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CIA Cumulative Impact Assessment 

DSMS Dam Safety Management System 

EAP Emergency Action Plan ς required for Dam Safety 

EIA Environmental Impact Assessment 

FS Feasibility Study 

GoL Government of the Lao PDR 

HPP Hydropower project 

JAP Joint Action Plan ς a post prior consultation process 

JC Joint Committee 

JCWG 
Joint Committee Working Group ς established to guide the technical review 
process 

JEM 
Joint Environmental Monitoring ς a monitoring programme being piloted at the 
Xayaburi and Don Sahong HPPs to evaluate the efficacy of the measures applied. 

Joint Platform 
A body created by the MRC to help improve the implementation of the Procedures 
in linked and cooperative manner 

LEPTS 2018 Lao Electric Power Technical Standards 2018. A legal requirement 

LMB 
Lower Mekong Basin - The Mekong River Basin falling in the territories of its 
Member States 

LNMC Lao National Mekong Committee 

MC 
Member Country, one of the four parties to the 1995 Mekong Agreement; viz. 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet Nam 

MRC 
Mekong River Commission ς established by the MC to support their efforts 
towards collaboration 

MRCS Mekong River Commission Secretariat 

PC Prior Consultation 

PDG2009 Preliminary Design Guidance of 2009 - approved 

PDG2020 Preliminary Design Guidance of 2020 ς not yet approved 

PDIES Procedures for Data and Information Exchange and Sharing 

PMFM Procedures for the Maintenance of Flows on the Mainstream 

PNPCA Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement  

PPA Power Purchase Agreement 

Pressure flushing 
Use of low-Level outlets to scour sand deposited near the dam wall and turbines, 
primarily to project the infrastructure and power production. 

PWQ Procedures for Water Quality 

PWUM Procedures for Water Use Monitoring  

RAP Resettlement Action Plan 

ACRONYMS AND GLOSSARY 
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RIS 
River Information System ς a system that may be introduced to facilitate 
navigation on the Mekong mainstream 

SEE 
Safety Evaluation Earthquake ς a seismic standard applied to possible ground 
motion. 

Sediment 
flushing 

Drawing down water levels to periodically induce channel erosion and discharge 
large volumes of deposited sediment. 

SIA Social Impact Assessment 

SMMP 
Social Monitoring and Management Plan ς a process initiated with construction to 
evaluate and adapt to impacts due to construction and operations of the HPP 

SNHPP Sanakham Hydropower Project 

Sediment 
routing 

Drawing down water level during periods of high inflow to maximise sediment 
throughput 

TbIA Transboundary Impact Analysis 

TRR Technical Review Report 
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AIT  

BACKGROUND  

The National Mekong Committee of the Lao PDR submitted the Sanakham 

Hydropower Project (SNHPP) for prior consultation on 9 September 2019. This 

was one month after the submission of the Luang Prabang HPP. The MRC Joint 

Committee therefore agreed to delay the prior consultation process for the 

SNHPP until the Luang Prabang process was completed. The Sanakham 

process started from 30 July 2020.  

Given the challenges posed by the COVID 19 pandemic, a flexible timeframe 

has been agreed, with a step-wise approach implementation to have dates 

for key milestones to be agreed at each meeting of the Joint Committee Working 

Group.  

The proposed SNHPP is the sixth proposed use submitted for prior consultation. 

The five earlier processes were for the Xayaburi (XHPP), Don Sahong, Pak Beng 

(PBHPP), Pak Lay (PLHPP) and Luang Prabang (LPHPP) hydropower projects.  

THE 1995 MEKONG AGREEMENT  

The Governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Viet Nam signed an 

Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong 

River BasinΣ ά¢he 1995 Mekong Agreementέ. The Agreement established the 

Mekong River Commission and re-ŀŦŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ aŜƳōŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ 

develop the Mekong River Basin in a sustainable and cooperative manner. 

However, recognising that development could result in adverse impacts on the 

Mekong River System, Chapter III of the Agreement includes commitments by the 

Member Countries to:  

 Protect the ecological balance of the Mekong River Basin. 

 The reasonable and equitable use of the waters of the Mekong River 

System. 

 Discuss and aim to agree (in the Joint Committee) on significant water 

uses on the mainstream in the dry season (prior consultation). 

 Maintain flows in the Mekong mainstream. 

 Make every effort to avoid, minimise and mitigate harmful effects on 

the river system. 

 Take responsibility where harmful effects result in substantial damage to 

the other Member States, and to cease these activities when notified 

with valid evidence. 

 Incorporate navigational uses in mainstream projects so as not to 

permanently impair navigation, and 

 Warn other Member Countries of water quality and quantity 

emergencies. 

INTRODUCTION 

The 1995 Mekong 
Agreement is primarily 
developmental in nature but 
establishes a framework of 
objectives and principles 
through which the Member 
States agree to the fair and 
sustainable development of 
the Mekong River System for 
mutual benefit.  



 Summarised Technical Review Report for the SNHPP 

 
12 November 2020 

Page | 2 

The Member Countries aim to achieve these objectives and principles through the unique spirit of 

cooperation that has underpinned cooperation between the Member Countries since 1957, and which 

has been reaffirmed on many subsequent occasions.  

The 1995 Mekong Agreement also establishes the Mekong River Commission 

(MRC), and its institutional structures as an international body and gives certain 

powers and functions to these bodies.  

 The Council ƛǎ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨwǳƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ²ŀǘŜǊ ¦ǘƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 

and Inter-.ŀǎƛƴ 5ƛǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎΩ όƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ five MRC Procedures). The Council 

agreed the Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and 

Agreement (PNPCA) in 2003.  

 The Joint Committee (JC) is empowered by Article 5 of the Agreement 

and the PNPCA to undertake the prior consultation process, and 

Technical Guidelines to support the PNPCA were agreed by the Joint 

Committee on 31 August 2005. 

 The Secretariat (MRCS) provides technical and administrative support to 

the prior consultation process, can take a pro-active role in assisting the 

Joint Committee in this regard.   

The MRC can only work within this framework. The Agreement also indicates that 

prior consultation is neither a veto right, nor a unilateral right to proceed without 

taking the other Member /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ concerns into account. Prior consultation and 

all the other Procedures are, therefore, not regulatory mechanisms, but rather 

establish a framework for cooperation and discussion.   

THE PNPCA AND THE PRIOR CONSULTATION PROCESS  

Prior consultation is based on Article 5 of the Agreement where the Member 

Countries agree to the reasonable and equitable use of the Mekong River System. 

However, prior consultation takes a broader perspective, considering all the 

objectives and principles agreed in Chapter 3 of the Agreement.  

Together these objectives and principles promote the fair and just development 

of the Mekong River System, while minimising the potential for transboundary 

harmful effects and impacts on the ecological balance of the System.  

The Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA) 

specify three processes: i) Notification, ii) Prior Consultation and iii) specific 

Agreement.  

Notification is applied to water uses on the tributaries of the Mekong System, 

ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ΨǿŜǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩ ǳǎŜ on the mainstream.  Prior consultation is required for 

ǿŀǘŜǊ ǳǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŘǊȅ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊ-basin diversions 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŜǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩΦ Specific Agreement is required for inter-basin diversions in 

the dry season. 

 

The MRC is not empowered to instruct the Member Countries to take any 

action . It is , in practice , primarily an advisory body . 

The MRC Member 
Countries established 
the Commission and 
its structures and 
gave certain powers 
and functions to 
these bodies. The 
MRC can only 
function within these 
given mandates. 
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These increasing levels of interaction 

reflect a balance between the likelihood 

of adverse transboundary impacts, and 

the principle of sovereign decision 

making.  

They are also, to some extent, a 

hangover from a time when the primary 

concern of the Member States was 

sharing water. The idea being that in the 

wet season there was so much water 

available there was less concern about the sharing of water, and that provided 

flows on the mainstream were maintained within agreed limits, tributary uses 

would have limited transboundary impacts.  

However, the impacts of development of the basin on sediment transport, 

fisheries and ecological processes are also central to the reasonable use of the 

Mekong River System. We now know that 

significant impacts to fisheries and sediment 

transport can also occur due to tributary 

developments while the large storage 

hydropower reservoirs in China and on the 

tributaries disrupt flow regimes affecting the 

timing and volume of the reverse flow into the 

Tonle Sap Great Lake and other wetland systems. 

This in turn affects the fisheries. The 2018 State of 

the Basin Report has also highlighted other 

impacts on the ecological balance of the system including, inter alia, overfishing, 

pollution, sand mining and large numbers of irrigation diversion weirs.  

Growing concerns over the cumulative impacts of the rapid development in the 

Basin is prompting a shift towards a more proactive role for the MRC. This will see 

the MRCs regular monitoring of the river system forming the basis for 

recommendations for management measures that will address the impacts of 

droughts, floods and improved sediment transport.  

SOME THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND 

It is important to keep the following in mind:  

 The assessment of whether any proposed use is reasonable and 
equitable is beyond the scope of the technical review process.  

 The Member Countries have committed to making every effort 
to avoid, minimise and mitigate possible harmful effects on the 
Mekong River System. The review process aims to identify design 
and operational measures that do this. 

 The Joint Committee will agree a άStatementέ at the conclusion 
of the prior consultation process that will urge the notifying 
country to make every effort to implement measures that 
eliminate or reduce the risk of transboundary harm.  

The Prior Consultation process 
is governed by the 1995 
Mekong Agreement, and 
underpinned by all the MRC 
Procedures. It aims to promote 
the just and fair use of the 
benefits that derive from the 
Mekong River System. 

  The Prior Consultation 
process aims to reach 
consensus on a Statement 
calling on the notifying 
country to make every effort 
to implement identified 
measures that further avoid, 
minimize and mitigate 
potential transboundary 
impacts.  
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 These measures can refer to either the Final Design, Construction or 
Operational phases. 

 The measures need to be technically and financially viable. They would 
otherwise amount to a de facto veto of the development. 

 The notified use is just one of a series of planned developments. It is 
important to consider the cumulative impacts of all the notified and 
planned projects.  

The main purpose of the technical review is, therefore, to highlight what 

additional and viable efforts could be made to avoid, minimise and mitigate any 

harmful effects.  

IMPROVEMENTS TO THE PRIOR CONSULTATION PROCESS 

The MRC strives to continually improve the prior consultation process. In the 

previous processes the concept of άStatementέ and άWƻƛƴǘ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴέ or post 

prior consultation process were introduced to promote ongoing engagements 

throughout the design, construction operations phases of the HPP. In the 

Sanakham process greater effort has gone into delivering a more comprehensive 

first draft of the TRR, allowing more time discussion and agreement of measures 

to include in the ά{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘέ.   

  
 

The Lower Mekong Basin, showing 

the major fish migration routes, the 

major Mekong mainstream and 

tributary spawning areas, and the 

northern Lao cascade of HPPs. 
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THE PRIOR CONSULTATION PROCESS TIMELINE 

Due to the challenges of restricted mobility because of the COVID pandemic, the 

MRC has agreed that the prior consultation process for Sanakham would be 

implemented with a flexible timeline and with a step-wise approach in which each 

meeting of the Joint Committee Working Group will determine dates to carry out 

subsequent key activities. This is to allow meaningful participation from all 

stakeholders during the review process.  

This process can be extended by agreement in the Joint Committee. Following 

international practice, this would typically only be considered if the MRCS 

experiences special difficulty in undertaking the technical review, or if critical new 

information comes available late in the initial process.  

Under guidance from the JC Working Group (JCWG) on the PNPCA, the MRC 

Secretariat has appointed several expert groups, made up of national and 

international experts, to provide independent specialist evaluations of the 

documentation submitted.  

IMPORTANT MILESTONES FOR STAKEHOLDERS 

 This Summary of the Technical Review Report is based on the first draft 

dated 21 September 2020. 

 The 1st round of national stakeholder consultations takes place in October-

December 2020, and the 2nd round will be in January-February 2021, after the 

2nd draft TRR has been completed. A 3rd round is planned for March 2021. 

 The 1st regional stakeholder consultation is scheduled for 24 November 2020 

and the 2nd one in March-April 2021.   

NOTIFICATION AT THE FEASIBILITY STAGE 

Large infrastructure projects go through several phases. This allows the developer 

to incrementally assess the viability of the proposed project before committing 

additional resources and allows them to identify specific design requirements 

before finalising the design. ¢ƘŜ aw/Ωǎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ DǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǎǳōƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ 

prior consultation at the feasibility stage. At this point the development of the 

project is ongoing, and some changes may already be planned by the developer.  

THE SNHPP PRIOR CONSULTATION PROCESS 

More frequent and 
transparent 
engagement with 
stakeholders is key 
to improving the 
outcomes of the 
prior consultation 
process.  
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There are both advantages and disadvantages to this. It means that the prior 

consultation process can influence the final design and operation of the SNHPP. 

The Lao PDR and the developer can also make an earlier decision on the financial 

viability of the project based on the inputs from the MRC. However, notification at 

the feasibility stage may mean that there is insufficient information available to 

undertake a comprehensive technical review, and an unnecessarily negative 

impression of the proposed project may arise.   

THE POST-PRIOR CONSULTATION PROCESS 

To address some of these shortcomings a post prior consultation phase is 

planned. This aims at continual engagements between the Lao PDR, the developer 

and the MRC and notified Member Countries during the final design, construction 

and operational phases. The intention is to refine the measures to avoid, minimise 

and mitigate any harmful effects by considering their engineering and financial 

viability.  

Ultimately, it is hoped, that a set of operational measures, for example regular 

sediment flushing operations, can be agreed which will become part of the 

Procedures for Water Use Monitoring (PWUM) and their 

implementation will be reported on at the regular MRC JC meetings.  

This is critical in the light of the conjunctive operations 

of all the mainstream HPPs in the cascade. This 

together with the Joint Environmental Monitoring 

(JEM) programme may place the MRC in a better 

position to recommend adaptive management 

operations.  
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LOCATION 

The Sanakham hydropower project is the most downstream of the cascade of 5 

HPPs and is only some 1.5 - 2 km from the Lao PDR ς Thailand border.  This is 

important for the potential for transboundary impacts.   

It is situated about 155 km upstream of Vientiane and 1,737 km from the sea. It 

lies some 20 km upstream of Chiang Khan, a large population centre in Thailand. 

Both the Lao PDR and Thai sides of the river are well populated for some 50 km 

downstream.  

 The project developer is the Datang (Lao) Sanakham Hydropower Company 

Limited. The construction was originally planned to commence in 2020. The 

power station was expected to start operations in 2028, but that will be delayed 

given that construction has not yet started. 

The power plant will have an installed capacity of 684 MW, with 12 turbines 

(generators), each producing 57 MW.  The project is 

mainly intended for power generation for export and 

local consumption.  

MAIN ENGINEERING STRUCTURES 

PROPOSED DAM SITES 

The developer considered several dam sites. The first was at 

Km 1772, but after an optimisation study done by the Lao 

PDR, it was moved about 35 km 

downstream. A site, about 3.1 km 

upstream of the present site, was 

considered but abandoned. Finally, 

an alignment some 280 m upstream 

of the current site was considered 

but found to be less suitable. The 

position and alignment of the 

SNHPP was therefore refined based 

on the hydropower potential of the 

full northern Lao cascade, and local 

impacts on villages that would be 

inundated.    

A RUN-OF-RIVER PROJECT? 

There is some uncertainty around whether the SNHPP will be operated as a run-

of-river project. This is important to clarify as it will have a significant influence on 

the impacts in the Mekong immediately downstream of the project.  

THE MAIN FEATURES OF THE SNHPP  

The SNHPP is only 
about 1,500 meters 
upstream of the 
point where the 
Mekong forms the 
border between 
Laos and Thailand  
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OPERATING RULES 

The normal pool level of the SNHPP will be between 220 ς 219 masl. When the 

reservoir inflow is greater than the capacity of the turbines (5,801 m3/s), the 

sluices will be progressively opened to release the surplus water, this occur for 

about 23% of the time, probably on an annual basis.  

At inflows less than 11,000 m3/s, the 5 flood sluices on the right bank will be 

opened first ς i.e. for Ғ 6% of the time. These are at a lower level better suited for 

sediment flushing. The left bank sluices will be brought into operation as needed, 

starting at 15,400 m3/s ς i.e. Ғ 1% of the time and probably not every year.  

At inflows over 17,800 m3/s (i.e. a 3-year flood or < 1% of the time) all 10 sluices 

will be opened, and the pool level lowered. This will start when the flood is 

detected upstream to make room for the expected high inflow, and water levels.  

When the water head is below 4 m, all turbine units shall be shut down, and all 

gates will be opened for flood releases and sand flushing. Reservoir drawdown 

with all the sluice gates full opened will therefore occur for only 1% of the time in 

the long term. However, the operator will undertake sediment flushing operations 

for 5 to 7 days every year in early September. These rules should be re-examined 

as part of the joint cascade operating rules to enhance sediment flushing. 

Ship lock operations will be suspended when the inflow is greater than the 3-year 

flood peak discharge of 17,800 m3/s, which will occur for less than 1% of the time. 
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BACKGROUND 

THE REVIEW PROCESS 

The technical review has been undertaken by seven expert teams covering 

hydrology and hydraulics, sediment transport, water quality and aquatic ecology, 

fish passage and fisheries, dam safety, navigation and socio-economic issues. 

These teams as part of the MRCS work under the guidance of a Joint Committee 

Working Group for the PNPCA, who in turn report to the Joint Committee. 

The review is based on the documents submitted by the Lao National Mekong 

Committee (LNMC).  

THE RATIONALE BEHIND THE REVIEW 

The technical review process assesses the 

documentation provided against good 

practice in Environmental and 

Social Impact Assessments and 

Cumulative Impact Assessments. 

This means the developer should 

establish a comprehensive 

άōŜŦƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘέ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ŀƎŀinst 

which changes because of 

the project can be 

measured.  

They should identify the potential1 changes that may arise, and then establish 

well-funded comprehensive monitoring programmes to track any changes during 

the construction and operations phases. These should be designed to detect 

impacts in a timely way to support allow adaptive management.  

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŎŎǳǊ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊΩǎ 

advantage to identify the cumulative impacts of current and future projects. 

However, in transboundary systems underpinned by cooperation agreements, 

developers should also strive for joint operations that realise greater and shared 

benefits.  

The review therefore: 

 Supports the Lao PDR in their oversight of the implementation of the 

project.  

 Supports the developer with the design of the project, and 

 Provides the MRC Joint Committee with the information they need to agree 

on the ά{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘέΦ 

 
1 Potential means the impact does not have to be proven in the EIA, but just that it is a possibility. 
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