personal agenda must be avoided and it must be 
objective aiming at bringing consensus. 
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4.4.3 63BImpacts of upstream development on the Tonle Sap 

Speaking on behalf of the FACT of Cambodia, Ms. Thorn Riguen described the potential 
impacts of upstream developments on wetlands and biodiversity resources in the Tonle Sap. 
The combined hydropower and irrigation development in the upper parts of the Tonle Sap 
will decrease wet season and increase dry season flows. The decrease in the wet season flow 
will reduce the floodplains around the Tonle Sap by 16%, resulting in lower fish production 
and reduced capture fisheries. On the other hand, the increase of 0.6m in the dry season water 
level would increase the permanent lake area by 40%. However the dams will block fish 
migration. Ms. Thorn concluded that any upstream infrastructure developments will alter the 
essential hydro-ecological processes upon which the Tonle Sap fishery depends. This fishery 
is critical to the livelihoods of over a million people. The cumulative impacts could 
potentially disrupt one of the world’s great inland fisheries and threaten the food security of 
the fishers of Cambodia. 

4.4.4 64BDiscussion 

There were many questions and discussions. The key issues included: 

• Although the blasting of rapids will benefit navigation by increasing the dry season 
flow, how would this affect the conservation of fish habitats? Questions like this 
emphasise the importance of an integrated approach, i.e. an approach which does not 
consider only a single sector. 

• More detailed biodiversity assessment is necessary to ensure that developments do not 
cause avoidable species extinctions. However, this will be captured within long-term 
research activities under the BDP two-tracked approach of ‘blue waterF3F’, assessment 
of development scenarios. 

• If it were possible to consider one large SEA process for BDP (all key sectors) since 
undertaking SEAs for each of the BDP development sectors seems to be a huge task. 
In fact, the SEA approach is being followed by the BDP scenarios assessment. 

• What is the role of the MRCS/BDP in determining the EIA of development projects? 
MRCS/BDP provides technical support to the Member Countries in defining the 
likely transboundary impacts from an individual or a group of projects. However, the 
MRCS/BDP is not the decision maker. The decision on an individual project 
development, and in particular, on the EIA will depend on the specific country’s 
environmental legislation and process.  

• Should greenhouse house gas emissions from the reservoirs be included in the BDP 
scenario assessment? 

                                                 

 
3 ‘Blue water” is water which is sediment free. 
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The Environment Department of China appreciated the warm cooperation in the meeting. 
They shared more information with the participants explaining that the 2002 EIA Law is 
applied to the SEA and EIA of all development projects in China. In order to be able to reject 
a development project based on the EIA results it is most important to have the relevant 
legislation in place. Otherwise, the developers will always have the grounds to argue that a 
certain development should go ahead despite any environmental damage. Last year, the 
Ministry of the Environment rejected 190 projects because of poor EIA results. Now, China 
is serious about environmental protection. 

4.5 30BParallel session 2.4 – Social assessment of the Basin-wide development 
scenarios 

The objective of this session is to present in detail and welcome comments on the 
methodology proposed for the social assessment of the Basin-wide development scenarios. 
Three presentations were made on 1) the methodology for the assessment of the cumulative 
social impacts of the Basin wide development scenarios presented by the MRC BDP, 2) the 
social implications of the current and future direction of water resources development in the 
LMB presented by the World Fish Centre and 3) large scale hydropower projects and their 
impacts on local communities in LMB presented by International Rivers. 

4.5.1 65BAssessment of the cumulative social impacts of the Basin-wide development 
scenarios 

Mr. Suparerk Janprasart, the MRC BDP Sociologist, presented the methodology proposed for 
the assessment of the cumulative social impacts of the Basin-wide development scenarios. 
This assessment contributes to the social development and poverty reduction objectives in 
Basin development planning, namely: 

• to maintain livelihoods of vulnerable resource users, and  

• to generate more employment in water-related sectors.  

The MRC has called for a critical review of these objectives asking if they were sufficient or 
should they be extended.  

The social assessment is performed in three steps: 1) the development of social baseline 
information; 2) the analysis of future social trends (or social scenarios without water 
resources development interventions) and 3) the assessment of the social impacts of the 
hydrological changes, and the subsequent economic and environmental implications of the 
Basin-wide development scenarios. 

Step 1: The development of baseline information on people’s dependence on river resources 
in different locations in the LMB by determining:  

• the number of people living within the Basin and where they live, and  
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• the extent of their dependence on the Basin’s water and aquatic resources. 

A large amount of data is required for the baseline information and includes but is not limited 
to the following: 

Demography 
Income 
Occupation  
Poverty conditions  
Percentage of full and part-time fishers 
Collection of other aquatic animals and plants (OAAs/Ps) 
Consumption of OAAs/Ps 
Types of agriculture 
Uses of water  
Other livelihood activities in terms of seasonality and natural occurrence of flows  
Proximity of populations to rivers floodplains, etc 

The basic geographical unit for data collection will be the district. Provincial level data will 
be down-scaled while data from other surveys and case studies at the community level will be 
up-scaled. The development of social baseline information is expected to provide a sound 
understanding of the people, their livelihoods and the extent of their dependency on water 
and related resources.   

Step 2: Analysis of future social trends (without the water resources developments in the 
scenarios) i.e. social scenarios 

Available information on future trends such as population growth, migration and urbanisation 
will be compiled. Some predictions, such as, the future use of water resources, and 
development and livelihood visions in the next 5, 10 and 20 years will need to be developed 
with the participation of the stakeholders. In respect of the prediction of social trends, a sound 
participatory approach must be adopted in order for the assessment to be free from prejudice 
or domination by certain groups.  

Step 3: Assessment of cumulative social impacts of the Basin-wide development scenarios.  

The result of the previous step will be used as the base line social information against which 
the water resources development scenarios presumed to happen in the next 5, 10 and 20 years 
will be assessed. The assessment of the cumulative social impacts process is expected to 
reveal details in the crucial debate on the water resource dependency of the people in the 
LMB. In order to do so, the process needs to identify social vulnerability in the LMB using 
the following three concepts: 

• Exposure – a) Location, that is the presence of people or structures and their location 
in relation to the environmental changes; b) Type, frequency and magnitude of 
impacts or environmental changes within a certain area over time;  
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• Sensitivity – Susceptibility of a social group to negative impacts from an 
environmental change; and 

• Resilience (Adaptation) - Ability of a social group to maintain livelihoods and well-
being despite disturbances and their ability to bounce back to a reference state.  

The results of the social impact assessment are framed to answer those questions critical to 
informed decision making. These include determining:  

• The types and magnitudes of potential positive and negative impacts resulting from 
future water resources development, such as hydropower, irrigation, flood 
management, navigation and fisheries, in the focal sectors. Potential impacts from 
climate change will also be assessed.  

• Who are the winners and losers? How do the people in the district cope, adapt and/or 
adjust overtime? What are their strengths and weaknesses?  

• What is the impact on the wetlands and water resources contribution to food security? 

• New employment opportunities that the affected groups are able to take up and the 
decline of traditional livelihoods  

• Impact on living conditions and shocks in relation to replacement, disasters and 
water-related hazards? Impact on social bonds, culture and heritage  

Furthermore, the MRC proposes to develop a GIS tool in order to better communicate with 
stakeholders on the many complex social issues. Consideration must be given to the database 
organisation and analysis.  

It was noted that measurement indicators under each of the result areas need to be further 
discussed and developed. 

The process of the analysis of resilience is the most complex stage of the entire exercise, and 
is the stage that will generate the most important answers as to the critical issues for 
stakeholders and decision makers. Will the development distribute benefits and/or negative 
impacts, and to which groups of people? In the event of negative impacts, are the people 
likely to be able to adapt, or to be better or worse off? The resilience analysis is intended to 
answer such questions and will use the Department for International Development (DFID) 
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework as a guideline. This framework ensures the use of a 
sound and accepted methodology that takes all social dimensions into account in the 
assessment process.  

4.5.2 66BPutting People Centre Stage - Social Implications of Water Resources Development 
by the WorldFish Centre  

Mr. Mark Dubois from the WorldFish Centre shared the Centre’s knowledge and concerns on 
the complexity of the social implications of water resources development in the LMB.  
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In the LMB, where two of the four LMB Countries remain on the UN List of the Least 
Developed Countries, water resources underpin the livelihoods, food, health and well-being 
of millions of people. Any threats to these resources will be felt disproportionately by the 
poorest groups. This is very well known, however much less well known is how an explicit 
focus on poverty would affect water resources development.  

With ambitious plans for water resources development in all four LMB countries, the main 
challenge is to ensure that planning issues are not confined to only the design, 
construction and operation of the infrastructure, but embrace the social, environmental 
and political choices on which the human aspirations for development and improved well-
being depend.  

The presentation highlighted the nature of social implications of water resources development 
as being: 

• Complex – multi-scale and sector interactions 

• Dynamic – occurring in the context of change  

• Uncertain – complex, dynamic interactions, create uncertain outcomes 

• Contested – differing perspectives, values and politics 

Conventional water resources development planning and social assessments are often trapped 
by:  

• The focus on impacts/risks using the ’balance sheet’ approach and on 
impacts/mitigation while the imbalance of power makes it difficult to ensure 
equitable development.  

• The focus on trade-offs e.g. power versus food. But in the context of poverty 
reduction, when considering water resources development in the areas of widespread 
poverty or poverty differentials between nations, can/should poor people’s food be 
traded-off? Is there a ‘greater good’? 

The following recommendations were made for future directions of water resources 
development: 

• Ensure poverty reduction is seen as a goal of development rather than poverty as a 
side effect of development. 

• The values, agenda, power and participation in water resources development need to 
be assessed and deliberated, going beyond existing political assessments. 

• Conduct a basin wide poverty assessment with a focus on what makes people poor, 
ensuring that water resources development goes beyond impacts and trade-offs, to 
assessing and addressing poverty and vulnerability. 
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• Integrate poverty assessments into the formulation of water resources development 
policies, and into the planning of water resources development programmes and 
projects. 

• Conduct an assessment of rights, risks and responsibilities with and explicit focus on 
effective participation and representation – support the emergence of patterns of 
participatory governance that deliver these objectives. 

4.5.3 67B The Mekong River: A priceless natural resource  

Ms. Ikuku Matsumoto, the Lao Country Director of International Rivers shared their concerns 
on the real social impacts of some of the large scale water resources development projects in 
the LMB.  

Hydropower projects have reduced access to the natural resources (rivers, forests, grazing 
lands and farmlands), on which communities depend for their livelihoods. The examples 
given in the presentation, demonstrated that the decision makers usually undervalue the 
significant contribution made by natural resources to the food and income security of 
communities. Many decisions have resulted in the loss of traditional livelihoods, culture, 
social dislocation, a sense of hopelessness and increased poverty.  

• On the Nakai Plateau, a number of communities were resettled to marginal and 
smaller lands where there was no fertile land for rice-farming and insufficient land for 
livestock. In addition, there was no opportunity to gather non-timber forest products 
used as food supplements in the surrounding areas. 

• Downstream along the Hai and Hinboun Rivers, communities abandoned rice fields 
and lost riverbank gardens. The new dry season rice option commonly failed due to 
the lack of knowledge of new techniques. Many people fell into debt.  

• Downstream along the Xe Bang Fai River, the poor and vulnerable families tend to be 
unable to participate in the new livelihood restoration programmes. The new 
livelihood option for fish ponds also failed due to the lack of knowledge and 
techniques. Many people fell into debt.  

The following recommendations were made: 

• The recognition that livelihoods and food security should be central to development 
plans in the Basin. 

• The Mekong River mainstream should be placed off-limits to dam development.  

• A comprehensive option assessment for the region’s energy and water needs should 
be performed.  
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4.5.4 68BDiscussion and comments from stakeholders 

One comment was that the overall objective of the assessment seems ambitious and would 
better fit the objective of poverty prevention. There is a serious concern that if the factors 
related to poverty of the LMB populations are not well understood then any assessment 
would not be able to provide the right answers. Are there any examples a poverty analysis 
being successfully used as part of the planning process? 

A question was raised about the linkage with the economic assessment, for example in terms 
of employment. How can possible future shifts in livelihoods over a long period (say 20 
years) be captured? This is very difficult to be able to answer.  

There was concern about the data sources. National surveys and statistics by nature will only 
be able to identify crude socio-economic data. For a social assessment, data should come 
from both the state agencies and the people in order to get the information that most closely 
reflects the real socio-economic situation.  

Participants were also interested in what the unit of analysis would be for vulnerability and 
resiliency, and whether it would be the nuclear family or a wider social network i.e. the 
extended family, village, district etc.  

Given the nature of implications of water resource development as complex, dynamic, 
uncertain, and contested, the social assessment should look at issues of rights, risks and 
accessibility. The experience presented on some hydropower projects in Lao PDR has shown 
that simple compensation does not work for social impacts. 

The assessment process must be participatory. Affected communities must be involved in the 
assessment of water availability and analysis of options analysis. In addition, their agreement 
must be sought for any further process. How can the communities affected be included in this 
process?  

How can the process move beyond the water sector to look at the broader issues of food 
security and poverty? For this, indicators should be clearly identified with a focus on the 
objective of poverty reduction – not only the traditional and rather dubious objective of 
economic growth. Can the MRC move beyond its mandate?  

GIS based results will not be able to capture the many qualitative variables of the socio-
economic situation in the LMB. GIS is rather difficult for people and high level decision 
makers to understand. Will the governance process be included? And lastly, how will social 
and climate change implications be assessed? 
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5. 8BSession 3 – Dialogue on the options for sustainable 
development of the Mekong water resources  

This session aims to facilitate both a sharing of perspectives and an open debate on what 
options exist for the sustainable development of the Mekong water and related resources, 
capitalising on the knowledge shared in the previous sessions. The session opened with 
presentations that shared perspectives or issues to stimulate the debate. These were followed 
by a Panel discussion including all the Forum participants. Panel members were 
representatives from the Mekong Basin riparian governments, the MRCS, the Development 
Partners and Civil Society Organisations. 

5.1 31B Presentations to share perspectives and stimulate discussions 

The four presentations in this session were designed to stimulate discussion. The first was a 
presentation by a representative of the Chinese Government on their perspectives on the 
hydropower developments in the Basin. The second, presented by the WorldFish Centre 
representative was on mitigation options to cope with the fish loss in LMB. The third was the 
IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy for LMB – the path followed by MRC. The fourth 
and final presentation was Perspectives from CSOs – How can MRC BDP deliver on its 
promises? 

5.1.1 69BPerspectives of the Chinese Government on hydropower developments in the Basin  

The Chinese Delegation shared their perspectives on the implications of water resources 
development in the Upper Mekong Basin on the LMB, and information on China’s efforts 
towards environmental protection in the Basin, together with information on hydropower 
development in China, hydropower planning in the middle to lower Lancang, the SEA of 
hydropower planning, the study on eco-environmental impacts of the Lancang River 

hydropower development, the 
impounding scheme and guarantee 
measures of the Xiaowan reservoir, 
and a case study of the contribution 
of hydropower to local economic 
development.  

By the end of 2007, China’s installed 
hydropower capacity reached 
145.260 MW (20.4% of the national 
total) and hydropower generation 
reached 486.7 billion kWh, 
accounting for 14.9% of the total 

power generated. It is expected that by 2020, another 300 million kWh will be generated, 
accounting for 25% of the total of China’s installed power capacity. The Chinese 
Government estimates that the hydropower output in 2007 saved the burning of more than 
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200 million tonnes of coal and so has significantly reduced the emission of carbon, sulphates 
and dust. Therefore the Chinese State policy is to develop hydropower generation on the 
basis of environmental protection along with the resettlement of local residents. 

The SEA of the hydropower dams on the Lancang River was carried out in line with national 
administration procedures through a process linking hydropower planning, pre-feasibility and 
feasibility studies and EIA of individual projects, approval of the projects, monitoring and 
assessment of environmental impacts during the construction, and project operation and 
management.   

The indicators used for the evaluation of the eco-environmental impacts of the Lancang 
hydropower cascade were introduced and included indicators for impacts on the water, 
ecological and social environments. Some research work on the downstream impacts of the 
Lancang hydropower cascade was also presented. The presentation highlighted the main 
research conclusions which were that the Lancang hydropower developments will have no 
effect on the total quantity of downstream water but will have an effect on sediment charges. 
There will be no effect on migration fisheries. The dams will assist in flood prevention, 
irrigation and water supply in downstream areas. The storage capacity of the completed dams 
is small and will have little influence. The storage capacity of the Xiaowan and Nouzhadu 
plants can reduce the water flow during the flood season and increase it during the dry 
season. However, since the Lancang River contributing only 13% of the Mekong River 
discharge flow to sea and as the amount of downstream water continues to increase, its 
influence gradually reduces downstream. 

The presentation also introduced some counter-measures adopted in hydropower 
development on the Lancang in response to the findings of the SEA. These, amongst others, 
include the stratified water intake measure for Nouzhadu Hydropower Plant to reduce the 
influence of low temperature water and the postponement of the Mekong cascade at the 
lowest reach due to impacts on the four pangasildae species of migratory fish.  

The wide range of questions raised and the lively discussion after this presentation 
demonstrated the keen interest of the LMB Countries and their stakeholders in promoting a 
transparent dialogue and a stronger cooperation with China for the development and 
management of the whole MRB.  

Many participants were interested to learn more on how China defines ecological 
sustainability and how this definition has been taken into consideration in hydropower 
development such as the dam operating rules, the consideration of impacts on fish in the 
LMB and how the economic valuation of social impacts has been undertaken. While there is 
a general understanding that dams store water during the flood season and discharge it during 
the dry season for electricity production, there are concerns that storage during the early flood 
seasons and/or at the end of dry seasons would adversely affect the LMB. Furthermore, dam 
safety is another big concern and whether the Government of China has considered 
preventive mechanisms for the domino effects if there is the need to release water during the 
flood season to protect the dam. 



47
 

 
47

The Chinese delegates replied that in the dam operations in China many factors including 
electricity efficiency, environmental requirements, and power trade and linkages between 
thermal and hydropower have been considered. Much research has been carried out on the 
Lancang dams and their potential environmental impacts. It was confirmed that China would 
store water during the flood season and discharge it during the dry season.  

Dam safety is the first and most important priority for the Chinese Government. It is the first 
priority for companies to consider dam safety against a background of catastrophic events 
like earthquakes. China has first class design capacity and technologies for dam safety. This 
was proven during the severe earthquake in 2008. 

In response to a question on how the requirements for a free flow for fisheries have been 
taken into account, the Chinese Delegation emphasised the fact that Lancang River 
constitutes only 13% of total flow of Mekong water. The flow on the Lancang is fast, the 
mountains are high and basically there are not many people living in these areas. There are 
few fish in the Lancang and these do not contribute to the Mekong fisheries. 

Climate change is a dilemma in China. One faction is promoting more hydropower to 
replace coal for energy, while another is saying hydropower will have climate change 
impacts. China can share the research undertaken on this issue. The SEA of the Lancang 
hydropower cascade assessed different energy sources (thermal, hydropower, nuclear, wind 
and solar) and compared energy paths in different regions before reaching any conclusions. 

One participant brought up the issue of how the Chinese Government ensures that Chinese 
companies investing in the LMB respect 
sustainable development principles. There is a 
concern that most of the Chinese concession 
companies in Cambodia do not comply with the EIA 
and the Royal Cambodian Government still has a 
weak reinforcement system. It was recommended 
that China should also understand public perceptions 
of Chinese investment in Cambodia. The Head of the Chinese delegation reminded the Forum 
that when Cambodia was still politically controversial, Chinese companies invested and that 
China has been an investor and aid provider to Cambodia. China has good management 
systems for investments abroad but there are still some companies with short-term 
orientation. He advised Cambodia to keep the Chinese Government informed and at the same 
time, enforce the Cambodian Law. 

There was a great interest in how to realise cooperation with China either through a 
treaty or by China becoming a Member of the MRC. Sharing his view on this, the Head of 
the Chinese Delegation stated that China appreciates the fruitful cooperation with the MRC. 
There have been expert and technical exchanges and these will be expanded. But China’s 
joining the MRC is a legal question that requires many complex and long procedures 
including the involvement of the Assembly. Currently, the cooperation is realised through 

China gave the assurance that it 
would not be an absent cooperation 

partner and would be a driving 
force with the MRC for even closer 

cooperation. 
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dialogue. China gave the assurance that it would not be an absent cooperation partner and 
would be a driving force with the MRC for even closer cooperation. 

5.1.2 70BMitigation options to cope with the fish loss in LMB 

Dr. Alan Brooks, Director of the Greater Mekong WorldFish Centre, reiterated the global 
importance of capture fisheries in the Mekong 
Basin and that they were crucial for food 
security. He presented multiple measures for 
the mitigation or minimisation of the impacts 
of dams on fish sources. These included the 
locations of the dams, the designs of the 
spillways, the clearing of vegetation in the 
dam reservoir, the filling schedule and the 
reservoir management. The examples of fish 
passages were also detailed to emphasise the 
point that while these could be mitigation 
options for smaller dams on tributaries, none can accommodate the size and intensity of 
mainstream fish migration during the peak season. Freshwater aquaculture in the LMB is 
booming only in Viet Nam, and this is mainly for export. He argued that it is unlikely that 
any alternative methods of fish production could replace capture fisheries, especially for food 
security. The presentation concluded that dam development in the Mekong is a potential 
threat to food security. None of the available mitigation options will completely compensate 
for the potential loss of fish and the replacement of lost capture fisheries by aquaculture is 
very unlikely. 

5.1.3 71BIWRM-based Basin Development Strategy for LMB – the path followed by MRC 
BDP 

On behalf of an Advisory Group for the MRC’s IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy, 
Mr. Nguyen Hong Toan highlighted the rationale and approach proposed by the MRC in 
preparing the IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy for the LMB. 

The aim of achieving the full potential of sustainable benefits from the Mekong is enshrined 
in the history of Mekong cooperation. With water resources development placed high on the 
riparian national agendas for economic growth and poverty reduction, there has been an 
increasing demand for an integrated Basin perspective, against which national plans and large 
projects could be assessed to ensure the achievement of a balance between economic, 
environmental and social outcomes, and the mutual benefits to riparian countries. There is 
also the need for a stronger commitment from riparian countries to a Basin-wide IWRM 
approach to guide national water resources development. 

The Strategy will provide the platform for this re-affirmed commitment of the LMB 
Countries. It will define the ‘development space’ of the Basin’s water and related resources 
within which Countries can plan and work, supported by strategic guidance and a package of 
IWRM guidelines that will assist policy makers and water managers in the use and 
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management of this ‘development space’. It will also provide guidance for various 
transboundary and national decision making and planning processes. 

The new concept of ‘development space’ raised the interest of the Forum participants. The 
representative from the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific (UNESCAP) commented that the ‘development space’ is not only about sustainable 
boundaries but it is also driven by political dimensions. How can the Strategy capture these 
political dimensions? 

Mr. Toan responded that ‘development space’ is a new concept for MRC. The aspiration that 
developments should not cause any negative impacts is part of the new thinking/mindset 
amongst the MRC Member Countries. This ‘development space’ is not only about water 
quantity but how the surplus water could be allocated and used in a sustainable manner. 

There is a concern that the BDP would not have enough information to be able to give 
credible advice to the Countries. Since the scenario assessment is based on baseline data of 
2000, is this adequate for decision making? It would be better if the MRC could update the 
baseline to include 2005 data before any finalisation of the Strategy. 

The BDP information is based on sub-area analysis and is from all projects in the Member 
Countries. Mr. Toan was confident that with support from the Member Countries, sufficient 
information would be in place for the scenario assessment. He further explained that the 2000 
Baseline was agreed on by the MRC Member Countries because it represents the natural state 
of the Mekong River. With the developments since then, work is on-going to update the 
baseline to 2006 but more information from the Member Countries is still required. The 
Strategy will be reviewed and updated every 5 years and thus will provide a good framework 
for the incorporation of new Basin information. 

A question was raised on whether the Strategy process has involved people, especially those 
affected and how the issue of human rights is being addressed. The BDP has used mainly 
activities at the sub-area (sub-basin) level to involve people such as Sub-Area Working 
Groups and sub-area forums. The process can still be improved. In addition, there are other 
mechanisms for dialogue with the people, for example, the mechanisms that Viet Nam and 
Cambodia have put in place to talk with people to address the issues of the Se San dam. 

5.1.4 72BPerspectives from CSOs – How can MRC/BDP deliver on its promises? 

On behalf of Dr. Surichai Wunkeaw of Chulalongkorn University, Dr. Chaiyuth Suksri 
(Chulalongkorn University) reminded the Forum of the important issues that were raised in 
the 1st BDP Consultation: 

• National interests versus basin/trans-boundary interests; 

• Stronger private economic actions and market forces;  

• Weaker social actors and stakeholders; 
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• MRC/BDP for whom? The legitimacy crisis? 

• MRC/BDP for sustainability of the Mekong Basin? Capabilities, capacity, knowledge, 
awareness, willingness and commitments of NMCs;  

• Participation – How? 

Dr. Chaiyuth noted that from Day 1 of this Forum, several key words had come to his 
attention and drew the attention of the BDP and the Forum to: 

• Changes have been raised in the MRC agenda for almost 10 years but there is still not 
have enough information to address these; 

• Variability is a known factor of the hydrological regime of the LMB but there is still 
not enough information to tackle the issue of climate change.  

• Uncertainties: Do we know enough and can BDP provide the knowledge? 

One participant commented that the changes that have been talked about for 10 years have 
been mostly socio-economic and water resources development changes. The changes 
discussed in this Forum are more the changes of mindset and attitude which are less real. 

5.2 32BThe Panel discussion 

The objective of the Panel Discussion was to facilitate a multi-stakeholder dialogue, in which 
different views would be shared and debated on the directions for the development of the 
Mekong water and related resources, and the associated opportunities and challenges that 
need to be addressed in this process. 

Panel members included: 1) Mr. Lu Haitian, Deputy Director, International Organisation 
Department, MOFA, China; 2) H.E Dr. Karyan Mei, Advisor to the Ministerial Council of 
Cambodia and CNMC, 3) Mr. Chanthavong Saignasith, Advisor to the Water Resources and 
Environment Administration of Lao PDR, 4) Ms. Pakawan Chuman, Director, MRC Branch, 
Water Resources Development, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment of Thailand, 
5) Mr. Nguyen Hong Toan, National Advisor to the VNMC/BDP; 6) Mr. Jeremy Bird, CEO, 
MRC Secretariat; 7) Ms. Karin Isaksson, Swedish Environmental Secretariat for Asia, 8) Mr. 
Tep Bounyarith , Director, Culture and Environment Preservation Association (CEPA), 9) 
Mr. Pham Quang Tu, Consultancy on Development (CODE), 10) Mr. Laothai Nilnuan from 
the MRB Sustainable Agriculture Association  

5.2.1 73BPerceptions on the opportunities and risks for sustainable water resources 
development in the Mekong River Basin 

Speaking on the opportunities and risks, Mr. Jeremy Bird pointed out that in 1995 when the 
Mekong Agreement was signed, there were no dams. But now they exist. What is interesting 
is how the dams will be operated to maximise opportunities and minimise the risks of adverse 
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impacts on downstream communities. China has made efforts to provide information and 
now is the time to put this question forward to be discussed in an open way. 

Ms. Karin Isaksson was of the view that the many opportunities and challenges in the region 
can be downgraded to the single issue of cooperation. Cooperation requires dialogue. The 1st 
BDP Consultation last year and this Forum are good examples of this. There are pre-
requisites for this type of dialogue that focus on trans-boundary issues, commitments, 
technical skills and knowledge, and the acknowledgement of local knowledge. These require 
listening skills, dialogue skills, trust and transparency. 

Mr. Chanthavong Saignasith saw the opportunity for water resources development in the 
LMB being the ‘new water’ brought about by the hydropower development in the Upper 
Mekong and he thanked the Chinese Government for this. With the new ‘development space’ 
in the LMB, the question now is about equitable and reasonable use and the sharing of 
benefits among countries. He appreciated the MRC’s efforts in the preparation of the IWRM-
based Basin Development Strategy that provides a process for dialogue among the LMB 
countries, in cooperation with China and with stakeholders to build common views on how 
the Strategy can help reach win-win solutions in a way that is useful to riparian countries. 
The fundamental challenge in Mr. Chanthavong’s view is how the Member Countries will 
take the Strategy forward to its implementation after its approval by the MRC Council. 

5.2.2 74BUnderstanding the complexities of trade-offs, especially in the transboundary 
context of the Mekong River Basin 

Dr. Karyan Mei stated that ‘development space’ would mean more investments to optimise 
the opportunity of additional water. For Cambodia, this is a dilemma as fisheries are 
important for Cambodia. The country needs electricity but how to trade off with fisheries is a 
big question. As such, Dr. Mei would like to see the scenario assessment quantifying the 
gains and losses and thus be able to judge how much 
Cambodia would benefit or lose from the different 
levels of water resources development and so 
determine its position on trade-offs. It is very difficult 
but Cambodia would like to go through the process. 

To understand the trade-offs, and the winners and losers, Mr. Tu emphasised that the BDP 
needed to identify stakeholders, and the winners and losers. Trade-off decisions can only be 
made with calculated gains and losses. For a full picture, he believed that the SEA of the 
mainstream dams should include the Lancang dam cascade. He also disagreed with the idea 
of the LMB Countries benefiting from the ‘new water’ from China as he believed all 
countries should have the same rights to enjoy the water. The new water concept also sounds 
too positive. This gives rise to the fear that the positive concept will overshadow the other 
potential negative impacts.  

 

 

Many opportunities and challenges 
in the region can be downgraded to 
the single issue of cooperation. 
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5.2.3 75BDifficulties related to winners and losers: Benefit sharing as a way forward? 

Mr. Bird’s view was that if the IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy led to the point of 
defining winners and losers, it would be considered as a failure as it suggested the idea of 
‘taking sides’ between the Governments and the CSOs. The question is one of creative 
thinking about integration and benefit sharing. Basin development is not only about costs but 
more importantly about opportunities.  

Sharing this view, Ms. Pakawan Chumanfee emphasised that the Strategy should not get into 
a winners and losers paradigm. For the Mekong Basin, sincere dialogue is most important. As 
such, the question is how to ensure sincere dialogue between the MRC Member Countries, 
the Upper Mekong countries and between the Governments, the CSOs and the people. So far, 
this is not yet in place. CSOs still tend to draw a line between the Governments and civil 
society. The most important issue now is how to break this line and establish sincere dialogue 
for the Strategy process. 

Mr. Lu Haitian, the Head of the Chinese Delegation also emphasised that there is no clear 
winner and loser theory. All six Mekong countries are in the same boat and thus if we lose, 
we all lose together. If the CSOs in Thailand lose, China will also lose. China defines 
interests as not only benefits but also risks. China’s interest in the region and the River is to 
balance economic benefits and environmental risks. If these turn out to be disasters or 
political risks, this would not be what the Chinese Government and the other five riparian 
countries wanted. In response to the question whether China is willing to cooperate or is it 
forced to do so, Mr. Lu mentioned that it also depends on the situation. Today China can be 
willing, tomorrow it may not. But it is in China’s interest to cooperate in terms of both the 
benefits and the risks. 

Mr. Lu reiterated some basic facts including: 

• The Lancang River contributes only 13 - 16% of water to the Mekong River flow. It is 
not the main source of the Mekong flow. 

• The River in Yunnan is not used for agriculture. China uses the water for hydropower 
power but this is not a consumptive use. 

• China does not have any plans to transfer water outside of the Basin. 

• All Chinese hydropower projects have to go through a difficult environmental 
assessment process. The Chinese Ministry of the Environment carefully watches the 
dam builders. The Ministry’s standards are comprehensive and difficult to maintain. 
Anyone who does a bad job is criticised. 

China postponed one dam construction because the SEA found impacts on four migratory 
fish species. The postponement is until such time as the means are found to perfect a way to 
facilitate the migration circle. This decision has caused the loss of benefits but has not risked 
disasters. The local Yunnan people are keen on hydropower projects as they are well-
compensated for moving to lowland areas with better houses and jobs. They were upset by 
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the Government’s decision to postpone the dam but there is the need to look at the bigger 
picture of the whole region/basin rather than that of just one community. 

5.2.4 76BDevelopment for whom, are we listening to the right voices? 

A representative from the Thailand National Human Rights Committee pointed out that losers 
normally have no say. With people being the focus 
of every development, how can we get the millions 
of people in the LMB to say what they want? The 
basis of this is the principle of the ‘freedom of 
expression’, which is possible only when quality 
information is disseminated to the public to enable 

informed discussions. The challenge here is how to present the research work to the people in 
order for them to be able to understand how these developments will affect their life. It is 
good to see that the BDP is moving forward in the direction of really involving the people. 
But we should be careful in determining the real stakeholders – people in the cities or the 
people on the river banks? The negotiators are never the losers. But if we have cooperation 
among the four LMB Countries and with China, there is a way forward. 

Taking this view further, Mr. Laothai Nilnuan from the MRB Sustainable Agriculture 
Association, stated that he enjoyed the discussion although he struggled to understand all of 
it. He raised the issue that development is often referred to as being for the poor but whether 
it really means that, is still to be seen. For example, poverty reduction in the north-east of 
Thailand requires satisfying the basic needs such as food, medicine and livelihoods. How 
could building dams or large investments fulfil these basic needs? People are not interested in 
big talks on climate change or fisheries but care more about how dams could feed them if 
they lost their land. If these issues cannot be addressed, any discussion is incomplete. 

Mr. Tep Bunnarith from CEPA raised the issue that the understanding of benefit sharing 
seems to be confused. The question here is whether people and communities are fully 
informed of the BDP and what is in the scenarios for them. Many of the issues that have been 
discussed in these two days would be very difficult for communities to understand. How can 
this Basin planning be transformed into actions at national and also sub-regional levels if not 
all the communities and stakeholders are ready? On the other hand, how can we use local 
knowledge and experience in the BDP process as already brought up by a Thai participant? 

5.2.5 77BMoving forward win-win solutions  

According to a representative from the Stimson Centre, USA, it is clear that the dam 
construction will take place and it is appropriate to say that all the countries will be in the 
same boat. He questioned whether the BDP process can quickly demonstrate how the 20 - 
25% flow increase will help with food security while the effects on fish are immediate. How 
will the Governments of the LMB Countries and China prepare for the rapid change in food 
security if the fish are lost? 

Benefit sharing is not only the 
sharing between countries but 

also between people and 
communities. 
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Dr. Mei reiterated Cambodia’s worries about fisheries and food security given the importance 
of fish in the region. He believed that Cambodia would lose and thus need help. The 
engineering approach to water retention and redistribution is too simplistic to deal with the 
regional issues, for example, in Cambodia many people still depend on natural resources for 
their livelihoods. One million fishery people have only boats but no land. What would be the 
solutions for these people? Similarly, in agriculture, Cambodian people do not know how to 
deal with unpredictable changes, high variability and sensitivities. These go far beyond 
average changes in the water regime. 

Dr. Mei believed that if Cambodia only acts in the national interest, it will also lose. The 
Tonle Sap is not only for Cambodia but it is the heart of the Mekong providing a public 
service to people in the neighbouring countries. There is the need to think on a bigger scale. 
For example, Lao PDR produces electricity for Cambodia and Cambodia allows the fish to 
migrate to Lao PDR. This would be considered a win-win solution. 

Speaking on behalf of the Government of Lao PDR, Mr. Chanthavong stated that Lao PDR is 
also a natural resource-based country. The Lao Government cares about the Mekong River 
and thus signed the 1995 Mekong Agreement. But as a Least Developed Country (LDC), Lao 
PDR also has the responsibility for economic growth. The Government has identified a plan 
to lift the country out of LDC status by 2020. It considers neither foreign assistance nor 
reliance on a natural resource-based economy as a solution. Lao PDR has limited agricultural 
land since most of the country is mountainous. Therefore, hydropower presents an 

opportunity for the country but the 
Government also considers how to 
use this sustainably. In terms of the 
issue of fisheries and dams, there 
should be a good understanding of the 
impacts on the mainstream Mekong 
fisheries. In particular, it should be 
remembered that the fish catch up to 
Luang Prabang is less than 30,000 
tonnes per year. Trade-offs should be 
made in terms of income generation 
instead of just providing people with 

fish to eat while keeping them poor. Mr. Chanthavong also pointed out that even though the 
Tonle Sap is rich in fishery resources the people are still poor. He asked if maintaining fish 
populations was a solution for poverty reduction. 

Ms. Pakawan highlighted the fact that one third of Thai people live in the Mekong Basin with 
20 million living in the north-east. Many of these are poor farmers who are facing changes in 
land use patterns; changing from agriculture to rubber and other industrial plantations. Up to 
now, water from tributaries has been used. She emphasised that over the five decades of 
Mekong cooperation, there had never been a BDP. Now, there is the opportunity for people 
and communities to participate in the development of a BDP. River Basin Committees in 
Thailand are active in the process. RBC Working Groups have been established to prepare 
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the BDP for the sub-basin and other water resource development issues like hydropower 
development. Thai people have had some bad experiences with hydropower development and 
thus have a keen interest to see the MRC hydropower-related activities help mitigate the 
impacts and help communities to adapt. The question of maximising hydropower for more 
water is another issue that needs to be addressed. 

Mr. Toan emphasised that in the Mekong Basin, the win-win approach has been the dynamic 
in negotiations, including the dialogue with China. There is a need to understand the 
achievements and progress of the work of the MRC in order to provide useful comments and 
suggestions. The dialogue with China has succeeded in sharing flood data for flood 
forecasting in the LMB. There are opportunities to share the operating rules of hydropower 
dams with closer cooperation between the LMB Countries and China. For win-win solutions, 
the MRC BDP process should be linked with other regional platforms like the GMS. The 
MRC Summit currently under preparation will take place in early 2010 and will be able to 
address this linkage and cooperation. 

There were still concerns that the winners are always upstream and the losers downstream 
and that the rights and obligations approach should be used as countries share the same river. 
Given the fact that win-win solutions are often not possible, we should neither neglect these 
nor be over optimistic.  

In response, the Head of the Chinese Delegation reaffirmed China’s commitment to 
cooperation and willingness to work together with the MRC to explore more opportunities. 
China confirms that it would work to ensure the River flow, water quality and temperature 
and that further studies and information will need to be generated and examined. 

5.2.6 78BThinking outside the box: Are there different ways to maximise Mekong Basin 
development? 

An IUCN representative proposed a different approach, supported by new tools, for 
promoting creative thinking for win-win solutions, to maximise the distribution of 
opportunities and benefits throughout the Mekong River. For example, most of the Forum 
discussions were centred around concerns about hydropower and fish loss. In maximising the 
Mekong as one system, we can think of more hydropower in the Chinese part, rather than in 
the LMB. Thailand would then buy energy from China and would invest in Lao PDR in other 
areas such as irrigation. 

A Chinese delegate stated that when China makes a decision, it bears a win-win solution in 
mind. In this spirit, which is also in line with China’s foreign policy, the cooperation with the 
LMB countries is progressing well. If the LMB countries have the same spirit, cooperation 
will be much better. 

Taking this further, a representative from Myanmar raised a question on how MRC, BDP and 
China can contribute to capacity building for Myanmar to better plan and carry out river 
basin management. The Chinese Delegation had little information about Chinese cooperation 
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with Myanmar and so the issue could not discussed in depth. However this proposal was 
taken note of by the MRC. 

The Environment Institute representative raised the question of who is responsible for the fact 
that many projects do not follow EIA reports and fail to ensure that public participation 
should not only influence decision making but should also monitor projects.  

The MRCS responded that all the projects have to go through the Procedures for Notification, 
Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA). This is a difficult process but many issues are 
being addressed and dialogue is undertaken through the BDP and SEA processes, which 
show the strengths of the 1995 Mekong Agreement. 

In support of this point, Dr. John Sousan from SEI commented that it would not be possible 
to reach agreements if research recommendations continue to ask for more time and more 
research. Countries need to make decisions at a certain stage to either develop hydropower or 
to buy power from China. The 1995 Mekong Agreement services as the framework for 
compliance with environmental protection. 
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6. 9BSession 4 – Partnership 

6.1 33BThe BDP Stakeholder Participation and Communication Plan – 
Progress and lessons learned 

Mr. Suparerk Janprasart, the BDP Sociologist, presented the progress made and the lessons 
learned from the implementation of the BDP Stakeholder Participation and Communication 
Plan (SPCP). He also outlined BDP2’s plans for the future.. The SPCP, prepared after the 1st 
BDP Stakeholder Consultation, drew on the inputs from many stakeholders and the MRC’s 
experience in stakeholder engagement. A Stakeholder Analysis was also undertaken in each 
of the LMB countries. The SPCP provides the mechanisms and the work plan for stakeholder 
participation at sub-basin, national and regional levels, and is built around the BDP planning 
cycle, while the Stakeholder Analysis elaborates stakeholders’ interests, expectations and 
opportunities for their participation in the BDP process. These two documents should be 
considered as providing guidance for a participatory BDP process.  

Some key recommendations from the Stakeholder Analysis were highlighted. These, included 
the need for skills, expertise and manpower, together with the need for capacity development 
in the MRCS, the Member Countries and the NMCSs to facilitate meaningful participation. 
The Analysis reconfirmed the concerns of stakeholders on some key issues such as the future 
plans for and the impacts of hydropower development, land use and poverty reduction. It also 
spotlighted the constraints existing between the MRC and the stakeholders in that they rarely 
know or understand each other’s roles and expectations. It was suggested that the MRC-BDP 
must not only continue to develop a better understanding of the needs, diversity and 
characteristics of the stakeholders, but must also prove its willingness, and its efforts to 
encourage stakeholder participation, reaching out to the poor and marginalised groups, and 
promoting the relevance of the MRC and BDP.  

Last but not least, the Analysis also acknowledged that while many are supportive of and 
willing to work together to benefit from genuine 
cooperation and sustainable development, others 
prefer to remain apart from the MRC and national 
processes. The latter say that they are not ready to deal 
with the bureaucracy or to take part in the formal 
system. They wish to continue to perform the checks 
and balances. The Analysis also clearly emphasised that, even though support from and 
ownership by the stakeholders is still crucial for the achievement of the Plan, nevertheless, 
the MRC process in basin development planning is still only one of the many other 
competent initiatives in the region. In this sense, synergy between the MRC process and those 
initiatives is crucial in order to influence the decision making and pave the way for change.  

From the very beginning of BDP Phase 2, its implementation in sub-areas and transboundary 
forums has been very much delayed. This is due to the fact that more time and resources are 

the constraints existing between 
the MRC and the stakeholders in 

that they rarely know or 
understand each other’s roles 

and expectations 
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required in order to better prepare the draft papers, and to develop the basic knowledge of the 
tributary basins thus laying the groundwork for productive dialogues and consultations.   

Participants asked how the MRC-BDP intends to engage communities through civil society 
and other NGOs, and how these voices would be used to influence the decision making 
process and strengthen the national capacity. The response was that even though civil society 
and the NGO community were not legally recognised by Lao PDR, international 
organisations have played a key role in rural development and placed themselves at the grass-
roots in Lao PDR. There is no doubt that the MRC should play the role of a facilitator in 
reaching out to the communities and poor through these organisations. Furthermore, the MRC 
itself should ensure that its activities and process will be extended and implemented in a more 
bottom up approach. 

The involvement of media was also raised as being important. Many media agencies were 
invited to this Forum. 

6.2 34BShaping the Future – Formulation Process for the MRC Strategic 
Plan 2011 - 2015 and the expected stakeholder participation 

Mr. Khy Lim, Communication Officer of the MRC Secretariat presented the plan for the 
formulation of the MRC Strategic Plan 2011 - 2015, how 
the stakeholders could participate and the key questions 
for consultations. 

The 1995 Mekong Agreement forms the development 
context for the five-yearly MRC Strategic Plan (SP). The 
recent SP has adopted IWRM emphasising Basin-wide 
development planning, integration and cooperation with 
Member Countries, and with regional and Dialogue 
Partners e.g. China and Myanmar. It aims at translating 
joint and well-coordinated efforts into real grassroots 
impacts, which improve the livelihood of people in the 
Basin and build the capacity of Member Countries for the 
sustainable management of their joint resources. 

The SP 2011 - 2015 will build on both the lessons learned 
from the SP 2006 - 2010 and the inputs from the broad 

range of stakeholders and Member Countries at the centre of the process. It will be informed 
by the on-going discussions on the MRC core functions and be consistent with an outcome-
oriented approach and results-based Management and Evaluation System. The core functions 
will gradually shift the MRC from external funding to Member Country funding and from 
process and tools development to routine functions implemented by Member Countries. 

Stakeholder participation in the formulation of the SP 2011 - 2015 is important as the Basin is 
facing great challenges in the achievement of the competing objectives of enhanced use of 
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resources, sustainable development and protection of the existing use. This requires a Basin-
wide development plan with priority actions that balance economic growth needs, 
environmental protection and social equity, and is geared to the achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals and strengthening regional partnerships. 

The Strategic Plan is formulated in two main phases: national and regional scoping from July 
to December 2009, and formulation and launching from February 2010 to January 2011. The 
different platforms for stakeholder participation include the national consultations and the 
MRC governance meetings, and CSO, private sector and other stakeholder consultations, and 
the Forum and Donor consultative meetings with Development Partners. These are expected 
to yield national perspectives on future strategic directions for the MRC, to provide inputs to 
the refinement of MRC core functions and for the setting of priorities. The key questions for 
the consultations include 1) reaching maturity – is the vision of the MRC as a ‘world class, 
financially secure International RBO’ still relevant? 2) rendering services – should the MRC 
resources be prioritised to raise capacity of less developed Member Counties i.e. follow an 
integration agenda? and 3) thematic – what possible new funding tools exist and is it 
necessary to change the order and/or reformulate the goals of the SP 2006 – 2010? The report 
of the mid-term review of the SP 2006 - 2010 was posted on the MRC website for 
stakeholder inputs. 

A remark was made that the mid-term review process was weak in terms of CSO 
participation. The review included the views of Member Countries, Development Partners 
and the MRCS but not of the CSOs. This should be improved in the formulation of the SP 
2011 - 2015. 

6.3 35BEngagement of River Basin Committees in the BDP process 

Mr. Thanoosak Thanasarn, a member of the Kok and Northern Kong River Basin Committee 
(RBC), presented his experience of the BDP process. The Kok and the Northern Kong, 
Mekong tributaries in the north of Thailand, are in an upstream agricultural area which is the 
regional commercial hub. The RBC is well-established with a functional institutional set-up 
and close linkages between Government agencies, the RBC and the NGOs, and engages in 
many activities to promote IWRM and river basin management. 

It appears that communication between the RBC and the communities is very easy, so the 
participants were curious to learn if there were any challenges, and if there were any factors 
for success that could be used in other areas. The reply was that, in fact, the Kok River Basin 
had none or very few problems at the moment compared to those of other areas in Thailand. 
Even though there is ethnic diversity, the communities are happy to support each other and 
work together. The factor lying behind the success is the notion of listening to the local 
communities, and then setting policies answering their needs. A top-down approach of 
setting-up bigger committees will not work. 

The representative from Myanmar promoted the sharing of experience with other 
transboundary basins such as the Kok and Maekok Rivers. 
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6.4 36BMulti-stakeholder platforms and their role in influencing decision 
making 

Mr. John Dore, the AusAID Water Advisor and the Director of M-Power asked some 
provoking questions to stimulate the participants’ critical thinking on the role of this type of 
multi-stakeholder forum.  

• Why did the participants attend this Forum? Is it a side show of the decision making 
process? 

• Would this Forum take the risky step of endorsing the scenarios for the Council 
approval in 2010? 

• How did the participants interact with the MRC to provide substantive feedbacks, stay 
involved in the process and contribute towards a better process 

• When will any decision be made by the Member Countries on the scenarios? 

In response, a UNESCAP representative highlighted his main purpose in participating was to 
share perspectives which, in his opinion, are very different throughout the Mekong Basin. 
The United Nations is very proud of the MRC and the Mekong cooperation, which is one of 
the best amongst many international RBOs. This kind of process is important in creating 
opportunities and changing the mindset of the people in the Basin in terms of turning 
opportunities into realities. He suggested a better name for ‘new water’ would perhaps be 
‘new opportunity’ as countries work together with the common wish to better manage the 
Mekong water. The ‘new opportunity’ brings new dynamics that are political mechanisms for 
development. All stakeholders must bring these new political mechanisms into the process so 
that when the BDP is finalised, options can be turned into actions. 

A senior representative from SEI Asia commended the MRC on its many incredible 
achievements like the building of trust and working together. Criteria should be developed to 
review the process. Although this is very often bureaucratic, behind it there are always people 
and their involvement. The system should not only be judged by looking at the formal side. 
According to SEI, there are, of course, always areas for improvement in the BDP but, most 
importantly, it offers something to look forward to, and that countries and stakeholders are 
trusting in each other and are pushing the BDP forward. This is very positive. 

A representative of Action Aid in Viet Nam, suggested the reason for stakeholders coming to 
the Forum is that they consider themselves part of the process and see the need to raise their 
voices, to provide inputs and to work together. The process takes into account hearing the 
different voices and with that, stakeholders can work together. 

A representative from Thailand shared his previous experience of the MRC where it was 
always where Government decision makers met and built dams, while the stakeholders came 
to get information and to criticise. The River belongs to everyone, so we need to discuss the 
issues and work together. 
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The representative from the Thailand National  Human Right Committee stressed once more 
that it is not only those people living on the river bank who are affected, but also those whose 
land will be lost when the power grids pass through. The process should really answer the 
questions of what will the MRB be transformed into, who will bear the cost of the subsequent 
environmental damage and for whom the wealth has been generated? 

A representative from M-POWER expressed his keen interest in learning more of what is 
really going inside the scenarios and thus to stay involved, and know how the results will turn 
out. 
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7. 10BSession 5 – The way forward 

7.1 37BMRC BDP’s response to the recommendations and the suggestions 
for the way forward 

On behalf of the MRC BDP team, Ms. Nguyen Hong Phuong, the National BDP Coordinator 
for Viet Nam presented the way forward for the BDP, responding to the comments and 
recommendations from the Forum. This includes: 

Ensure a continued participatory and transparent BDP process that engages 
communities and people This requires further improvements to the established BDP 
mechanisms including improvements to the Sub-Area Working Group, the National BDP 
Working Group, the sub-area, national and regional consultations and forums and social 
research to ensure consistent openness, transparency and inclusiveness. 

Expand the range of stakeholders using the Stakeholder Analysis, in particular by 
reaching out to the communities and the people affected. For this to happen, support from 
CSOs, NGOs and mass organisations is essential 

Take into account the views and recommendations from the Forum. The BDP team will 
include the comments from this Forum in improving the methodologies for Basin-wide 
scenario assessments and the IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy, as well as 
addressing these comments in the assessment process. The MRC proposed the setting-up of a 
web-based forum to keep stakeholders informed of the progress in the scenario assessment 
and the preparation of the Strategy from now until the end of 2010. Stakeholders were also 
encouraged to continue contributing to these two important BDP outputs. In addition, 
informal technical discussions among specialised groups would also be organised. 

Capture the opportunities for strengthening cooperation with the Upper Mekong 
countries in the BDP process. The BDP team called for a continuation of the information 
sharing and exchange of expertise and experience with China, building on the momentum of 
the Forum. The MRC would work closely with China to explore opportunities for closer 
cooperation, such as, sharing information on the operating rules of the hydropower dams and 
working together to address uncertainties in scenario assessments including those caused by 
climate change. At the same time, efforts will be put into strengthening the existing MRC 
dialogue with the Upper Mekong countries and other regional cooperation platforms such as 
the GMS, ASEAN and others. 

Ensure a participatory and transparent process in the preparation of the MRC 
Strategic Plan 2011 - 2015. The process will pay attention to improving the participation of 
CSOs, drawing on the lessons learned from the mid-term review of the MRC Strategic Plan 
2006 - 2010. Stakeholders were asked to provide comments and suggestions to the MRCS, 
and to stay involved and to make contributions. 



63
 

 
63

7.2 38BComments and suggestions from stakeholders on BDP’s response 

Forum participants made some further comments and suggestions, including some on the 
response and next steps proposed by the BDP team.  

Scenario assessment and approval of the assessment results 

One comment was that it is still not clear as to how the various assessments (hydrological, 
economic, environmental and social) will be integrated in the production of the overall 
assessment results. There should also be discussions on the trade-off mechanisms. The BDP 
should clarify how these mechanisms would be implemented by the NMCSs, the line 
agencies and other countries. This should be shared and updated regularly during the process 
and for the next Forum. The MRCS clarified that the assessment approach sets up temporary 
barriers between the hydrological, economic, environmental and social assessments in order 
to reach a clear understanding of each assessment. Later on the barriers are broken and all the 
assessments integrated. 

There was also a concern on when and how the BDP would be presented and approved. Since 
the LMB countries are developing countries they do not have sufficient financial resources to 
implement the options presented in the Plan. Early thoughts and plans should be in place to 
move forward with its implementation. 

The MRC BDP explained that the basin-wide development scenarios and the IWRM-based 
Basin Development Strategy are expected to be approved by the end of 2010. However, the 
implementation of urgent Strategy priorities has already started. The scenarios are to provide 
the information needed by decision makers and stakeholders to engage in dialogues at all 
levels to see what level of water resources development (e.g. what scenario) would be best 
for the countries, the people and the Basin as the whole. Financing is indeed required for 
basin development projects, particularly for those that would provide leverage for basin-wide 
and regional cooperation approaches. The scenario assessments will not include feasibility 
studies of projects although the costs and benefits of all interventions will be analysed. 

A senior representative from SEI Asia remarked that any recommendations for more research 
would worry him as this process is not about research, and not about how much you need to 
know, but about how little you need to know in order to make decisions. He recommended 
only two key gaps to be researched: 1) a systematic analysis of opportunities in addition to 
problems/challenges, and 2) finding out what decision makers need to know to make the right 
choice. BDP is the development arena. It is challenging to know how much decision makers 
need. This is a combined political-technical process. 

Echoing this view, a representative from the World Wild Life Fund for Nature (WWF)( 
emphasised the need to define how much knowledge we need to make decision, particularly 
those decisions to address climate change and adaptation. How will the information discussed 
here be used by the MRC Climate Change and Adaptation Initiative (CCAI) team and how 
can climate change be integrated in the process? A lot can be done now for proactive 
adaptation. 
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A representative of the private sector in Malaysia congratulated the meeting on its 
productivity. However, he commented that that the role of local communities in the BDP is 
still not clear and hoped that in the next meeting, BDP2 would be able to define that role 
more clearly and how the BDP had listened to the voices of the communities. Also, land use 
change and food security had not been sufficiently discussed. These issues should be 
incorporated into the process. BDP should also look at the micro level, and not only at the 
macro to understand the people’s concerns 

A representative from a water user group in north-eastern Thailand reiterated that using water 
to generate energy could be both negative and positive and he was keen to hear about the 
results of the assessment and decisions. If we look at the problems of the agricultural sector 
and its potential for crop production, we can see that water resources development is not 
focussing on water use and efficiency. We would like to see how water management could 
support local people’s needs and their way of life. This is the way people want to see the 
MRC supporting them. 

From a local perspective, natural resources belong to the communities for their use and to 
meet their needs. Many discussions have been about outsiders who come and use the 
resources. How can local communities deal with this?  

A representative from the National Singapore University commented that this Forum placed a 
great deal of focus on the need for the Mekong to be a ‘natural ecosystem’. Valuation of 
ecosystem services and natural capital is not easy and was not much discussed apart from the 
work of the WWF and other agencies. 

7.3 39BFeedback on the Forum 

There were many immediate positive feedbacks on the Forum ranging from the excellent 
dissemination of information, the participation of communities and RBCs, the simultaneous 
interpretation, already recommended in the 1st Stakeholder Consultation and now appreciated 
once more, and the innovative seating arrangements showing the changes in the MRC and its 
thinking outside the box. Participants also recommended that there should be more women as 
facilitators and presenters in the next forums. 
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8. 11BClosing remarks and commitments of the LMB Countries 

Speaking on behalf of the MRC Member Countries, representatives from the National 
Mekong Committees expressed their sincere thanks to all the CSO representatives and 
stakeholders both for sharing their views and practices to help move the BDP process forward 
in the right direction in order to meet the needs of the people, and for their support to the 
MRC in general. Thanks and appreciation also went to the MRC Dialogue Partners and 
Development Partners in recognition of their commitment and support for the sustainable use 
of the Mekong water resources.  

The Member Countries reaffirmed their commitments to the BDP process, which is important 
for the MRC, the Basin and the people. There is a strong common belief that with the 
integrated approach adopted and the stakeholder participation which includes CSOs and 
gender balance, the BDP will reach its goal. The MRC Member Countries called for 
stakeholders’ continued participation to help shape and validate the assessment. They also 
expressed their expectations for the next BDP Forum to elaborate on the progress in 
addressing the issues raised in this Forum. 

In his closing remarks, the CEO of the MRCS thanked all Forum participants for sharing their 
diverse insights, suggestions and also their constructive criticisms. These demonstrate the 
broad local, national, regional and global interest in the future of the Mekong River Basin and 
its importance for the livelihoods of the millions of people who depend on these natural 
riverine resources. He re-iterated the importance of the theme of ‘Integration’ in IWRM in 
general, and in the BDP process, in particular. The BDP Strategy and Plan will not merely be 
a compilation of individual elements such as sector plans or thematic assessments of the 
scenarios. They are inherently inter-related and so there is the need to take an inter-sectoral 
not multi-sectoral approach – that is, an approach in which each of these approaches is 
reflected in the principles, policy directions and guidance material prepared under the BDP. 
This is altogether a much more challenging task – as has been demonstrated in the 
discussions over the past couple of days.  

The CEO thanked the MRC Dialogue Partners, especially the Chinese Delegation, for their 
active participation, for their commitment to the cooperation with the MRC and its Member 
Countries, and to the openness of their engagement. It is this spirit of warmth and fraternity 
from the MRC Member Countries that the MRC would like the Chinese Delegation to take 
back with them from this Forum. 

As this Forum was convened with the ambitious aim of making a change, the MRC and 
stakeholders realise that the next 9 to 12 months will require an intensification of the 
challenge as we work further on the first drafts of the Basin Development Strategy and Plan. 
For this, the MRC looks forward to the continued engagement of stakeholders in the BDP 
process. 
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Basin Development Plan 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum 
“Unfolding Perspectives and Option for Sustainable 

Water Resources Development in the Mekong River Basin’ 
15 – 16 October, 2009, Chiang Rai, Thailand 

 
 
Day one, 15 October 2009 
 

Time Programme Presenter 

08:00-08:30 Registration Administration 

 

Opening Session: Welcome and the objectives of the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum 
 
08:30-08:50 HWelcome Remarks H Dr. Saksit Tridech, 

Permanent Secretary, the 
Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment, 
MRC Joint Committee 
Member for Thailand 

Mr. Jeremy Bird, CEO 
MRCS 

08:50-09:00 HBasin Development Planning  ‘From the 1st 
Stakeholder Consultation to the 2nd 
Stakeholder ForumH’ 

Ms. Pham Thanh Hang, MRC 
BDP Coordinator 

09:00-09:05 Forum structure Dr. Vitoon Viriyasakutorn, 
Forum Facilitator 

09:05-09:35 Zero Hour ‘Voices to be Heard’: The Forum 
provides 30 minutes to allow stakeholders to 
freely vent their ideas, concerns, expectations 
and even frustrations on what needs to be 
addressed and be taken into account by the 
Countries’ decisions and the MRC in the 
Basin Development Planning Process 

 

 

 

Session 1: The Mekong River Basin: Emergence of Knowledge on Development 



II

 III

Challenges and Opportunities 

09:35-09:40 
Remarks by the facilitator Mr. John Dore ,Water 

Advisor 
AusAID Mekong Region 
Water and Infrastructure Unit
Australian Embassy 

09:40-09:50 HMekong water resources development: 
emerging trends and plans H 

Mr. Ton Lennaerts, 
Chief Technical Advisor, 
MRC BDP 

Theme 1: Mekong hydropower development in the context of regional electricity demand 
and fisheries productivity 

09:50-10:05  HHydropower development for poverty 
reduction in Lao PDR - opportunities and 
challengesH  

Mr. Chansaveng Boungong 
Director of Power 
Development Division, 
Department of Electricity, 
Ministry of Energy and 
Mines, Lao PDR 

10:05-10:20  HImportance of integrated electricity planning 
for the Mekong regionH  

Dr. Tira Foran, Researcher, 
M-POWER  

10:20-10:35 HMekong fisheries and basin development 
planningH  

Mr. Xaypladeth Choulamany 
MRC Fisheries Programme 
Coordinator 

10:35-10:50 Coffee break Special session at the exhibition 
hall the showing of a short film: ‘Lao Dams – 
Powering the Future’ by 101 East Ajazera 

Administration 

10:50-11:20  Plenary discussion Facilitator  

Theme 2: Irrigated agriculture development in LMB - opportunities and risks in the context 
of changing land use and new investments 
Facilitator: Mr. Suon Seng, Centre for Development Oriented Research, Cambodia 
 

11:20-11:35 
HGlobal food crisis, future prospects of food 
supply and demand and the role of irrigated 
agriculture in the Lower Mekong B Hasin  

Dr. Andrew Noble, Regional 
Director IWMI Southeast and 
Central Asia, Lao PDR  

11:35-11:50 HChanging land use in Cambodia, implications 
for poverty reduction and challenges with the 
current agricultural land concession – the 3S 
case studyH  

Mr. Sok Saing Im, Water 
Resources Planning 
Specialist, Department of 
Water Resources, MONRE, 
Cambodia  

11:50-12:10 HThailand water transfer and diversion scheme 
for irrigation development and poverty 
reduction - opportunities and risks and 

Royal Irrigation Department, 
Thailand 
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 lessons learned 

HAnother perspective on irrigation in the north 
east in the regional development contextH  

Dr. Buapan Prompakping 
Faculty of Humanities, Khon 
Kaen University, Thailand 

12:10-12:40 Plenary discussion: Facilitator 

12:40-14:00 Lunch  Administration  

Theme 3: Understanding climate variability and climate change in the planning process 

14:00-14:05 Remarks from the facilitator Dr. Geoffrey Blate, Climate 
Change Coordinator, WWF 
Greater Mekong Thailand 
Country Programme 

14:05-14:20 HClimate variability and change and impacts 
on the Mekong Basin H  

Dr. Jorma Koponen, Senior 
Specialist, Helsinki 
University of Technology  

14:20-14:35 HLiving with uncertainties: Tonle Sap and 
social vulnerability to potential changes in 
the Mekong's flow regime H  

Dr. Hossein Jalilian, 
Cambodia Development 
Research Institute (CDRI) 

14:35-14:50 HClimate change: understanding of likely 
impacts, vulnerabilities and adaptation 
options in the Viet Nam Mekong DeltaH  

Dr. Nguyen Van Sanh, Can 
Tho University, Viet Nam  

14:50-15:20 Plenary Facilitator  

Session 2 Cumulative Impact Assessment of Transboundary Economic, Environment 
and Social Implications of Water Resources Development 

Facilitator: Dr. Robert Mather , Head of Country Group 1, IUCN-The World Conservation 
Union, Asia Regional Office, Bangkok, Thailand 

15:20-15:35 
HBasin-wide development scenarios: 
objectives, definition, approach to assessment 
and the use of results for basin-wide 
discussions and decision making H  

Dr. Phoumin Han, 
Economist, MRC BDP 
Programme 

 

15:35-15:50 HSEA of mainstream hydropower dams – 
objectives and scope as derived from 
stakeholder consultations H  

Mr. Voradeth Phonekeo, 
Coordinator MRC 
Sustainable Hydropower 
Initiative 



IV V

15:50-16:15 Questions and Answers  

Introduction to the parallel sessions 

Facilitator  

16:15-16:30  Coffee break  
Special session in the exhibition hall showing 
of a Short film ‘The Mekong: The River of 
Southeast Asia’ by Living River Siam 
(SEARIN) 

Administration  

Parallel Session 2.1: Improving modelling for a sound understanding of future water 
availability and hydrological changes 
Facilitator: Dr. Chaiyuth Suksri, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand 

16:30-16:45 
HHydrological assessment of basin-wide 
development scenarios – tools, results and 
next stepsH  

Dr. Thanapon Piman, 
Modeller, MRC BDP 
Programme 

16:45-17:00 HUncertainties to be addressed in the 
hydrological assessment of development 
scenariosH 

Dr. Jeffrey Richey, 
Washington University, 
Washington USA. 

17:00-18:00 Plenary discussion:  
• Use of models, tools and the results 
• Other hydrological issues to be considered 

Facilitator 

Parallel Session 2.2: Assessment of economic implications 
Facilitator: Dr. Larry Haas, Chief Technical Advisor, Initiative for Sustainable Hydropower, 
MRC 

16:30-16:45 
HEconomic impact assessment of basin wide 
development scenariosH 

Dr. Phoumin Han, 
Economist, MRC BDP 
Programme 

16:45-17:00 HFishery valuation and assessment 
methodology H 

Dr. Ashley Hall, Senior 
Fishery Expert  

17:00-17.15 HOther approaches to economic assessment by 
the local people living in the upstream 
Mekong in Cambodia: a case study of 
Sambor hydropower dam site and its rich 
biodiversity area H  

Mr. Keo Tai, Programme 
Coordinator, Community 
Development (CED), 
Cambodia 

17:15-18:00 Plenary discussion Facilitator 

Parallel Session 2.3: Assessment of environment implications  
Facilitator: Dr. Robert Mather, Head of Country Group 1, IUCN-The World Conservation 
Union, Asia Regional Office, Bangkok, Thailand 
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16:30-16:45 
HEnvironmental impact assessment of basin 
wide development scenariosH  

Mr. Phetsamone Southalack, 
Environment Specialist, 
MRC BDP Programme 

16:45-17:00 HStrategic approaches to assessment of 
development impacts on the people and 
environment H  

Dr. John Soussan, Stockholm 
Environment Institute 

17:00-17:15 HThe impacts of upstream development  on 
wetlands and biodiversity resources in the 
Tonle SapH 

Ms. Thorn Riguen, Mekong 
Project Officer, Fisheries 
Actions Coalition Team 
(FACT)  

17:15-18:00 Plenary discussion Facilitator  

Parallel Session 2.4: Assessment of social implications 
Facilitator: Mr. Suon Seng, Centre for Development Oriented Research, Cambodia 

Reception Dinner 
19:00-19:30 A speech on ‘What is IWRM? From Rio to 

MRC Basin Development Planning - 
repeating the same mistake or the way for a 
sustainable transboundary basin 
management’  

Dr. Apichart Anukulampai, 
pioneer supporter of IWRM 
in Thailand  

20:00-20:30 Reception dinner and cultural show Administration  
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Day two, 16 October 2009 
Time Programme Presenter 

08:30-08:45 HKey messages from Day 1H  Ms. Pham Thanh Hang, 
MRC BDP Coordinator  

08:45-08:50 Structure of Day 2 and remarks by the 
facilitator 

Dr. Andrew Nobel, 
Regional Director, IWMI 
Southeast and Central Asia, 
Lao PDR 

Session 3: Understanding the Distribution of benefits and costs, the potential winners 
and losers  
Facilitator: Dr. Andrew Nobel, Regional Director, IWMI Southeast and Central Asia, Lao 
PDR 

08:50-09:05 HContribution of the Lancang hydropower 
cascade to economic development and the 
downstream water regime - the perspective 
of the Chinese GovernmentH 

Mr. Zhou Shichun, Senior 
Engineer, General Institute of 
Water Resources and 
Hydropower Planning and 
Design, China 

09:05-09:20 HCapture fisheries, dams, mitigations 
measures and alternative sources of fish 
productionH  

Dr. Alan Brooks, World Fish 
Centre 

09:20-09:40  

 

HFrom assessments to strategy for sustainable 
basin development and to implementation; 
the path being followed by MRC BDPH 

Mr. Nguyen Hong Toan on 
behalf of the Advisory Group 
for the preparation of the 
Basin Development Strategy  

09:40-09:55 HArticulating the promises and impossibilities 
– Vision of the MRC Basin Development 
Planning and its draft IWRM StrategyH 

Professor Dr. Surichai 
Wunkeaw, Director, 
Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology, 
Chulalongkorn University, 
TBC 

09:55-10:45 HRound table dialogue: outcomes will be 
brought forward for the Panel discussion  
• Perspectives from stakeholders on 

options for sustainable basin 
development and expectations from the 
IWRM-based Basin Development 
Strategy 

• Understanding the distribution of 
benefits and costs, the potential winners 
and losers 

• Issues for consideration in the process 

Facilitator at each of the 
tables 
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to prepare, adopt and implement the 
Basin Development Strategy by the 
MRC Member Countries and 
stakeholders  

10:45–11:00 Coffee break and the launch of the short film 
‘Mekong Tipping points’ Stimson Center, 
Washington DC, USA  

Administration 

11:00 Introduction of the panel members and 
discussion 

Facilitator 

11:05-12:30 Panel Discussion 
• Panel member speech (5 minutes each) – 

different perspectives on options for 
sustainable basin development and 
demand/expectations from the IWRM-
based Basin Development Strategy and 
how it can be realized 

Questions to and answers by the Panelists on 
• The key issues brought up from each 

Roundtable Dialogue 
• The issues brought up by all participants 

at the beginning of the Forum  

Plenary discussion 

Panel members: 
Representative from Socio-
economic and Planning 
Division from Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, Thailand and 
Vietnam, civil society 
organisations and 
Development Partners 

12:30-14:00 Lunch Administration 

Session 4 Strengthen Partnership and Stakeholder Engagement 

14:00-14:15 HBDP Stakeholder Participation and 
Communication Plan - the ambitions and 
lessons learned with the implementation to 
dateH  

Mr. Suparerk Janprasart, 
Sociologist/Socio-economist, 
MRC BDP Programme 

14:15-14:30 HBDP process at the sub-basin level, the role 
of RBOs, and the linkage between sub-
basin, national and basin planning H  

Mr. Thanoosak Thanasarn, a 
member of RBC of the Kok 
and Northern Kong Basins  

14:30-14:45 HPreparation of the MRC Strategic Plan 
2011-2015 –Process and expected 
involvement of stakeholders H  

Mr. Khy Lim, 
Communication Officer, 
MRC International 
Coordination and 
Communication Section 

14:45-15:00 HMulti-stakeholder platform - would it be 
able to inform and influence decision 
making? H  

Mr. John Dore, Water 
Advisor, AusAID Mekong 
Region Water and 
Infrastructure Unit 



VIII IX

15:00-15:30 Plenary discussion  
Stakeholder feedback to strengthen the key 
MRC processes: the preparation of MRC 
2011-2015 Strategic Plan and BDP process 

Facilitator 

15:30-15:45 Coffee break 

Special session at the exhibition hall 
New book launch ‘Power and 
Responsibility: The Mekong River 
Commission and Lower Mekong 
Mainstream Dams’ by Oxfam Australia and 
Australian Mekong Centre Sydney 
University 

Administration 

Session 5 Ways Forward 
Facilitator: Dr. Chayanis Krittasudthacheewa, Deputy Director, Stockholm Environment 
Institute, Asia 

15:45-16:30 HFeedback from the MRC/BDP on the 
recommendations received and the way 
forwardH  

BDP Programme 

16:30-17:00 Remarks by CSOs and other stakeholders on 
opportunities for synergies and partnership 

Representatives from CSOs, 
NGOs, academia, media, etc. 

17:00:17:15 HRemarks by MRCSH Mr. Jeremy Bird, CEO 
MRCS 

17:15-17:30 Closing remarks  MRC Joint Committee from 
Lao PDR. Cambodia, Viet 
Nam and Thailand 
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Day three, 17 October 2009: Field Visit 
08:00 Depart from Rimkok Hotel to the Golden Triangle – the famous border line where 

the demarcations of the three countries of Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand meet 
on the Mekong River. 

09:10 Arrive at the Golden Triangle  
Travel to Wat Phrathat Pu Khao, a historical temple located on the top of the hill 

• Hike to the top of the hill, Wat Pharathat Pu Khao 
• Enjoy the bird’s eye view of the Ruak River where it meets the Mekong 
• Walk down the hill and pay respects to the Bhuddha of Chiang Saen, a 

landmark of the Golden Triangle  

10:30 Travel to Don Sao Island by boat, at the Lao side of the Golden Triangle port 
Visit local villagers and the souvenir market at Don Sao 

11:40 Return to the Golden Triangle port 

11:40 A Thai buffet lunch at the Imperial Golden: enjoy the panoramic view of the 
Golden Triangle 

13:00 Travel to Chiang Saen Port 

13:20 Discuss navigation issues, commercial trade and tourism potential with the Chiang 
Saen Port Officer  

14:30 Travel to Nong Bong Kai (Chiang Saen Lake), the International RAMSAR Site 
and non-hunting area. A well-known site for bird watching  

16:00 Depart from Chiang Saen Lake  

17:00 Arrive Rim Kok Hotel  

 

 

 



X
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Provincial Department of Water 
Resources and Meteorology  
 
Mr. Sam Nuov  
Director 
Fisheries Administration  
 

ULao PDR 
 
Mr. Chanthavong Saignasith  
National Advisor  
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Assistant Director General  
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Lao National Mekong Committee  
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Director  
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Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry 
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Deputy Director General  
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Lao National Tourism Administration 
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Department for Planning, Ministry of 
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Director Planning and Investment 
Representative of SA 1L 
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Representative for SA 6L, 
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Chief of Power Sector Planning Division 
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Dr. Saksit Tridech  
Permanent Secretary 
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Dr. Siripong Hungspreug  
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Department of Water Resources 
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Director  
Bureau of International Cooperation 
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Thai National Mekong Committee 
 
Mr. Suchart Sirijungsakul  
National BDP Coordinator  
Department of Water Resources  
Thai National Mekong Committee 
 
Mr. Buree Suwanarat  
Natural Resources Planning Specialist 
Department of Water Resources 
Thai National Mekong Committee 

Ms. Sirilak Nitsunkit  
Department of Alternative Energy 
Development and Efficiency 
Ministry of Energy  
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Social Development Board 
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Civil Engineer  
Marine Department 
 
Mr. Paruhus Vongthanet  
Assistant Director  
Energy Economic Division-Tariff 
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Mr. Sujet Supranee  
Level 7 Economist  
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Khon Kaen University 
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Ms. Chawee Wongprasittiporn 
Senior Civil Engineer 
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Mr. Piriya Uraiwong 
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Department of Water Resources  

Mr. Atichai Chomdang 
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Mr. Sumit Saengnimnuan 
Governor of Chaing Rai Province 
 
Mr. Manit Khathong 
Kok Kong Basin Member 
Kok Kong Basin  

Mr. Thanawat Konnsila 
Kok Kong Basin Member 
Kok Kong Basin 
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Mr. Nguyen Van Toan 
Head of Science & Technical Division 
National Institute for Water Resources 
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Mr. Pham Anh Dzung 
Senior Programme Officer 
National Environment Agency 
 
Ms. Dang Thi Lan Huong 
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Water Resources Management 
Department- MONRE 
 
Mr. Tran Duc Cuong 
Deputy Secretary General 
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Ms. Nguyen Hong Phuong 
National Coordinator 
Viet Nam National Mekong Committee 
 
Mr. Nguyen Hong Toan 
National Advisor 
Viet Nam National Mekong Committee 
 
Mr. Le Xuan Lan 
Senior Programme Officer 
International Cooperation Department 
Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment 
 
Mr. Nguyen The Chinh 
Deputy Director 
National Institute for Strategies and 
Policies on Environment 
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Environment Department 
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Ms. Le Hoang Anh 
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Mr. Vu Manh Hung 
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Mr. Tran Viet Kim 
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Mr. Le Thanh Bac 
NAP National Coordinator 
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Mr. Nguyen Van Su 
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Mr. Nguyen Dinh Tien 
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Australia 
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Mr. Ngin Chanrith 
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Mr. Jean Louis Millo 
Director of International Cooperation 
Office International De L'Eau 
(International Office for Water) 
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France 
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National University of Singapore 
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Cambodia  
 
Mr. Tep Bunnarith 
Director 
Culture and Environment Preservation 
Association (CEPA) 
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Mr. Zhang Qing 

Second Secretary 
 
Department of International 
Organisations Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 
China 
 
Mr. Hu Wenjun 
Deputy Director 
Department of International Cooperation 
Ministry of Water Resources 
China 
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Thailand  
Mr. Rewat Suwannakitti 
Working Group Member 
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13BAnnex 3: Opening and closing remarks  
 

Opening remarks of Mr. Jeremy Bird, Chief Executive Officer, MRC Secretariat 
at the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the Basin Development Plan 

15‐16 October 2009, Chiang Rai, Thailand 

 
Mr. Sumet Sangnimnual, Governor of Chiang Rai City, 
 
Dr. Saksit Tridech, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Vice chairmanof Thai National Mekong Committee, Member of the MRC Joint Committee 
for Thailand 
 
Excellencies and Distinguished Dialogue Partners 
Representatives from Government agencies, Civil Society Organizations, River Basin  
Committees,Development Partners, Academia, the Private Sector and Colleagues 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
As Chief Executive Officer of the Mekong River Commission Secretariat, it gives me great 
pleasure to warmly welcome all of you here to the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the 
Basin Development Plan for the Mekong River Basin. On behalf of the MRC Secretariat, I 
would like to express our sincere thanks to the Thai Government and to the Chiang Rai 
Municipality for hosting this important Forum here in Chiang Rai. I also thank Dr. Saksit for 
finding time in his busy schedule to be with us here today and for his inspiring opening 
remarks. 
 
This is the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the Basin Development Plan (or BDP). In 
March last year,just before I joined the MRC Secretariat, a similarly broad group gathered in 
Vientiane Capital, Lao PDR for the first such consultation. Many of you here also 
participated in that meeting. Over the course of our work, you have provided significant 
contributions to shape the focus of the basin development planning process so it can be 
relevant in the rapidly changing context of the Basin. Many inputs have been provided to us 
as part of a truly participatory and transparent BDP process. 
 
A lot has happened since the 1st Stakeholder Consultation. Over the next two days, you will 
hear MRCand other partners sharing new knowledge on the Basin and its development 
context. This knowledge is essential for the forward looking basin planning process. But 
before we start looking into the future, let us not forget that millions of people already depend 
on 
the water and aquatic resources of the Basin for their livelihoods and nutrition. But even a 
do‐nothing scenario is not static as there are population growth and other pressures that bring 
challenges to existing resource use. 
 
Moving  then to the often hot topics surrounding economic development of the Basin. The 
knowledge we will share today brings a better understanding of opportunities ad risks 
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associated with hydropower development potential including potential fisheries losses, the 
rapidly changing trends in land use that would significantly transform the agriculture 
production landscapes and the associated water resources demands in the Basin, and many 
other issues. Many of you here have also contributed to the scoping phase of the MRC 
Strategic Environment Assessment of the mainstream hydropower dams and the design of the 
Climate Change Adaptation Initiative. 
 
These and other important issues are also provide inputs to BDP and are being considered in 
an integrated assessment framework of basin‐wide development scenarios with the aim to 
determine how national developments can be achieved in a sustainable and equitable manner, 
as envisaged in the 1995 Mekong Agreement. But what is sustainable and for whom? 
Sustainability is a much over‐used word and we hope to shed some light on what it means 
during this meeting. 
 
MRC is increasingly recognizing the importance of stakeholder involvement, both at 
programme level and at a governance level. For BDP, a Stakeholder Analysis has been 
undertaken to support the implementation of the Stakeholder Participation and 
Communication Plan for basin development planning. At the governance level, MRC is 
improving its stakeholder engagement policy that would allow more dialogue and the 
consideration of stakeholders’ views in the business of the Joint Committee and Council. 
 
The road ahead is challenging. The Mekong River is abundant in water. Yet in many parts of 
the Basin, 30‐40% of the people are still living under poverty. This explains the ambitious 
plans of the riparian states to exploit the water resources, for irrigation, for flood control and 
hydroelectricity generation that would both bring economic growth and contribute to poverty 
reduction. But as I mentioned, this water, the fish and other resources of the rich riverine 
ecosystem have been the source of nutrient and livelihoods for millions of people, especially 
the poor. The critical question is how to ensure that new developments would not materially 
affect the existing users and how to protect the sustainability of the resources. 
 
It is the same question that faces national water resources planning in each of the Mekong 
countries, which, together, drive developments in the Basin. At the national level, it requires 
individual sector or project planning to be placed in an integrated framework of multiple uses 
and cross‐sectoral concerns. At the Basin level, it is about how to achieve the national 
socio‐economic development objectives without adversely impacting other riparian countries, 
their peoples and the Basin’s ecosystem while leveraging regional cooperation. One is a 
microcosm of the other. 
 
In this connection, I would like to our express sincere thanks to the MRC Dialogue Partners 
and welcome delegates from China and Myanmar for their participation at this Forum. 
Planning for sustainable development of the Mekong water and related resources is already 
benefitting greatly from the closer cooperation between Upper and Lower Mekong countries 
that has witnessed in recent years. 
 
Information sharing and technical discussions during the planning process will help us 
maximize opportunities such as navigation and trade, flood management and other benefits, 
while minimizing any risks. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
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Against this background, the MRC and its Member Countries see the integrated basin‐wide 
assessment framework of importance. Each country has declared its support for the principles 
of Integrated Water Resources Management. As witnessed by the first consultation last 
March and the meeting today, we are committed to seek your inputs into the assessment 
methodologies that will be used for the basin planning process. The process at the sub‐basin, 
national and basin levels to harmonize the different interests and to jointly define acceptable 
options for sustainable basin development will be the key to success or failure. 
 
As Dr. Saksit said, this would be possible only with a strengthened commitment and 
broad‐based consultation and participation of all riparian states and stakeholders. Your 
presence here today and continued engagement in the MRC and its basin development 
planning process demonstrate this interest and commitment. 
 
It is to listen to your views and generate a frank debate that we are here. The way forward 
may not necessarily all be clear at this Forum. But it is important that open discussions and 
perhaps also disagreements will occur and be recorded. Differing perspectives are inevitable 
when discussing water management. That is universally the case. 
 
The outcomes of this Forum will be crucial for planners to further improve the assessments of 
options for sustainable basin development, for continued dialogue and for the various 
decision‐making processes that will follow the BDP in individual Mekong countries. We are 
not just here to talk, but also to listen. The BDP and IWRM Strategy will form a critical 
framework within which future development proposals will be considered by MRC and its 
member countries. 
 
I certainly look forward to the discussions and dialogue over the next two days and wish you 
all a very pleasant stay in Chiang Rai. 
 
Thank you. 
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Closing remarks of Mr. Jeremy Bird, Chief Executive Officer, MRC Secretariat 
at the 2nd Regional Stakeholder Forum on the MRC Basin Development Plan 

15‐16 October 2009, Chiang Rai, Thailand 

 
Delegates from Mekong Countries, 
 
Excellencies and Distinguished Dialogue Partners 
 
Dear Participants, 
 
It has been a tremendous two days of fruitful discussions and dialogue. On behalf of the 
Mekong River Commission, I would like to thank each of you for sharing your diverse 
insights, suggestions as well as constructive criticisms. They demonstrate the broad local, 
national, regional and global interest in the future of the Mekong River Basin and its 
importance for the livelihoods of millions of people who depend on the riverine natural 
resources. 
 
We have heard reconfirmation of the commitment from MRC’s member countries for 
sustainable and equitable water resources development and for the BDP process.  
 
We discussed the opportunities and risks associated with various future development 
scenarios of water resources in the LMB and why it is necessary for the planning process to 
be transparent, to be more inclusive and to build on local knowledge and experience.  
 
You have provided valuable comments and suggestions for the integrated assessment that the 
MRC is currently working on and this will help us to make sure that a clear picture is 
available on the benefits, costs and impacts.  
 
In that regard, we have heard that poorly planned projects can lead to significant adverse 
impacts and so there is a need to look beyond trade‐offs between winners and losers and think 
more strategically on how losses can be minimized and risks turned into opportunities. 
 
Consideration of benefit sharing mechanisms at a range of different geographic scales is an 
important principle to consider.  
 
The MRC BDP Programme has captured these discussions. Our perspectives of possible 
ways forward, building on the established BDP process at national, sub‐basin and regional 
levels was shared with you in the excellent presentation from the representative of the 
Advisory Group.  
 
I would like to thank all the facilitators and presenters for your invaluable work to make the 
discussions fruitful. I thank the partner organizations: AusAID/John Dore, Sida/ Karin 
Isaksson, Danida, IWMI/Andrew Noble, IUCN/Robert Mather, World Fish/Alan Brooks and 
Mark Dubois, WWF/Geofrey Blate, Centre for Development Oriented Research, 
Cambodia/Suon Seng, Dr. Chayuth Suksri of Chulalongkron University, and Chayanis and 
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John Soussan of SEI, for your cooperation and particular support to make this event a 
success. Thank you Dr. Apichart Anukulampai, for your inspiring dinner speech last night. 
 
Let me pause there to follow up on one of his key themes – “Integration” – the first word in 
the all embracing term of IWRM. We have heard of the multi‐sectoral facets of this process, 
for example in the parallel sessions on hydrology, economics, social issues and the 
environment. 
 
But the BDP Strategy and Plan will not merely be a compilation of these individual elements. 
They are inherently inter‐related and so we need to take an inter‐sectoral not multi‐sectoral 
approach – an approach in which each of them is reflected in the principles, policy directions 
and guidance material prepared under the BDP. This is altogether a much more challenging 
task – one which has been demonstrated in the discussions over the past couple of days. 
 
Returning to those that have contributed to making this meeting a success, I would also like 
to thank our Dialogue Partners, especially the Chinese delegation, for their active 
participation, for their commitment to cooperation with MRC and its member countries, and 
to the openness of their engagement. You spoke of listening and gauging the emotions of the 
interventions. One of 
the emotions we would like you to take back to Beijing from this meeting, is a sprit of 
warmth and fraternity from the member countries of the MRC.  
 
Especially I would like to thank the Thai National Mekong Committee for their hospitality 
and the excellent logistical support for the event. 
 
Last but not least, I thank my colleagues in the MRCS BDP team for their hard work that 
made this Forum a success and in particular to Mme Hang, Suparerk, Chitlatda, Ton and 
Director Sourasay and all their colleagues and advisers that I know have worked intensively 
on this meeting. As indeed has Dr Vitoon, who had the unenviable task of keep us all on 
track. Also many thanks to all other MRC programme staff and partner organsiations who 
have added their experience to the body of knowledge shared over the past two days. 
 
As we said at the beginning of the Forum, we convened this meeting with the ambitious aim 
of making a change. We all realize that the next 9 to 12 months will require an intensification 
of the challenge as we work further on the first drafts of the Basin Development Strategy and 
Plan. For this we will need your continued engagement in the BDP process and the MRC 
looks forward to that. 
 
I wish you an enjoyable field trip tomorrow and for those who will leave today, a safe 
journey home. Thank you all for you contributions to this meeting and we look forward to 
your participation in next year’s third BDP regional stakeholder forum. 
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14BAnnex 4: Presentations  
Available on attached CD and MRC website at 
HUhttp://www.mrcmekong.org/free_download/BDP-2nd-reg-stakeholder-forum-ppt.htmUH.  
 
 
 
 

15BAnnex 5: List of documents for comments and inputs 
Available on attached CD and MRC website at 
HUhttp://www.mrcmekong.org/free_download/BDP-2nd-reg-stakeholder-forum-ppt.htmUH.  

 


