
The Greater Mekong Subregion
AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 
2007–2011

SEPTEMBER 2007

www.ausaid.gov.au

www.ausaid.gov.au



The Greater Mekong Subregion
AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 
2007–2011

SEPTEMBER 2007



© Commonwealth of Australia 2007

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the 

Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced by any process without 

prior written permission from the Commonwealth. Requests and 

inquiries concerning reproduction and rights should be addressed to the 

Commonwealth Copyright Administration, Attorney General’s Department, 

Robert Garran Offices, National Circuit, Barton ACT 2600 or posted at 

www.ag.gov.au/cca

ISBN  978 1 921285 00 4

Published by the Australian Agency for International Development 

(AusAID), Canberra, September 2007.

This document is online at www.ausaid.gov.au/publications

For more information about the 

Australian overseas aid program, contact:

Public Affairs Group

AusAID

GPO Box 887

Canberra ACT 2601

Phone 02 6206 4000

Facsimilie 02 6206 4695

Internet www.ausaid.gov.au

Edited by Clarity Communications Australia Pty Ltd

Designed by GRi.D, Canberra

Printed by Pirion Pty Limited

cover photos from left to right: 

The opening of My Thuan Bridge, Vietnam, 21 May 2000. 

photo: Hans Kempf

Crowds at the opening of My Thuan Bridge, Vietnam, 

21 May 2000. photo: Hans Kempf

Houayxai, Laos border with Thailand. 

photo: Virginia Addison

Women planting rice, Cambodia. photo: Kevin Evans



iii

Contents

THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 1

1 INTRODUCTION 3

2  OVERVIEW 4

 Context 4

 Key challenges to future subregional economic growth and development 5

3 SUBREGIONAL COOPERATION 8

4 AUSTRALIA’S NATIONAL INTERESTS 9

5 THE MEKONG SUBREGIONAL STRATEGY AND FUTURE PROGRAM 10

 Strategy objective and components 10

 Rationale 10

 Support subregional connectivity through infrastructure investments 11

 Enable integration through promoting and facilitating subregional cooperation 12

6 IMPLEMENTING THE STRATEGY 14

 Aid effectiveness 14

 Cross-cutting issues: gender, environment, HIV/AIDS, corruption 14

 Risks 15

ANNEXES

Annex 1: Performance Assessment Framework 16

Annex 2:  Risk matrix                 18

Annex 3: Mekong Water Resource Strategy 20



iv THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

The opening of My Thuan Bridge, Vietnam, 21 May 2000. photo: Hans Kempf



vTHE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

LIST OF ACRONYMS

ACIAR  Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research

ADB  Asian Development Bank

APEC  Asia-Pacifi c Economic Cooperation

ASEAN  Association of South East Asian Nations

AusAID  Australian Agency for International Development

BDP  Basin Development Plan

CBTA  Cross-Border Transport Agreement

CSIRO  Commonwealth Scientifi c and Industrial Research Organisation

GDP  Gross Domestic Product

GMS  Greater Mekong Subregion

MDB  Multilateral Development Bank

MRC  Mekong River Commission

MWRP  Mekong Water Resource Partnership

MWRS  Mekong Water Resource Strategy

NGO  Non Government Organisation

NMCs  National Mekong Committees

O&M  Operations and Maintenance

PAF  Performance Assessment Framework

UNESCAP  United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c



vi THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

Gulf of Tonkin

Gulf of Thailand

ANDAMAN SEA

Gulf of
Martaban

Sa
lw

ee
n

(T
ha

nl
wi

n)

Ayeyawady
Chindwin River

Sittang

SOUTH CHINA SEA

Tonle Sap

Bay of
Bengal

Bay of
BengalArabian

Sea

Sohut
China Sea

Celebes Sea

Java Sea

East China Sea

Yellow
Sea

I N D I A N  O C E A N

BURMA

VIETNAM

YUNNAN PROVINCE

LAO PEOPLE’S
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

GUANGXI ZHUANG
AUTONOMOUS REGION

PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC
OF CHINA

National Capital

City/Town

Road

River

Provincial Boundary

International Boundary

Boundaries are not necessarily authoritative

GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION

05 0 100 200 300

Kilometers

N

06-gms2035c RM

108 00'Eo

108 00'Eo

98 00'Eo

98 00'Eo

24 00'No 24 00'No

10 00'No 10 00'No

0o

80 00'Eo

42 00'No42 00'No

122 00'Eo

122 00'Eo

80 00'Eo

10 00'No
10 00'No

Dali
Xiangyun

Bigu

Kunming
Chuxiong

Yuxi

Baoxiu

Gejiu

Hekou

Mohei

Simao

Jinghong

Mohan

Longshuanka

Mangshi

Ruili

Myitkyina

Muse

Budalin

Mandalay

Lashio

Yatsouk

Loilem

Kengtung

Tachilek

Pyay

Pathein

Mawlamyine

Dawei

Chiang Mai

Chiang Rai
Chiang Khong

Mae Sai

Nong Khai
Udon Thani

Nakhon Phanom
Khon Kaen

Mukdahan

Denchai

Ubon Ratchathani

Bua Yai

ChongmekNakhon
Ratchasima

Bannet
Narong

Nakhon Sawan

Phitsanulok

Mae Sot

Suphanburi

A yutthaya
NamTok

Kanchanaburi

Chonburi
Phanom
Sarakham

Sattahip

Petchaburi
Pak Tho

Hua Hin

Prachuap Khiri Khan

Trat

Koh Kong

Siem Reap
Sisophon

Aranyaprathet

Surin

Poipet

Kompong Cham

Go DauSvay Rieng

Kampot

Ha Tien
Sihanoukville

Ho Chi Minh City

Vung Tau

Da Lat

Phan Thiet

Thap Cham

Nha Trang

Dietri

Quy Nhon

Surat Thani

Phuket

Songkhla

Hat Yai

Vang Vieng Xiengkhuang

Pakkading
Ban Lao

Thakhek

Tan  Ap

Khanthabouly

Dong Ha

Hue

Vinh

Thanh Hoa

Dung Quat

Attapeau
Pakse

Stung Treng

Da Nang

Lao Cai
Yen Bai

Lang Son

Na Duong

Cai Lan

Hai PhongHoa Binh

Kep

Nam Dinh

Pak Mong

Luangprabang

Luangnamtha

Boten
Nateuli

Houayxay

HANOI

BANGKOK

PHNOM PENH

VIENTIANE

T onzang

Thibaw Nanning

Guilin

Hexian

Wuzhou

Hechi

Yulin

Qinzhou

Tak

Veunekham

Dong Kralor

Kabin Buri

Nam Can

Liuzhou

Fancheng

Baise

Saravane

Kawthoung

Myeik

Yala Narathiwat

Yangon

Kuala LumpurColombo

Jakarta

Taipei

Thimphu

Dhaka

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Vientiane
Naypyidaw

Manila

Kathmandu

Delhi

Beijing

Dili

PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

INDIA BURMA
LAO PEOPLE'S
DEMOCRATIC

REPUBLIC
VIETNAM

CAMBODIA

T HAILAND

PHILIPPINES

TAIPEI, CHINA

MALAYSIA

I N D O N E S I A

TIMOR-LESTE

SRI LANKA

BANGLADESH

BHUTANNEPAL

SINGAPORE

NAYPYIDAW

Greater Mekong Subregion. source: Asian Development Bank



1THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

The 2006 White Paper on the Australian 

Government’s Overseas Aid Program – Australian 

Aid: Promoting Growth and Stability – emphasises 

the importance of promoting regional integration 

and cooperation and identifi es the Greater Mekong 

Subregion (GMS)1 as a continuing area of priority 

for Australia. 

Economically, the Mekong subregion is one of the 

fastest growing subregions in the world. Real Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) in the subregion grew by 

almost eight per cent in 2005. As a result of this 

sustained strong economic growth, all countries in 

the subregion have made signifi cant inroads into 

reducing the incidence of poverty. 

The main drivers of subregional growth in recent 

years have been increases in investment, export 

growth and strong agricultural sector performance, 

facilitated by progress with openness to trade, 

integration and reform. The subregion still faces 

many development challenges: poverty remains 

pervasive, especially in rural areas; growth relies 

on fi nding sustainable ways to meet demands for 

energy and power generation; and future trade and 

investment relies on public administration and 

fi nancial sector reform and overcoming physical 

infrastructure defi ciencies. Cambodia and Laos in 

particular will remain vulnerable to economic shocks 

if these development challenges are not addressed.

The Mekong countries are strongly committed 

to working together on closer cooperation and 

economic integration at the subregional, regional 

and global levels. Key organisations promoting 

integration and cooperation in the Mekong include 

the Asian Development Bank (ADB), the World 

Bank, and the Mekong River Commission (MRC). 

The ADB-led Greater Mekong Subregion Economic 

Cooperation Program has developed as one of the 

key organising frameworks to promote development 

through closer economic linkages.

There are also groups operating on a broader Asia 

regional basis with Mekong subregional connections 

including the Association of South East Asian 

Nations (ASEAN), the United Nations Economic 

and Social Commission (UNESCAP) and some 

bilateral donors. 

Australia’s national interests in the Mekong 

subregion are strong and broad, encompassing 

economic, political, security and environmental 

concerns. Consolidating and expanding 

bilateral and regional relationships with the 

subregion are important to Australia’s interests 

in maintaining regional peace and security and 

enhancing regional economic integration. A 

number of Mekong countries are important trade 

destinations for Australian exports. Effective 

border management within the subregion to 

facilitate the legal movement of people, goods and 

Executive summary

1  The GMS includes Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Burma, Thailand and the Guangxi and Yunnan provinces of China.



2 THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

vehicles and combat transboundary threats, such 

as transmissible human and animal diseases, are 

important priorities for Australia. 

The objective of Australia’s Greater Mekong 

Subregion Strategy is ‘to enable sustainable 

broad-based economic growth levels for the 

subregion through greater connectivity 

and cooperation.’ It promotes integration and 

cooperation in the Mekong and concentrates on 

high priority issues already identifi ed by subregion 

governments which require Greater Mekong 

countries to cooperate and collaborate to achieve 

effective solutions. Where appropriate, Australia’s 

strategy will work with existing subregional 

institutions and programs.

 To achieve this, the strategy focuses on two pillars:

i) Support subregional connectivity through 

infrastructure investments 

New and improved infrastructure to support 

connectivity throughout the subregion is critical to 

attracting the investment and facilitating the trade 

essential for the subregion’s economic growth 

and development. 

Australia will support efforts to:

> increase trade and economic growth in targeted 

economic corridors, especially through the 

development of roads infrastructure

> extend the availability of effi cient and sustainable 

energy supplies to improve development 

outcomes and livelihoods.

ii) Enable integration through promoting and 

facilitating subregional cooperation

Increased subregional cooperation is 

necessary to continue building momentum 

for greater integration, economic growth and 

sustainable development.

Australia will support efforts to:

> reduce non-physical barriers that prevent 

the effi cient, legal and effective cross-border 

movement of goods, vehicles and people

> improve water resource management in the 

Mekong Basin.

The Greater Mekong Subregion Strategy 

complements and links with Australia’s bilateral 

development cooperation strategies, and the aid 

program’s Asia Regional Strategy 2005–2009. 

The majority of Australia’s activities identifi ed 

in the strategy will be delivered through 

partnerships and selective co-fi nancing with the 

Multilateral Development Banks (MDBs) or key 

subregional institutions. 

Australia will seek to strengthen the effectiveness 

of projects and programs by bringing expertise 

to a small number of key issues. For example, 

Australia will:

> support interventions that benefi t the rural poor 

by providing grants for rural feeder roads that 

connect to loan-funded arterial transport corridors

> mainstream HIV/AIDS mitigation measures 

and gender equality into infrastructure 

development projects

> introduce the expertise of Australian immigration 

and customs authorities to strengthen the 

design and implementation of cross-border 

transport protocols

> strengthen the performance monitoring and 

reporting frameworks of Australia’s 

development partners. 

The strategy’s Performance Assessment Framework 

(PAF) describes how Australia will measure progress 

against strategy objectives, quality and capabilities. 

An annual report on program performance will be 

prepared by AusAID.

Several key risks could impact on the strategy’s 

success, including:

> any decline in the continued commitment to 

cooperation and economic integration among the 

governments of the six Mekong countries

> tension among countries caused by the growing 

gap between energy demand and supply

> access to, and sustainable use of, natural 

resources which could be further complicated by 

impacts of climate change. 
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1 Introduction

The 2006 White Paper on the Australian 

Government’s Overseas Aid Program Australian 

Aid: Promoting Growth and Stability identifi es 

the Mekong subregion as a continuing area of 

priority for Australia’s aid program. This strategy 

provides overall direction for Australia’s subregional 

engagement with the countries that share the 

Mekong River and comprise the Greater Mekong 

Subregion – Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Burma, 

Thailand and the Guangxi and Yunnan provinces 

of China.

The subregion faces many development challenges. 

This strategy concentrates on some of the higher 

priority issues which require Greater Mekong 

countries to cooperate and collaborate to achieve 

effective solutions. It supports Australia’s interest in 

assisting the poorest countries in the subregion and 

focuses on Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. 

The strategy does not replace Australia’s bilateral 

development cooperation strategies but rather 

should be read in conjunction with the strategies 

prepared for each country receiving Australian aid. 

Australia will continue to implement signifi cant 

bilateral programs in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam 

based on country-specifi c analysis and priorities. 

This Greater Mekong Subregion Strategy also needs 

to be read in conjunction with the Australian aid 

program’s Asia Regional Strategy 2005–2009.
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2 Overview

CONTEXT

The White Paper emphasises the importance Asian 

economic integration has to sustained regional 

economic growth. Consolidating and expanding 

bilateral and regional relationships in the Mekong 

is important to Australia’s interest in maintaining 

peace, security and enhancing prosperity in the 

region. The relative diversity among the economies 

of Mekong countries and their relatively low level 

of integration offers untapped opportunities. 

Thailand, China and Vietnam, for example, provide 

large markets and have strong regional knowledge 

which helps them continue to strengthen economic 

development. Poorer Mekong countries can benefi t 

from this by building effective relationships with 

these countries. There is still a need to overcome 

knowledge and income gaps and to ensure 

benefi ts gained from regional cooperation and 

resources are shared equally among all countries in 

the subregion.2

The goal of regional governments to increase 

economic integration has received increased 

impetus with ASEAN’s accelerated plans to form an 

economic community by 2015. Australia has actively 

promoted regional integration and cooperation for 

more than 30 years through support for ASEAN, 

the Asia-Pacifi c Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

and other regional organisations working towards 

this goal. Regional integration is also an important 

goal of the ADB which has established an Offi ce of 

Regional Economic Integration. 

A range of initiatives for Asian subregional 

cooperation have been developed, with varying 

country membership, refl ecting geographic 

proximity and differing levels of economic 

development in ASEAN countries.3 In 1992, with the 

ADB’s assistance, the six countries of the Mekong 

subregion entered into a program of economic 

cooperation, designed to enhance economic relations 

among the countries.4 

Economically, the subregion is one of the fastest 

growing subregions in the world. Real GDP in the 

Mekong grew by almost eight per cent in 2005. 

As a result of sustained strong economic growth, 

all countries have made signifi cant inroads into 

reducing the incidence of poverty. However, in 

absolute terms large numbers still live in poverty, 

especially in rural areas. About three quarters of 

the 310 million people in the subregion live in rural 

areas and depend on subsistence or semi-subsistence 

agriculture for their livelihood. Poverty is also 

concentrated among ethnic minorities and socially 

disadvantaged groups. 

2  World Bank GMS Strategy Note, April 2006.

3  For example, Brunei-Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines-East ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA).

4  The ADB’s Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program.
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The subregion also suffers from serious gender 

inequalities. Attention to girls’ education and 

womens’ economic engagement is paying dividends 

but care is needed to maintain progress in the face of 

increasing economic inequalities.

Cambodia and Laos remain vulnerable to economic 

shocks which could see large numbers of people 

slip back below the poverty line and these countries’ 

development indicators continue to lag behind others 

in the subregion (Table 1). High population growth 

rates in Cambodia and Laos have not translated into 

rapid expansion of per capita incomes.

KEY CHALLENGES TO FUTURE SUBREGIONAL 
ECONOMIC GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT

TRADE AND INVESTMENT 

The World Bank and ADB point to the continued 

importance of trade and investment in sustaining 

pro-poor and rapid economic growth in coming 

years as a major challenge in the subregion. Greater 

investment would diversify and broaden the base for 

economic growth. However, achieving greater levels 

of investment will require strong investor confi dence 

in the quality of governance in subregional 

countries. Continued efforts to reform economic and 

public sector management and support private sector 

development – so the private sector can become a 

stronger engine of growth, better support improved 

rural productivity and strengthen civil society 

– are critical. Corruption remains a signifi cant 

impediment to broad-based economic growth and 

poverty reduction in the subregion because it diverts 

and distorts the allocation of resources and increases 

the cost of doing business.

FINANCIAL SECTOR DEVELOPMENT AND INTEGRATION

Another challenge in the subregion is the low levels 

of fi nancial sector development and integration, 

which refl ects the large role the state has historically 

played in allocating resources in countries such 

as Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. Improving the 

effectiveness of the fi nancial system so it mobilises 

domestic capital and allocates it to the highest-return 

investments is a major challenge that must be met. 

Similarly, the weak and diverse regulatory structures, 

poor corporate governance and impediments such 

as capital account controls and constrained fi nancial 

services trade – all of which negatively impact on 

promoting greater trade linkages – must 

be addressed.

PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 

Overcoming the challenges of physical infrastructure 

defi ciencies and bottlenecks is fundamental to 

attracting increased levels of investment and trade 

expansion. Poor infrastructure deters investment and 

impedes private-sector development, job creation 

TABLE 1: MEKONG SUBREGION DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS

COUNTRY GROSS NATIONAL 

INCOME

PER CAPITA

2003 ($USD)

ACCESS TO WATER

(% OF 

POPULATION)

LIFE EXPECTANCY

(YEARS)

ADULT LITERACY

(% OF 

POPULATION)

GENDER 

DEVELOPMENT 

INDEX

Cambodia 300 34 57 74 97/136

Laos 340 43 55 69 100/136

Vietnam 480 73 71 90 80/136

Burma n/a 80 61 90 n/a

China 1 100 77 72 91 64/136

Thailand 2 190 85 70 93 58/136

Source: Gross National Income per capita, World Development Indicators, World Bank, 2005; other indicators: Human Development Report, UNDP, 2006. (Gross Development Index also from 
the Human Development Report).
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Fish market, Laos. photo: Virginia Addison

and the ability to help the rural poor. Ensuring 

that poor communities benefi t from investment in 

physical infrastructure is important. 

The ADB assesses that sharing in the region’s 

growth, particularly for the poorest countries, 

will depend heavily on a country’s ability to carry 

out infrastructure investments, and improve the 

effi ciency of delivering infrastructure services, in 

support of regional trade opportunities. Effective 

regional infrastructure cooperation is therefore 

crucial.5 Improved transport linkages among all 

countries of the subregion are critical to the effi cient 

passage of goods between countries and between 

remote or landlocked areas and the main ports in 

the subregion.

TRADE

The pace of trade and regional economic integration 

is an important driver of growth. Improved 

physical connectivity between countries and trade 

liberalisation has signifi cantly increased trade 

integration in East Asian economies in recent years. 

Deeper subregional economic integration is critical 

if less developed countries, such as Cambodia and 

Laos, are to fully benefi t from improved connectivity, 

access to markets, and greater cross-border fl ows of 

goods, services, capital and people.6 

However, the World Bank assesses that more trade 

policy reforms, including ‘behind-the-border’ 

reform, in part driven by global and regional trade 

commitments (such as lowering barriers to markets), 

are essential for improving economic cooperation 

and growth and supporting increased intra-Greater 

Mekong Subregion trade. Opportunities to expand 

subregional trade, increase investment and improve 

economic integration are, however, infl uenced by 

progress with cross-border initiatives. Effective 

cross-border systems can move goods to market 

more quickly and more cheaply. Areas to improve 

include streamlining customs procedures, improving 

port infrastructure, border management, transport 

logistics and standards.

AGRICULTURE

Agriculture has the potential to account for a major 

share of exports from the subregion. The challenge 

in expanding agricultural markets lies partly in 

improving food safety and quality standards, and 

agricultural health – especially if higher-value, better-

quality products are to be exported. Strengthening 

standards for food safety – as well as sanitary and 

phytosanitary, animal and agricultural health – are 

needed. So are ways to develop effi cient supply 

chains, currently hindered by inadequate access to 

reliable roads and ports, so subregional countries can 

shift to higher value agriculture and fi shery products. 

ENERGY

The challenge of accessing energy is a national 

security issue for many states in Asia. In the 

subregion demand for oil, which is needed for 

growth in transport and economic activity, is 

likely to exceed capacity for production, raising 

questions about energy sustainability. The World 

Bank estimates that, in the next 15 years, two-and-

a-half times more electricity will be needed in the 

5  Asian Development Bank, Japan Bank for International Reconstruction, World Bank, Connecting East Asia, A New Framework for Infrastructure, ADB, Manila, 2005.

6  Asian Development Bank, Regional Cooperation and Integration Strategy, 2006.
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subregion to sustain present rates of economic 

growth. Developing lower-cost and sustainable 

sources of power supply are therefore critical. 

Access to clean energy and more effi cient use 

of energy are also critical.7 

CLIMATE CHANGE

As regional energy consumption rises, so do 

greenhouse gas emissions and the potential for 

destructive climate change. The impact of climate 

change in extreme weather events and shifts in 

rainfall volume and patterns in the subregion has 

important implications for growth and sustainable 

development. International cooperation is needed to 

support climate change adaptation and mitigation 

initiatives such as water resource management and 

energy management. 

WATER RESOURCES

The sustainable use and management of the Mekong 

River’s water resources is a challenge. The subregion 

needs a framework to manage competing interests 

and resolve disputes. This is vital to enabling and 

sustaining economic growth. 

ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE AND NATURAL 
RESOURCE DEPLETION

A broad challenge facing the subregion is the 

environmental damage and natural resource 

depletion from unconstrained and poorly managed 

exploitation of resources, which is creating negative 

economic, social and environmental outcomes. 

Deforestation through inappropriate agricultural 

practices and resource management are increasing 

soil erosion, fl ooding and damage to river habitats. 

Strategies to minimise these negative impacts must 

feature strongly in development planning.

HIV/AIDS AND OTHER PANDEMICS

HIV/AIDS and other pandemics are real threats 

to the future prosperity of the Mekong subregion. 

Without an effective prevention strategy the number 

of HIV cases in Asia by 2010 could exceed that of 

Africa today.8 Regional approaches to HIV/AIDS are 

emerging in importance. They respond to regional 

dimensions such as the interconnections within the 

subregion through drug trading routes, improved 

land transport links and population mobility.9 

Zoonotic diseases, such as Avian Infl uenza, have had 

a major, negative impact in the subregion, including 

through loss of human life and the economic 

consequences of a damaged poultry industry. 

Regional cooperation is essential for managing 

and mitigating the human and economic impacts 

of pandemics. 

GENDER INEQUALITY

Rapid economic growth and changing socioeconomic 

conditions have important gender implications and 

this is another challenge facing the subregion. For 

example, as wage employment becomes more typical 

in the lesser developed economies of the Mekong, 

more men than women are in paid work and women 

remain in lower paid and less secure jobs. Women 

are increasingly responsible for unpaid subsistence 

agriculture. Land tenure (particularly for ethnic 

minority women) and household gender inequality 

are other important challenges. 

Improved data collection on gender indicators is 

essential for progress. Also, gender equality across 

Mekong countries, including through integration 

into subregional cooperation initiatives, must 

be sustained to ensure consistent, equitable 

economic growth.

7  Wainwright, E and Anderson, I. Asia: Analytical Report for the White Paper on Australia’s Aid Program, AusAID Canberra 2006.

8  Science vol 304, June 2004.

9  HAARP Project Design Document 2006.
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3 Subregional cooperation

Mekong countries are strongly committed to 

closer cooperation and economic integration 

at subregional, regional and global levels. Key 

organisations promoting cooperation and integration 

include the ADB, World Bank, and MRC as well as 

groups operating on a broader Asia regional basis 

(for example, ASEAN, APEC and UNESCAP) and 

some bilateral donors. The ADB-led Greater Mekong 

Subregion Economic Cooperation Program has 

developed as one of the key organising frameworks 

to promote regional integration and cooperation. 

Crowds at the opening of My Thuan Bridge, Vietnam, 21 May 2000. photo: Hans Kempf
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4 Australia’s national interests

Australia’s national interests in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion are strong and broad, encompassing 

economic, political, security and environmental 

concerns. Closer engagement with Asia in general is 

an abiding priority in Australia’s 2003 Foreign and 

Trade Policy White Paper.

Consolidating and expanding bilateral and 

regional relationships within the subregion are 

important to Australia’s interests in maintaining 

peace and security and enhancing economic 

integration. A number of Mekong countries are 

important trade destinations for Australian exports. 

Therefore, effective border management, including 

migration management and the legal movement 

of people, goods and vehicles, together with a 

strong commitment to the rule of law and gender 

equality, improved cooperation between law and 

security agencies, anti-corruption and respect 

for human rights, are key themes in Australian 

Government policy. 

Combating transboundary threats, such as 

transmissible human and animal diseases, are other 

important priorities. Australia already has strategies 

for combatting HIV/AIDS, pandemics and emerging 

infectious diseases internationally which emphasise 

regional responses, including for the countries of 

the Mekong subregion. Sustainable environmental 

management in the Asia-Pacifi c, including forest 

management and climate change, are also important 

interests for Australia.
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5 The Greater Mekong Subregion 

AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

STRATEGY OBJECTIVE AND COMPONENTS

Australia’s engagement in the Mekong subregion is 

guided by the strategic framework identifi ed in the 

Australian Government’s White Paper:10 accelerating 

economic growth, fostering functioning and effective 

states, investing in people and promoting regional 

stability and cooperation, with gender equality and 

working in partnership as overarching principles. 

The goal of Australia’s Greater Mekong Subregion 

Strategy 2007–2011 is: ‘to enable sustainable 

broad-based economic growth levels for the 

subregion through greater connectivity 

and cooperation.’ 

To achieve this, the strategy:

i) supports subregional connectivity through 

infrastructure investments 

ii) enables integration by promoting and facilitating 

subregional cooperation.

RATIONALE

The strategy aligns with the aid program’s overall 

objective to reduce poverty and promote sustainable 

development. It specifi cally supports the White 

Paper’s themes of accelerating economic growth 

and promoting regional stability and cooperation. 

Stronger economic growth and sustainable 

development will address the White Paper’s goal to 

foster functioning and effective states, particularly in 

Cambodia and Laos. 

The Greater Mekong Subregion Strategy focuses on 

challenges best addressed through a subregional 

approach rather than a bilateral or broader Asia 

regional program approach. Establishing the 

strategy’s priorities involved assessing whether 

challenges had already been identifi ed as priorities 

by subregional governments and which governments 

had agreed to implement solutions through 

subregional mechanisms. 

The strategy’s subregional approach also builds 

on lessons learned from AusAID’s experience 

in implementing regional programs and recent 

international reviews of regional programs.11 Key 

lessons include the need for: participating countries 

to be committed to their regional effort; governance 

arrangements to give participating countries 

a voice; linkages with bilateral programs; and 

improved sustainability.

The strategy was also informed by Australia’s 

direct experience with transport infrastructure in 

the subregion, specifi cally the construction of the 

My Thuan Bridge in Vietnam and the Friendship 

Bridge between Thailand and Laos. The MDBs and 

Japan are key donors fi nancing infrastructure in the 

subregion and have undertaken signifi cant analytic 

10  The White Paper on the Australian Government’s Overseas Aid Program Australian Aid: Promoting Growth and Stability, 2006.

11  For example, The Development Potential of Regional Programs, Independent Evaluation Group, World Bank, 2007.
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work to identify infrastructure priorities. For this 

reason, the infrastructure programs included in 

The Greater Mekong Subregion Strategy should be 

in partnerships with the MDBs. 

SUPPORT SUBREGIONAL CONNECTIVITY THROUGH 
INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENTS

New and improved infrastructure to support 

subregional connectivity is critical to attracting 

investment and facilitating the trade needed for 

future economic growth and development.

OBJECTIVE A1: INCREASING TRADE IN TARGETED 
ECONOMIC CORRIDORS 

Inadequate transport links to domestic, regional 

and international markets is a major factor in 

restricting trade and investment growth within 

the less developed Mekong countries. The most 

remote areas, which are far removed from transport 

corridors, lack access to wider markets. Improving 

transport connections between rural communities 

and urban and regional centres is required to 

improve rural productivity. 

Signifi cant transport infrastructure is required to 

connect poor and remote areas to established (or 

planned) subregional economic corridors. Transport 

infrastructure must be supported by appropriate 

operations and maintenance (O&M) funding. This 

is a major hindrance in the subregion. Broader 

corporate governance issues associated with 

providing infrastructure have resulted in sub-optimal 

outcomes. In addition, opening economic corridors, 

particularly through transport infrastructure, can 

increase transmission of diseases such as HIV/AIDS 

(through increased population mobility) and place 

women and children at greater risk of traffi cking. 

These issues must be addressed in an integrated way.

To achieve this objective Australia will provide 

support largely through partnership arrangements 

and co-fi nancing with MDBs in these areas:

> providing transport infrastructure in targeted areas 

 Australia will selectively support high-priority 

subregional transport infrastructure requirements 

especially in remote and disadvantaged areas. 

> integrating policies for O&M, procurement, 

poverty, gender and HIV/AIDS into planning 

and implementation

 Australia will promote the use of effective 

policy in these areas by engaging with bilateral 

and subregional partners. Australia will help 

build capacity for targeted institutions in 

partner governments. 

> measuring development progress of transport 

infrastructure and associated policy reform

 Australia will work closely with development 

partners to strengthen the collection of 

performance information.

Customs officers checking goods arriving in Lao Bao, Vietnam from Thailand via Laos. photo: John Howard
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OBJECTIVE A2: INCREASING THE AVAILABILITY OF 
EFFICIENT AND SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SUPPLY

In poorer Mekong countries a proportion of rural 

poor live without electricity. Improving rural energy 

infrastructure is vital to growth. The World Bank 

estimates that in the next 15 years, two-and-a-half-

times more electricity capacity will be needed if the 

subregion is to sustain its present rate of economic 

growth. Developing a less expensive and more 

effi cient power supply and enabling access to clean, 

sustainable energy is therefore critical.

The lack of fi nancial capital to fund on-grid energy 

infrastructure is a major constraint in rural areas. 

This is compounded by the relative ineffi ciency 

of rural electricity grid systems which leads to 

higher costs, lower use and poor overall fi nancial 

performance by electricity authorities. In some 

remote rural areas providing on-grid power is not 

seen as economically viable – there is a need for 

technology to establish off-grid power generation 

(for example, solar and mini hydropower).

To achieve this objective Australia will provide 

support largely through partnership arrangements 

and co-fi nancing development with the MDBs in 

these areas:

> providing targeted on-grid electricity infrastructure 

 Australia will support high priority rural 

electricity infrastructure requirements focusing 

on the needs of remote and disadvantaged areas. 

> providing alternative sources of rural energy

 Australia will support developing and applying 

sustainable and alternate energy options for 

remote rural areas.

> integrating policies to improve power sector 

effi ciency, poverty and gender into planning 

and implementation

 Australia will promote policies to improve power 

sector effi ciency. This will include incorporating 

poverty and gender issues into policies to promote 

equity and effectiveness. Australia will also help 

build capacity for targeted institutions within 

partner governments.

> measuring development progress of rural electricity 

infrastructure and associated policy reform

 Australia will work closely with development 

partners to strengthen the collection of 

performance information. 

ENABLE INTEGRATION THROUGH PROMOTING AND 
FACILITATING SUBREGIONAL COOPERATION 

Increased subregional cooperation is 

necessary to continue building momentum 

for greater integration, economic growth and 

sustainable development.

Trucks arriving at Savannakhet, Laos, a key border crossing on the East West Corridor from Vietnam to Burma. 

photo: John Howard
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OBJECTIVE B1: REDUCE NON-PHYSICAL BARRIERS 
TO ACHIEVE EFFICIENT AND EFFECTIVE CROSS-
BORDER MOVEMENT OF GOODS, VEHICLES 
AND PEOPLE

Barriers preventing the effi cient and effective legal 

cross-border movement of goods, vehicles and people 

are a problem in the subregion. They constrain 

further economic integration, economic growth and 

international competitiveness. Border management 

issues include customs, migration management, 

anti-corruption measures, control of drug and people 

traffi cking and control of cross-border transmission 

of animal and plant diseases. Effective cross-border 

communication remains important. 

Divergent national policies and weaknesses 

in subregional border cooperation are major 

constraints to improving cross-border movement. 

This is compounded by lack of infrastructure and 

institutional and technical capacity, particularly at 

remote crossings. While English is the accepted 

common language of the subregion profi ciency 

is still weak particularly in poorer countries and 

poorer areas. 

To achieve this objective Australia will provide 

support by:

> promoting cross-border cooperation

 Australia will work with the ADB and partner 

countries to implement the Cross-Border 

Transport Agreement (CBTA), including 

training and relevant infrastructure. The CBTA 

is expected to mitigate key non-physical barriers 

to the effi cient and controlled cross-border 

management of transport, customs, immigration 

and quarantine inspection. 

> delivering an English profi ciency development 

initiative

 Australia will deliver an English language 

skills development initiative to help improve 

communication and cross-border cooperation.

> measuring the impact of the CBTA

 Australia will work closely with development 

partners to strengthen the collection of 

performance information. 

OBJECTIVE B2: IMPROVE WATER RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT IN THE MEKONG BASIN

Effective and sustainable use of natural resources in 

the subregion, particularly the water in the Mekong 

Basin, is critical to economic growth. There is 

potential for increasing tension between riparian 

states as water demand and usage increases. There 

is a need for a strategic and integrated approach to 

water resource management to address the rapid 

level of development in the subregion and the high 

sensitivity of cross-border water issues. 

To achieve this objective Australia will provide 

support by:

> strengthening the institutional framework for 

managing Mekong Basin resources for the benefi t 

of all subregional countries

Australia will work to strengthen the MRC and 

the National Mekong Committees to improve 

integrated water resource management in the 

Mekong Basin.

> broadening scientifi c knowledge of the Mekong 

Basin’s water resources

 Australia will provide support to improve 

availability of reliable scientifi c data on  

these water resources, leading to better informed 

decision making. 

> planning for comprehensive basin development 

 Australia will support the MRC in formulating a 

resource use plan to identify land suitability based 

on natural resource limits and other subregional 

planning priorities.

> measuring development progress as a result 

of improved water resource management 

 Australia will work closely with the MRC and 

other development partners to strengthen the 

collection of performance information.
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6 Implementing the strategy

AID EFFECTIVENESS

Overall, aid effectiveness will be achieved by working 

in partnership, avoiding duplication and regularly 

reviewing performance.

WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP

Australia will work in partnership with key 

subregional organisations, partner governments and 

donors. Support for existing priorities and programs 

will enable Australia to contribute to the agreed 

priorities of Mekong countries. Australia will also 

actively contribute to policy dialogue to inform good 

decision making.

AVOIDING DUPLICATION

Australia will avoid duplication caused by parallel 

structures. The design, implementation and 

monitoring of activities will be undertaken with key 

subregional organisations, partner governments and 

donors. Australia will seek to infl uence the quality of 

design and sustainability of activities by drawing on 

existing knowledge and experience to address issues 

such as gender inequality and HIV/AIDS. 

REVIEWING STRATEGY PERFORMANCE

The strategy’s PAF (Annex 1) describes how 

Australia will measure progress against strategy 

objectives, quality and capabilities. Where 

appropriate, Australia will rely on the performance 

frameworks of its partners. 

Progress towards objectives will be reviewed through 

Australia’s Annual Program Performance Update. 

A mid-term and fi nal effectiveness review of the 

strategy will be conducted with key partners. 

Also, given some elements of the strategy may be 

completed after the strategy period (for example, 

infrastructure) it may be necessary for some 

evaluation to take place a number of years after 

it offi cially fi nishes in 2011. 

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES: GENDER, ENVIRONMENT, 
HIV/AIDS, CORRUPTION

GENDER

Gender equality applies across all aspects of the aid 

program’s strategic framework. Australia will work 

with partners to ensure gender equity issues are 

effectively incorporated into activities supported by 

the Greater Mekong Subregion Strategy. Gender 

equality policy and accountability frameworks for 

partner governments, multilaterals and the MDBs 

are generally strong and commitments to gender 

equality are similar to Australia’s. Particularly 

on co-fi nanced initiatives, Australia will work 

through partner frameworks and take leadership 

to ensure gender equality is effectively integrated 

into initiatives. Australia will measure outcomes 

for gender equality and collect sex disaggregated 

data under individual activities supported by the 

subregional strategy and at the strategy level.
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ENVIRONMENT

Many environmental issues are transboundary 

by nature and the rapid economic development 

in the subregion brings with it environmental 

impacts.12 There is increased awareness by regional 

governments of the need to balance the maintenance 

of a healthy environment with economic growth.

The environmental impact of development in the 

Mekong Basin is a priority in the MRC’s program, but 

protecting the environment of the Mekong River and 

the basin catchment is also a cross-cutting issue that 

must be accounted for in all activities in the subregion. 

Sustainable management of the natural resources of 

the basin and managing potential negative impacts 

of water sector and land-use activities is an important 

priority for Australian assistance under the Mekong 

Water Resource Strategy (MWRS) (Annex 3).

The impact of climate change (extreme weather 

events and shifts in rainfall volume and patterns) also 

represents major risks to the subregion. Signifi cant 

increases in rainfall could exacerbate fl ooding, while a 

major decrease could lead to further drought. Research 

will be undertaken as part of the MWRS to better 

understand these risks and identify potential measures 

to mitigate them. 

HIV/AIDS

The Australian Government has made a global 

commitment of $1 billion to 2010 to fi ght 

HIV/AIDS with a major focus on the Asia-Pacifi c 

region. Mainstreaming HIV/AIDS education and 

prevention activities is part of AusAID’s HIV/AIDS 

assistance policy. 

Infrastructure programs – particularly transport 

corridors – can facilitate the spread of HIV/AIDS. 

An HIV/AIDS-infrastructure initiative will be 

developed and funded under the strategy, refl ecting 

the important link between HIV/AIDS prevention 

and infrastructure development in the region. 

CORRUPTION

The strategy places high priority on Australia 

working with its partners to minimise the risk of 

corruption. Corruption is a major impediment 

to growth, effective government and poverty 

reduction in the subregion, which undermines aid 

effectiveness. Australia will focus on actions that 

minimise the risk of corruption and support stronger 

procurement and management systems for the 

activities identifi ed in the strategy.

RISKS

The major risks to effectively implementing the 

strategy include:

> a decline in political stability in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion 

> reduced commitment among the six countries 

of the subregion to cooperation and economic 

integration

> a growing gap between energy demand and 

supply in the region

> natural disasters and emerging infectious 

diseases that: negatively impact on economic 

growth; change development priorities; and 

interrupt implementation of aid programs

> poor management of the Mekong’s water 

resources that could lead to increased tension 

in the subregion

> the impact of climate change in extreme 

weather events and shifts in rainfall volume and 

patterns in the subregion, increasing fl oods and 

drought natural 

> inadequate anti-corruption efforts. 

A Risk Matrix (Annex 2) assesses these risks in more 

detail. Risk levels form part of the ongoing review of 

the strategy.

12 Aid and the environment – building resilience, sustaining growth, AusAID, 2007.
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Annex 1

PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

GOAL/OBJECTIVES

MEKONG STRATEGY PERFORMANCE MEASURES

DEVELOPMENT OUTCOME 

INDICATORS

POLICY/INSTITUTIONAL 

OUTCOME INDICATORS

WHITE PAPER/CROSS-CUTTING 

OUTCOME INDICATORS

GENDER (G)

ANTI-CORRUPTION (AC) 

HIV/AIDS

To enable sustainable, 

broad-based economic 

growth levels for the 

subregion through 

greater connectivity 

and cooperation.

> GDP national, sub-national 

(provincial)

> FDI national, sub-national 

(provincial) 

> foreign trade, national, 

sub-national (provincial) 

> targeted subregional 

institutions assessed to be 

operating effectively

> targeted subregional 

agreements and policies 

effectively implemented

 

A. SUPPORT SUBREGIONAL CONNECTIVITY THROUGH INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENTS

1 Increasing 

trade in 

targeted 

economic 

corridors. 

> amount of freight, vehicles, 

people using transport 

infrastructure 

> proportion of identifi ed 

benefi ciaries (communities) 

defi ned as poor

> travel time to targeted 

border crossings of identifi ed 

benefi ciaries (target, actual)

> goods and services trade at 

targeted border crossings 

(target, actual) 

> institutional capacity in 

targeted institutions 

> effective O&M infrastructure 

policy promoted and 

implemented under 

the strategy

> effective and transparent 

procurement policy promoted 

and implemented under 

the strategy

> level of evidence of country-

level policy action due 

to above

> effective and transparency in 

procurement policy (AC)

> poverty, gender and 

HIV/AIDS considerations 

are explicit and visible in 

infrastructure provision

> increased HIV/AIDS awareness 

among benefi ciaries

2 Increasing the 

availability of 

effi cient and 

sustainable 

energy supply. 

> electricity supply cost for 

identifi ed benefi ciaries 

(target, actual) 

> electricity access for identifi ed 

benefi ciaries (target, actual) 

> proportion of benefi ciaries 

rural poor 

> proportion of energy provision 

alternate and/or sustainable

> institutional capacity in 

targeted institutions 

> effective and transparent 

procurement policy 

> effective and transparent 

procurement policy (AC) 

> women and men participate 

equitably in decision making 

about infrastructure at 

community levels
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B. ENABLE INTEGRATION THROUGH PROMOTING AND FACILITATING SUBREGIONAL COOPERATION 

1 Reduce 

non-physical 

barriers to 

the effi cient 

cross-border 

movement of 

goods, vehicles 

and people.

> target border crossing 

clearance times 

(target, actual) 

> goods and services trade at 

targeted border crossings 

(target, actual)

> amount of freight, 

vehicles, people crossing 

targeted borders 

> number of cross-border 

transport agreements 

ratifi ed under the Greater 

Mekong Subregion’s CBTA 

(target, actual) 

> level of evidence of 

country-level institutional/

policy action due to 

(above) agreements

> greater English language 

profi ciency in targeted bodies 

and institutions 

> target border crossing 

clearance times (target, 

actual) (AC) 

> effective action taken at 

subregional level to address 

people traffi cking

2 Improve water 

resource 

management 

in the Mekong 

Basin.

[a set of indicators is to be 

identifi ed through further 

consultations with the MRC]

> institutional capacity in 

targeted institutions

> assessed effectiveness of 

Mekong Basin management 

structures

> level of evidence of 

country-level action due 

to MRC agreements

> proportion of key development 

proposals submitted and 

assessed by Mekong River 

management structures

> institutional links between 

MRC, ADB/WB and 

Australian institutions

> gender considerations are 

explicit and visible
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RISK MATRIX FOR THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION: AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION 
AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

RISK SOURCE LIKELIHOOD CONSEQUENCE RISK LEVEL TREATMENT

1. A decline in political 

stability in the subregion.

Country 3 3 2 Monitor potential causes for 

increased tension.

Likely focal countries/areas 

in the subregion. 

Identify opportunities to 

contribute to reducing 

tension levels.

2. Reduced commitment 

to subregional cooperation 

and integration.

Regional 3 4 3 Monitor regional cooperation.

Support effective regional 

organisations and programs 

aimed at improving cooperation 

such as the ADB’s Greater Mekong 

Subregion program and ASEAN. 

3. Growing gap between 

demand and supply of energy 

in the subregion.

External 4 4 3 Support programs to increase 

access to and availability 

of alternate renewable 

energy supplies.

4. A hike in the price of oil 

reduces international trade 

and reduces economic 

growth leaving governments 

unable to contribute 

counterpart funds.

External 4 4 3 Monitor regional economic issues. 

Identify opportunities to support 

research into renewable energy 

sources and alternate energy 

options for transport.

5. Increased prevalence 

and transmission of 

infectious diseases.

Regional 3 4 3 Monitor prevalence of 

infectious diseases.

Review strategy if necessary to 

increase support for agencies 

and programs in the region 

seeking to reduce prevalence 

and transmission.

6. Increasing tension 

over access to water and 

competing interest for 

water use.

Regional 3 3 2 Monitor access to water in 

the subregion.

Review activities under the 

strategy to strengthen integrated 

water resource management in 

the subregion. 

Annex 2 
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7. Climate change has 

signifi cant impact on 

weather patterns in the 

region, increasing fl oods, 

drought, natural disasters.

External 4 3 2 Monitor reporting on climate 

change internationally.

Monitor reporting on changing 

weather patterns in the region.

Research the impact of climate 

change for the subregion.

Encourage increased focus on 

climate change.

Encourage planning for climate 

change adaptation.

8. Insuffi cient or 

inappropriate AusAID or 

partner government human 

and/or fi nancial resources to 

manage the program.

Program 2 3 2 Minimise administrative burdens. 

Review strategy to assess need 

for increased training and skill 

development for in-country 

management.

9. Decline in confi dence 

in regional organisations, 

especially the MRC and 

the ADB.

Regional 3 3 2 Work with other donors to assess 

the situation and identify 

strengthening activities. 

Develop programs to address 

weaknesses.

10. Inadequate donor 

coordination reduces Offi cial 

Development Assistance 

effectiveness.

Regional/

program

2 2 1 Maintain efforts to improve 

harmonisation.

Actively support donor 

coordination and cooperation.

11. Anti-corruption efforts 

inadequate.

Program 4 3 3 Strengthen anti-corruption 

activities in cooperation with 

other donors.

12. Agricultural practices not 

environmentally sustainable.

Regional 3 4 2 Monitor land management 

practices.

Support regional (and bilateral) 

programs to propagate 

and enhance sustainable 

agricultural practices.

KEY

L = likelihood 5 = almost certain 4 = likely 3 = possible 2 = unlikely 1 = rare 

C = consequence 5 = severe 4 = major 3 = moderate 2 = minor 1 = negligible 

R = risk level 4= extreme 3 = high 2 = medium 1 = low
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Annex 3

MEKONG WATER RESOURCE STRATEGY 2007–2011

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Mekong River’s 795 000-square-kilometer 

watershed includes six of Southeast Asia’s richest 

and poorest countries – Cambodia, China, Laos, 

Burma, Thailand and Vietnam. The government 

in each country is eager to use the river’s water 

resources for their economic development strategies. 

However, careful consideration must be given to the 

potential negative impact of exploiting the river’s 

water including through fl ooding, fi sheries loss, 

disruption of natural fl ushing, sedimentation, the 

impact of river-bank agriculture, and salt water 

intrusion in the Delta.

Australia has actively helped with development 

planning and environmental protection in the 

Mekong Basin for the past decade. The focus for 

subregional support to date has been the Mekong 

River Commission (MRC) program but Australia 

has also supported town and rural water and 

sanitation development and fl ood control projects 

in the Mekong Delta in Vietnam and irrigation 

development for agriculture in Cambodia through 

bilateral country programs. New opportunities 

have recently emerged for Australia to apply 

knowledge gained through past assistance programs 

to appropriate development under the World 

Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

formulated Mekong Water Resources Assistance 

Strategy (MWRS). 

The 2006 White Paper on the Australian 

Government’s Overseas Aid Program – Australian 

Aid: Promoting Growth and Stability – has identifi ed 

Mekong countries as an important priority. Effi cient 

use of freshwater resources and improved access to 

clean water continues to be a focus and this MWRS 

gives effect to the White Paper recommendations 

and forms a key component of AusAID’s new The 

Greater Mekong Subregion: Australia’s strategy to 

promote integration and cooperation 2007–2011. 

The Mekong River is a vital means of transport in the Delta. photo: Olivier Cogels
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The goal of the MWRS is:

… to promote subregional cooperation 
to reduce poverty and achieve 
sustainable development through 
equitable and efficient use and 
management of the water resources of 
the Mekong River and its tributaries. 

This goal refl ects the overarching objective of 

Australia’s aid program and recognises the social, 

economic and environmental demands that 

increasingly compete as the Mekong Basin develops.

The MWRS has three strategic objectives: 

1. Strengthening the institutional framework for 

integrated water resource management in the 

Mekong Basin, with a focus on the MRC and 

National Mekong Committees (NMCs). 

2. Improving scientifi c knowledge of the water 

resources of the Mekong Basin, with a focus on 

improving the MRC’s knowledge base and 

analytical capacity. 

3. Supporting comprehensive basin planning for 

the sustainable, equitable and effi cient use and 

management of the Mekong Basin’s 

water resources. 

These strategic objectives refl ect the 

recommendations of the White Paper. The MWRS 

will be implemented in partnership with Australian 

whole-of-government partners and cooperation will 

be sought with other donor agencies, the World Bank 

and the ADB. The MRC will remain a key partner 

agency throughout the life of the strategy.

Key to implementing the strategy is the establishment 

of a Water Resource Unit with a Water Resource 

specialist in Vientiane who will establish close links 

with the MRC, other donors and the regional World 

Bank/ADB Mekong Water Resource Partnership 

program (MWRP). The Water Resources program 

manager will also be available to assist country 

programs in the Mekong subregion.

The MWRS’s effectiveness and performance will be 

assessed through a results framework – the primary 

program review. The risk environment is assessed 

as moderate and highlights the need to strengthen 

regional cooperation, regional institutions and 

regional programs aimed at regional integration.

INTRODUCTION

The Mekong is the world’s twelfth longest river, 

stretching 4 880 kilometers from its source on the 

Tibetan Plateau to its outlet on the coast of Vietnam. 

It is the eighth largest river for annual runoff and 

perhaps the least exploited major waterway in 

terms of dams and water diversions. The Mekong’s 

795 000-square-kilometer watershed includes six 

of Southeast Asia’s richest and poorest countries 

– Cambodia, China, Laos, Burma, Thailand and 

Vietnam. The governments of these countries are 

eager to promote economic development using the 

Mekong’s water resources. 

Development potential exists for agriculture, 

fi sheries, hydropower and navigation. However, 

careful consideration must be given to the potential 

negative impact of exploiting the river’s water 

including through fl ooding, fi sheries loss, disruption 

of natural fl ushing, sedimentation and salt water 

intrusion in the Delta.

Australia has actively helped with development 

planning and environmental protection in the 

Mekong Basin for the past decade. The focus for this 

support has been the MRC program – from 1996 to 

2005, Australia provided more than A$9 million to 

the MRC, ranking the country about eighth among 

donors. Australian expertise at senior levels in 

several MRC program areas has allowed Australia to 

‘pull above its weight’. Australia has also supported 

water resource management, town and rural 

water and sanitation development in the Mekong 

Delta in Vietnam and irrigation development for 

agriculture in Cambodia. In the Mekong Delta, 

AusAID has also assisted the North Van Nao water 

control projects (originally identifi ed by the Interim 

Mekong Committee). 



22 THE GREATER MEKONG SUBREGION – AUSTRALIA’S STRATEGY TO PROMOTE INTEGRATION AND COOPERATION 2007–2011

The White Paper has identifi ed the Mekong 

countries as an important priority for the aid 

program. Intra-regional cooperation provides a 

valuable opportunity to link the rapidly growing 

economies of Vietnam, Thailand and southern China 

to the vulnerable, more slowly growing countries 

of Cambodia and Laos. Effi cient use of freshwater 

resources and improved access to clean water 

continue to be a focus for the aid program and the 

White Paper identifi es the Mekong as a region where 

Australia can add signifi cant value. 

This strategy focuses on the sustainable 

management and use of water resources in 

the Mekong River Basin which is seen as 

a critical foundation for the water-related 

programs implemented through the bilateral 

country programs. 

This Mekong Water Resource Strategy is a key 

component of AusAID’s new The Greater Mekong 

Subregion: Australia’s strategy to promote 

integration and cooperation 2007–2011. 

WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
IN THE MEKONG BASIN

KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES

Agriculture

Nearly 75 per cent of the Mekong’s population is 

employed in agriculture, fi sheries and forestry. 

Improving agricultural productivity is critical to 

raising the incomes of poor rural communities and 

the river offers signifi cant potential for expanding 

productive irrigation and improving effi ciency 

of water use where irrigation exists. Agricultural 

development, especially the region-wide increase 

in dry-season cropping, will likely place growing 

pressure on water resources during the low-fl ow 

dry season. Already there are signs of emerging 

tensions in the subregion with Vietnam concerned 

about increasing salt intrusion in the delta due to 

decreased fl ows, especially in the dry season when 

more water is extracted for irrigation. Thailand 

is keen to resist limits on water extraction and is 

seeking to ‘import’ water from Laos. Cambodia 

also faces strong pressure to expand irrigable areas. 

However, expansion of irrigation in the Basin 

risks increasing salinity in both surface water 

and groundwater.

Fisheries

The Mekong River is one of the world’s most diverse 

and prolifi c natural fi sheries. About 40 million 

people are engaged in fi shery in the Mekong at least 

part time with an estimated annual fi sh harvest 

worth about US$2 billion. There is no doubt that 

fi shery is important to the livelihoods of the rural 

poor and broader economic growth. However, 

increasing population pressure and economic 

development threaten its sustainability. Cambodia in 

particular emphasises protecting the Tonle Sap, the 

region’s most important freshwater fi shery and a key 

site of agricultural production.

Renewable energy and the environment

The Lower Mekong River Basin has an estimated 

potential for hydropower development of about 

30 000 MW. While only a small part of this has 

been developed (2000 MW or seven per cent), it is 

estimated that by 2020 electricity demand in the 

Mekong could be six times greater than in 1993. As 

of August 2005, the MRCS had compiled member 

states plans for more than 50 new dams for power 

generation (under the Basin Development Plan 

process and as required under the 1995 Agreement). 

Well planned hydropower facilities can help meet 

the demand for energy with reduced greenhouse gas 

emissions. Providing a reliable and suffi cient power 

source is also essential for building a favourable 

investment climate that can serve as a platform for 

improved economic growth. A reliable power supply 

system will bring signifi cant benefi ts to connected 

rural households and hydropower will provide 

revenue to governments. 

However, there is widespread concern and 

uncertainty about the impacts of large dams (on 

the mainstream and tributaries) including on 

Mekong fl ows, the natural systems of the river basin, 

reduction in sediment load (leading to bed scouring 

and bank erosion), migration paths of fi sh stocks 

and the connection between the river and fl oodplain 

that forms the basis of the basin’s extraordinary 

fi sheries wealth. The social impacts of dam building 
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have also raised signifi cant concerns, especially 

among affected communities and civil society 

groups. Tension has recently increased between 

Vietnam and Cambodia about the downstream 

impacts of dams built on Mekong tributaries in 

the Vietnamese highlands.

River transport

River transportation is an effi cient way to access 

different areas of the basin, move goods and 

establish links with regional and global markets. 

Inland water transport reaches some of the most 

isolated communities in the river basin and provides 

freight transport where road access is poor or 

where there is demand to move bulk materials 

(for example, related to mining). There is huge 

potential for river transport to regain its position as 

an important aspect of the regional infrastructure 

network – it is cheaper to develop and maintain port 

and river facilities than it is road and rail networks 

and the cost of moving people and cargo using river 

transport is low.

Improved river transportation capabilities enhance 

regional growth and integration through attracting 

investment, connecting isolated areas and improving 

livelihood opportunities. 

For Cambodia, inland waterways play a vital role in 

moving goods and passengers, particularly in the 

rainy season when they can accommodate large 

vessels. Waterways are also emerging as a source 

of tourism with cruises on the Mekong River 

between CanTho in Vietnam and Phnom Penh in 

Cambodia. In northern Laos, river transport into 

southern China has increased signifi cantly following 

dredging and blasting of a passage through a section 

of rapids. Upgrading Mekong River navigation and 

maintaining river facilities could improve the lives 

and incomes of the basin’s people through increased 

employment and trade opportunities.

Floods and drought

In 2000, more than 800 people lost their lives due 

to excessive fl ooding and the economic damage 

caused by fl ooding was assessed at more than 

US$400 million. In 2001, more than 300 people lost 

their lives due to fl ood and the economic damage 

was assessed at more than US$100 million. In 2002, 

large fl oods again caused loss of life and property 

in the four riparian countries. Flash fl oods have 

devastated large areas in the MRC member states. In 

each of these years, between one and eight million 

people were affected by fl oods.

Improved fl ood management and mitigation remain 

essential and will in the future be more in demand 

than ever. The complex fl ood problems of the Lower 

Mekong Basin require an integrated fl oodplain 

management approach and signifi cant attention to 

transboundary and regional issues.

The impact of droughts is also widespread 

throughout the basin. In 2004 alone, 19 000 villages 

in Thailand faced a chronic shortage of water. 

Climate change creates uncertainty for future river 

fl ows. Evidence is mounting that the glaciers on 

the Tibetan Plateau that feed the Mekong River are 

melting, raising fears of more intense fl ooding in 

the wet season and more severe drought in the dry 

season. Changes in rainfall patterns and intensity 

in the mountains of Laos and Vietnam also raise 

concerns about fl ows in the river as well as the 

future of fi sheries in Lake Tonle Sap and the lower 

Mekong Basin.

Community engagement

More than 56 million people live in the lower 

Mekong Basin and depend on the water resources 

of the river either directly or indirectly for their 

livelihood. Using the river’s waters will have 

implications for these people and they need to be 

involved in decision making. 

Effective participation and community-driven 

development need to be better integrated into 

national and MRC planning processes. Improving 

public access to the knowledge resources of the MRC 

is critical to improving community participation in 

river basin development.

Over recent years, local community based 

organisations have emerged to give voice to the 

concerns of people affected by river basin changes. 

For example, small community based organisations 

are now advocating on behalf of the fi sherfolk on 

Lake Tonle Sap and the people living along the 

Sesan River affected by the Yali Dam in Vietnam. 
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Facilitating links between these organisations and 

the NMC is important and there is evidence that 

NMCs are consulting such community groups 

over the impact of changes in the river. National 

and international Non-Government Organisations 

(NGOs) play an important role in assisting these 

organisations to have their voice heard both through 

publications and meetings with government offi cials 

and the MRC.

AUSTRALIA’S INTERESTS 

An objective of the 2006 White Paper is to 

continue to focus on the Mekong as a region with 

opportunities to link rapidly growing countries with 

vulnerable, slowly growing countries through intra-

regional cooperation. 

The White Paper also recommends focusing 

on managing freshwater resources for human 

consumption and more effi cient water usage. The 

Water and Australian Aid Policy notes that rising 

competition for water has the potential to increase 

tensions between users, both within and between 

countries. In the Mekong region water looms as 

a major transboundary issue that could threaten 

security and stability.

Effective partnerships are essential to mobilising the 

political will and fi nancial and technical resources 

needed to address freshwater issues in the region. 

Australia has a strong track record of forging 

partnerships on water issues.

Australia has provided approximately $8.1 million 

to the MRC over fi ve years to 2006 focusing on 

strengthening the technical and hydrological data 

collecting capacity of the organisation as well as 

supporting the MRC Secretariat. The ability of the 

MRC to provide advice to member countries and 

assess the likely impact of development on the 

basin’s water resources depends on the quality of 

data collected and the capacity of the organisation 

to provide support for knowledge-driven decision 

making by the riparian states. While the MRC has 

gained the trust of the riparian states and donors, 

a stronger institutional framework, more proactive 

approach to good river basin management and 

stronger analytical capacity will ensure sustainable 

development that accounts for social, environmental 

and economic consequences in the region. Australia 

has also given priority to maintaining environmental 

fl ow in the Mekong to protect the river’s health 

and fi sheries.

The strong partnership between the MRC and 

the Murray Darling Basin Commission draws 

on Australian experience in transboundary water 

management to strengthen the MRC. It also 

strengthened ties between the countries of the 

Mekong Basin and has helped establish participatory 

approaches to water management issues. 

Women planting rice, Cambodia. photo: Kevin Evans
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The Australian Centre for International Agricultural 

Research (ACIAR) and the Commonwealth Scientifi c 

and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 

support several initiatives on water resources 

management in the Mekong Basin.

This strategy gives priority to strengthening links 

between MRC programs and the Australian 

bilateral country strategies in the subregion. It 

is consistent with Australia’s commitment to 

donor harmonisation and the Paris Declaration 

on Aid Effectiveness.

LESSONS LEARNED

By international standards the Mekong Basin has 

abundant water resources and relatively low rates 

of use. However evidence is mounting that wide 

areas of the basin are at risk of degrading, at least 

temporarily. Resource planning and management 

are now critical issues if permanent degradation is to 

be avoided. There is a need for a strategic, integrated 

approach to water resource management given the 

region’s rapid level of development and the high 

sensitivity of cross-border water issues. Already 

there are signs of increasing tension between 

riparian states as water demand and usage increases. 

The MRC has a good record of addressing this 

emerging issue and is respected by the four member 

states. However, as the World Bank has observed: 

‘a stronger institutional framework supported by a 

well developed knowledge-driven decision support 

system is needed with a commitment from member 

countries to cooperate and manage the Mekong 

resources for the benefi t of all.’

The NMCs play a pivotal role in giving effect to 

MRC programs and approaches at the national 

level. However, the infl uence of each NMC on its 

respective parent line ministry and government 

varies. To adequately fulfi l their role they need to 

strengthen their capacity. It is also evident that 

member countries are looking for practical outcomes 

to improve their understanding of the MRC as an 

organisation that is helping plan for development in 

the river basin – it is not, in other words, just a body 

undertaking scientifi c studies. 

In the past, Australia has concentrated on building 

the MRC’s knowledge base and strengthening its 

technical capability. Establishing basic river data is 

essential to building the MRC’s capacity to undertake 

basin-wide planning and gain support from member 

countries. The MRC partnership with the Murray 

Darling Basin Commission has made a signifi cant 

contribution to strengthening the knowledge based 

approach to basin planning and management in the 

Mekong Basin. Data and information management, 

as well as analysis of such data, is critical to an 

effective river basin organisation. It is a continuing 

process that requires ongoing resources. 

A key achievement of Australian support for the 

MRC has been the successful negotiations and 

signing of a Data Sharing Agreement between 

the four member states. This agreement provides 

the basis for sharing the data that underlies the 

fl ood warning system operating in the lower 

Mekong Basin. 

The future of the Mekong Basin will be strengthened 

by closer cooperation with China as well as 

cooperation between the governments of all six 

riparian countries. 

AUSTRALIA’S MEKONG WATER RESOURCE STRATEGY 

STRATEGY OBJECTIVE 

The goal of Australia’s MRWS is: 

To promote subregional cooperation to 
reduce poverty and achieve sustainable 
development through equitable and 
efficient use and management of the 
water resources of the Mekong River 
and its tributaries.

This goal will be achieved through three strategic 

objectives: 

1. Strengthening the MRC and the NMCs to 

improve integrated water resource management 

in the Mekong Basin.

2.  Improving availability of reliable scientifi c data on 

the Mekong Basin’s water resources, with a focus 

on improving the MRC’s knowledge base and 

technical capacity. 

3.  Supporting basin development planning for 

the sustainable, equitable and effi cient use 

and management of the water resources of 

the Mekong Basin. 
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RATIONALE

The strategy’s goal refl ects the overarching objective 

of Australia’s aid program and the 2006 White 

Paper’s theme of promoting regional stability and 

cooperation. It also recognises the increasingly 

competitive social, economic and environmental 

demands faced by Mekong countries as they seek to 

use the shared water resources of the Mekong River 

for national development. 

In the MWRS Australia will maintain its focus on the 

Greater Mekong Subregion and support programs 

that strengthen integration in the subregion. The 

strategy also aims to improve the management of 

freshwater resources to ensure more effi cient water 

usage. Partnership with the World Bank, the ADB 

and other donors will be sought in implementing 

the strategy. 

Strategic objective 1 

Strengthening the Mekong River 
Commission and the National Mekong 
Committees to improve integrated 
water resource management in the 
Mekong Basin.

Strategic objective 1 affi rms the importance of a 

strong and effective institutional framework in the 

basin for integrated water resource management 

and Australia’s commitment to provide most of its 

assistance for this in the region to the MRC as the 

international river basin organisation of the four 

member states of the MRC. Stronger cooperation 

between the four members and the two dialogue 

partners (China and Burma) is key to avoiding 

potential confl ict as the riparian countries look to 

the shared water resources of the Mekong River to 

satisfy the increasing national demand for water. 

Australia is aware of weaknesses in the current 

institutional arrangements in the subregion and will 

help strengthen the capacity of the MRC and the four 

NMCs. Increased capacity in member countries is 

critical for improved use of MRC technical capacities, 

data, and basin development scenarios and plans. 

While the MRC is the organisation established by 

subregion countries to manage and develop water 

resources in the basin, Australia recognises the 

important contribution the World Bank and the 

ADB make to regional cooperation in integrated 

water resources management.

Under this objective, Australia will:

> Maintain strong support for the MRC as a 

knowledge-based river basin organisation with 

riparian ownership and engagement, recognising 

that an effective MRC is critical for integrated 

water resource management and governance in 

the Mekong Basin.

> Provide assistance and work with the MRC to 

shape the Integrated Capacity Building Program 

which targets both the National Mekong 

Committees and MRC staff.

> Strengthen the partnership between the MRC 

and Murray Darling Basin Commission by 

working with the MRC Secretariat to better target 

knowledge and skills transfer.

> Integrate the subregional program of support 

for the integrated water resource management 

and the MRC into the AusAID bilateral country 

strategies with the riparian states, especially 

where AusAID works with relevant national 

line ministries.

> Support wider regional cooperation by engaging 

the World Bank and the ADB in integrated water 

resource management programs, including 

the MWRP.

> Seek opportunities to enhance cooperation 

between China and the MRC, including joint 

study tours and workshops on legal, technical and 

governance issues.

> Endeavour to provide scholarships targeted to 

water resource management under the new 

Australian Scholarships initiative with potential 

students to be identifi ed by relevant national line 

ministries, the NMCs and the MRC. 

> Identify opportunities to place Australian Youth 

Ambassadors for Development and volunteers 

with integrated water resource management 

expertise in the region and opportunities for 

MRC and NMC personnel to be placed in 

Australian agencies to gain on-the-job training 

and development.
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Strategic objective 2

Improving availability of reliable 
scientific data on the water resources 
of the Mekong Basin, with a focus 
on improving the Mekong River 
Commission’s knowledge base and 
technical capacity.

Strategic objective 2 builds on Australia’s past 

commitments to the MRC and affi rms the unique 

role of the MRC as the knowledge centre for Mekong 

water resources. Under this objective, Australia will 

help the MRC fulfi l its role as an international river 

basin organisation with established systems for data 

collection and research and capacity to integrate 

and analyse this information so it is useful for 

effective and equitable decision making. Australia 

will assist the MRC, in consultation with the NMCs 

and national line ministries, to prepare a framework 

document for the Information and Knowledge 

Management Program.

Australia recognises the importance of increasing 

knowledge of the groundwater resources of the 

region. Lack of knowledge of groundwater resources 

in the basin is critical for development in the 

subregion and data collection is urgently needed to 

assess the quality and quantity of groundwater and 

the risks to future supplies, especially from increased 

salinity. Opportunities to help with research into 

groundwater resources and integrate groundwater 

data into hydrological models will be explored during 

the period of this strategy.

Australia’s assistance will focus on: 

> Successfully completing the installation 

and upgrade of the network of appropriate 

hydrological/water quality stations along the 

Lancang-Mekong mainstream and ensuring 

this system can be integrated into the new 

MRC hydrological cycle observing system 

being developed in partnership with the World 

Meteorological Organisation.

> Providing a Senior Technical Program 

Coordinator for three years who will be 

responsible for coordinating the scientifi c/

technical program and strengthening the 

knowledge base of the MRC.

> Maintaining the partnership between the MRC 

and the Murray Darling Basin Commission to 

share Australian water resource management 

experience and research with the Mekong 

riparian countries.

> Encouraging collaboration between Australian 

research institutions such as the ACIAR, the 

CSIRO and with the MRC and institutions in the 

Mekong subregion. 

Strategic Objective 3

Supporting basin development 
planning for the sustainable, equitable 
and efficient use and management 
of the water resources of the 
Mekong Basin.

Strategic objective 3 recognises the essential role of 

the MRC in formulating a Basin Development Plan 

(BDP) as required under the 1995 agreement. An 

integrated water resource management approach has 

been adopted in formulating the BDP. AusAID is 

interested in exploring with the MRC opportunities 

to formulate a ‘preferred resource use plan’ for the 

basin that identifi es land suitability based on natural 

resource limits for uses within the catchment. In 

Phase 2 of the BDP, the MRC and NMCs will further 

develop and apply the data systems and assessment 

tools established during Phase 1 of the BDP. The 

development of basin plans depends on the data 

system and knowledge base supported under SO2. 

The rapid growth in demand for energy in the 

subregion is increasing pressure for hydropower 

capacity in the tributaries of the Mekong. 

Hydropower offers a renewable energy alternative 

to increased use of fossil fuels and the consequent 

increase in greenhouse gas emissions. The four 

member countries have notifi ed the MRC of their 

plans to build more than 50 dams in the lower 

Mekong Basin. Australia recognises the urgent 

need for a strategic analysis of the hydropower 

options to identify development options with the 

least potential to cause environmental damage 

and ensure the protection of the river and its 

downstream environments. 
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Climate change threatens possible signifi cant shifts 

in rainfall patterns and intensity. The implications 

for river fl ows in wet and dry seasons could be 

substantial. Australian researchers in CSIRO and the 

Bureau of Meteorology have developed models better 

able to predict zones of rainfall change under various 

increased temperature scenarios. AusAID will seek 

opportunities to establish partnerships between 

Australian organisations and researchers studying 

climate change and researchers in the MRC, 

governments and institutions in the region.

Australian assistance under this objective will:

> Provide support to Phase 2 of the BDP. 

> Investigate opportunities to help the MRC 

undertake energy planning in the basin and 

strategic and environmental analysis of proposed 

hydropower developments.

> Seek to establish partnerships between Australian 

and regional organisations and researchers 

studying the implications of climate change.

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

Women play a key role in agriculture and 

fi sheries in the region and ensuring their effective 

participation in planning and development activities 

is critical for effectiveness. Improved access to the 

knowledge resources of the MRC is an important 

step in increasing participation and gender equity. 

Consistent with Australia’s concern to ensure the 

aid program makes a real contribution to achieving 

greater gender equity in development, Australia will 

encourage participation of women in the work of the 

MRC and in all activities funded by Australia.

 The environmental impact of development in 

the Mekong River Basin is a priority in the MRC 

program, but protecting the environment of the 

Mekong River and the basin catchment is also a 

cross-cutting issue that must be taken into account 

in all activities in the subregion. Sustainable 

management of the basin’s natural resources and 

managing potential negative impacts of water 

sector activities will remain a priority for Australian 

assistance to Mekong water resource management.

Waterways: connecting people and markets. photo: Bruce Bailey
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Mainstreaming HIV/AIDS education and prevention 

activities in relevant programs in the region is an 

AusAID policy that will be applied in this program. 

HIV/AIDS is particularly acute in border areas 

and has often spread along transport routes. 

Opportunities will be sought to link existing 

HIV/AIDS prevention programs with activities 

under this strategy. 

Consistent with the White Paper recommendations, 

the MWRS will cooperate with relevant sections 

in AusAID to develop a strategy to reduce the 

risk of corruption in activities supported by 

Australia. Australia will work closely with partner 

organisations to develop and implement effective 

anti-corruption measures.

IMPLEMENTING THE STRATEGY

MANAGING IMPLEMENTATION 

Implementation of the MWRS will be focused 

in Vientiane with the establishment of a MWRS 

Unit. The unit will be staffed by a technical 

advisor for water resources in the subregion, a 

program manager and two to three locally engaged 

support staff.

In cooperation with AusAID’s Mekong section, the 

unit will manage Australia’s engagement with the 

MRC and other multilateral water resource programs 

and be available to help strengthen water resource 

management activities in bilateral country strategies 

and strengthen links to research institutions in the 

region and to community based organisations. The 

MWRS Unit will seek to increase the coherence 

and integration of Australia’s WRM engagement in 

the subregion. 

TIMEFRAME

This MWRS spans the period 2006–2010 and 

matches the timeframe of the MRC Strategic Plan. 

This timeframe will not prevent AusAID from 

responding to the inevitable change that will occur in 

the region over the next four years, as the strategy is 

broad and principles based. 

HARMONISATION

Despite signifi cant donor interest from more than 

15 donors, the lack of donors residing in Vientiane 

inhibits regular donor coordination meetings. 

Australia will continue to look for opportunities to 

promote coordination and harmonisation of views 

among MRC donors. The Water Resource Adviser 

to be based in Vientiane will enhance Australia’s 

capacity to contribute to harmonisation amongst 

donors to the MRC. Donors have also expressed their 

readiness to consider providing program funding to 

the MRC and Australia supports this approach. The 

independent organisational review conducted in late 

2006 is expected to assist a move towards program 

funding to the MRC.

PARTNERSHIP

A whole-of-government approach will be central to 

implementing this strategy and opportunities will 

be sought to engage relevant Australian government 

agencies in this. Australia has considerable 

experience in water resource management that can 

be adapted to the needs of the Mekong Basin. Active 

partnerships with signifi cant institutions such as the 

Murray Darling Basin Commission and ACIAR will 

be encouraged under this strategy. 

Australian NGOs have extensive programs in 

the subregion with AusAID-NGO cooperation 

agreements current in Cambodia, Laos and 

Vietnam. NGOs have strong interest in the social 

and environmental impacts of development in the 

region especially with the resources of the Mekong 

and have published research studies on several water 

resource management issues, such as the future of 

Lake Tonle Sap. 

Several Australian institutes and universities 

undertake research targeted on the Mekong and 

their insights and understanding will help inform 

Australian engagement in the region. Where 

appropriate and in cooperation with relevant regional 

organisations, AusAID will commission analytical 

work in support of the strategy.

In the region, Australia will seek partnership with 

other donor organisations and actively engage in aid 

harmonisation in line with the Paris Declaration. 

Close cooperation will be sought with multilateral 

agencies working in the subregion.
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PERFORMANCE FRAMEWORK

A strategy results framework will provide the basis 

for assessing the performance of the strategy and be 

the primary program review and effectiveness tool 

for the MWRS. Australia will not be responsible for 

implementation of all activities under the MWRS 

and so development of a performance framework 

at the program level will depend on cooperation 

from partner agencies. Consequently AusAID will 

encourage its principal partner, the MRC, to develop 

a performance framework for reporting to donors on 

the impact and effectiveness of its programs. This 

would be part of a wider initiative carried out by the 

MRC to develop and improve standardised systems 

to ensure timely and accurate reporting to donors. 

Performance measures at the regional and program 

level for Australia’s engagement will depend on data 

collected by implementing agencies under their 

monitoring and evaluation systems. 

Australia will give high priority to the development 

of a harmonised approach to program monitoring, 

in cooperation with riparian states and other 

donors. Common approaches will be sought for the 

development of common performance indicators 

at the beginning of an activity, common fi nancial 

reports, agreed frequency for periodic progress 

reports and a regular forum for discussing concerns.

RISK ASSESSMENT

This strategy assumes continuing stability in the 

subregion and a continuing commitment among 

riparian countries to cooperate in using Mekong 

water resources. A key role of the MRC is to nurture 

trust between member countries and encourage 

cooperation so the continued effective functioning of 

the MRC as a river basin organisation is a key factor 

in mitigating this risk. Continued Australian support 

for the MRC will help.

Maintaining member state commitment to the MRC 

and its programs is critical to the effectiveness of the 

organisation and improved cooperative management 

of the water resources of the basin. The capacity of 

the NMCs to infl uence policy and practice in their 

line ministries and agencies remains a signifi cant 

risk to effectively implementing agreed procedures 

for water management. Strengthening the capacity 

of the NMCs and increasing member country 

participation in the MRC is a key strategy objective 

that will help mitigate risk.

The impact of climate change in extreme weather 

events and shifts in rainfall volume and patterns in 

the region also pose major risks to the management 

of the river. Signifi cant increase in rainfall could 

exacerbate fl ooding while a signifi cant reduction in 

rainfall could exacerbate drought in the region and 

increase the demand for water from the river. Glacier 

melting in the headwaters of the Mekong on the 

Tibetan Plateau also poses risks for the seasonal fl ow 

of the river and the quantity of water that enters the 

lower Mekong Basin. Research will be undertaken 

to increase understanding of this risk and identify 

potential measures to mitigate the risk.
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