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NNoottee  ffoorr  tthhee  rreeaaddeerr  

This document is the Strategic Plan 2006-2010 of the Mekong River Commission (MRC). As the MRC is an
inter-governmental body, this Strategic Plan is first and foremost a product of the MRC’s four Member States.
However, as stakeholder participation is a foundation principle of the MRC and IWRM, an extensive consultation
process was carried out during the formulation of this Strategic Plan which included Member States, line
agencies, donors, NGOs, and civil society. This document reflects to the highest degree possible the feedback
received from our stakeholders during this process. The consultation process is outlined below with major
milestones highlighted.

May to December 2005:
- National consultations in the four countries (May-June)
- Informal Donor Meeting (June)
- Stakeholder Meeting (August)
- Regional consultation with the four Member States (August)
- 12th Meeting of the MRC Council

On  1  December  2005,  the  MRC  Council  approved  in  principle  the  MRC  Strategic  Plan  2006-22010.

December 2005 to July 2006:
- Tenth Meeting of the Donor Consultative Group (December)
- Informal Joint Committee Meeting of the Strategic Plan (May)
- Informal Donor Meeting (July)

On  5  July  2006,  donors  supported  the  revised  draft  of  the  MRC  Strategic  Plan  2006-22010.

July-August 2006
-
- Mekong Region Water Dialogue - Stakeholder Meeting (July)
- Twenty-fourth Meeting of the MRC Joint Committee (August)

On  30  August  2006  the  MRC  Joint  Committee  endorsed  the  final  revisions  of  the  MRC  Strategic  Plan  2006-
2010.

Printed in Vientiane, Lao PDR December 2006
This document is also available on the MRC website www.mrcmekong.org
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It is my pleasure to introduce the MRC’s Strategic Plan 2006-2010 to all our Mekong Partners.

As the Mekong River Commission moves into its second decade as a world renowned International River
Basin Organisation, it gives me great pleasure to share with you the MRC Strategic Plan 2006-2010. This
Strategic Plan builds upon the work and achievements from the MRC’s first decade and presents clear
roles, goals, objectives and organisational arrangements for moving toward our shared vision of an
economically prosperous, socially equitable, and environmentally sound Mekong River Basin. This
Strategic Plan sets forth the strategy for achieving a more comprehensive application of the 1995 Mekong
Cooperation Agreement through the promotion of our Mekong Programme for sustainable development
of water and related resources in the Mekong Basin. 

There are many challenges facing the Mekong Basin in the coming decades. The population is growing
rapidly and a large proportion of these people are still poor. As well as battling poverty they also have to
contend with the regular devastating effects of severe droughts and floods which every year claim lives,
property and cause substantial economic losses. In order to address these challenges, there will inevitably
be a high demand for developing the economic potential of the river for food, energy and transport.
Therefore, more investments in irrigation, navigation and hydropower are bound to occur. It is the role of
the MRC, as an International River Basin Organisation, to ensure that these investments will be well-
coordinated, sustainable, and of benefit to the poor. 

We have developed the new Strategic Plan 2006-2010 so that its key orientations include the adoption of
an Integrated Water Resources Management approach with emphasis on basin-wide development plans,
fuller integration and cooperation with the work of our regional development partners, closer cooperation
with our dialogue partners China and Myanmar, and an effective utilisation of MRC’s knowledge base
and expertise to turn the previous years of work and achievements into action. The comprehensive
approach outlined here will require a deeper commitment of resources and effort, and it will require
better coordination and cooperation with other regional initiatives and partners. 

While this Strategic Plan is ambitious, so are the MRC Member States’ plans for sustainable development.
The central aim for the next strategic period is that our joint and well-coordinated efforts will result in real,
on-the-ground impacts that positively affect the lives and livelihoods of the basin’s people.

Perhaps, the most important development in this Strategic Plan is reflected in its poverty alleviation focus.
This Strategic Plan was formulated to support development goals as articulated in such declarations as
the UN’s Millennium Development Goals, the Ministerial Declaration on Managing Water Resources in
Southeast Asia, as well as goals discovered during the extensive consultation process undertaken for this
Plan. The impact-oriented approach outlined in this Strategy, along with its emphasis on utilising the
Mekong culture of cooperation, lends common guidance to lead us successfully on the path toward
Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin for the benefit of its people. 

H.E. Mr Yongyut Tiyapairat
Chairman of the MRC Council for 2005/2006
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VVIISSIIOONN  ffoorr  tthhee  MMeekkoonngg  RRiivveerr  BBaassiinn  
An  economically  prosperous,  socially  just  and  environmentally  sound  Mekong  River  Basin

VVIISSIIOONN  ffoorr  tthhee  MMeekkoonngg  RRiivveerr  CCoommmmiissssiioonn
A  world  class,  financially  secure,  International  River  Basin  Organisation  serving  the  Mekong
countries  to  achieve  the  basin  Vision

MMIISSSSIIOONN  ooff  tthhee  MMeekkoonngg  RRiivveerr  CCoommmmiissssiioonn  
To  promote  and  coordinate  sustainable  management  and  development  of  water  and  related
resources  for  the  countries’  mutual  benefit  and  the  people’s  well-bbeing.  

Visions  and  Mission



Introduction  

iii

Executive summary

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) is an international river basin
organisation built on a foundation of nearly 50 years of knowledge and
experience in the region. On the 5th of April 1995, Cambodia, the Lao PDR,
Thailand and Viet Nam, signed the “Agreement on the Cooperation for the
Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin”

The 1995 Mekong Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable
Development of the Mekong River Basin outlines the legal mandate for the
MRC. The 1995 Mekong Agreement is an intergovernmental treaty, which
relies on the cooperation and compliance of the signatory countries for
implementation. The first three articles of the Agreement define the scope of
the core mandate for the MRC.

With the 1995 Mekong Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable
Development of the Mekong River Basin, the Mekong River Commission
(MRC) was created as an inter-governmental body to serve the Mekong
countries in realising their desires for economic prosperity, environmental
soundness and social equity. Subsequently, the MRC adopted a Strategic
Planning approach to implement the 1995 Mekong Agreement. The
formulation and implementation of cyclical strategic plans is now fully
engrained as part of the organisation’s identity. Following a review of the
previous Strategic Plan 2001-2005, three broad issues were identified as
central to the development of the Strategic Plan 2006-2010:

� Tangible results focused on poverty reduction through sustainable
development

� Creating ownership and value-added with a broadened interpretation
to include better integration of MRC and national development plans

� Adopting an integrated water resource management approach which is
necessary for the MRC to jointly promote development and conservation
to ensure sustainable cooperation for the utilization of the Mekong’s
common resources.

MMeekkoonngg  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ccoonntteexxtt
The most pressing priority for all the Member States is to achieve higher levels
of economic and social development. The proper use and development of
water and related resources will be a key driver in this regard. This will require
a strong partnership of the basin’s stakeholders which can effectively link
development and natural resource conservation. The Member States’ goals
for sustainable economic growth and development are inextricably linked with
poverty alleviation and environmental protection. 

Due to potential basin-wide and transboundary impacts, as well as potential 
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impacts on the lives of the basin’s people, the MRC has roles to play in
irrigation and agricultural water management, hydropower, navigation, flood
management and mitigation, drought management, fisheries, tourism and
environmental management. However, the scope and depth of actual
involvement by the MRC in these areas varies greatly due to the scale of
typical projects and ongoing activities of other organisations.

The ministerial Council of the MRC at its Twelfth Meeting in November 2005
provided its views on the direction of the MRC. Two points of particular
importance were expressed. Firstly, the Council expressed agreement in seeing
the MRC move toward a more comprehensive implementation of the 1995
Mekong Agreement. The second important point was the recognition that the
work of the MRC is complementary and avoids duplication with other
development partners. 

TThhee  rroollee  ooff  tthhee  MMRRCC  
The role of the MRC in serving the joint interests of its Member States is to
promote sustainable development in the Mekong River Basin. The primary
value-added of MRC as an International River Basin Organisation is to focus
on the joint and basin-wide issues, including development scenarios,
identification of important joint and basin-wide projects and programmes, and
the analysis of implications (economic, social and environmental) of ongoing
and proposed developments in the basin including the cumulative impacts of
national developments. In this role, the MRC will work to find long-term
solutions to common problems in the region. 

The mission of the MRC will be achieved through an Integrated Water
Resources Management (IWRM) approach within the framework of the 1995
Agreement which combines the value-added capabilities of the MRC, namely,
knowledge management and capacity development, a framework for regional
cooperation, and environmental monitoring and protection. These
capabilities, developed over the past 10 years, support the promotion of
sustainable development in the Mekong River Basin.

With its unique legal mandate, knowledge base and expertise in the areas of
water and related resources management together with its effective regional
cooperation framework in these areas, MRC is particularly well-placed to
provide guidance and support to sustainable development. In particular, the
MRC will focus its efforts on:

Basin-wide projects and programmes, initially including the four riparian states
of the LMB, later, hopefully, also the two upper riparian countries China and
Myanmar.

Transboundary projects, or suites of complementary projects, between
two or three riparian states.

National projects, or land and water policies, with significant or
cumulative basin-wide implications. 

The  role  of  the
MRC  in  serving
the  joint  interests
of  its  Member
States  is  to
promote
sustainable
development  in
the  Mekong
River  Basin.
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Given this emphasis, the MRC will avoid dispersing its efforts over a large
number of small projects that have no significant impacts.

Through the BDP, the MRC has an important role in registering all
developments in the basin. This will enable: i) the comprehensive
development and analysis of scenarios; and ii) the analysis of implications of
projects, including the cumulative effects of national developments. The MRC
will also play a role in the screening of suites of smaller projects in a broader
basin context, hence assisting in identifying and prioritising projects to be
further developed by national agencies and their donors. 

The role of the MRC in promoting sustainable development will remain limited
to the functions for which it has value-added and capacity as compared with
other key development partners in the region. However, there are clear roles
for the MRC which can enhance project quality with an emphasis on joint and
basin-wide projects. 

GGooaallss  aanndd  oobbjjeeccttiivveess
Future MRC work will consider water resources development activities which
enhance achievement of the MDGs. MRC will also aim at adopting an IWRM
approach, which is defined as “a process which promotes the co-ordinated
development and management of water, land and related resources, in order
to maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable manner
without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.”
(GWP TAC Paper 4)

In 2005, the MRC has defined IWRM Strategic Directions as the conceptual
basis for supporting the joint development and management of water and
related resources in the Lower Mekong Basin. The IWRM Strategic Directions
set out long-term perspectives for the management of the basin and provide a
framework for the development of the Strategic Plan 2006-2010. They
respond to the main challenges and opportunities identified at the basin level,
and are defined in order to inform actors on principles and key priority areas
for IWRM in the Lower Mekong Basin.

This Strategic Plan sets forth an overarching Strategic Goal and four specific
Strategic Goals, which build on strengths of the MRC over the coming five
years in an appropriate and meaningful manner (see figure 1). They imply
both strong commitment on the part of member states, donors and
stakeholders and the mobilization of sufficient funds in support of the MRC’s
work programme and activities. 

IImmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  ssttrraatteeggyy
The guiding principle of the MRC Strategic Plan 2006-2010 is that the MRC’s
role is within the MRC’s mandate, complement the comparative advantages
of others, avoid duplication of efforts and reflect the expressed interest of the
Member States. 

The  MRC  aims
to  support

Member  States
for  more

effective  use  of
the  Mekong's

water  and
related

resources  to
alleviate  poverty
while  protecting

the  environment.



To effectively carry out its roles, it will be crucial that the MRC forges effective
links with other regional economic cooperation initiatives including ASEAN,
the ADB’s GMS Economic Cooperation Programme and the emerging World
Bank/ADB Mekong Water Resources Assistance Programme (MWRAP). Efforts
will be made to minimize overlap based on a mutual assessment of each
partners’ comparative advantages. Links will be built on the principles of
cooperation and coordination and be guided by the need for the MRC to
maintain its independent status as an impartial International River Basin
Organisation. 

The integrated programme structure of the MRC will comprise the following:
Flood Management and Mitigation; Drought Management; Agriculture,
Irrigation and Forestry; Navigation; Hydropower; Fisheries; and Tourism. This
cohesive set of programmes will be cross-cut by four programmes in
Environment Management, Information and Knowledge Management,
Integrated Capacity Building and Water Utilization (see figure 2). A previous
distinction of programmes into core, sector and support programmes will be
discontinued.

Within this structure, the basin planning function through the Basin
Development Plan (BDP) will take on a pivotal role in a highly integrated and
coordinated manner. This planning function will use acquired knowledge from
the MRC Programmes to build an overall perspective of what the development
needs and knowledge gaps are, and that will eventually set the agenda of the
MRC Programmes. The BDP will further ensure that project programming is
done in harmony with the IWRM Strategic Directions.

vi
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To  support  Member  States  for
More  effective  use  of  the  Mekong's  water  and  related  resources  to  alleviate  poverty  while

protecting  the  environment

Figure  1:  MRC  Strategic  goals  2006-2010  
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The Integrated Basin Flow Management (IBFM) process is another important
and effective vehicle for implementing IWRM in MRC. IBFM is a set of multi-
disciplinary activities providing information and knowledge to decision makers
on economic benefits and environmental and social impacts of development
as related to changes in the flow regime. 

Programmes implemented by the MRC will provide support to a regional
cooperation programme for sustainable development of water and related
resources in the Mekong River Basin jointly implemented by the Mekong
Countries in cooperation with donors and development banks, referred to as
the Mekong Programme. 

The goals of the MRC Strategic Plan 2006 - 2010 specify a
continuation of MRC’s important role in all areas of river basin
management. The approach of the Strategic Plan 2006 - 2010 orients
MRC funding towards two main purposes:

1. Support for sustainable development of water and related resources in
the Mekong River Basin. 

2. Support to strengthening the MRC as an International River Basin
Organization. 

The MRC will work with donors to develop new and appropriate budget aid
mechanisms in order to move further from project aid to programme aid.



Donors will thus be encouraged to provide budget aid to the overall MRC
programme.
Country ownership and committment is evident in the Member States' annually
increasing contribution to the MRC (see Figure 3).

The present general organizational structure of the Secretariat will be
continued. There will be four Divisions reporting to the CEO, each headed
and managed by a senior riparian officer (one from each country). These four
Directors, together with the CEO, form the “Executive” or senior management
team of the MRCS.

The MRC will be guided by several management principles and approaches
during the 2006-2010 strategic period. These are:

� Programme coordination, through a stronger integration of the various
MRC programmes following an IWRM approach;

� Sustainability, ownership and riparianisation, through a regular
increase in member country contributions and a strengthened profile in the
management and guidance of the MRC;

� Building capacity of MRC staff, through the development of a Human
Resources Strategy and policies;

Country
ownership  and
committment  is
evident  in  the
Member  States’
annually
increasing
contribution  to
the  MRC.
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Figure  3:  Membership  contributions  to  the  MRC  budget



ix

MRC  STRATEGIC  PLAN  2006-22010:    EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY

� Stakeholder participation, through close communication and
collaboration with civil society, NGOs and emerging River Basin
Organisations; 

� Transparency and openness, through pro-active efforts in
communication with the MRC’s stakeholders;

� Integrating gender perspectives in MRC’s actions, through the
development and dissemination of comprehensive gender guidelines and
policies.

By the year 2010 the MRC aims to have made major progress towards:  

� Being acknowledged as a leading International River Basin
Organisation operating by the best practice principles of sustainable
development and management of the basin’s resources and in
organizational processes and practices.

� Being accepted as a ‘centre of excellence’ for information and
knowledge backed by excellent analytical and management systems
pertaining to the water-related and environmental resources of the basin.

� Compiling a list of feasible and justifiable development projects that
reflect the social and environmental aspirations of the riparian countries,
and grouping priority projects into a basin-wide Mekong Programme.

Building awareness and understanding throughout the basin of the MRC as a
world-class International River Basin Organisation that contributes to poverty
alleviation and sustainable development.

The MRC Strategic Plan 2006-2010 will provide the basis for enhancing the
MRC’s support to the sustainable development of water related resources in
the Mekong Basin and thus be a major step forward in contributing to poverty
reduction in its riparian countries.

The  basin
planning

function  is
central  to  the
MRC’s  work.
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It has long been recognized that development of the Mekong River’s water
and related resources is an essential element of broad-based regional socio-
economic growth. However, development of the Mekong’s water and related
resources lags far behind its potential. Despite impressive economic growth
over the past decade within the countries, much of the Mekong Basin still
remains among the world’s poorest areas, where many parts of the basin
have poverty rates ranging up to 40 percent of the population. 

Wise, environmentally sound and carefully targeted investments in the water
sector hold the potential to have significant pro-poor impacts; having a direct
role in raising the level of food security and real incomes of the rural poor.
Well-coordinated investments are still needed not only for infrastructures but
also for the development of human and institutional capacities. The pro-poor
impacts from developing water resources are not automatic, however, and
must be part of broader regional and national pro-poor socio-economic
growth and development agendas. 

Because of the strong interdependency of different users and countries within
the river basin, the role of the Mekong River Commission (MRC) as a
promoter and coordinator of sustainable development of the Mekong’s water
and related resources is extremely important. The MRC has been created as
an inter-governmental body to serve the Mekong countries in realising their
desires for economic prosperity, environmental soundness and social equity. It
is in the interest of the Member States that the organisation maintains its
fundamental functions and its ability to make impartial, basin-wide
recommendations concerning sustainable development options and scenarios. 

The purpose of Strategic Planning is to implement the 1995 Mekong
Agreement. The formulation and implementation of cyclical strategic plans is
now fully engrained as part of the organisation’s identity and a guarantor for
sustained interest of the Member States and all stakeholders. This Plan
constitutes a succession of the previous plans and builds upon the
accomplishments since the 1995 Mekong Agreement was signed.

This Strategic Plan gives significant attention to improved organizational
strategies in order to make the MRC a more mature, effective and efficient
knowledge-based River Basin Organization, based on assessed needs, future
challenges and with adequate reference to the organisation’s weakness and
strengths.

HHiissttoorryy  ooff  ccooooppeerraattiioonn  aanndd  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  
The history of the cooperation and development planning of the Mekong
riparian states dates back to 1957. Under the auspices of the United Nations,
the Committee for the Coordination of Investigations of the Lower Mekong

1
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Basin or Mekong Committee was established. The Mekong Committee
comprised the four lower Mekong Basin riparian countries: Cambodia, Lao
PDR, South Viet Nam and Thailand. At that time, the Mekong Committee was
given a coordinating role for the management of resources in the Basin. It
also served as a mechanism for channelling development assistance. 
Between 1975 and 1995, the Mekong Committee was able to survive serious
geo-political challenges in the region, although development progress was
quite limited. With the onset of peace and stability, the four countries were
again able to move positively toward cooperative and sustainable
development of the Basin. 

The commitment to cooperative development was formalized with the signing
of the Agreement on The Cooperation for The Sustainable Development of
The Mekong River Basin on April 5, 1995 by Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand
and Viet Nam. With this agreement, the Mekong River Commission (MRC)
was established. The MRC Member States agreed to cooperate in all fields of
sustainable development, utilisation, management and conservation of the
water and related resources of the Mekong River Basin, such as navigation,
flood mitigation, fisheries, agriculture, hydropower and environmental
protection. 

Since the signing of the Agreement, the MRC, with China and Myanmar as
active Dialogue Partners, has been able to contribute to the sustainable
development of the basin. 

LLeeggaall  mmaannddaattee  ooff  tthhee  MMRRCC
The 1995 Mekong Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable
Development of the Mekong River Basin outlines the legal mandate for the
MRC. According to the Agreement, the Mekong River Commission was
created as the institutional framework for regional cooperation for sustainable
development of the basin. The 1995 Mekong Agreement is an
intergovernmental treaty, which relies on the cooperation and compliance of
the signatory countries for implementation. The importance of regional
cooperation for the successful implementation of the 1995 Mekong 

Agreement should not be underestimated. This process is supported through a
regional cooperation programme for the sustainable development of water
and related resources in the Mekong River Basin, called the Mekong
Programme, under the guidance of a regional cooperative governance
structure.

The first three articles of the Agreement define the scope of the core mandate
for the MRC.

Article  1  of  the  1995  Mekong  Agreement  defines  the  areas  of  cooperation:
The Member States agree to “cooperate in all fields of sustainable
development, utilisation, management and conservation of the water and
related resources of the Mekong River Basin including, but not limited to
irrigation, hydro-power, navigation, flood control, fisheries, timber floating,



recreation and tourism, in a manner to optimise the multiple use and mutual
benefits of all riparians and to minimise the harmful effects that might result
from natural occurrences and man-made activities.”

Article  2  relates  to  projects,  programmes  and  planning:
The Member States agree to “promote, support, cooperate and coordinate in
the development of the full potential of sustainable benefits to all riparian
States and the prevention of wasteful use of Mekong River Basin waters, with
emphasis and preference on joint and/or basin-wide development projects
and basin programmes through the formulation of a basin development plan,
that would be used to identify, categorise and prioritise the projects and
programmes to seek assistance for and to implement at the basin level.”

Article  3  relates  to  the  protection  of  the  environment  and  the  ecological
balance:
The Member States agree to “protect the environment, natural resources,
aquatic life and conditions, and ecological balance of the Mekong River
Basin from pollution or other harmful effects resulting from any development
plans and uses of water and related resources in the Basin.”

The 1995 Mekong Agreement also establishes the governing structure of the
MRC, consisting of the Council and the Joint Committee, and the MRC
Secretariat as the technical and administrative arm of the MRC. The
Secretariat carries out decisions and tasks assigned by the Council and the
Joint Committee, including to “formulate the annual work programme, and
prepare all the plans, project and programme documents, studies and
assessments as may be required” and “assist the Joint Committee in the
implementation and management of projects and programmes as requested”
(Article 30). Acting as focal points for the Commission in each of the Member
States are the National Mekong Committees (NMCs).

It is important to understand that this mandate presents the scope of rather
than the target for areas of action. There are many actors and many sectors
involved in the overall development process in the Mekong Basin. In order to
make efficient use of the available resources and avoid duplication of efforts,
not all areas should have the same priority.

TThhee  SSttrraatteeggiicc  PPllaann  22000011-22000055
Prior to 2000, the MRC Secretariat’s direction was organized around sector
programmes and projects, which resulted in on-the-ground works, although
with a somewhat fragmented work programme. With the Strategic Plan 2001-
2005, there was a shift of focus toward a basin-wide and more holistic
programme approach based on thematic areas.

The Strategic Plan 2001-2005 identified important strategic characteristics for
the MRC Programmes including a basin-wide perspective and high priority
and support to knowledge generation. The MRC’s main entry point for
interventions moved from the project to the policy and strategic levels. It also
recommended that the MRC focus on its role as an International River Basin
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Organisation. The significant strategic change from project to programmes
was supported by the donor community reflecting their changed perspective
on the development of the basin. In order to follow the MRC Strategic Plan
2001-2005, each National Mekong Committee also set up its own Strategic
Plan 2001-2005. 

Together with the numerous achievements in the core, sector and support
programmes, the MRC has developed a solid basis for the identification of
appropriate development projects and programmes for the Member States to
promote for funding and implementation. The further formulation of a joint
Basin Development Plan and its implementation through the Mekong
Programme will be a major accomplishment for the next five-year strategic
phase of the MRC. 

In reviewing the Strategic Plan 2001-2005, a series of meetings and
consultations with MRC stakeholders was held, in which the progress of its
implementation was reviewed.1 Key issues and challenges centred on concerns
that not all countries had the required capacities to implement the 1995
Mekong Agreement including funding, integration, capacity building, and
monitoring and evaluation. 

Following the review of the Strategic Plan 2001-2005, three broad issues
were noted as important by the Member States for the development of the
2006-2010 Strategic Plan:

1.  More  tangible  results  focusing  on  poverty  reduction  through
sustainable  development: This translates into more sustainable and
productive fisheries, more efficient and productive water use in irrigated
agriculture, sustainable watershed management, appropriate exploitation
of the hydropower potential, free and increased navigation, improved
protection against floods and healthy river systems in terms of vital
functions and water quality. The MRC will take the lead in developing
water and related resources within the overall basin development process
and make links with on-going regional initiatives and thereby exploit its
comparative advantage as an inter-governmental River Basin
Organization owned by the Mekong countries themselves.

2.  Strengthening  ownership  and  value-aadded: The concepts of ownership
and value-added are interdependent and will require a more coordinated
approach than has been used in the past.  Ownership has typically
referred to the financial contributions the four Member States make to the
MRC, while value-added refers to what the MRC can add to the existing
national planning processes. The perception of ownership and valued-
added must be broadened to include national cooperation with the MRC
and national utilization of the tools of the MRC for enhancing national
planning processes. Three important areas the MRC will need to address
are integration, benefits (real value-added) and accountability
mechanisms, and communication. Ownership can be enhanced by
providing more roles for riparian staff to manage the MRCS and by using
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2001-2005”.



the local expertise and local knowledge in the planning process.
Enhanced country ownership can also be reflected in having the MRC
Strategic Plan and Basin Development Plan linked to national
development plans.
3.  Adopting  an  integrated  water  resource  management  approach:
Integrated water resource management (IWRM) is a concept which is
widely accepted by water professionals in the Mekong Basin. A
meaningful integration within the context of the Mekong Basin requires a
good understanding of the diversity of functions of the natural resource
systems and the effects that planned interventions in one part of the basin
might have in another part.  These functions of the natural resource are
inseparably connected to the economic, social and environmental values
that the societies in different parts of the basin normally enjoy. Such
values, when taken into consideration, permit a first assessment of trade-
offs between benefits and costs associated with a particular development
intervention. It will be necessary for the MRC to jointly promote
development and conservation to ensure sustainable cooperation for the
utilization of these common resources. As IWRM is a complex planning
and management concept which will require the strengthening of various
management and institutional capacities, it is expected that it will take
many years to fully achieve IWRM within the Mekong River Basin’s context.
Moreover, certain institutional roles related to implementation of IWRM
will remain at the national level.

TThhee  SSttrraatteeggiicc  PPllaann  22000066-22001100
The MRC is an inter-governmental body that exists to serve the interests of the
Member States. As stakeholder participation is a key interest of the Member
States, an extensive consultative process was carried for the formulation of this
Strategic Plan 2006-2010. Following the lead of the Member States, all
aspects of the content and concepts contained within the Strategic Plan were
discussed with key MRC stakeholders including donors and NGOs. The
consultations were guided by the objective to increase ownership of the MRC
and the Strategic Plan by National Mekong Committees and line agencies.  
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SSeettttiinngg  tthhee  sscceennee
Tens of millions of people in the Mekong Basin rely on the water of the river
system to help provide food security and livelihoods. The increasing
population places ever greater stress on the current capacity of the river
system to meet these basic needs of the people. The pursuit of socio-
economic development opportunities can increase the size of benefits
available and, when done with pro-poor considerations, can increase the
equity in access to these potential benefits. Moreover, planning based on
regional cooperation will yield better results than uncoordinated and
fragmented planning. 

Developing the economic potential of the Mekong system in a sustainable
way – for domestic use, for fisheries, for hydropower, for navigation, for
irrigation and drought management – can play a key role in poverty
alleviation and livelihood improvement. Given the high reliance people have
on the river’s natural system, such development must be undertaken with
equal consideration to conserve the environment. The challenge is to ensure
that all the partners in development and conservation work together in close
cooperation and harmony, in respect of existing strengths and mandates, in
order to accelerate the achievement of the common vision of an economically
prosperous, socially just and environmentally sound Mekong River Basin.

DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  CChhaalllleennggeess
A description of the socio-economic situation and development needs in the
Lower Mekong Basin is presented in Annex 2. The MRC will, in particular,
focus on improvement of people’s livelihoods and meet the following strategic
challenges by achieving:

� Increased food security through more efficient land and water
development and irrigation;

� Appropriate development of the basin’s hydropower potential to help
meet the increasing need for energy;

� Maintenance of productive fisheries and enhanced aquaculture of
indigenous species for increased food security and economic output;

� More active and efficient river transportation through increased
freedom of navigation to increase social development, international trade
and tourism opportunities; 

� Avoidance, minimization and mitigation of people’s suffering and 
economic losses due to floods and droughts;

� Protection of the environment, natural resources, aquatic life and
ecological balance of the basin from pollution or other harmful effects
from development.

These priority challenges will be addressed through the active cooperation
between all Mekong countries.

Developing  the
economic
potential  of  the
Mekong  system  in
a  sustainable  way
–  for  domestic
use,  for  fisheries,
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drought
management  –
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role  in  poverty
alleviation.
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Addressing  critical  development  challenges  in  the  Mekong
River  Basin
The MRC was created to address critical development challenges in the
Mekong River Basin. Therefore, any discussion of the role of the MRC must
first address the context of the general development process in the Mekong
River Basin. In the broadest terms and consistent with the 1995 Mekong
Agreement, sustainable socio-economic growth and development are the
ultimate goals of the Member States for the basin. These goals are inextricably
linked with poverty alleviation and environmental protection.

These goals create a critical need to achieve an integrated and coordinated
process for sustainable development which also prevents or mitigates negative
impacts to any one sector or stakeholder. This implies that water resources
management must consider economic, social, and environmental needs and
become a part of national development strategies; a goal which is widely
promoted.2 Such an improved approach takes into account the following
characteristics: it is decentralised, participatory, small-scale, people-centred,
non-state biased3, and gender mainstreamed.

To become a more effective player in the basin’s overall development process,
the MRC adopted an IWRM approach at the Twelfth Council Meeting in
December 2005. This IWRM approach is aimed at achieving a balanced
approach to development based on contemporary development principles.
However, the MRC has also recognized that there is typically a gap in water
resources development between the ideal and the reality, or the hydropolicies
and hydropolitics.4 Those who aim at promoting these new development
ideals must also find a way to influence the more traditional approach to
development and investment. Therefore, the MRC must define its roles in a
manner that will allow it to meet the objectives of its mandate most effectively
and with full consideration of the realities of the development process.

MRC’s challenge over the next 10 years is to build on what has been
achieved and to provide strong leadership and guidance to decision makers
on options and strategies for sustainable development in the basin, focusing
on trans-boundary and large-scale development options.

MMeemmbbeerr  CCoouunnttrriieess’’  eexxppeeccttaattiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  MMRRCC
At the Twelfth Meeting of the MRC Council, 30 November – 1 December
2005, the MRC Council Chairman for 2004/2005 outlined his current views
on the direction of the MRC. That statement contained two points of particular
importance. The first was the Chairman’s expressed agreement in seeing the
MRC move toward a more comprehensive implementation of the 1995
Mekong Agreement. The second important point was the Chairman’s

The  mandate  and  expectations
for  the  role  of  the  MRC

2 Lincklaen-Arriens et. Al., (1996) Towards Effective Water Policy in Asian and Pacific Region -
Overview of Issues and Recommendations I, ADB, Manila.
3Ojendal, Joakim (2000) Sharing the Good - Modes of Managing Water Resources in the Lower
Mekong Basin, Gotenborg University, Gotenborg
4 Ibid. 
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recognition that work of the MRC is complementary to and avoids duplication
with other development partners. This view was further supported by
statements from the four MRC Member States Delegations.  This was further
identified as a priority by Member States in the SWOT analysis undertaken for
the MRC Strategic Plan for 2006 – 2010.  

In the most direct terms, the Member States want to see the benefits of the
work that MRC can deliver for the sustainable development and management
of the Basin’s water resources. The Member States have expressed a strong
desire that this output should have a real effect on the lives of the people
within the basin. Linking the work of the MRC with such tangible benefits will
require a well-coordinated effort on the part of all the basin’s development
partners.

MMRRCC’’ss  ccoommpplleemmeennttaarryy  rroollee  iinn  tthhee  bbaassiinn
ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  pprroocceessss
The MRC must be involved within the development process in order to ensure
sustainability as environmental and social monitoring go hand-in-hand with
sustainable development. Studies and research work, no matter how well
done, will have no impact if they are not used in development planning.
Sustainable development will require closer interaction of the MRC with
development partners, in particular the Member States, development banks,
and other regional initiatives. 

A guiding principle of the MRC Strategic Plan 2006-2010 is that the MRC’s
role, while within the MRC’s mandate, complements the comparative
advantages of others and avoids duplication of efforts and reflects the
expressed interest of the Member States. The focus of the MRC’s role will be
on basin-wide and transboundary programmes and projects. 

Focusing  the  role  of  MRC  as  a  knowledge-bbased
International  River  Basin  Organisation

Promoter  of  sustainable  and  coordinated  development

Article 2 of the 1995 Mekong Agreement states that the objective of MRC is
to “promote, support and coordinate in the development of the full potential
of sustainable benefits to all riparian States and the prevention of wasteful use
of Mekong River Basin waters, with emphasis and preference on  joint and/or
basin-wide development projects and basin programmes through the
formulation of a basin development plan that would be used to identify,
categorize and prioritise the projects and programmes to seek assistance for
and to implement at the basin level.” As stated in the 1995 Mekong
Agreement, fields for cooperation on sustainable development, utilization,
management and conservation of water and related resources of the Mekong
River Basin include but are not limited to irrigation, hydropower, navigation,
flood mitigation, fisheries and tourism. 
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The primary value-added of MRC as an international river basin organisation
is to focus on joint and basin-wide issues, including the analysis of long-term
development scenarios, the identification of important joint and basin-wide
projects and programmes, and the analysis of economic, social and
environmental implications of major ongoing and proposed developments in
the basin, including cumulative impacts of national developments. Under this
role, the MRC will focus on long-term solutions to common problems in the
basin, such as floods and droughts, as well as on integrated solutions for
sustainable development of the economic potential of the river for the direct
benefit of the people, especially the poor. 

This will be achieved through an IWRM approach within the framework of the
1995 Agreement which combines the four roles of the MRC, namely,
knowledge management and capacity development, a framework for regional
cooperation, and environmental monitoring and protection. These
capabilities, developed over the past 10 years, support the promotion of
sustainable development in the Mekong River Basin, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Over the past 10 years, the MRC has developed an array of water resource
management assets, including technical skills, data and knowledge, a
regional perspective for problem analysis, a structured forum for regional
negotiations, and a network of NMCs and line agencies related to basin
development planning. It is now time to put these assets to work for the
benefit of the region. Through the 1995 Mekong Agreement, the MRC has
been given a mandate to take a leadership role in transboundary and basin-
wide water resources development and management.

The Member States have clearly expressed their eagerness to see the effective
link of MRC’s work with tangible on-the-ground output that benefits the lives
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Figure  1:  MRC  triangle  framework  for  the  promotion  of  sustainable
development  in  the  Mekong  River  Basin



of the Basin’s people. Equally clearly, the donor community has expressed its
desire that the MRC maintain its impartiality, avoid duplication of efforts and
continue to build on its existing comparative advantages in basin knowledge
and environmental and social monitoring and protection. These are
complementary perspectives supporting the direction of the MRC work. 

With rapid economic growth in the region, national development projects are
taking place. The MRC needs to engage actively and visibly in large national
projects with significant basin-wide implications. Engagement by the MRC in
identifying sustainable development options and early involvement of the MRC
by Member States and investors in preparing and implementing such major
projects will demonstrate leadership in the basin and help national
governments, development banks, and private sector investors by “clearing”
such major projects in an overall basin context. The value-added of the MRC
in this role is its knowledge base of the status of development in the basin and
the tools employed by the Basin Development Plan and the Water Utilization
Programme (Decision Support Framework models, Strategic Environmental
Impact Assessment, Social Impact Assessment etc.).

Together with its potential for participation of stakeholders, the MRC can
provide a high quality and trustworthy assessment of project impacts at an
early stage and hence, provide assurance to Member States and investors that
proposed developments are consistent with the agreed Vision for the Mekong
River Basin of developing an economically prosperous, socially just and
environmentally sound Mekong River Basin. 

As a promoter of sustainable development based on regional cooperation in
water related sectors, the MRC will make pro-active efforts to better
coordinate with development partners and countries. The MRC will continue
to focus on its core roles of providing a regional cooperation framework,
knowledge management and capacity development and environmental
management. Development support and promotion will be carried out in
close coordination with development agencies. 

The MRC, working through the respective NMCs, provides a forum and
mechanism for countries’ line agencies to coordinate their investment and
development plans. The MRC will promote and support coordinated
development plans within specific sectors as well as across all sectors. Strong
coordination capabilities are necessary for effective implementation of IWRM
principles in basin development.

The MRC will engage pro-actively and promote sustainable development in
the basin through use of its existing comparative advantages, such as its
knowledge base and assessment tools and its basin development planning
approach to broadly identify and screen basin-wide and transboundary
projects and formulate suites of potential projects for the countries and donors
to prepare and implement. 

In this manner, the MRC will link its role as an RBO with the overall
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development process to ensure that development in the basin achieves an
optimal balance between economics, environment and social equity. The
MRC will seek active co-operation with the planning processes in the riparian
countries at both national and sub-area levels. To support this, a strong
linkage with established and up-coming River Basin Organisations in the
countries must be ensured.

MMRRCC  vvaalluuee-aaddddeedd  iinn  tthhee  ssuussttaaiinnaabbllee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt
pprroocceessss
With its knowledge base and efficient regional cooperation framework, MRC
is best placed to ensure that developments and investments in the water-
related sectors in the basin are well-coordinated, based on an integrated
approach (IWRM), well planned and designed, oriented to poverty alleviation,
socially just, environmentally sound, and providing mutual benefits to the
Member States through a peaceful cooperation and dialogue process.

Knowledge  Management  and  Capacity  Development

During the first 10 years of MRC work, a strong knowledge base and capacity
has been built with the support of the international donor community. The
Member States expect that this capacity would not only be maintained and
strengthened, but that MRC would use this function to support cooperation
and decisions on sustainable development in the basin.

Although actions of the past 10 years have been concentrated on building
knowledge and capacity, it must be clearly understood that the MRC
achievements of the past 10 years are concrete outputs that serve the interests
of the Member States.  It is highly important that the region possesses the
ability to make development decisions based upon a sound understanding of
the basin built through rigorous scientific analysis. 

Building on its accumulated knowledge of the water and related resource
systems, the MRC will continue to further strengthen its role as a knowledge
centre. Central to this role is the employment of highly qualified staff, both
riparian and international, in the various programmes who will devote their
energy towards servicing the needs of the Member States. An important aspect
of this role will be developing mechanisms to ensure that accumulated
knowledge and expertise is maintained over the long-term. 

Providing  a  Regional  Cooperation  Framework

According to the 1995 Agreement, MRC is the official institutional framework
for cooperation “in all fields of sustainable development, utilisation,
management and conservation of the water and related resources of the
Basin (Article 1).” Under the 1995 Mekong Agreement, the countries
established a clear management framework, of which the key elements are:

� A basin-wide planning process (the BDP) by which the member states
can identify and promote projects and programmes to fulfil the aims of
the Agreement.
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� A policy framework of agreed goals and objectives for development.
This includes work on harmonization and the setting of standards in
various water sectors, such as flood monitoring and navigation.

� An institutional framework to act as a focal point for cooperation, and
to provide technical guidance and mediation; to establish procedures and
guidelines that facilitate interaction between the Member States, provide a
mutually agreed basis for utilizing the waters of the Mekong in a
reasonable and equitable manner; to ensure that sustainable limits are not
exceeded and to provide information to guide future development. 

Due to the fundamental role that the Mekong Basin’s water and related
resources play in socio-economic development, management of the river must
be linked to regional political and economic initiatives. A major value-added
of the MRC is in the coordination and promotion of partnerships with
development banks, development agencies, UN institutions, the private sector,
academic institutions and NGOs. With these regional initiatives, it will be
important that roles are clearly defined so that overlap is avoided in
accordance with each organization’s mandate. At all levels of operation, from
local to basin-wide, it is important for the MRC to be open and transparent
and continuously work with stakeholders. This can be achieved through a
number of means, such as multi-stakeholder consultations as well as through
partnering with civil society or NGOs on particular works.

Environmental  Management

MRC’s role in environmental monitoring and protection will continue to
ensure that the Mekong Basin’s water and related resource systems remain
ecologically balanced and protected from pollution and other harmful effects
resulting from any development plans and uses of the water and related
resources.

Fundamental to this role is the appreciation of the Mekong Basin’s hydro-
geographical, ecological and socio-economic diversity and its natural
resources which supply society with valuable goods and services. These goods
and services are interdependently linked to the river system and its ability to
alleviate poverty. The MRC has a tremendous comparative advantage in
accumulated knowledge regarding the hydrology and environment of the
Mekong River Basin.

Therefore the MRC’s work towards protecting the environment and ecological
balance needs to be based on knowledge and information generated through
an environmental monitoring and assessment system and increased
understanding of the ecosystem, including the interface between people and
aquatic ecosystems.

TThhee  rroollee  ooff  MMRRCC  iinn  pprroojjeeccttss
With its unique legal mandate, knowledge base and expertise in the areas of
water and related resources management together with its effective regional
cooperation framework in these areas, MRC is particularly well placed to
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provide guidance and support to sustainable investments and development. In
particular, the MRC will focus its efforts on:

� Joint projects and programmes, initially including the four riparian
states of the LMB, later hopefully also including the two upper riparian
countries China and Myanmar; 

� Transboundary projects, or suites of complementary  projects,
between two or three riparian states;

� National projects or suites of projects, or land and water policies, with
significant or cumulative basin-wide implications. 

Given this emphasis, the MRC must avoid dispersing its efforts over a large
number of small projects that have no significant or cumulative impacts. Upon
request from Member States, MRC may engage its resources in national
project and programme preparation for which the MRC has specific value-
added. A different approach would dilute MRC capacity to add-value and
address joint development and basin-wide issues.

However, through the BDP, MRC, does have an important role in registering
all developments in the basin. This will enable: i) a comprehensive
development and analysis of development scenarios; and ii) the analysis of
implications of projects, including the cumulative effects of national
developments. MRC also plays a role in the screening of suites of smaller
projects in a broader basin context, hence assisting in identifying and
prioritising projects to be further developed by national agencies and their
donors.

In defining the MRC’s role in promoting sustainable development, a clear
distinction is made between infrastructure development projects and non-
structural development projects. Infrastructure projects involve permanent
constructions which have a direct impact on the state of the resource. Non-
structural development projects focus on capacity building, social
development, strategic planning and information and knowledge
management. 

The role of the MRC in promoting sustainable development will remain limited
to the functions for which it has value-added and capacity as compared to
other key development partners in the region. However, there are clear roles
for the MRC which can enhance project quality with an emphasis on joint and
basin-wide projects.

The  MRC  roles  in  the  project  cycle  are  outlined  below:

Long-tterm  basin  development  planning  and  strategizing

The MRC will conduct problem analysis on water related issues, including
assessments of the cross-cutting issues. The MRC will work through the NMCs
to share knowledge with line agencies in assessing and formulating strategies

15

MRC  STRATEGIC  PLAN  2006-22010:    THE  ROLE  OF  THE  MRC

The  role  of  the
MRC  in
promoting
sustainable
development
will  remain
limited  to  the
functions  for
which  it  has
value-aadded
and  capacity  as
compared  to
other  key
development
partners  in  the
region.  



and development plans. This will aid country line agencies to mainstream
important dimensions of development, such as poverty alleviation and
environmental protection. The MRC can also, through analysis of
implemented projects, compile lessons learned and review on-going and
planned initiatives. These activities will promote the knowledge centre role of
the MRC to ensure more optimal outcomes from development planning.

The major source for project ideas will be NMCs, line agencies, regional
development initiatives and private sector investors. MRC Programmes will
also identify projects alone or working jointly with NMCs, other programmes
and through the Planning Division in response to results of problem analysis.

The MRC can develop a wide range of scenarios, extending the analysis from
analysing the initial hydrological implications to addressing the full economic,
social and environmental impact. Regarding economic assessment, the MRC
will further strengthen and adapt the tools already developed under the Basin
Development Plan phase 1 and the Water Utilization Programme to produce
better and more readily applicable information.

The basin-wide scenario work can be taken up pro-actively by the Secretariat
at its own initiative upon approval by the Joint Committee, or at the request of
the Council and/or the Joint Committee to address specific issues such as an
overall navigation plan for the basin, a LMB power grid or the like. In
developing the scenarios and their impacts, it is important that the MRC
follows good IWRM practices of facilitating stakeholder consultations including
civil society and NGOs in the basin. The analysis of basin-wide development
scenarios will help to illustrate the sensitivity of the basin in relation to water
resources development. This will be very valuable to assist joint decision-
making.

The MRC can have a role in supporting the identification of sustainable
investment opportunities. The MRC can use its knowledge-based planning
processes to screen investment opportunities with a basin-wide perspective.
These investment opportunities will be coordinated under a framework of
long-term basin planning.

Project  identification  and  promotion

The role of the MRC and the BDP in the project cycle is to ensure harmony
with the MRC’s IWRM Strategic Directions for the Lower Mekong Basin, at the
identification, initial analysis and initial approval stages of joint projects and
programmes and large national projects with potential basin-wide
implications. The different categories of projects and programmes that need
to be considered under the BDP in line with its intended role are:

� Enabling Developments being improvements to resource management
practices and regulatory and economic trade conditions; 

� Infrastructure Developments being civil, mechanical or electric
engineering-based developments; 
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� Non-structural developments being investments in developments other
than infrastructure, such as extension programmes and flood
preparedness.

During the identification stage of the project cycle, the MRC can conduct
impact screening and assessment of trade-offs, especially for environmental,
hydrological, social, and economic impacts, of investments and projects
proposed by the countries to support decisions on developments in the basin
which incorporate environmental and social safeguarding and monitoring. In
this manner, MRC can screen and formulate suites of projects which hold win-
win outcomes based on the interests of the Member States. 

Environmental decision support through transboundary and regional EIA/SEA
systems is central to enable development trade-off assessments. The MRC can
also provide technical assistance services, both pre- and post-project
implementation, to assess possible social and environmental impacts of a
project.

It is envisaged that many of the enabling developments (but likely not all) will
be incorporated in MRC Programmes and implemented by the MRCS. Further
preparation (pre-feasibility, feasibility, detailed design, tender documents, etc.)
and implementation of infrastructure and non–structural developments is
assigned to national line agencies of the country in which the programme or
project takes place. 

Investment promotion by the MRC of the Mekong Programme should be
directed towards the member governments to encourage sustainable
investments that will yield benefits and tangible results that can only be
obtained through regional cooperation. Promotion shall be the responsibility
of Council Members at the political level, of Joint Committee members at the
strategic and policy level, and of the NMCs and line agencies at the
operational level with support from MRCS as required. Promotion and fund-
raising for those components of the Mekong Programme that address
“enabling developments” would mostly be implemented by the MRC which
will undertake promotion and fundraising with investment banks and donors.

The MRC in collaboration with the NMCs will provide services to Member
States and their donors and investment banks in further project preparation in
the form of access to the information and knowledge resources of the MRC,
application of assessment tools to evaluate potential impacts of various
investment and management options, identification of mitigation strategies
and interpretation of regional policies.

Project  preparation  and  feasibility  studies  – Investment projects are prepared
by line agencies in cooperation with donors and development banks.  MRC
may be requested to support the preparation process with knowledge and
expertise. During the project preparation phase, the MRC may support line
agencies, through the NMCs, by providing technical assistance, focusing on
the areas of environmental, social, and hydrological impact assessments.
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Appraisal  – The MRC has only a very limited role, which would be carried out
only on special request.

Implementation – For infrastructure projects, the MRC has no role during the
implementation phase of projects. For non-structural joint projects, the MRC
may act as the implementer or co-implementer.

Evaluation – During the evaluation phase, the MRC can conduct post-project
impact monitoring. The MRC will also work to build a knowledge base of
lessons learned to help guide identification and formulation of future projects.

18
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UN  Millennium  Development  Goals
At the heart of the Member States’ moves to develop the Mekong River Basin
is a desire to more effectively develop the Basin’s natural resources to improve
the lives of the people. While causes of poverty are varied, it is widely
recognised that access to water is one of the most effective ways to alleviate
poverty. Poverty alleviation can be realised through use of water as an input to
achieve food security and generate income, for domestic water supply and
sanitation, and as an essential element of a healthy environment. On a
larger-scale, water resource developments can provide Member State
governments with a source of revenue and foreign exchange which can, with
proper planning and effective monitoring, be channelled into investments for
poverty alleviation and environmental protection.

The MRC Member States’ long-existing desire for economic growth, poverty
alleviation, and environmental protection was given a further boost with the
Millennium Declaration. The UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) set
real targets for development to be achieved by 2015. Goals that are
particularly relevant to the MRC’s mission are the ones which call for
governments to:

Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; and
Ensure environmental sustainability.

Continuing high poverty rates and increasing challenges to the sustainable
management of the Mekong Basin’s natural resources are a major justification
for continued donor support – with its legal mandate to promote cooperative
sustainable development of the Mekong Basin’s water and related resources,
the MRC is a highly valuable development partner for the donors. Future MRC
work will consider water resources development activities which enhance
achievement of the MDGs, as appropriate.

Towards  Integrated  Water  Resources  Management  (IWRM)
Implementing an IWRM approach at the MRC will require full recognition of
the need to pursue management of water that balances “use of water as a
basis for livelihoods for the world’s increasing population with the protection
and conservation of the water resource.” This in turn results from planning
with full consideration of IWRM’s triple bottom line of social equity, economic
efficiency, and ecological sustainability. It is recognized that there is no

IWRM may be defined as:
“a process which promotes the co-ordinated development and
management of water, land and related resources, in order to maximise
the resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without
compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems.5

”

5 From the GWP TAC Paper 4, Integrated Water Resources Development.
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blueprint for achieving IWRM and that various management instruments,
enabling environments and institutional entities are involved. In this respect,
the MRC does not expect IWRM to be achieved quickly, and certain aspects of
IWRM are likely to remain at the national level and not be fully achieved at
the basin scale. 

Moving toward an integrated approach for developing and managing water
and related resources will require changes impacting institutions, policies,
technology, infrastructure, and financial mechanisms. Moreover, the very
nature of an integrated approach will call upon the active and coordinated
participation of almost all of the countries’ resource management agencies. 

In 2005, MRC defined its IWRM Strategic Directions6 as the conceptual basis
for supporting the joint development and management of water and related
resources in the Lower Mekong Basin. The MRC’s IWRM Strategic Directions
respond to the main challenges and opportunities identified at the basin level,
and are defined in order to inform actors on principles and key priority areas
for IWRM in the Lower Mekong Basin. The Strategic Directions are
summarised on the following page.

The MRC IWRM approach will also take into account a wider Integrated River
Basin Management (IRBM) approach, which will guide the role of the MRC as
an International River Basin Organisation. The IRBM approach is based on
the principle that naturally functioning river basin ecosystems, including
accompanying wetland and groundwater systems, are the source of fresh
water. It places maintaining ecosystem functioning as a paramount goal of
river basin management. Implementing this latter approach is already in place
within MRC activities. The Integrated Basin Flow Management (IBFM) process
has thus taken up an IRBM focus in assessing the environmental, social and
economic benefits and impacts of flow regimes.

This Strategic Plan proposes practical ways in which decisions can be taken
within an integrated framework (i.e. identifying management tools and
mechanisms, models, thresholds, and overall performance indicators) that can
help to ensure that national priorities are being adequately considered when
their impacts are being assessed at the basin level.8

The MRC will further develop close partnerships with its members and become
more responsive to the needs within the basin. Personal interaction with the
focal points in National Mekong Committees and line agencies will be
strengthened and their close involvement in the work encouraged. The MRC
Programme’s strong technically- and environmentally-oriented knowledge
generation function will be strengthened and complemented by increased
economically- and socially-oriented planning functions. Finally, it is recognised
that full implementation of an IWRM approach will involve a significant period
of time. 
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6 The "Strategic Directions for Integrated Water Resources Management in the Lower Mekong Basin"
adopted at the 12th MRC Council Meeting held on 30 November - 1 December, 2005.

7 From "Strategic Directions for Integrated Water Resources Management in the Lower Mekong Basin"

8 It shall be noted that not all major components of IWRM will be (and can be) implemented at a
regional scale, since issues concerning national legislation and sovereignty needs to be handled
internally by each Member State.
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SSttrraatteeggiicc  ddiirreeccttiioonnss  ffoorr  IIWWRRMM  aatt  tthhee  bbaassiinn  ssccaallee77

Economic  development  and  poverty  alleviation: To promote
economic growth through use and development of joint water
resources in a manner that significantly alleviates poverty.

Integration  through  basin  planning: To implement a participatory,
multi-sectoral basin planning process which integrates economic,
social and environmental concerns across the LMB.

Social  development  and  equity: To ensure equity in the allocation
of water resources and services across different economic and
social groups; to reduce conflict and promote socially sustainable
development.

Regional  cooperation: To integrate and coordinate water resource
development and management between countries to optimize
benefits from the joint resource and to minimise the risk of water-
related conflicts.

Governance: To further and implement open, transparent and
accountable institutions and regulatory frameworks that will
promote IWRM at all levels.

Environmental  protection: To protect the environment, natural
resources, aquatic life and conditions and the ecological balance
of the MRB from harmful effects of development. 

Dealing  with  climate  variability: To prevent, mitigate or minimise
people’s suffering and economic loss due to climate variability.

Information  based  management: To ensure that water resource
management decisions are based on best available information.



During the 2006-2010 period, the MRC will support its Member States to
contribute to alleviation of poverty in the Basin through more effective use of
the Mekong River’s water and related resources with an aim to protect the
environment and prevent conflict. The potential areas for cooperative
development include irrigation, hydropower, navigation, flood management
and mitigation and drought preparedness, fisheries, domestic water supply,
and tourism. However, this range of areas for cooperation neither specifies a
limit nor a target for MRC activity. All efforts to increase development will be
undertaken in balance with an aim to protect the environment. Development
planning will be conducted in a manner to optimise the multiple-use by and
the mutual benefit for all riparians, while keeping potential harmful effects to
a minimum. 

This Strategic Plan sets forth the following four goals, which extend previous
efforts of the MRC over the coming five years, based on strong commitment
on the part of Member States, donors and stakeholders. The goals
correspond to the four roles of the MRC with regard to water and related
resources:

Objectives
In the following, each specific goal is supported by a set of objectives, which
form the basis for MRC Programmes.

GGooaallss

The overall Five-Year goal of the MRC is to support the Member States
for:

More  effective  use  of  the  Mekong’s  water  and  related  resources  to
alleviate  poverty  while  protecting  the  environment

Goal  1: To promote and support coordinated, sustainable, and 
pro-poor development.

Goal  2:  To enhance effective regional cooperation.

Goal  3: To strengthen basin-wide envronmental monitoring and 
impact assessment.

Goal  4:  To strengthen the Integrated Water Resources 
Management capacity and knowledge base of the MRC 
bodies, NMCs, Line Agencies, and other stakeholders. 
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Goal  1
To  promote  and  support  coordinated,  sustainable,  and  pro-ppoor
development.

This goal will be implemented using the MRC Strategic Directions on
Integrated Water Resources Management as a guideline for sustainable
development of the Lower Mekong Basin’s water and related resources. IWRM
concepts and principles will therefore be fully applied in a planning process
which is participatory and pro-poor for providing the development
opportunities. Identified sustainable development options, which the countries
can pursue, will benefit the people of the basin by contributing to alleviating
poverty and increasing food security through enhanced and sustainable
income generation. 

The planning process will be information system (IS) based and use the MRC
Decision Support Framework which will include a water balance assessment for
the basin.

The  Outcome  of  this  goal  will  be  a  significant  increase  of  sustainable
development  based  on  basin-wwide  planning  guided  by  the  IWRM  Strategic
Directions,  for  poverty  alleviation  and  more  effective  water  use.

Objectives

To establish a system for analysing water demand, water supply and water use
in the basin to support the basin development planning process.

To establish processes and mechanisms enabling the balancing of trade-offs
between economic and political net benefits of different sectors, areas, and
regions; and benefits from environmental and social protection.

To produce a regularly updated rolling plan applying the planning process for
identification, categorisation and prioritisation of projects and programmes.

To screen, formulate and promote wise development options at the
transboundary and basin levels for preparation and implementation by other
appropriate development agencies. This objective is supported by sector-

specific sub-objectives as follows.
9

� To support sustainable land and water development through more
effective and integrated utilisation of agricultural, irrigation, drought, and
watershed management systems;

� To assist in the development of the basin’s hydropower potential to
ensure safeguarding of the environment and social interests while meeting
the Basin’s increasing need for energy.
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9 Explicit reference is made to the existing and approved MRC strategies including hydropower, navigation,
public participation and human resource development.
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� To achieve more active and efficient river transportation through
increased freedom of navigation to increase social development,
international trade and tourism opportunities.

� To build regional flood and drought management capacity for
prevention, minimisation or mitigation of people’s suffering and economic
losses due to floods and droughts.

� To maintain productive Mekong fisheries and enhance aquaculture of
indigenous species for increased food security and economic output.

� To develop the tourism potential of the Mekong to benefit local
economies.

� To assess domestic water supply and sanitation options to ensure
adequate protection and improvement of peoples’ lives and the
environment.

Goal  2
To  enhance  effective  regional  cooperation.

This goal will entail the development of dispute resolution and compromise
mechanisms such as co-management, public participation, stakeholder
involvement and institution building. In an organisational perspective the MRC
will establish links with existing and emerging sub-basin organisations.

The  Outcome  of  this  goal  will  be  increased  use  of  the  MRC  by  its  Member
States  as  the  key  mechanism  for  joint  planning,  cooperation,  and  resolution  of
transboundary  water-rrelated  issues.  A  basin-wwide  dialogue  will  result  in  an
increased  number  of  activities  with  the  upper  riparians.

Objectives

� To increase MRC’s function as a transparent and effective cooperation
mechanism among Member States and develop and demonstrate
enhanced linkages, compatibility and complementarities of partnerships
with other regional organisations and initiatives such as GMS, the World
Bank’s MWRAP, ACMECS, ASEAN, etc., including sub-basin organisations.

� To complete, adopt and make applicable mechanisms, procedures and
guidelines as required under the 1995 Mekong Agreement. 

� To identify potential transboundary issues for negotiation, mediation
and conflict prevention; and develop mediation and conflict management
capacity.

� To promote and improve dialogue and collaboration with China and
Myanmar.



Goal  3
To  strengthen  basin-wwide  environmental  monitoring  and  impact  assessment.

The environment includes physical, biological and social features of the
Mekong River Basin, considering the economic and social condition of the
people of the Mekong River Basin and the effects of their dependence and
impacts on the biological resources such as fish and forests and physical
resources such as soil and water. Within its work towards this goal the MRC
will also develop, maintain and make accessible a basin-wide environmental
and socio-economic knowledge base as part of the MRC IS-based knowledge
system.

The  Outcome  of  this  goal  will  be  operational  basin-wwide  environmental
monitoring  and  impact  assessment  systems.

Objectives
� To improve monitoring of the environmental condition of the Mekong
River Basin, focusing on water quantity and quality, ecological health and
social impact;

� To regularly report on the environmental condition of the Mekong River
Basin and disseminate this information widely;

� To raise awareness of the MRC, NMCs, and line agencies on
transboundary and basin-wide environmental issues and to increase the
capacity to address them;

� To ensure that development initiatives are planned and implemented
with a view to minimise negative environmental impacts;

� To ensure that social, economic and environmental concerns are
incorporated into basin-wide water resources development strategies.

Goal  4
To  strengthen  the  Integrated  Water  Resources  Management  capacity  and
knowledge  base  of  the  MRC  bodies,  NMCs,  Line  Agencies,  and  other
stakeholders.

The knowledge base under this goal encompasses the MRC Decision Support
Framework as a central basin planning tool. Capacities will be strengthened
through a programme approach under the MRC Integrated Training
Programme. There are considerable resource development and capacity
building needs for this goal to be realised and scheduling and costing will
need to be well-integrated into Programme approaches.

The  Outcome  of  this  goal  will  be  that  MRC  bodies,  NMCs  and  Line  Agencies
are  able  to  manage  water  resources  applying  the  IWRM  principles  using
MRC’s  basin-wwide  GIS  and  knowledge  management  system.
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OObbjjeeccttiivveess

� To improve management systems to allow MRC to operate as a highly
effective, transparent and innovative International River Basin
Organisation.

� To establish a technical coordination capacity for preparing and
coordinating the implementation of MRC’s Work Programme applying
IWRM principles.

� To enhance and maintain a common GIS-based information and
knowledge management and dissemination system to support all MRC
activities.

� To maintain partnerships with leading organisations, universities and
civil society stakeholders for programme-focused collaboration of
common interest;

� To strengthen the human resources capacities of the MRC, NMCs and
the Line Agencies;

� To develop and update as new knowledge becomes available regional
assessment tools (EIA, SEA, DSF, TB-EIA, RAM, SIA etc.) for all
development projects to be implemented in the lower Mekong River Basin.

SSttrraatteeggiicc  oouuttppuuttss

In support of the objectives identified in this Strategic Plan, a list of strategic
outputs is given in Annex 1. The main purpose of this list is to provide
direction to the MRC Programmes on the nature of the products to be
delivered within the strategic phase 2006-2010. The range of outputs is
manifold and includes physical maps, reports, as well as mechanical and
electrical systems, which will be implemented in the field. Non-physical
outputs such as training modules and toolkits, assessment tools, policy
guidelines, and impact assessment study reports are included. 

It is important to note that with each output a range of associated processes
and mechanisms is implied, which must be well established and understood
by the main partners involved in the work. It is equally important to note that
the list of deliverables makes provision for all MRC programmes to support
the BDP planning process and the subsequent implementation of priority
projects and programmes. Such services are regarded as crucial to achieve
rapid progress in the sustainable development process in the Mekong River
Basin.

The listed strategic outputs and activities have been assigned an indicative
priority classification along with an indication of funding status. These priority
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classifications and the associated funding status are indicative only and will
require regular updating. The main purpose of the classifications is to assist
the Member States and donors in identifying important areas with funding
gaps. A low priority does not mean that the output is unimportant but rather
that it is less urgent in terms of funding. The prioritisation process and updates
would also be dependent on funds made available by donors.
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The cooperation for sustainable development such as is defined by the 1995
Mekong Agreement is achieved through the Mekong Programme, a regional
cooperation programme jointly implemented by the Mekong Countries with
support from the MRC. This regional cooperation programme for sustainable
development of water and related resources in the Mekong River Basin
includes projects and programmes implemented directly by Member States in
cooperation with donors and development banks as well as a number of
supporting programmes implemented by MRC. This section describes the
operational approach within the framework of the MRC and its programmes
which will enable MRC activities to support the Mekong Programme and
achieve sound River Basin Management (RBM).

SSttrraatteeggiicc  ppaarrttnneerrsshhiippss  wwiitthh  ootthheerr  rreeggiioonnaall
iinniittiiaattiivveess
It will be crucial that the MRC forges effective links with other regional
economic cooperation initiatives including ASEAN, the Asian Development
Bank’s Greater Mekong Sub-region Economic Cooperation Programme and
the emerging World Bank/ADB Mekong Water Resources Assistance Program
(all described in detail in Annex 2). Efforts will be made to minimise overlap
based on a mutual assessment of each partners’ comparative advantages.
Links would be built on the principles of cooperation and coordination, while
the MRC will need to maintain its independent status as an impartial
International River Basin Organisation. Strategic partnerships can help to
clarify appropriate roles and complementarities of these initiatives resulting in
synergies for a coherent development process, accelerated economic growth
and poverty alleviation. 

IInntteeggrraatteedd  pprrooggrraammmmee  aapppprrooaacchh

IInntteeggrraatteedd  pprrooggrraammmmee  ssttrruuccttuurree  aanndd  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt

Integration of MRC Programmes will be driven by the principles of integrated
water resource management (IWRM) and administered through a fully
integrated programmatic structure of the MRC. The integration of the existing
MRC programmes at a higher strategic level is a compelling condition for the
success of the programmes to make a clearly defined and verifiable
contribution to the Strategic Goals. It is equally important to make
programmes accountable at that level. 

MRC’s programmes will be structured in a way that both their
complementarities and their importance as a whole are emphasised. The
integrated programme structure of the MRC will comprise the following (see
Figure 2): Flood Management and Mitigation; Drought Management;
Agriculture, Irrigation, and Forestry; Navigation; Hydropower; Fisheries; and
Tourism. This cohesive set of programmes will be cross-cut by four
programmes in Environment, Information and Knowledge Management,
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Integrated Capacity Building and Water Utilisation. Within this structure, the
basin planning function through the Basin Development Plan (BDP) will take
on pivotal role using acquired knowledge from the MRC Programmes to build
an overall perspective of what the development needs are and where the
“pertinent knowledge gaps,” are, and this will eventually set the agenda for
the MRC Programmes.

A Technical Coordination Adviser will be recruited to put the mechanisms for
linking and coordinating the horizontal and vertical areas of the MRC
programme structure into operation. The previous distinction of programmes
into core, sector and support programmes will be discontinued.

The next phase of the MRC evolution will see more harmonised programme
cycle management. Each programme will have an open time horizon that is
periodically reviewed in five-year strategic terms. Each programme will be
comprised of a suite of strategically designed and executed components
working towards a common programme goal, objectives and outputs. Hence,
the term “programme” will be used in an internationally accepted project
cycle management sense. Accordingly, a programme is defined as a set of
components or projects put together under the umbrella framework of
common overall objectives and goals. Similarly, a project is defined as a
series of activities aimed at bringing about clearly specified objectives within a
defined time-period and with a defined budget. 

Moving to a more contemporary approach of programme management will
necessitate changes to the way in which work is conducted by the MRC,
MRCS and staff.  

 Regional IWRM Support Programme 
 

Supporting Regional Cooperation for Sustainable Development of  
Water and Related Resources in the Mekong River Basin  
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10 
Details of MRC Programmes are developed through national and regional consultations with

NMCs, line agencies and other stakeholders and approved by the Council.

Figure  2:  MRC  programme  structure10
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The main changes required are:
� Strengthened Programme Governance and Ownership:  Programme
Steering Committees are the appropriate means to oversee management
of large programmes. The approach improves the rigour of planning,
decision-making, implementation, monitoring and on-going and adaptive
management.  Steering Committees would have membership from each of
the governments in order to develop ownership and encourage
implementation in jurisdictions. In this regard, the NMCs may need
assistance to ensure that in-country coordination arrangements are well
developed, and that there is effective feedback to the Joint Committee.
The level of activity of Programme Steering committees will vary according
to the level of activity and investment taking place in the respective
programme.   

� Strengthened Programme Management Skills:  Programmes will be
managed by Programme Coordinators and co-managed by Chief
Technical Advisors (CTA). Programme Managers at the MRCS will need to
have the necessary skills and understanding of their roles to manage
programmes effectively. Management functions are comprised of: strategy,
policy, programme and project planning and design; budgeting and
seeking donor investment funds with the International Cooperation and
Communication Section; monitoring and managing programme
implementation and budgets; programme coordination; contracting
projects with a range of service providers; and monitoring progress and
evaluating programme performance. Components and projects will be
managed by component and project managers respectively.

� A separation in job functions between Programme Coordinators and
the staff executing the technical aspects of projects will enable use of a
wider range of service providers than just MRCS staff, and will also
consider expertise from Member States, international and regional
consulting companies, universities and international experts based on
drawing in the best skills.

BBDDPP  ppllaannnniinngg  pprroocceessss
More than in the past, programming of MRC activities will be linked to the
BDP planning process. According to the 1995 Agreement, the BDP is the
general planning tool and process that the Joint Committee will use as a
blueprint to identify, categorise and prioritise the projects and programmes to
seek assistance for and to implement the plan at the basin level. 

This basin-wide participatory planning process is based on internationally
recognised IWRM principles and provides for substantial public participation
and involvement of basin and sub-basin stakeholders.  Furthermore, strong
links with the BDP work on long-term basin-wide scenarios will be developed
with an increased involvement of countries and stakeholders in the scenario
formulations. 

Output from the BDP will allow for informed discussions leading to win-win
decision making. In this process, the Integrated Basin Flow Management

The  BDP  is  the
general
planning  tool
and  process  that
the  JC  will  use
as  a  blueprint  to
identify,
categorize  and
prioritize  the
projects  and
programmes  to
seek  assistance
for  and  to
implement  the
plan  at  the
basin  level.  
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(IBFM) process is an important and effective vehicle for implementing IWRM. 

IBFM is a set of multi-disciplinary activities providing information and
knowledge to decision makers on economic benefits and environmental and
social impacts of development as related to changes in the flow regime. IBFM
will allow the MRC to rigorously assess the trade-offs of various water
resource development options to ensure that projects and scenarios provide
optimal benefits based on IWRM’s triple bottom line.

Projects that are identified and prioritized through the BDP process will
support and ultimately form part of the Mekong Programme. With close
involvement of the funding agencies, NMCs, line agencies, and the MRC
Secretariat, the Mekong Programme will be executed and implemented by the
Member States.

11 MRC will implement basin-wide supporting activities focusing
on planning, capacity development, environmental impact assessment and
monitoring, knowledge management and coordination. Depending on nature
and type of the project and donor preferences, each party’s responsibilities
and obligations for execution/implementation would be specified in the
funding and service agreements. Two principal cases can be distinguished: 

� Case A: The MRC Secretariat acts as the executing/implementing
agency of projects of basin-wide significance and upon request of the
funding agency. Funds are channelled through the MRCS and disbursed to
line agencies according to a clearly specified project implementation and
work plan. Both funding agencies and the line agencies of the MRC
Member States may wish to sign a Memorandum of Understanding
witnessed by the NMCs on specific arrangements related to project
implementation. The role of the NMC is to ensure close in-country
coordination and collaboration between MRCS and the line agencies.

� Case B: Funding and service agreements are made directly between
the funding agency and the line agencies as the implementing agencies.
The MRC Secretariat's involvement in project implementation is restricted
to coordination and the provision of some support and advisory services.
The role of the NMCs is to ensure close in-country coordination and
collaboration between the MRCS and the line agencies.

11
Project execution may be defined as the mobilization of resources (financial and human),

monitoring and supervision of project implementation, coordination, reporting on the progress of the
project.  Usually it is the MRCS who undertakes these responsibilities, in cooperation with NMCs.
The agency responsible for execution is known as the "Executing Agency" of the project. Project
implementation may be defined as the production of project outputs and related information in order
to achieve project objectives. The agency responsible for implementation is known as the
"Implementing Agency." Depending on the type of project, the implementing agency will usually be
either a national line agency (for infrastructure projects), supported by a consulting company,
contractor, etc., or the MRCS in cooperation with the NMCs (for non-infrastructure projects). 



FFuunnddiinngg  MMRRCC  aaccttiivviittiieess        
FFuunnddiinngg  aapppprrooaacchh

The goals of the MRC Strategic Plan 2006 - 2010 specify a continuation of
MRC’s important role in all areas of River Basin Management (RBM). They
also call for a greater focus on the MRC Programme through the role of
promoting and coordinating planning and development at basin scale. The
former funding strategy was mainly geared towards the knowledge
generation, dissemination and basin planning role. The approach of the
Strategic Plan 2006 - 2010 orients MRC funding towards two main types of
support.

1. Support for sustainable development of water and related resources in
the Mekong River Basin. This support is managed under the MRC
Technical Cooperation Budget.

2. Support to strengthening the MRC as an International River Basin
Organisation. This support is managed under the MRC Regular Budget.

The current funding strategy aims to achieve sustainability of the MRC’s
essential functions through increased member contributions, as well as
through other financial mechanisms including cost sharing with donors. The
MRC uses two separate budgets:

� The Regular  Budget covers all costs of MRC Secretariat “essential”
services. The Regular Budget provides for the functions that the MRC as a
River Basin Organisation should offer; such as international cooperation
activities, programme management and administration costs, core
technical services and support to the NMCs. 

� The Regular Budget mainly covers personnel costs related to MRC
regular posts. Regular posts conduct the central corporate functions of the
River Basin Organisation. These include senior management, finance and
administration, technical coordination, fundraising, international donor
and stakeholder relationships, and an increasing number of technical
services. Regular staff will drive the strategic planning so that programmes
are highly effective and focused. Staff  require strong management skills
and expertise as they will perform policy and strategy development,
planning, programme and project design and management, and
evaluation. 

� In 2004, the Regular Budget was funded in cash by both the Member
States (40 percent) and the Donors (60 percent) mainly to cover the
programme management and administration cost of the technical
cooperation. The continued riparianisation policy of the MRC for its
professional staff positions will also allow for a gradual expansion of long-
term technical services provided under the Regular Budget. An increasing
number of technical functions will therefore be established through regular
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posts within the Regular Budget. The Operating Expense Budget (OEB) is
a part of the Regular Budget. It does not include Regular Staff positions
supported by donors.

� The Technical  Cooperation  Budget covers all programme activities in
which MRC plays an execution or co-execution role. This includes the
costs of programme coordinators and chief technical advisors. The
Technical Cooperation Budget houses the MRC-executed technical
assistance through projects required to address the development problems
in the Mekong Basin. The Technical Cooperation cash expenditures are
100 percent funded by Donors and are mainly used for personnel,
subcontracting and training activities. Member States provide significant
in-kind contribution to MRC technical assistance. The development and
maintenance of the knowledge base and GIS as well as the production of
maps, technical reports and promotional documents are included in the
Technical Cooperation Budget. 

� The Technical Cooperation Budget covers the programme posts.
Programme posts coordinate and execute the programme activities within
the various divisions. The number and type of “programme posts” will vary
at any time depending on the availability of project support from donors
and other investors. This will require a more flexible approach to
executing the MRC operations than in the past; the number of programme
posts will fluctuate with donor agreements and greater use of outsourcing
to country agencies, consulting companies, universities and other service
providers. Funding of programme posts will form a part of the agreement
between the MRC Secretariat, partners from Member States, donors and
other funders.

The Technical Cooperation Budget is designed to expand and contract
according to the volume of activities implemented by the MRC under its
established programmes for the sustainable development of water and related
resources in the Mekong River Basin. Sustainability considerations for the
Technical Cooperation Budget are relevant in terms of programme and
project design, but not in an MRC budget perspective. Staffing levels under
programmes, in terms of contracts and liabilities, will be limited in accordance
with the duration and budgets of agreements and projects.

Essential functions of a world-class river basin organisation need to be seen in
the context of government capacities, much as any other organisational
development process in developing countries. In the foreseeable future the
present capacities will still require international expert input and thus
budgetary support by donors to these essential functions. In the medium-term,
therefore, donor support to the Regular Budget will still be required mostly to
finance international positions. While the MRC Member States need a world-
class organisation to build up capacity to peacefully develop and manage the
Mekong, the costs for such an enterprise are beyond their capacity and
budgetary realities.
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This acknowledgement of the MRC as a long-term capacity building
engagement of donors also requires a commensurate analysis of the
engagement and ownership of Member States. Their financial engagement,
naturally, meets limitations, much as in any other technical cooperation
project. This financial limitation, however, cannot be equated with a limited
commitment to or ownership by the countries of the MRC.
However, as the countries of the Mekong River Basin become more
economically developed they will be able to contribute more to the running of
the Secretariat.

In the interim, a sustainable funding approach will need to explore
opportunities for increased revenue generation based on a three-tiered
funding model comprising of 

� MRC Member State contributions; 
� Programme service charge; and, 
� Any other source of income such as service provisions.

TToowwaarrddss  bbuuddggeett  aaiidd  ffoorr  MMRRCC  aaccttiivviittiieess
Over the 2006-2010 strategic period, the MRC will work with donors to
develop new and appropriate budget aid mechanisms. Programmes will be
financed through flexible financial contributions to programme goals rather
than being implemented in isolation as donor funded projects. To date,
donors provide financial support through the following mechanisms:

� Funding of a specific project which falls within a MRC
programme component.

� Financial contribution to a specific MRC programme as a whole.
� Financial contribution in support of the overall MRC programme.
� Financial contribution to specific staff positions.
� Secondment of staff.
� Provision of synergetic services through MRC cooperation projects 

with partners.

Member States contribute both through in-kind input in programmes and
through annually increasing Member States contributions. Donors will be
encouraged to support programmes either entirely or by investing in projects
that have been identified as strategically important to the programme.  This
programme support approach has the added advantage of being more
flexible in responding to priority needs and in organising activities in a more
efficient way. 

Supported by programme strategies and through the BDP, the MRC will more
pro-actively involve the Joint Committee and help guide donor contributions
by identifying priority needs in line with country and donor interests and which
are consistent with IWRM principles. Recently, the MRC created a Multi-donor
Water Management Trust Fund, which will allow more flexible and demand-
driven mobilisation of expertise in order to respond to specific requests from
countries.
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OOrrggaanniissaattiioonnaall  aanndd  mmaannaaggeerriiaall  ssttrraatteeggyy

MMeekkoonngg  RRiivveerr  CCoommmmiissssiioonn

The three-tier organisational structure of the MRC will remain unchanged (see
Figure 3). Organising and managing the MRC successfully will largely depend
on the effectiveness of the links between the ministerial Council, the Joint
Committee, the MRCS and the NMCs/line agencies. It will also depend on
the collaborative arrangements with the Donor Consultative Group and the
stakeholders from civil society. A more detailed organisational and
managerial strategy will be formulated within the scope of an organisational
review.

12
Procedures for the Secretariat specify the roles and functions of the CEO and the senior

management and how annual planning, budgeting and reporting (for both financial and work
activity) are to occur. They also detail the requirements for an MRC Programme/Project Manual, an
MRC Finance Manual, an MRC Procurement Manual, an MRC Personnel Manual and an MRC
Administration Manual.

Figure  3:  MRC  organisational  structure
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At all levels, the MRC will be operated as a “total business” and the various
existing manuals will be reviewed and applied accordingly. A comprehensive
“management suite” building on these manuals will allow the MRCS to
strengthen its management upwards to the Joint Committee and ministerial
Council, and cooperatively to the NMCs and line agencies. This is a set of
high level objectives, goals and targets to be reported on by the various
institutional levels of the MRC.

� The Joint Committee reports to the ministerial Council. It is
responsible for implementing Council’s decisions to have various studies
and investigations undertaken; to oversee the basin planning studies and
the range of policies and strategies that need to be developed to underpin
the planning studies; to oversee data and information collection to enable
the 1995 Mekong Agreement to be implemented and to supervise the
activities of the Secretariat;

� The MRC Secretariat and its CEO and Assistant CEO report to the
Joint Committee based on performance criteria that specify the key issues
that have to be addressed; 

� Reporting relations within the MRC Secretariat include the following
levels (from bottom to top): From Unit to Section/Division to the CEO. 

Figure  4:  MRC  Secretariat  organisational  structure



A key feature of the MRC, which is not covered by the 1995 Mekong
Agreement, is the role of National Mekong Committees in linking the MRC
Secretariat with the national line agencies, including their strategies, plans
and actions. The four committees play a key role in obtaining country input
for all activities relating to the MRC. However, MRC policies do not apply in
guiding the sovereign country actions and programmes unless a broad
consensus is reached. The MRC will therefore pay more attention to
strengthening the technical and administrative capacity of the NMCs, and thus
their credibility, in order to enhance their ability to influence, coordinate and
participate in national policy formulation and project development planning
processes.

The MRC will need to lead an evaluation of the roles, functions and
responsibilities of the NMCs. Key to this evaluation will be an analysis of the

coordination procedures between the MRC and NMCs and the development
of recommendations for institutional reform. It is envisaged that the MRC will
continue to play a leadership role in building capacities within the MRC,
which will be closely aligned with the need to implement IWRM approaches.
This evaluation and capacity strengthening within the NMCs will require
support from the Member States and donors. It may be desirable to place a
long-term expert within the NMCs to overcome the inherent weaknesses of
short-term capacity building exercises such as workshops, training course, etc.
conducted in the past. 
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Figure  5:  Evolution  of  agreed  membership  contributions  to  the  regular
budget  of  MRCS



MMRRCC  SSeeccrreettaarriiaatt  oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnaall  ssttrruuccttuurree

The present general organizational structure of the Secretariat will be
continued.  There will be four Divisions reporting to the CEO, each headed
and managed by a senior riparian officer (one from each country). These four
Directors, together with the CEO, form the “Executive” or senior management
team of the MRCS. The organizational structure is presented in Figure 4. The
MRC will remain open to and regularly consider future revisions to the MRCS
organizational structure.

MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  pprriinncciipplleess  

The management of the MRC will be based on several fundamental principles
and approaches. These include programme coordination, ownership,
riparianisation, MRCS staff capacity building, stakeholder participation,
transparency and openness, and gender equity. The following sections
describe the basic management principles and approaches to guide the MRC
in the 2006-2010 strategic period. The specific modalities will be detailed in
separate documents and manuals.

Programme  coordination

This Strategic Plan calls for a stronger integration of the various programmes
within the MRC. This is a key requirement for the Basin Development Plan to
be developed with an IWRM approach. The various Programmes must be
aware of activities in other programmes and provide input to the planning
process in such a way that tradeoffs of various development options can be
analysed and screened. Such integration requires increased communication
and collaboration among the programmes, especially at the level of BDP. This
is also the case for activities requiring inputs from various MRC programmes
such as the IBFM process. To achieve this, a Technical Coordination Advisor
will be recruited to ensure that all mechanisms required for programme
integration are put in place and operate effectively.

Sustainability,  ownership  and  riparianisation

Country ownership of the MRC is to be strengthened at all levels during the
next Strategic Period. In addition to the planned increases in member country
contributions (Figure 5), the Member States will assume a higher profile in the
management and guidance of the MRC. In particular, the establishment of
Programme Steering Committees with membership from the four countries will
greatly enhance ownership in the activities that the MRC pursues. Other
principles to increase ownership are riparianisation and staff capacity
building.

“Riparianisation” is a key objective of the organization. This riparianisation will
not only secure sustainability of the MRC capacity, it will also contribute to
financial sustainability in the medium term through reducing staff costs. It must
occur in tandem with capacity building and targeted training, and also in a
phased way that allows Riparians to become managers with the appropriate
management skills plus with the right degree and nature of technical support.
As well, MRC staff and management policies must be appropriate for riparian
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managers and key staff to be able to develop career paths at MRCS and also
to contribute to corporate experience and memory through suitable periods of
service at MRCS. All aspects of a “riparianisation” policy and strategy need
careful review and appropriate amendments should be made to existing
procedures to facilitate a more effective “riparianisation” of the MRCS. An
“organisational management working group” which reports to the senior
management team could be created to oversee this work, 

Building  capacity  of  the  MRC  staff

An Integrated Human Resource Strategy will be developed. It will improve on
the current staff appraisal scheme, particularly in how good and poor
performances are managed and will complement the integrated training
strategy/programme by identifying management development approaches to
prepare staff for higher roles, staff management policies, recruitment and so
on. MRC wants to be an expert organisation managed by competent riparian
managers and supported by local and international experts as necessary and
it can only do this with clear and strong human resource policies and
strategies.

International staff should only be senior level with recognised international
technical experience and solid project and programme management skills,
including finance management.  International Chief Technical Advisors (CTAs)
are senior technical specialists who assist the Programme Coordinators on the
basis of a co-management approach. 

Stakeholder  participation  

Within the framework of IWRM, stakeholder participation is one of the key
objectives of the MRC. Given the significant potential of water resource
developments to affect the lives of the people of the Mekong River Basin, it is
essential to build in processes for public involvement and input into MRC
activities. Consideration of public opinion and preference is essential for
ensuring that identified development options are both appropriate and socially
acceptable. Stakeholders represent both people who have direct interest in the
Mekong’s water resources as well as people who posses a rich supply of
knowledge and opinions to guide planning processes. The overall objective
for fostering stakeholder participation is to allow those who will be affected by
a project to have an influence in decision-making over the planning,
implementation, and monitoring of a given project.

Effective stakeholder participation in the MRC’s work to realize sustainable
management and development requires that stakeholders possess adequate
awareness and education on the emerging water-related issues at basin-wide
and local levels. The MRC has been somewhat involved in activities such as
World Water and Environment Days, but it has lacked an active integrated
plan of involvement. In response to a strong need identified through the
national consultations for this Strategic Plan, the MRCS will now work with the
NMCs to develop an approach, appropriate for each country, to carry out
increased education and awareness-raising, with the goal of fostering greater
stakeholder participation. The MRC can act as a mechanism for increased
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participation that will help shape its overall programme and sector
programmes to enhance the analysis, assessment, and planning capabilities
being developed.

Improved stakeholder participation can be accomplished by working through
the NMCs who are best able to implement improved participation, including
civil society and NGOs. Close communication and collaboration with
emerging RBOs in the Member States can lead to more effective and active
stakeholder participation. NGOs can be particularly helpful in lending
independent assessments of planning tools and processes developed by MRC.
Internally, the MRCS will ensure that public participation policies are
incorporated into and acted upon by each programme as appropriate.
Procedures and processes for increased stakeholder participation need to be
developed, including forums for participation, methods for cataloguing
information, and how gathered information will be used as input into
planning and monitoring activities. Improved stakeholder participation will, of
course, require resources which the donors should be prepared to support.
Improved stakeholder participation will also require the strong commitment of
the Member States.

Transparency  and  openness  

Transparency and openness are key characteristics for the way the MRC will
operate. Transparency and openness will be improved through pro-active
efforts in communication with the MRC’s stakeholders. Communications issues
are both internal and external in the MRC and are a key part of the strategy
for promoting regional cooperation and conflict prevention. MRC already has
a strong communications approach and is highly regarded for the quality of
its publications, brochures and general information. A strong emphasis will
continue to be given to these aspects and it will be tailored to respond to the
particular goals of the Strategic Plan. However, an updated communications
strategy should be developed to increase understanding and recognition of
the MRC in the basin and internationally.

A marketing-type approach will be undertaken and given emphasis during the
2006 – 2010 strategic period. This will aim to ensure that products and
services provided by MRCS meet the needs of customers and stakeholders
throughout the basin. A Marketing Strategy will be developed to more clearly
identify and analyse the customer/stakeholder environment and relate it to the
range of products and services that MRC can offer. A strategy can also deal
with attracting potential sponsorship from the private sector. Through a more
proactive marketing effort, a greater mutual understanding can be achieved
between the MRC and its stakeholders, leading to increased credibility and
trust.

Integrating  gender  perspectives  in  MRC’s  actions

The MRC’s Gender Strategy is based on the acknowledgement that gender is
a critical element for integrated water resources management. This is to
ensure that development options respond equitably to the needs of men and
women. Incorporating women into decision-making processes also increases
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the degree of social acceptance development decisions receive. Moreover, a
gender perspective in development ensures that the needs, capacities and
vulnerabilities of men and women are fully recognised and addressed. The
MRC’s Gender Strategy (approved in 1998) has been developed to ensure
integration and promotion of gender perspectives in “direction, policies,
plans, programmes, and projects” of the MRC. 

During the next five years, the MRC should continue its efforts to mainstream
gender perspectives internally and externally. Such continued effort should be
reflected in more comprehensive gender guidelines and policies being
developed and disseminated. Moreover, annual reviews of progress on
gender mainstreaming should be undertaken and reported in appropriate
meetings and publications. The MRC should continue to identify opportunities
and report on progress for enhancing gender equity and awareness within its
organisational structure at all levels. Additionally, the MRCS should encourage
the NMCs to give attention to gender issues including equity in staffing. All
Programmes should include a gender element within their strategies which
aims to increase gender mainstreaming both within projects and among staff.
It is important that research and project designs include gender need and
impact assessments, where appropriate, for various development options. To
be effective, the Gender Strategy must have the commitment and support
from top-level officials and managers at the MRC (point 2 of the Gender
Strategy). 

MMoonniittoorriinngg  aanndd  eevvaalluuaattiioonn
OOvveerraallll  ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee

This Strategic Plan strongly recommends building upon further elaboration of
a set of suitable indicators. By the year 2010 the MRC aims to have made
major progress towards or improvements in:  

� Being acknowledged as a leading International River Basin
Organisation operating by the best practice principles of sustainable
development and management of the basin’s resources and in
organizational processes and practices;

� Being accepted as a “centre of excellence” for information and
knowledge backed by excellent analytical and management systems
pertaining to the water-related and environmental  resources of the basin;

� Compiling a list of feasible and justifiable development projects that
reflect the social and environmental aspirations of the riparian countries,
and grouping priority projects into a basin-wide Mekong Programme;

� Building awareness and understanding throughout the basin of the
MRC as a world-class International River Basin Organisation that
contributes to poverty alleviation and sustainable development.
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MMoonniittoorriinngg  aanndd  eevvaalluuaattiioonn  ssyysstteemm
An essential component for the implementation of the Strategic Plan is the
development of a suitable system for the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of
the MRC’s progress and performance toward attaining the goals and
objectives expressed in this document. Practical methodology for developing
an appropriate M&E system exists and should be consulted. It is
recommended that immediately following adoption of this Strategic Plan the
MRC programmes be directed to develop M&E systems with indicators to
illustrate each programme’s progress and contribution toward attaining the
goals and objectives in this Strategic Plan.

Similarly, it is important that the MRC and its stakeholders arrange for an
evaluation of the performance of the MRC system and institutions on a
regular basis. The purpose of such an evaluation is to identify institutional
constraints in the operation of the MRC in order to develop constructive and
mutually acceptable solutions to achieve the effective and efficient operation
of the MRC. Such an evaluation should be conducted by an independent
body. However, to reflect country ownership, the Council and Joint Committee
should guide the design of the evaluation including terms of scope and
composition of the evaluation team.

IImmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  aarrrraannggeemmeennttss
The Joint Committee shall hold overall responsibility for ensuring the
implementation of the Strategic Plan 2006-2010. The MRC CEO and the
Senior Management of MRCS will hold responsibility for taking and initiating
required actions to ensure effective implementation of this Strategic Plan. In
particular, shortly after final approval and adoption, the CEO should make
arrangements for the development of an effective and detailed monitoring
system and Results Framework to measure and report on progress in
implementing this Strategic Plan. It may also be advisable to have an
independent mid-term review conducted to ensure the Strategic Plan stays up-
to-date and to facilitate development of the next five-year Strategic Plan.
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MRC  Strategic  Outputs
2006-22010

AANNNNEEXX  11
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SSoocciioo-eeccoonnoommiicc  ssiittuuaattiioonn
SSoocciiaall  aanndd  ddeemmooggrraapphhiicc  ffeeaattuurreess

In 2002, the total population living in the Lower Mekong Basin was estimated
at 56.6 million, with most living in rural areas. Many of these people are
farmers who supplement what they grow with the fish they catch and the food
and other materials they gather from forests and wetlands. The majority of
Cambodia’s and Lao PDR’s land area and population lie within the basin.
Moreover, nearly 40 percent of the people in Cambodia and Lao PDR living
in the basin have incomes below the poverty line. Comparatively, the Thai
portion in the basin holds only about 40 percent of the national population,
while; in Viet Nam, 20 percent of the country’s population lives in the
Mekong Delta or the Central Highlands. However, poverty rates are also high
in the parts of Thailand and Viet Nam that lie within the basin. 

Projections suggest that by 2010 the basin’s population will reach 63.6
million, which is equivalent to an overall annual growth rate of 1.54 percent
(see Table 1). Cambodia and Lao PDR have relatively high projected annual
population growth rates of 2.5 percent and 2.86 percent, respectively.
Although the populations of Thailand and Viet Nam will grow more slowly,
each country has a large pool of young people who will soon start their own
families. These conditions along with increased longevity mean that overall
population growth will remain significant. Larger populations increase
pressure on per capita resources, especially land and water.

PPrriioorriittiieess  ffoorr  ffuuttuurree  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  wwaatteerr  aanndd  rreellaatteedd  rreessoouurrcceess

The most pressing priority for all the Member States is to achieve higher levels
of economic and social development. The proper use and development of
water and related resources will be a key driver in this regard. This drive must
be balanced by protection of the water resource to ensure sustainable
enhancement of livelihoods; environmental sustainability; and equitable
distribution of “shared benefits” from development. This will provide the base
for social sustainability and mutual trust amongst the States of the basin. In
real terms, this will require a strong partnership of the basin’s stakeholders
which can effectively link development and natural resource conservation. 
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 Portion within 
Mekong Basin 

2002 
Population  
(million) 

Annual Growth 
Rate ( ) 

2010 Projected 
Population  
(million) 

Source 

Cambodia 13.8 2.5 16.8 www.unescap.org  
Lao PDR 5.1 2.86 6.4 www.unfpa.org  
NE Thailand 21.1 0.87 22.6 www.nso.go.th  
Viet Nam delta 16.6 0.9 17.8 www.geohive.com  
Total 56.6 (Average) 1.54 63.6   

Table  1:  Projected  population  growth  of  the  Lower  Mekong  Basin



The main risk of not linking these is a lack of the mutual impact required for
the optimal balance inherent in sustainable development.

The key issue for water resource development and utilisation in which the
MRC has a clear role is in providing a predictable and transparent basin-wide
resource management framework. Sustainable development cannot be
achieved unless a basin-wide policy and strategy framework exists that reflects
the aspirations of the countries and also respects the ability of the basin’s
natural resources to absorb increasing development. The MRC can create and
provide this framework of sustainability against which countries and donors
can evaluate development options. 

DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  nneeeeddss

Since the MRC’s inception in 1995, the countries of the MRC have
undergone dramatic socio-economic change (see Table 2). Economic growth
in Thailand has surpassed that of the other four countries as evidenced by its
high GDP. Although there was prolonged contraction due to the 1997 Asian
financial crisis, Thailand seems to have finally surpassed economic levels
achieved prior to the crisis. Viet Nam has been growing rapidly over the past
decade illustrated by a tripling up its GDP. Although Viet Nam’s per capita
GDP lags behind Thailand, it has experienced the most dramatic drop in
poverty falling from more than 50 percent in 1993 to 29 percent in 2003. 

Cambodia and Lao PDR have significantly lower economic development and
have made less progress in growing their economies and in reducing poverty.
This has created fundamental shifts in the countries and the appeal that
membership in the MRC holds for them. Water and related resources,
including development of tourism and eco-tourism will play a critical role for
increasing the economic development in the Mekong Basin. In this context,
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  GDP (US$ billions)  Per Capita GDP (US $) 
Poverty rate  % 
(national line)  

 1995 2004 1995 2004 1993 2003 
China 700.2 1,649.4 578.1 1,268.7 6.7b 3c 
Myanmar 5.5 9.1 122.6 167.1 35d 25e 
Lao PDR 1.8 2.4 382.1 415.7 45a 33.0 
Thailand 168.0 163.5 2,825.7 2,521.2 13.1a,f <2 
Cambodia 3.4 4.4 321.1 314.1 39a 36.0 
Viet Nam 20.7 43.9 288.0 534.8 50.9a 29.0 
 
Sources: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2005 and World Bank Country at a Glance Reports except as otherwise 
noted. 

a: Source World Bank World Development Indicators 2003    

b: ADB ESDB Dataset, 1996 data      

c: 2003 data, The State Council Leading Group Office of Poverty Alleviation and Reduction  

d: ADB ESDB Dataset, 1980 -1990 average     

e: 2000 est., CIA World Fact Book      

f: 1992 data        

 

Table  2:  Socio-eeconomic  trends  during  the  life  of  the  Mekong  River
Commission



human resources capacity building and awareness building, as well as
institutional arrangements should be considered. 

All four countries have greatly increased integration with global and regional
economies as demonstrated by increased international trade. There is a
widespread recognition in the Mekong Region that continued strengthening of
regional linkages are of mutual benefit, based on the complementary
relationship of resources, markets and opportunities. While global experience
clearly demonstrates that not all economic growth leads to optimal outcomes,
such as poverty alleviation and environmental conservation, there is equally
strong evidence that economic growth is a necessary condition to achieve
these outcomes. The MRC is well-placed to be an essential partner supporting
and promoting increased sustainable development of the Mekong Basin water
and related resources.

IIrrrriiggaattiioonn  aanndd  aaggrriiccuullttuurraall  wwaatteerr  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt

Nearly 75 percent of the region’s population is employed in agriculture,
fisheries and forestry. In macroeconomic terms, agricultural production is a
significant contributor to and driver of economic growth in the riparian
countries. Water is, of course, an essential input into the production process.
While there is significant development of irrigation in the basin, much
potential for new development continues to exist, mainly: expanding
productive irrigation in areas that need it and improving efficiency of water
use where irrigation exists. 

Significant crop production occurs in the major sub-basins including the Tonle
Sap Lake in Cambodia, the Xe Bangfai River in Lao PDR, and the Mun River
in Thailand, and is important for local economies. Expansion of irrigation
includes conducting land studies to identify the promising areas for irrigation
expansion. The MRC can analyse the potential for inter- and intra-basin
transfers of water to areas with potential for high agricultural productivity. In
partnership with other organisations, such efforts will include social and equity
concerns as well as likely requirements for community awareness raising
regarding the basin-wide processes.

HHyyddrrooppoowweerr

The Lower Mekong River Basin has an estimated potential for hydropower
development of about 30,000 MW. However, only a small part of this
potential has currently been developed (2000 MW or 7 percent). It is
estimated that the hydropower potential of the Lancang basin amounts to
23,000 MW, of which 13 percent (3,000 MW) are currently developed.
Altogether, the Mekong Basin has an overall hydropower potential of 53,000
MW with an estimated development level of 9.4 percent.

Well-planned hydropower facilities can play several important roles in the
development of the basin. First, provision of a reliable and sufficient power
source is an essential ingredient into building a favourable investment climate
that can serve as a platform for rapid socio-economic growth. Second, a
reliable power supply system can bring significant benefits to rural households
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when connected. Third, hydropower plants with their scale economies provide
a source of revenue for governments from which they can fund poverty
alleviation activities if desired. 

Much work has already been done to assess potential hydropower
development in the Mekong Basin, both on the mainstream and in the
tributaries. The MRC has a definite role in the hydropower sector to ensure
developments are coordinated and meet the necessary social and
environmental safeguards. MRC activities in this sector include the assessment
of proposed projects through the use of its modelling capabilities.

NNaavviiggaattiioonn

River transportation provides an efficient means for the people of the basin to
access different areas of the basin, to move goods from production, and to
link with regional and global markets. The past 10 years have seen a
tremendous rise in trade in the region. A key aspect of successful trade
development is having low transaction costs. In developing countries, poor
transportation capabilities are often cited as a prohibitive barrier to increased
trade. Improved transportation capabilities brought about through river
navigation improvements can also serve to connect isolated areas and
improve livelihood opportunities. In general, waterway navigation can serve
as one critical element in improving the lives of the basin’s people and
alleviating poverty through employment and trade opportunities.

Priority actions for the MRC include assisting in the development and
implementation of ports, river works and regional waterways. An important
activity is the regional harmonisation of schemes (border regulation,
navigation aids, navigation rules, pollution control, certification, monitoring,
and statistics). Finally, there is room for MRC involvement in morphological
management, including bank protection and dredging using available
expertise in the region, including that from China. Improved waterway
navigation should be conducted in cooperation with regional initiatives to
improve road and rail transportation. 

FFllooooddss  aanndd  ddrroouugghhttss

In 2000, more than 800 people lost their lives due to excessive flood, and the
economic damage caused by the flood was assessed at more than US$ 400
million. In 2001, more than 300 people lost their lives, and the economic
damage from the flood was assessed at more than US$ 100 million. In 2002,
large floods again caused loss of life and property in all the four riparian
countries. Flash floods also devastated large areas in the MRC Member
States. In each of these years, between one and eight million people were
affected by floods, either by a need of evacuation, or by loss of crops and
livestock, or by being prevented from going to work or to school. 

The impact of droughts is also widespread throughout the basin. In 2004
alone, 19,000 villages in Thailand faced a chronic shortage of water.
Droughts can negatively impact agricultural production, the availability of
water for domestic uses, the quality of water, and the ecology. Drought
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management is an emerging issue for the MRC. Potential areas for action
include modelling and policy design for improved water management options
to mitigate drought impacts, including improved water storage and intra- and
inter-basin transfers. 

Improved flood management and mitigation remain indispensable and will in
the future be more in demand than ever. The complex flood problems of the
Lower Mekong Basin not only require an integrated floodplain management
(holistic) approach but also significant attention to transboundary and
regional issues. The large floods of the Mekong are regional in character, and
MRC is in a unique position to contribute effectively to improved flood
management at the regional level. New opportunities are available for
improved management and mitigation. MRC is already pursuing such
opportunities, with its recently implemented real-time water level monitoring,
and the MRC flood forecasts published daily on the MRC website
(www.mrcmekong.org). The flood forecasting programme will cover the entire
basin both upstream and downstream. More intensive data collection needs
to be made to serve the purposes and have direct impacts on local people.

WWaatteerr  ssuuppppllyy  aanndd  ssaanniittaattiioonn

Less than 40 percent of the population in Cambodia and Lao PDR has access
to safe water, and less than 30 percent in rural areas. In urban areas, the
presence of piped water supplies increases the availability of safe water. In
Cambodia, however, during the dry season, the number of households with
access to safe water declines in both urban and rural areas, compared with
the rainy season. In Thailand and Viet Nam, access to safe water supplies is
generally more widespread both in urban and rural areas. In the Mekong
Delta, however, fewer than half the households have access to safe water.
Thailand has recently embarked an ambitious programme to provide safe
drinking water for all villagers in the country by year 2008. The UN
Millennium Development Goals target a reduction by half in the proportion of
people without access to safe water by 2015.

FFiisshheerriieess

The Mekong River has one of the most abundant fisheries in the world. About
40 million people are engaged in the Mekong’s Fishery at least part time. It
has been estimated that the value of the Mekong’s annual fish harvest is
worth about US$ 2 billion at point of first sale. There is no doubt that the
Mekong Fishery is important to both the livelihoods of the basin’s people and
the broader economic growth. However, growing population pressure and
economic development are increasingly threatening the sustainability of the
Mekong Fishery. It is thus very important that the MRC take a role in using its
knowledge of the Mekong Fishery to protect this vital resource for the people
and continued economic growth. 

Several priority areas for MRC involvement include the management and
protection of the capture fisheries, particularly co-management of fisheries
involving local communities. There will also be an increasing need for
development of reservoir fisheries and aquaculture; in particular, small-scale
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aquaculture for rural households and aquaculture of indigenous Mekong
species. Finally, in conjunction with appropriate partners, action to realise
greater value-added through improved marketing and processing needs to be
taken.

Environmental  management  needs
The following sections offer brief descriptions of the different environmental
aspects that relate to the role of the MRC. In general, the MRC has a role in
monitoring and helping the countries in protecting the environment and
maintaining the ecological balance. The comparative advantage of the MRC
is in regional environmental monitoring, assessing and studying environmental
trends and conditions and modelling environmental impacts from
development. MRC also has a role of strengthening the environmental
management capacity of the Member States. To fully accomplish its role, the
MRC will need to further strengthen its links to national environmental
management agencies, preferably through the NMCs. The MRC can work to
harmonise its environmental work with existing environmental management
agencies within and among countries.

WWaatteerr  qquuaalliittyy

The overall water quality of the lower Mekong River is generally of a good
standard. The composition of the river’s waters shows no significant deviation
from the expected natural conditions, although, at local levels water quality
may be impacted, e.g. turbidity, salinity or eutrophication. 

Other changes which can be expected to directly impact on the river are
development of hydropower, increased demand for irrigation, increased
generation of waste water and increased pressure on fish stocks and wetland
areas. Pollution of water is an important concern particularly in the vicinity of
large urban centres and potentially from mining activities.

LLaanndd  aanndd  wwaatteerr  rreessoouurrcceess

An Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) approach to water
resource development is founded upon the knowledge that water is but one
element of a healthy environment, and preservation of the environment
requires a holistic approach to management. Watershed management allows
specialised and focused planning and development taking into account the
unique characteristics of sub-catchments. This allows for greater and more
effective public participation and more realistic options. 

Increased salinity of water and land resources is a serious problem of the
Mekong River and its delta area, floodplains and tributaries. Saline water from
the sea extends tens of kilometres into delta areas of Viet Nam, reaching a
maximum during the dry season when water levels in the river are low. In this
area a further reduction in flow resulting from upstream activity is likely to
affect salinity levels of land and water resource and consequently impact on
the productivity of land. Increased storage capacity through hydropower
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projects, however, bears the potential to mitigate this effect. Increased levels
of nutrients in the delta area cause concerns as agricultural production
systems intensify and use large amounts of fertiliser to produce more rice for a
growing population.

TToonnllee  SSaapp  LLaakkee

The Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia is the largest freshwater water body in
South-East Asia. Its flow reversal system makes it unique globally. Its
submerged area changes seasonally from 2,500 km2 during the dry season to
a maximum of up to 14,500 km2 during the wet season. Concerns about
accelerated sediment filling of the Tonle Sap Lake due to increased erosion
rates remained unproven. 

Up to four-fifths of the Cambodian population is directly reliant upon this
seasonal flooding and the benefits it creates. As stored water flows out of the
Lake back to the mainstream, there are substantial benefits in terms of
irrigation water availability as well as the enhancement of the low flow regime
to minimise saltwater intrusion. Given the critical importance of the resources
of the Tonle Sap Lake and the impact from the management of the wider
basin, including livelihoods, addressing the issues of the Tonle Sap Lake will
remain a high priority in future MRC work.

BBiiooddiivveerrssiittyy1144

The biodiversity of the Mekong River Basin is of global significance, surpassed
only by the Amazon and Congo systems. The diverse ecosystems of the
Mekong Basin are also exceptional in their productivity, and the benefits
people derive from them. The maintenance of high biodiversity represents not
only the biological integrity of the ecosystems but also the range of natural
resources and products available to both urban and rural populations.
Eighty percent of the population of the basin may derive at least some part of
their livelihood directly from wild resources. Impacts of land use and
hydrological changes which may threaten biodiversity through habitat
degradation, fragmentation and loss, also have severe impacts on the human
populations, the rural poor in particular. Conservation of biodiversity means
both the maintenance of the productive natural systems and security of access
to those resources, including the genetic resources, by current and future
generations of the basin. Sustainable development is reliant on conservation
of biodiversity to support diversity in economic activities.

WWeettllaannddss

The biodiversity and productivity of the Mekong Basin is in large part
represented by its wetlands. Wetlands in the LMB include lakes, rivers, rice
fields, marsh, swamps, flooded forest and estuaries to name but a few. The
wetland area of the LMB is itself highly seasonally variable with large areas of
Thailand, Cambodia and the Vietnamese Delta flooded annually. Wetlands
are home to common species of plants and animals which are utilised daily,

14
'Biological diversity' means the variability among living organisms from all sources, including terrestrial, marine and other

aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, between species
and of ecosystems. Article 2 of the Convention on Biological Diversity



such as rice, vegetables, fruits, fish, bamboo and timber, and to rare and
globally threatened species including the Irrawaddy Dolphin, Siamese
Crocodile, Giant Catfish, Giant Ibis and Sarus Crane.

These natural and human wetland systems are both highly diverse and
productive and support many of the basin’s people, both directly and
indirectly. Products harvested in the basin are also exported, providing a
highly significant and diverse income for local populations, and contributing
to industry and economy within the wider region (e.g. fishery exports from
Cambodia to Thailand).

In addition to the ‘products’ derived, the services provided by the wetlands of
the basin are often overlooked and under-valued. What is rarely
acknowledged is the contribution wetlands make to flood mitigation and the
savings made in otherwise necessary maintenance of road transport, buildings
and other infrastructure. Water treatment and sewage disposal are other vital
services provided by wetlands and they are under considerable pressure
particularly in urban areas. In towns and villages wetlands traditionally
provide flood control and water treatment, and whilst development demands
can increase in this capacity it usually results in a loss of wetland area. Urban
wetlands also provide a vital source of protein and income from the collection
of wetland products for the urban poor. Other under-valued services include
nutrient and sediment retention, groundwater recharge and carbon
sequestration (often greater than that of forest systems).
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Strategic  partnerships
and  regional  initiatives

AANNNNEEXX  33
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This annex describes the principal regional initiatives and their
complementarities to MRC.

GGMMSS//AADDBB
The GMS Economic Cooperation Programme, initiated in 1992 with the
assistance of the Asian Development Bank, aims to facilitate sustainable
economic growth and to improve the standard of living of the people in the
sub-region. The programme focuses on development opportunities, trade and
investment, cross-border disputes, and resource and policy needs in the
region. There are nine key sectors for GMS activities: agriculture, energy,
environment, human resource development, investment, telecommunications,
tourism, trade, and transport.

The GMS Flood Control and Water Resources Management Programme and
the Strategic Environment Framework are particularly relevant to the MRC.
Cooperation under the Flood Control Programme is already quite advanced
and can point the way toward further cooperation in other areas. Transport
sector programmes and their requirements for multi-modal linkages including
river transport should be coordinated between the MRC and the GMS. 

Another area with complementarities for further enhancement is with the land
use policy component and the MRC’s Watershed Management component.
The Strategic Environment Framework Programme could also offer room for
enhanced cooperation. Objectives for this programme include support to
GMS countries in order to build effective institutions for improved governance
of natural resources and the need to strengthen the sub-regional
environmental information and monitoring systems. Active involvement of
MRC in GMS can increase cooperation with China and Myanmar. 

Over the next five years, the MRC should work with the ADB-GMS in
identifying areas and modalities for increased cooperation. An increased
profile of the MRC in GMS will raise the general significance of the MRC
within the GMS. Specifically, it would be mutually beneficial for the MRC to
engage with the GMS core Environment Programme and the Environment
Operations Centre which has been established in Bangkok. 

The MRC should become more involved in the GMS Working Group on
Environment (including the Hydropower Subcommittee). There are great areas
of complementary skills and mandates between the GMS and MRC, which
with greater coordination and cooperation can significantly enhance the
effectiveness of both organisations. More active involvement of MRC in GMS
will likely aid the MRC in realising increased engagement and cooperation
with China and Myanmar, particularly to allow IWRM of the whole basin.

WWoorrlldd  BBaannkk  aanndd  tthhee  EEmmeerrggiinngg  MMeekkoonngg  WWaatteerr  RReessoouurrcceess
AAssssiissttaannccee  PPrrooggrraammmmee  ((MMWWRRAAPP))
In 2004, the World Bank initiated an effort to redefine the Bank’s approach to
the Mekong Region. The output of this effort will be the Mekong Water
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Resources Assistance Programme (MWRAP). MWRAP will provide basis,
guidance and a framework for future World Bank investments in the Mekong
River basin. Given the World Bank’s technical and financial resources, there
will be significant potential to enhance cooperation with the World Bank. The
two main areas for cooperation under the MWRAP from the perspective of the
MRC are (i) more effective use of its existing dialogue forums for regional
cooperative development by key partners and ii) more effective
implementation of the MRC’s role as a key development partner (utilising the
MRC’s comparative strengths, especially in basin-wide planning, the emerging
“legislative” framework, existing hydrological models, and as a knowledge
centre). 

From the perspective of the World Bank, cooperation might be realized on
two levels: (i) though continued support of the MRC and its need to further
build internal capacity, and (ii) by making the MRC a more active partner in
development activities carried out in the basin. These two perspectives are
quite complementary and provide ample opportunities for specific
coordinated activities. An obvious area for cooperation would be through the
WUP and BDP programmes. These two programmes are well-developed and
could lend immediate value-added by leading the way in the mainstreaming
environmental and social safeguards into river basin development planning
and investment implementation.

A specific area for MWRAP and MRC cooperation could be in the analysis
and modelling of trade-offs from different water resources development
scenarios. Currently, the Member States lack sufficient ability to rigorously
assess the different distributions of risks and benefits from development of (or
lack of development of) water resources. The MRC could play a significant
role in helping the Member States manage these trade-offs; the Member
States could then more confidently and effectively use these tools for their
decision-making processes.

AASSEEAANN
In 1995, the ASEAN Heads of State and Government reaffirmed that
fundamental goals of ASEAN shall be “cooperative peace and shared
prosperity.” Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam are
members of ASEAN. China, being a core member of ASEAN Mekong Basin
Development Cooperation Framework, is on equal status with all ASEAN
Member States.15 ASEAN operates on an informal, consensus-building basis. 

Primary programmes for cooperation include:

� ASEAN+3, which includes China, Japan, and Korea.
� The ASEAN Mekong Basin Development Cooperation Framework.
� The Cambodia-Lao PDR-Viet Nam Development Triangle.

The MRC’s role and accomplishments in promoting regional cooperation is a
key area in which ASEAN could take an interest. The MRC should explore
ways to raise its profile within the context of ASEAN, most likely through

15 For ASEAN in general, China was accorded full Dialogue Partner status in July 1996
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increased participation and communication with relevant ASEAN environment
and development initiatives. Likewise, ASEAN could be encouraged to adopt
occasional Ministerial resolutions recognising the progress made by the MRC.
In addition to a stronger link with broader economic development and
cooperation initiatives, this type of regional recognition could build the trust
and political will to reach acceptable solutions to difficult and complex issues.  

TThhee  AAyyeeyyaawwaaddyy-CChhaaoo  PPhhrraayyaa-MMeekkoonngg  EEccoonnoommiicc  CCooooppeerraattiioonn
SSttrraatteeggyy  ((AACCMMEECCSS))
The objectives of this new initiative are to bridge the economic gap among
the four countries, and to promote prosperity in the sub-region in a
sustainable manner. Leaders of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand
met for the first time on 12 November 2003 in Bagan, Union of Myanmar. At
the Summit, the four Leaders adopted the “Bagan Declaration,” affirming their
commitment to cooperate in five priority areas and endorsing the “Economic
Cooperation Strategy Plan of Action,” under which 46 common projects and
224 bilateral projects were listed for implementation over the next 10 years.
Viet Nam joined the group on 10 May 2004.

FFoorruumm  ffoorr  CCoommpprreehheennssiivvee  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  IInnddoocchhiinnaa
The Forum for the Comprehensive Development of Indochina was conceived
as a platform for frank dialogue on issues affecting the balanced development
of Indochina in 1993 by Japan. Objectives for the forum include: 
� Development of the whole of Indochina from the regional perspective; 
� International cooperation through voluntary coordination of 

assistances based on information exchange among participating
nations and organisations; and, 

� Promotion of market economies in the three countries.

TThhaaiillaanndd’’ss  NNeeiigghhbboouurriinngg  CCoouunnttrriieess EEccoonnoommiicc  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt
CCooooppeerraattiioonn  FFuunndd
Established in 1995, The Neighbouring Countries Economic Development
Cooperation Fund (NECF) has become another force for development in the
Mekong region. The main aim of the NECF is to further the Thai Government
Policy in regards to building regional economic and social development
cooperation. The NECF makes available concessional loans for socio-
economic infrastructure development projects. The NECF is mandated to work
only with neighbouring country government agencies, state enterprises and

16 Ministers responsible for water resources from Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam gathered in
Chiang Mai, Thailand on 21st November 2003 for the 1st Ministerial Meeting on
Managing Water Resources.



state-owned financial institutions. The NECF has the responsibility to propose
and analyse the suitability of the projects, draft contracts for each project,
negotiate, and carry out all procedures to achieve the signing ceremony.

MMiinniisstteerriiaall  DDeeccllaarraattiioonn  oonn  MMaannaaggiinngg  WWaatteerr  RReessoouurrcceess  iinn
SSoouutthheeaasstt  AAssiiaa  ((CChhiiaanngg  MMaaii    DDeeccllaarraattiioonn))  
The ministers and policy makers16 who participated in the Ministerial Meeting
on 21 November 2003 committed themselves to strengthening and
enhancing regional cooperation on water resources management. 

Among the guidelines they adopted are to:
� Implement IWRM using the river basin approach; 
� Encourage legal frameworks/guidelines for water allocation;
� Enhance efficiency, equity and productivity of water uses.
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