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SEAs in Mekong region differ from SEAs in Europe 
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In Europe SEAs were designed to be rapid, desk-top 
sustainability audits (15-20 pages) – that works 
where:  
 planning frameworks robust and embrace sustainability 
 planning processes are consultative 
 data and information is plentiful 

In the Mekong region: 
• planning frameworks are often uncertain and 

evolving rapidly 
• consultations and data are limited and 
• SEAs are often much larger affairs because they 

must “stand in the shoes” of the planners 



In the Mekong region, SEAs tend to “stand in the 
shoes” of planners 

• Often plans are not in place or are not adequate (eg in 
considering alternatives or cumulative effects) 

• With limited information SEAs need to expand beyond a 
sustainability audit of plans 

• SEAs become an integral part of the planning process by: 

– Filling critical information gaps with new research 

– Facilitating a consultative process that builds consensus and allows 
for debate on “hot” issues 

– Introducing the consideration of alternatives and the 
environmental and social consequences 

– Assesses the cumulative effects and long term trends 

3 



Some lessons from SEAs linked to river basins 
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A. SEA of hydropower development on the 
Mekong mainstream (2010) 

B. SEA of the Vu Gia – Thu Bon river basin plan 
in Vietnam (2008) 

C. SEA of the GMS Power Development Plan 
(2013-14) 

 

 



A. SEA OF HYDROPOWER ON THE 
MAINSTREAM MEKONG RIVER 



Why did LMB countries conduct the SEA? 

• Mainstream hydropower is the most important strategic decision for 
the Mekong Basin since the 1960s because: 
– It affects six countries 

– Large wealth of natural resources 

– Health & connectivity of natural systems 

– High dependency on natural resources for livelihoods 

– Some of the fastest economic & energy growth rates in the world 

• The is no overall plan for water use and river development 

• 12 hydropower proposals moving forward as individual projects 
promoted by the private sector 

• Under MRC, there is a commitment to notify, consult and seek to 
reach agreement with neighbours 

• There are many remaining gaps and uncertainties in our knowledge 
about the costs and benefits 
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The projects 
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No MAINSTREAM 

PROJECT 

DEVELOPER 

1 Pak Beng China: Datang International Power Generation 

IEE submitted 

2 Luang 

Prabang 

Vietnam: PETROVIETNAM Power Corporation 

Feasibility study 

3 Xayaburi Thailand: SEAN & Ch. Karnchang Public  

Feasibility study & full ESIA submitted 

4 Pak Lay China: CEIEC & Sino-Hydro 

IEE submitted 

5 Xanakham China: Datang International Power Generation 

6 Pak Chom Thailand/Laos:  

Joint feasibility study 

7 Lat Sua Thailand: Italian Thai Asia Corp. Holdings 

Pre-feasibility study submitted 

8 Ban Koum Thailand: Charoen Energy & Waters Asia 

9 Don Sahong Malaysia: Mega First 

Full EIA submitted 

10 Thakho France: Compagnie Nationale du Rhone and EDL 

IEE submitted 

11 Stung Treng Vietnam 

12 Sambor China: Southern Power Grid 

Pre-feasibility study submitted 



Lao cascade of six projects 
• Original dam heights and maximum water levels for each project were set by 

individual developers with no coordination 

• The SEA found the designs were incompatible, where downstream projects 
would drown out the power houses of upstream projects 



Overview of the assessment… 
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National Scoping & Capacity 
Building Workshop & Civil Society 
Meetings
•4 National Scoping Workshops
•3 Civil Society meeting
•Thai Civil Society meeting to follow in 
November

8 THEMES  (~30 - 40 KEY ISSUES)

Government Line Agency 
Meetings
•meetings with 40 agencies in the LMB

2 Field Missions & Opinion from 
17 experts
•Luang Prabang, Xayabouly, Pak Lay, 
Sanakhan, Pak Chom

100s of development Issues

past                                present                               future

Without mainstream 
hydropower

Issue 2

Issue 1

With mainstream 
hydropower

2. BASELINE ASSESSMENT

With mitigation
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SEA Avoidance, enhancement, mitigation process 
THEME KEY 

ISSUES 

Power & Energy 1.  … 
2. … 
3. … 

Economic systems 1.  …. 
2. … 
3. … 

Hydrology & 
Sediment 

1.  …. 
2. … 
3. … 

Aquatic 1.  … 
2. ... 
3. … 

Terrestrial& 
agriculture 

1.  …. 
2. … 
3. … 

Fisheries 1.  … 
2. …. 
3. …. 

Social systems 1.  … 
2. …. 
3. …. 

Navigation 1.  … 
2. … 
3. …. 

Climate change 1.  … 
2. .. . 
3. … 

Opportunities 
& risks 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Avoidance, Enhancement, Mitigation 

Not to proceed with the 
mainstream projects 

Defer a decision on whether or 
not to proceed 

Proceed with mainstream 
development on a gradual 
phased basis 

Proceed with development of all 
12 projects 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES 

STRATEGIC  

OPTIONS 

 

IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

 



The SEA stakeholders concluded: 
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THEME  ISSUE  LAO PDR  CAMBODIA  THAILAND  VIET NAM  

Hydrology and 

sediment  

Changes in patterns of maximum water levels, rates of rise and predictability        

Changes in sediment transport and deposition      

Changes in nutrient transport      

Terrestrial 

ecosystems 

and 

agriculture  

Habitat loss and degradation      

Changes in Land use      

Changes in irrigated agriculture      

Changes in River bank gardens      

Aquatic 

ecosystems  

Change in productivity of aquatic habitats  
    

Changes in populations of rare and endangered species  
    

Changes in water quality      

Fisheries  Changes in long distance migration      

Changes in fish species biodiversity      

Changes in fish production       

Social systems  Changes in poverty and natural resource based livelihoods  
     

Changes in health and nutrition        

Social effects of resettlement, land acquisition and loss of access       

Changes in cultural values and patterns  
    

Economics  Contributions to national economy - Export earning  
    

Contributions to national economy - Foreign Direct Investment  
     

Contributions to local economies (district and community level  
      

Energy and 

Power  

Achieving energy security      

Meeting national energy demands      

Meeting local energy needs      

Climate 

change  

Relative emissions of green-house Gas        

Direct impacts of climate change on hydropower projects - extreme events & dam security  
    

Combined effect of climate change and mainstream dams on food security      

  
    



The SEA stakeholders concluded: 
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 The Lao group placed highest 
significance on the power benefit, 
while the Viet Nam and Thai groups 
gave the least significance to this 
benefit – even though they would 
consume most of the power 

 All groups recognised that benefits 
would be focused on power & 
economic themes while risks would 
focus on natural & social systems, 
particularly fisheries and hydrology 
& sediment 

 All groups were concerned over 
potential for increased poverty 
from mainstream development 
despite recognition of high returns 
from power sales 

 



SEA recommendation and influence  

• Decisions on mainstream dams should be deferred for a 
period of ten years (strategic option 2) with reviews every 
three years to ensure that essential deferment-period activities are 
being conducted effectively.  

 
• Cambodia and Vietnam endorsed the SEA recommendations 
• Vietnam funded a follow up “SEA” on impacts of upstream 

development on the Delta in VN and Cambodia 
• Lao PDR conducted study to rationalise cascade 
• MRC to conduct comprehensive studies as recommended by the 

SEA 
• But – Lao PDR (and Thailand) went ahead with Xayaburi  
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C. C: SEA OF VU GIA – THU 
BON RIVER BASIN PLAN, 
VIETNAM 



Tested development assumptions 
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The SEA considers that the 

diversion involved in the current 

design of the Dak Mi 4 project will 

create unnecessary and far 

reaching negative environmental, 

social and economic impacts in the 

Basin.  The favoured mitigation is 

to redesign the project without the 

diversion.  This will reduce the 

power capacity but eliminate the 

most serious negative risks.  

Conflict over impact of proposed development on 
Danang’s water supply 
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Adoption of intact rivers policy by QN 
Provincial Government 



E. LESSONS LEARNED FROM SEAS IN 
THE MEKONG REGION 
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1. Effective SEAs need a committed mother 
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• Effective SEAs need: 

 100% commitment and backing by their 
commissioning agency 

 An agency with the authority to promote 
implementation of recommendations across 
government 

 A clear entry point into established planning 
and decision-making processes 

 



2. SEAs are not EIAs 
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• EIAs review individual projects, SEAs review 
strategies and plans for development 

• The provide guidance and information for EIAs of 
specific projects 

• Yet, it is challenging to “lift” SEAs into strategic 
thinking, because the tools and capacities required 
are not yet in place 

• For that reason there is potential for SEA fatigue 
and quality problems 



3. SEAs are a journey not a destination 
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• The SEA process is critical to the success of the 
SEA 

• Key stakeholders need to be involved at each 
phase of the SEA and contribute to reports 
and decisions as they evolve 

• A sense of openness, objectivity and trust 
should be built at each phase before moving 
on 

 



4. Embrace expert judgment 
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• Often data is scarce and available information 
is poor 

• The more strategic the decision the more 
value-laden information becomes 

• SEAs need to embrace expert judgement but 
should do so in an open and critical manner 



5. Make the SEA process transparent 
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• Effective SEAs build consensus amongst trans-
sectoral and trans-boundary stakeholders 

• Attempt to identify what stakeholders agree 
on through participatory processes 

• To do so requires an open and transparent 
process where limitations are identified and 
assumptions made clear 



6. The need for stakeholder involvement 
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• There are a number of reasons why stakeholder 
engagement is especially important in achieving 
balance: 

(i) Major changes are involved if the proposals were to 
proceed; 

(ii) The assessment of impact on key issues is confronted 
with extreme uncertainties;  

(iii) The planned developments and the SEA involve a wide 
range of expert judgments, values and assumptions about 
the future 

 

ICEM | MRC SEA of mainstream hydropower | Impacts Assessment Workshop 19-20 May 2010 



7. Keep the consultations and issues strategic 
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• SEAs are strategic and the issues and 
consultations should also be strategic 

• SEAs can be overwhelmed by: 

 Project specific issues and concerns 

 Extensive consultations with the many affected 
stakeholders 

 



8. Introduction of SEAs should be phased 
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• Rapid introduction of an SEA system can 
quickly overwhelm national and provincial 
capacities 

• Introduction of SEAs should include a phased 
trial period where SEAs are piloted 

• Scope of pilot SEAs should be focused 

• Experience with pilots should be well 
documented  



9. SEA as a credible process 
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• SEA reports need to be credible and to have 
authority gained through the consultation 
process – otherwise decisions makers will ignore 
them 

• To be credible the report must: 
 be balanced.   

 describe the benefits and the risks in an objective way. 

 indicate where there is a divergence of views on 
strategic issues and  

 give reasons for the conclusions it draws. 

ICEM | MRC SEA of mainstream hydropower | Impacts Assessment Workshop 19-20 May 2010 



10. In major developments benefits are often 
more readily defined than risks 
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• The benefits become evident in commercial and economic 
terms from the early stages 

• SEAs often comes late in the planning process when 
economic benefits are already well defined 

• SEAs are often confronted with situations where benefits are 
well enunciated and expressed in economic terms while the 
risks are unclear, unsubstantiated and indirect 

• The definition of risks or negative impacts is not as easy   

• Risks are hard to express in economic or commercial terms 
and difficult to integrate with economic decisions 

• Economic assessment tools are needed for SEAs 

ICEM | MRC SEA of mainstream hydropower | Impacts Assessment Workshop 19-20 May 2010 



Thank you! 
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For further information: www.icem.com.au 

http://www.icem.com.au/

