
Country Paper 
  National Water Sector Apex Body 

Regional Meeting of National Water Sector Apex Bodies (18-21 May 2004, Hanoi, Vietnam)             1 
 

 
Lao PDR: Water Resources Coordinating Committee 

 
 

I. Country Background : 
 
Lao People's Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) is land-locked country with an area of 236,800 
square kilometres; most of which is mountainous and about 47 percent is forested.  The country 
has 16 provinces, one municipality and a special zone.  The estimated year 2000 population is 
5,218,000, giving a current average population density of 21 people per square kilometre. The 
range in population density is from the highest in Vientiane Municipality, where it is 149 people 
per square kilometre, to the lowest in Xaysomboun Special Zone, where the density is 8 people 
per square kilometre.  Lao PDR has the third lowest population of the ASEAN countries. In 
some of the mountainous areas the population is very scattered. 
 
Around 80% of the country’s area lies within the Mekong River Basin.  The remaining 20% 
drains through Viet Nam directly to the South China Sea.  The major tributaries of the Mekong 
all have significant watersheds.  Besides the major tributaries of the Mekong, there are 
hundreds of small streams which mostly have a torrential regime during the rainy season and 
have a very low or no flow during the dry season. 
 
The total annual flow of water flow in Lao PDR is estimated at 270,000 million cubic meters, 
equivalent to 35% of the average annual flow of the whole Mekong Basin. The monthly 
distribution of the flow of the rivers in Lao PDR closely follows the pattern of rainfall: about 80% 
during the rainy season (May-October) and 20% in the dry season, from November to April.  
For some rivers in the central and southern parts of the country the flow in the dry season is 
less: around 10 to 15% of the annual flow.  
 
The abundant water sources in Lao PDR have the potential to support socio-economic 
development, especially hydropower and irrigation sub-sectors. The hydropower potential of 
Lao PDR is great compared to other countries in the lower Mekong River Basin providing an 
opportunity to earn foreign income. The hydropower sector also has the ability to develop 
rapidly. The government has given high priority to investment in the irrigation sub-sector since 
agriculture is the foundation of national economic development, necessary for food stabilization 
and about 85% of the population lives in rural areas. However, the water source development is 
still at a low level: irrigated area is only 20% of the national paddy area and hydropower 
production is still at 2% of its potential. Development in other sectors is still at a low level 
compared to hydropower and irrigation. 
 
Although some advances have been achieved in the water sector, problems still remain. These 
include: unusual rainfall patterns in some years, high evaporation, flood and drought in some of 
the main agricultural areas of the country; the impact of shifting cultivation on water resources 
although this activity has been significantly reduced; and conflict of interests for management 
within the sector since most water sub-sectors are still responsible for multiple roles of 
regulator, manager and service provider. 
 
 
 

 

The views expressed in this paper are the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the views or policies of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), or its Board of Directors or the 
governments they represent. ADB makes no representation concerning and does not 
guarantee the source, originality, accuracy, completeness or reliability of any statement, 
information, data, finding, interpretation, advice, opinion, or view presented. 
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Optimal use of water resources is a critical factor in realizing the Government’s dual strategic 
objectives of poverty reduction and sustainable economic growth plans. In the past few years 
the Government has introduced various legislative and institutional measures to manage water 
resources more efficiently and effectively.  To foster the adoption of an integrated water 
resources management (IWRM) approach at an operational level, the Government has focused 
its attention on key areas in agriculture and hydropower to optimize the water resources.  
However, the most significant institutional problem in the water sector is the inadequate 
coordination among key central agencies and provincial departments.  There are 12 central 
agencies that are directly involved in water sector management while another 10 have a direct 
interest in it.  In particular, a system needs to be developed at the community, district and 
provincial levels to make water resources management more efficient and equitable in line with 
the Government’s policy of decentralized planning.   
 
 
II. Legal, Institution and Policy Frameworks: 
 
Since the Government’s development strategy emphasizes poverty reduction and economic 
growth through improved management of water resources, application of the IWRM approach is 
necessary to reinforce links and synergies between water and land use, the environment, and 
sustainable development. The Government has approved the Water and Water Resources Law 
(the Water Law).  Article 22 of the Law, for example, expresses a number of principles which 
are in accordance with the IWRM approach.  The Government has also documented issues 
relevant to river basin planning and management through consultations with the concerned 
stakeholders and developed a strategy by preparing a 1998 National Water Sector Profile 
(NWSP) and 1998 Water Sector Strategy and Action Plan (SAP). The SAP, addresses cross-
sectoral issues by emphasizing appropriate policy, community education and data 
management. As a first step to build capacity to implement these policies and plans, the 
Government established Water Resources Coordination Committee (WRCC) in February 1998.   
 
The 1999 Mandate of the Water Resources Coordinating Committee defines the rights and 
duties of the WRCC.  That list of rights and duties, although broad, is mainly directed to actions 
such as “study, monitor, coordinate and advise.”  It also clearly indicates an important role for 
the WRCC in all of the IWRM functions. 
 
The WRCC is composed of the Vice-Chairman of Science Technology and Environment 
Agency as Chairman and representatives of the following organizations nominated by the 
Prime Minister’s Office: 
  Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (Vice Chairman); 
  Ministry of Industry and Handicrafts (Member) 
  Ministry of Communications, Transport, Post and Construction  

(Member); 
  Ministry of Public Health (Member); 
  Ministry of Justice (Member) 
  Lao National Mekong Committee (Member); 
  Lao Women Union (Member) 
  Lao National Front for Construction (Member) 
  Science Technology and Environment Agency (Member) 
 
The mandate of the WRCC is to: 
• provide the advice to the Government on matters relating to water and water resources; 
• coordinate the planning, management, follow-up, inspection and protection of water and 

water resources to achieve sustainable development and use of water and water resources 
in line with the Government policy of socio-economic development. 

Within this mandate the WRCC shall: 
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• Coordinate the formulation of strategy and action plans in the water sector to manage, 
develop and protect the water and water resources; 

• Implement decisions and instructions relating to water and water  resources; 
• Study and propose the policy, regulatory framework and implementation arrangements 

required for planning, management and protection of water and water resources; 
• Monitor, inspect, support, promote and periodically report on the implementation of 

action plans, laws and regulations on water and water resources; 
• Advise on matters relating to policy, regulations and plans of non-water sectors that may 

create impacts on water and water resources; 
• Develop, advise and/or implement programs and measures to increase awareness of 

government and private agencies, and the general public in the management and 
protection of these resources; 

• Propose measures to resolve conflicts over water and water resources within the 
country and with other countries; 

• Create and manage funds, and propose expenditures from the funds for activities 
relating to the management and protection of water and water resources; 

• Encourage, support and promote the exchange of data and information relevant to 
water and water resources; 

 
The 2001 Decree to Implement the Law on Water and Water Resources, issued by the Prime 
Minister, defines the structure of water resources planning and management at the national and 
river basin levels. The Decree states that the WRCC is:  
 

“responsible for coordinating line agencies in drafting of strategies and action plans, 
programs and regulations necessary for the planning, management, use and protection 
of water and water resources.  It is also responsible for monitoring, control, promotion 
and reporting on the implementation of activities related to water and water resources.” 

 
 
Lao PDR has made good progress in recent years in developing water resources policy, 
legislation, regulations and guidelines.  However, some of the policy remains at a general level, 
without sufficient detail and corresponding legal documents to allow full implementation.  The 
Draft Policy on Water and Water Resources is in the final approval stage and may serve as a 
“framework policy” under which more detailed policy topics on priority water resource 
management issues can be developed.  Both the 2001 Decree to Implement the Water Law 
and the 1999 WRCC Mandate give the WRCC a role in developing policy and regulations which 
is the important role for the Coordinating Committee. 
 
Development of sound policy, legislation, regulations and guidelines is one of the primary 
means by which the WRCC can play its coordinating role within the water resources sector.  
The process used must be open and consultative, involving stakeholders at the central, 
provincial and local levels.  The WRCC/S already has experience in this respect but further 
capacity building for policy analysis and development is needed.   
 
Policy and legislation need to be accompanied with detailed implementation plans which 
indicate agency responsibilities and, where necessary, further capacity building to allow 
implementation to be successfully carried out. 
 
III. ON GOING ACTIVITIES IN THE COUNTRY : 
 
The Nam Ngum River Basin (NNRB) has been selected as the first river basin to initiate these 
activities due to the existing and planned water sector investments as well as its proximity to 
the capital, Vientiane. This Project is the culmination of the Government’s, ADB’s and AFD’s 
continuing efforts, over the last several years, to establish and strengthen water sector 
institutions for their closer and more effective coordination. The design of this Project will afford 
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a first real opportunity to both central and provincial departments to implement the IWRM 
approach through hands-on activities that are closely interlinked. 
 
Water quality is not yet a problem but with more intensive agriculture upstream, it needs to be 
monitored closely.  The basin’s upper watersheds are critical for sustainable development and 
human welfare.  They contain important biodiversity and are home to a variety of ethnic minority 
groups who are among the poorest in the country.  Many of these watersheds are already 
under pressure from agriculture that is based on shifting cultivation and exploitation of forest 
products.  At current use levels, these activities are unsustainable.  To ensure long-term 
sustainability of the basin watersheds and livelihood opportunities they offer, an integrated 
development approach ought to be fostered among the farming communities, line agencies and 
departments alike.  By implementing a variety of integrated activities, the Project would provide 
an impetus to that end. 
 
Optimal use of water resources in the country is the long-term goal of the project.  Two 
immediate objectives of the Project are to: (i) foster and institutionalize the IWRM approach in 
the mainstream management process of the Government both at the central as well as at the 
provincial and district levels, (ii) support investment interventions in relatively degraded parts of 
NNRB to ensure sustainable watershed management and to provide livelihood opportunities for 
the poor and communities of ethnic groups.  
 
IWRM will be a unifying theme in the water resources management, with an emphasis on 
continuing and extending the implementation of IWRM and the SAP.  As indicated above, one 
of the immediate objectives of the Water Sector is to foster and institutionalize the IWRM 
approach in the mainstream planning process of the Government both at the central as well as 
at the provincial level.  
 
IV. Lessons learned :   

• Political will at highest levels should be established on early stage; 
• A high level inter ministerial water resources committee is required to deal with cross 

sectoral issues and situations of competition for water resources; 
• An agreed set of coordinated, prioritized actions provides a firm basis for cooperation 

with funding agencies; 
• Decentralization of certain water resources management responsibilities will give 

increased “ownership” at local level; 
• Multi stakeholder is a basic requirement for the solution of problems involving different 

perspectives and priorities; 
• Proposals and approaches need pilot testing in a river basin where economic, social 

and environment stakes are high; 
• Decision makers at all level should participate in the consultative process; 
• IWRM principle need to be studies and adapt to the national context; 
• Stakeholder groups should be formed to discuss the plan and allowed enough time for 

comments and endorsement; 
• The crucial part of IWRM is exchanging information & experiences and learning from 

each other (Networking). 
 

 
 


