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The Mekong Region Water and Sanitation Initiative

Background

MEK-WATSAN in i t i a t ive i s a

collaborative effort between United

Nations Human Settlements Programme

(UN-HABITAT) and the Governments of

the Mekong region, which seek to work

with other development partners in the

region, one of the most significant being

theAsian Development Bank (ADB).

The whole philosophy of MEK- WATSAN

is to support participating Governments

attain their water and sanitation related

Millennium Development Goal (MDG)

agreed in 2000, to halve the proportion of

people without access to improved water

supply and sanitation services by 2015.

Improving the water and sanitation

situation is also a critical factor for meeting

most of the other MDGs, which include

eradicating extreme poverty and hunger;

achieving universal primary education;

promoting gender equality and women's

empowerment; reducing child mortality;

improving maternal health; combating

major diseases; and improving

environmental sustainability.

MEK-WATSAN promotes:

Pro-poor urban water governance,

Urban water conservation and

demand management,

Integrated urban environmental

sanitation, and

Income generation for the urban poor

t h r o u g h c o m m u n i t y -

based water and sanitation services.
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“Fast-Track” initiatives in a number of
towns have demonstrated how using
participatory and community based
approaches access to water and sanitation
can be improved in a short time and with
relatively small investments. In a “roll-out”
phase the programme is being replicated in
more towns. The programme includes
infrastructure improvements based on
participatory and demand led approaches;
capacity building for affordable and
sustainable service provision. The
programme also supports the process of
ongoing sector reforms in the countries and
stresses participatory monitoring of
outcomes. The programme is being
expanded in a modular fashion, depending
on the availability of resources and growing
demand from the participating countries.

Objectives

To support the participating Governments

in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS)

attain their water and sanitation related

MDG, UN-HABITAT initiated the

development of the Mekong Region Water

and Sanitation Initiative (MEK-

WATSAN) for secondary towns.

Specifically it will:

Expedite pro-poor water and

sanitation investments in

secondary towns,

Enhance institutional and human

resource capacities at local and

regional levels to sustain water and

sanitation services,

Operationalise upstream sector

reforms at the local level,

Enhance capacities of local private

sector entities in service

delivery,

Reduce the adverse

environmental impacts of

urbanisation on local river

catchments,

Support economic development in

secondary towns through

improved water and sanitation,

and related income generating

activities, and

Support cooperation between the

countries of the Mekong region, and

thus economic development.
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Collaboration and Cooperation

National and
Regional Perspectives

In addition to partnering with ADB, a

dialogue for cooperation is to be opened

with the European Union, World Bank, a

number of bilateral agencies and non-

profit organizations. Specifically UN-

HABITAT is to also explore areas of

cooperation with entities such as the

Mekong River Commission, the Water

Supply Partnership, the Southeast Asian

Water Utilities Network, the Greater

Mekong Subregion Academic and

Research Network and the Phnom Penh

Plan for Development Management.

Under MEK-WATSAN, UN-HABITAT

will also seek to build partnerships with

Community Based Organisations (CBOs)

and Non-Governmental Organisations

(NGOs) to implement projects in support

of the economic corridor(s).

Although there will be a national focus

for the programme in each country,

MEK-WATSAN is a reg iona l

programme. The benefits this approach

brings include facilitation of

benchmarking, increased opportunities

for informal networking, peer-to-peer

capacity building, regional training and

t h e e n h a n c e d p o t e n t i a l f o r

implementation reforms.
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Overview of the Region

The term Mekong Region, which is now

home to some 250 million people,

generally refers to the geographical area

centered around the world's 12th largest

river, the Mekong. The economies of

Thailand and PR China (Yunna, Guangxi)

are an important part of the regions’

growth, but the emerging transitional

economies of Cambodia, Lao PDR and

Vietnam are now leading to higher regional

economic growth, which is predominantly

urban-based.

Rationale for MEK-WATSAN
Initiative

There are still countries or regions within the

countries in the Mekong region, which are

facing poor water supply and sanitation

services and are therefore struggling to

achieve the targets set.

In Lao PDR, some 100 of a total of 145

districts or secondary towns have no

formalised water supply, and in

Cambodia, only 11% of the population has

access to sanitation facilities. Although

water supply and sanitation programmes

are underway in each country of the

Mekong region, current levels of

investment are grossly inadequate.

Urbanisation is occurring at a faster pace

than the rate of implementation of water

supply and sanitation facilities. In

percentage terms, coverage rates are set to

fall substantially before 2015.

Table 1 provides a summary of the MDG

status in each country of the Mekong region.

The number of people to be served in order

to meet the MDGs are staggering, and this is

especially so in the secondary towns.

It is very clear that the countries of

Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam will not

meet their MDGs by 2015, unless there is a

paradigm shift in the levels of investment

and in the commitment of the Governments

to implement reforms.

Growing demand for adequate water supply

and sanitation services as well as the lack of

financial resources and capacity among

local authorities will lead to an increasing

need to address water and sanitation issues

to bridge service provision gaps in this

sector and thus to achieve MDGs. The

gaps in service provision are probably

grossly underestimated. At the same time, it

may be wrongly assumed that the water and

sanitation infrastructure rehabilitation in

secondary towns would require huge

investments/capital expenditure. This is not

necessarily the case, as rehabilitation of

existing infrastructure and provision of

capacity building to ensure efficient

operation of the utilities, as well as to

provide the revenue base to operate and

maintain the systems, may not require

large investments.

Water Supply Sanitation

Coveragee (%) People Served Coveragee (%) People Served

Cambodia

Lao PDR

Vietnam

Yunnan
(PRC)

2004

2015

2004
2015

2004

2015

2004

2015

< 30

68

40
80

60

80

70

90

0.70

2.90

0.57
1.70

11 .50

25.00

7.50

19.40

< 10

59

55
70

30

60

70

90

< 0.20

2.50

0.77
1.60

9.50

18.50

7.50

19.40

Table 1: MDG Status in the Mekong Region

The Mekong Region Countries and

the River

Source: UNEP – Greater Mekong Subregion
Atlas of the Environment

CHINA

VIETNAM

LAO PDR

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

Yunan Guangxi

Hanoi

Vientiane

Phnom Penh

Bangkok
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Urbanisation is one of the most important features in the Mekong Region as urban growth rates are in the dimension of 5% and thus double

as high as national population growth rates. This rapid process of urbanisation is posing severe challenges for many cities and towns in the

region and particularly applicable for the urban centres in the corridor, considering the rapid pace of infrastructure development will bring

in a great inflow of population to these centres, including migration of rural poor.

(Source: ADB)

Challenges Facing the Mekong Region

Urbanisation

Urbanisation is placing an enormous

burden on many secondary towns in the

Mekong Region, which will become ever

more onerous as we move towards the

MDG target year of 2015. The urban

population in the GMS is around 33.73

million (Source: 2000 figures. ADB CSP:

2005-2006), and it is estimated that around

24.53 million (72% of the total population)

still do not have access to either water

and/or sanitation. These rates, which are

around 2.5 times the national population

growth averages, are projected to

increase the urban population of the

Mekong region by 50 per cent by the year

2015.

The vast majority of the new urban citizens

are the poor, newly-arrived rural migrants.

They invariably have to pay higher prices

for their water, or use unsafe water, as

well as endure unsanitary conditions.

Although urbanisation drives economic

growth, it brings with it serious

cha l l enges . Wi thou t po l i cy and

institutional reform, there is a real risk of

urban services becoming unsustainable,

leading to environmental degradation and

serious health problems. These outcomes

ultimately undermine the competitiveness

of towns and cities, and make them less

liveable.

Poverty

Although relatively high economic growth

rates are making inroads into reducing

poverty, the statistics indicate that there are

still major causes for concern. However, the

incidences of poverty vary from 14.8% in

Vietnam to 36% in Cambodia (Source: World

Bank). In addition, poverty has a further

dimension, that of access to basic services,

such as water supply and sanitation.

Secondary town coverage rates are

invariably much lower than the national

averages. The poor not only have low

incomes, but they have little or no access to

safe water and basic sanitation, which

adversely impacts on their health and

productivity, and perpetuates the poverty. The

opportunity to rise out of this poverty trap is

constrained by the limited capacity of local

Governments and authorities to sustain or

expand access to safe water and basic

sanitation.

Environment

MEK-WATSAN Ensuring Sustainability

· Promoting ownership at local level

· Training and capacity building

· Developing sustainable structures at local

level: clustering of towns

· Flexibility in project planning, design and

implementation at town level

· Integrating physical planning with water and

sanitation, solid waste management and drainage

· Gender mainstreaming

MEK-WATSAN Goals

MEK-WATSAN's fundamental goal is to

improve the living conditions of the urban

poor in the Mekong Region and protect

local environments.

As the urban cities and towns in the

Mekong region have grown over the past

decades, so has the level of pollution that

these settlements discharge into the local

waterways. Governments, both local and

central, as well as service providers have not

been able to adequately manage

wastewater discharge from urban centres,

especially secondary towns. Low levels of

revenue generation that barely support

operation and maintenance undermine the

institutional and human resource

capacities necessary to sustain the delivery

of services, whilst protecting local

environments. Gross Domestic Product

(GDP) growth in the Mekong Region is now

heavily biased towards industry and

services, reflecting the urbanisation trend.

Without adequate consideration of the

potential adverse impacts of inadequate

sanitation, local waterways may become

unusable as raw water sources.
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Water and Sanitation in the Mekong Region

Although water supply and

sanitation programmes are

currently underway in the Mekong

Region, current levels of

investment are grossly

inadequate. Secondary towns,

which have been starved of

investment for decades, are

particularly in need. With limited

budgetary resources, Governments

are severely constrained in their

ability to meet the needs of these

secondary towns.

Private sector participation may

hold the key, but serious financing

challenges lie ahead, as the

secondary towns are home to many

poor immigrants. Urbanisation

presents yet a further challenge. It

is currently out-pacing the

development of water supply and

sanitation and, at current rates of

investment, percentage coverage

rates are set to fall substantially

before 2015. It is clear that some

countries will not meet their MDGs

by 2015, unless there is a paradigm

shift in the levels of investment and

in the commitment of the

Governments to implement

reforms.

In more recent times, the

Government has realised that the

participation of the private sector

not only mobilises more

resources, but can also introduce

higher levels of technology and

management expertise. The water

and sanitation sectors therefore,

are now welcoming private sector

participation, such as build-

operate-tarnsfer initiatives.

I n l i n e w i t h i t s n a t i o n a l

development policy to graduate

from the status of least-developed

country, the government of Lao

PDR has adopted a National

Growth and Poverty Eradication

Strategy (NGPES) under which all

of its development programmes are

to be implemented. NGPES has

identified water supply and

sanitation as one of four high

priority sectors to be developed in

order to meet the government's

economic growth and poverty

eradication objectives. The

government's national goal set for

2020 is to provide 24-hour per day

access to safe water for 80% of the

urban population. To meet this goal,

the Water Supply Authority

(WASA), under the jurisdiction of

the Department of Housing and

Urban Planning (DHUP), within

the Ministry of Public Works and

Transport (MPWT) has prepared an

urban water sector investment plan

to guide development for the period

2005-2020. The plan, which is

estimated at $266 million, will

serve an additional 1.95 million

urban inhabitants, and is mainly

focused on small-to medium- sized

towns. The government has also

formulated the National Socio-

Economic Development Plan

(2006-2010) whose main focus is to

bring about changes in the quality

and quantity of our basic socio-

economic situation, which will

create the strong foundation for

Laos to move towards the industrial

and modern state thereafter. In it,

the Government proposes to

increase the distribution of

sanitized water to the population in

urban and suburban areas. It will

solve the issue of waste water and

solid waste in the provincial

capitals, industrial centres and

hospitals.

The government has taken a

number of steps to meet these

needs. First, the right for all citizens

to have access to clean water as well

as protection from water related

diseases has been enshrined in the

government's national policy,

approved in July 2004 which is

termed the Rectangular Strategy for

Growth, Employment, Equity and

Efficiency. The Royal Cambodian

government's National Strategic

Development Plan (NSDP) for

2006-2010, is developed to contain

the government's priority goals

reflecting the focuses of rectangular

strategy: Good governance;

Agriculture; Human resource

development; Private sector

development and employment and

Rehabilitation and construction of

physical Infrastructure. At national

level the government focuses on

some high priority strategic macro-

goals and targets to be reached

related to water and sanitation,

including the Cambodian MDGs to

raise the access to safe water source

to 80%, and access to improved

sanitation among urban population

to 74% by 2015. Progress has also

been made on privatization with

waterworks in three towns being

privatized.

Cambodia Lao PDR Vietnam Yunnan, Guangxi Provinces
of PR China

Vietnam has experienced

relatively high economic growth

in recent years, with rapidly

developing urban centres. Much of

this urbanisation is based on

newly arrived rural migrants, who

place considerable demands on the

town's urban services.

The Government is trying to

address this problem through its

C o m p r e h e n s i v e P o v e r t y

Reduction and Growth Strategy

(CPRGS), 2001-2005, which has

targets of 80 per cent coverage for

urban water supply by 2005, and

100 per cent coverage for

sanitation by 2010.

It is widely recognised however,

that these targets are overly

optimistic and will need to be

revised. It is estimated that of the

$8billion required to meet the 2010

development targets, only

$230million/annum is being

invested at this stage.

The institutional and enabling

frameworks have not attracted

much private sector interest at this

s t a g e . C o n s e q u e n t l y, t h e

Government is considering a

concept that involves unbundling

existing water utilities and

corporatising them, with a view to

improving their performance.

Current reforms currently aim at

decentralizing responsibility for

urban Water Supply and Sanitation

(WSS) services to provincial

governments, strengthening sector

institutions, increasing cost-

recovery through user charges, and

gradually eliminating government

subsidies.



Project Towns

Water supply and sanitation projects for

selected towns:

a) along one or more than one of the

economic corridors, and

b) outside the economic corridors.

The towns were selected according

to the following:

Need, expressed in terms of service

coverage

Poverty incidence

Consistency with the Government's

plans and policies

Accessibility

Availability of raw water source, and

Commitment and ability of local

authorities to support the proposal.

�

�

�

�

�

�

Rationale for Focusing along
Economic Corridors

In the development of economic corridors

serious efforts need to be pursued to provide

access to water supply and sanitation

facilities to secondary urban towns as mass

inflow of population will place an enormous

burden. The vast majority of these new urban

citizens will be the poor, newly arrived rural

migrants. They invariably have to pay higher

prices for their water, or use unsafe water, as

well as endure unsanitary conditions. The

opportunity to rise out of this poverty trap is

constrained by the limited capacity of local

governments and authorities to sustain or

expand water supply access, or support

sanitation and wastewater coverage in

secondary towns.

Table 2 delineates that levels of national

coverage for water supply and sanitation are

reasonably high, while Table 3 highlights

that these figures, however, mask a much

skewed distribution, in which the coverage

rates of secondary towns can be as low as

10% for sanitation and 16% for water supply.

Without a doubt, secondary urban towns

in the economic corridors will face far

more serious threats compared to other

secondary towns in this region; rapid

population growth will result in additional

demand of water, energy and settlement

areas. The economic corridors will be

catalyst to rapid urbanisation, which

essentially will see that many secondary

urban centres in the region facing the

problem of environmental degradation,

poor management of public transport,

crime, violence and natural disasters.

All these elements have the potential to

undermine the centres' competitiveness,

their attractiveness as living space, and

their opportunities to attract investments

and receive bank loans. All of these

problems reduce the welfare of all urban

residents and the fruition of the intended

objectives of these corridors, and also the

fact remains that poor people are the most

affected in this whole process. In this

light, it is essential that focused thrust is to

upgrade the urban services in these

corridors. On the other hand

improved water and sanitation

services in these secondary urban

towns will help meeting most of the

MDGs and in turn will be

instrumental in bringing about

sustainable socio- economic

developments that these economic

corridors seek to achieve

,

.

Economic corridors, expected to be

completed by 2012, are being developed

along transport routes of the six GMS

countries to link infrastructure with

production and trade. These corridors

are developed through planned and

systematic project , pol icy and

institutional interventions. Much

progress has been made in the three

major GMS economic corridors:

East-West corridor,
North-South corridor, and
Southern Economic corridor.

The economic corridors are developed

to realize the GMS vision to achieve

enhanced connectivity, increased

competitiveness, and a greater sense of

community in the GMS.
(Source:ADB)
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Table 2: National Coverage

Table 3: Secondary Towns Coverage

CAM LAO YUN VIET

Water 55% 75% 69% 70%

Sanitation 60% 80% 70% 50%
Source: ADB

CAM LAO YUN VIET

Water 16% 18% 60% 33%

Sanitation 11% 10% 65% 10%
Source: Government assessments



Fast track 2005-2010 125,000 On-going

Roll-Out Phase I 2008-2011 280,000 Started
Roll-Out Phase II 2010-2014 400,000 Planned

Roll-Out Phase III 2011-2015 235,000 Planned

Total 1,040,000
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MEK-WATSAN Approaches and Guiding Principles
With regard to technical and political

aspects, UN-HABITAT is taking following

approaches during project preparation and

implementation:

Faster delivery mechanisms

will be pilot tested and introduced to more

quickly achieve targets. Means of

minimizing costs and engendering

ownership will be an integral part of the

programme, such as community

participation. Alternative financing

mechanisms will be explored to enable the

poor to benefit from the interventions.

Implementation and

operation arrangements will be based on

full consultation with communities.

Partnerships will be promoted between all

levels of civil society, as well as both the

private and public sectors. Involving the

community as a partner, and not just a

casual observer will ensure that the

interventions are community responsive,

Innovation:

C o m m u n i t y I n v o l v e m e n t a n d

Empowerment:

and socially inclusive. Communities will

also be a vital partner in identifying and

establishing income-generating activities.

Replication:

Rehabilitation:

Private Sector Participation:

Pilot initiatives will be

monitored carefully and documented to

support scaling up and replication. The

regional dimension of the programme

will enable examples of best practices to

be tested and applied trans-nationally.

Where systems exist,

rehabilitation will form the basis to any

expansion programmes. Maximizing the

potential of existing assets is more cost

effective, and provides the necessary

platform for expanding systems out into

the poor peri-urban areas.

The

potential for the private sector to become

involved in the delivery of water supply

and sanitation services will be explored

and tested, such as small-scale

independent service providers.

Sustainability: This issue is fundamental

to the whole programme. Engendering

ownership and building awareness

aretwo of the basic building blocks for

sustainability, both within the

community and within the local public

sector. Capacity will be built within the

local authorities and operators to a level

that is commensurate with the applied

technology.

In addition, the programme will be aligned

closely with national development policies

and plans, so that interventions are

compatible with Government programmes.

Pro-poor pricing policies and structures,

as well as targeted subsidies, will be

employed to ensure the poor can benefit

from the interventions on an affordable

basis.

Adopting a results-based

implementation approach will introduce a

measure of real effectiveness. Monitoring

and evaluation will be common theme to

all activities and components, which will

yield results that can be independently

audited.

Results-based:

To date more than 50,000 have benefitted through fast-track

projects.

Progress to Date and Estimated Number of
Beneficiaries

Outcome and Impact

Drawing together the countries of the region, the programme has

supported the process of water and sanitation sector reforms,

demonstrated innovative and community based approaches,

developed capacities of service providers and communities

themselves and has provided a basis for planning follow-up

investments in the countries.

For each of the selected towns, there will likely be three main

components, as shown in the table below:

Component Sub-components

1 Water Supply & Sanitation - Rehabilitate existing structure and
promoting conservation and demand
management

- Increase water supply and
sanitation infrastructure

2 Policy Support and - Capacity building of utility and
Capacity Building community

- Policy on water conservation and
demand management

- Raise awareness through human
values-based water, sanitation and
hygiene education

3 Monitoring and Evaluation - Project Management, Monitoring
and Evaluation

- Environment and Social
Management

Main Project Components
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Bert Diphoorn
Director (Ag), HFSD
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P.O. Box 30030, Nairobi, Kenya
Tel: +254-20-7625420
Fax: +254-20-7623588
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Chief Technical Advisor
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(MEK-WATSAN) and Focal Point Asia HVWSHE
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Tel: +856-21-267707
Fax: +856-21-264939
Mobile: +856-20-55555654
E-mail: Avi.Sarkar@undp.org
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Chief Technical Advisor Lao PDR
Mekong Region Water and Sanitation Initiative

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
UN House,Vientiane, Lao PDR
Tel: +856-21-267714
Fax: +856-21-264939
Mobile: +856-20-2226005
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Alternate: sbuahom@gmail.com

Pham Thi Thu Huong
Chief Technical Advisor, Vietnam

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
CONINCO, Ministry of Construction,
4 Ton That Tung Hanoi, Vietnam
Tel: +844-6418267
Mobile: +84-913-363674
E-mail: t_huong274@yahoo.com

www.unhabitat.org

At the regional level, the programme
works closely with the participating GMS
countries. A regional and programmatic
approach, focusing on partnerships with
governments, donors and the private
sector, and the adoption of common
approaches in all participating countries
for improving access to the poor to water
supply and environmental sanitation
underpins the overall implementation
strategy. Among other things this also
means that resources for the initiative are
sourced and pooled on a regional basis and
allocated to specific towns on the basis of
established priorities and expressed
demand including the share of counterpart
contributions.

MEK-WATSAN Implementation Strategy

In the participating countries, the
initiative works with governments at the
local, provincial and national levels,
communities and the private sector.
“Fast-track” initiatives are already
piloting and demonstrating innovative
approaches, building capacity of service
providers and building ownership and
confidence amongst all stakeholders
including the communities themselves. A
“Roll-Out Programme” drawing on the
experience of the fast-track projects will
cover the remaining towns. The fast-track
or quick-win initiatives typically involve
smaller scale operations and shorter
timelines-usually 12 to 18 months. So far
f i v e s u c h p r o j e c t s a r e u n d e r
implementation and nine more are being
prepared.

Joyce Khasimwa Mmaitsi
Region Project Officer

United Nations Human Settlements Programme
3rd floor, UN House, Lane Xang Avenue
P. O. Box 345, Vientiane, Lao PDR
Tel: +856 21 267651 (DL)
Tel: + 856 21 267777 Ext. 713
Fax: + 856 21 264939/267799
Mobile: + 856 20 2953940
Email: Joyce.Mmaitsi@unhabitat.org
Alternate Email: joyce.mmaitsi@undp.org

(Ms) Susana M. Rojas Williams
Associate Human Settlements Officer
Water and Sanitation Section II
Water, Sanitation and Infrastructure Branch
Human Settlements Financing Division

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
P.O. Box 30030, Nairobi, Kenya
T. 254 (0) 20 762 5432
F. 254 (0) 20 762 3588
Email: Susana.Rojas Williams@unhabitat.org,
Alternate Email:williams.susana@gmail.com

Zhenshan Zhang
Chief Technical Advisor, PR China
United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)

No.9 Sanlihe Road, Beijing 100037, China
Tel: +86-10-58933211
Mobile: +86-13439276433
E-mail: zzhenshan@yahoo.com


