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1. Background and Purposes of State of Basin Report (1) 

• 2003, The MRC launched its first State of the Basin Report 
(SOBR)

• 2010, the second SOBR was published and built upon the 
first SOBR 2003.

• To 2015, a Status and Trends Report and a preparatory 
State of Basin Report were prepared in lieu of a full SOBR 
as contributions to the updates of the BDS 2016-2020 and 
the preparation of the SP 2016-2020. 
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1. Background and Purposes of State of Basin Report 
(2)

The purpose of the SOBR is to provide an overall picture of 
the Mekong River Basin in terms of:

❖ its ecological health and the social and economic 
circumstances of its people; and

❖the degree to which the cooperation between riparian 
countries envisaged under the 1995 Mekong Agreement 
is enhancing the conditions of the Mekong River basin 
and its people’s livelihoods and well-being. 
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2. Process of the development of Mekong State of Basin Report 2018

• It is the first time that this SOBR 2018 adopted 
the structure of newly updated MRC Indicator 
Framework (MRC-IF) and also included reviews 
of conditions within the upper basin in PR China 
and Myanmar and assess the progress of basin 
toward SDGs Indicators. 

• The MRC Secretariat, with support from four 
MCs, China and Myanmar, has spent about four 
years preparing, consulting and finalizing the full 
SOBR 2018. 

• In total, more than 60 national, regional and 
international experts have contributed to the 
drafting, consultation and finalization of the 
SOBR 2018. 
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The report is presented in 9 chapters (226 pages).

▪ Chapter 1: described the approach and methodology underpinning 
the SOBR, including an overview of the MRC Indicator Framework. 

▪ Chapter 2: introduces the Mekong Basin and describes the 
development context within which the remainder of the report is set. 

▪ In Chapters 3 to 7, the status and trends of selected water-related 
indicators in the environment, social, economic, climate change, and 
cooperation dimensions are described. 

▪ Chapters 8 provides a picture of conditions within the Lancang River 
Basin (UMB) in Myanmar and PR China, respectively. 

▪ Chapter 9: draws together conclusions on the state of the basin, 
reflects on the impact these have on the UN’s SDGs and makes 
recommendations for consideration in updating the BDS for the 
period 2021-2025/30 and the SP for 2021-2025. 

Table of Contents

1 Introduction

2 Setting and context

3 Environmental status and 
trends

4 Social Dimension 

5 Economic Dimension 

6 Climate change dimension

7 Cooperation Dimension 

8 State of the Lancang River 
Basin – Myanmar and PR 
China

9 Conclusions and 
recommendations

3. Structure of the SOB Report



MEETING THE NEEDS                   KEEPING THE BALANCE

• Mainstream flows:
✓Remain compliant with PMFM requirements.
✓ Increase in dry season minimum flows.
✓Flood season flows in both the upper and lower reaches of the LMB appear to be 

declining.

• Water quality, Ecological Health and sediments
✓Generally good water quality, despite some very high individual readings for some 

parameters; but with watch points for pesticide and fertilizer use.
✓Suspended sediment concentrations at Chiang Saen have declined considerably.
✓WQM shows some very high EC mainstream readings in 2010, 2016 and 2017 –

substantially beyond thresholds affecting agriculture (salinity intrusion in the delta). 

• Environmental assets
✓Wetland decline remains a concern.
✓Channel and riparian habitat has declined.
✓Signs of over-fishing with CPUE declining and fish size getting smaller.
✓ Increased in introduced species: e.g. 14 exotic fish species
✓Forested area has improved, although questions remain about biodiversity values 

given the use of plantation forests.

4. Environmental Status and Trends
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• Living conditions and well-being the in LMB 
have improved significantly over the last fifteen 
years. 

• All countries have experienced improvements
in both access to food and nutritional 
outcomes, more extensive access to water for 
drinking and agriculture, access to basic 
sanitation, health facilities, falling mortality 
rates and increased life expectancy, and 
improved access to electricity. 

• There remains significant variation in 
performance between LMB countries largely 
reflecting the differing stages of development. 

• Sub-national variation in performance which is 
not picked up by these largely national level 
indicators is likely to be important. 

5. Status and Trends of living conditions and well-
being
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Employment in water related sectors in the LMB remains high:

• Agriculture - declining as work opportunities in other sectors 
develop.

• Capture fisheries - remains important for livelihoods.

• Tourism - important and rapidly growing source of employment.

• Poverty rate - fallen dramatically across all LMB countries. 

• Gender equality - Limited evidence on disaggregated data on 
employment in agriculture and related sectors points to small, but 
persistent, differences in male and female employment patterns.

6. Status and Trends of Employment in MRC Water and related Sectors
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The LMB and water related sectors within it continue to contribute significantly 
to the broader national and regional economy.

• Rice production important especially in the Mekong delta to national rice 
production in Vietnam.

• Hydropower production is important across the basin but particularly in 
Cambodia and Lao PDR, as are power exports from Lao PDR to Thailand. 

• Fisheries and rice production continues to be of critical importance for food 
grain and protein supply in LMB nations.

• Tourism also likely to be of growing importance – at present no LMB data 
available.

7. Overall Contributions of Basin Economy
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• The broad picture of the LMB is one of economic growth and productivity 
improvement.

• This is clear from increased production in sectors such as irrigated rice 
production and hydropower generation, as well as navigation, tourism
and fisheries.

• There remain significant difficulties with accurately estimating the 
economic contribution of natural resources such as wetlands, sand mining 
and timber forests leading to uncertainty around the values of these 
resources. 

• Enumerating flood and erosion damage remains problematic. 

• The development and expansion of hydropower and agriculture in the 
basin can be expected to have a negative impact on the economic 
productivity of some of these natural resource sectors. 

• Without better valuations for these sectors it is difficult to identify and 
properly assess these trade-offs. 

8. Overall Economic Conditions in the Basin
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9. Overall Climate Change Patterns and Response

The Mekong be affected by climate change and as response the MRC has included 
the topic in its activities (MASAP).

• To date - trends show a small increase in temperature and for precipitation no 
clear changes have been observed so far.

• Climate models - predict increased rainfall and temperature, along with greater 
variability in the hydrological regime.

• This will lead to an increase in the risk of both floods and droughts.

• In the delta, the most important factor related to flooding is expected to be sea 
level rise and Salinity intrusion.

• GHG emissions the LMB area are low but emissions are growing rapidly
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• Overall cooperation between Member Countries is positive.

• There is considerable engagement between MCs on projects, joint 
studies and investigations.

• Dialogue is frequent and focused on the range of MRC activities.

• A substantial reform agenda is being implemented with a pathway to 
self-financing, a new financial management system to increase agility 
and flexibility in expenditure, and decentralisation of activities is 
underway.

• The PNPCA process is being used. 

10. Overall Status and Trends of Cooperation in MRC 
framework

48 PNPCA notifications

5 PNPCA Prior Consultations
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11. State of the Upper Mekong River Basin in China (1)

• The UMB in China contributes approximately 18% of annual Mekong 
discharge.  

• Dam development in particular has impacted seasonal flow dynamics by
increases in dry season flows and considerable reductions of wet season flows. 

• The UMB-C reservoir cascade has substantial impact on the sediment budget 
of the Mekong River, with clear reductions of 60-70% in sediment 
concentrations. 

• Construction of dams lacking fish passage facilities, overfishing, introduction 
of exotic species and has seriously affected fish species richness in the UMB, 
with significant reductions in  fish biodiversity in China.

• Logging in China has significantly decreased due to protected area (PA) 
management. 29% of the basin holds a protected status. 
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11. State of the Upper Mekong River Basin in China (2)

• Household living conditions in the UMB of China have improved over recent years.

• Household incomes increased by 27% and 31% for urban and rural households, 
respectively over 2013-2016, as well as improved access to electricity (now at 100%) and 
access to medical facilities. 

• Extensive hydropower development has occurred in the UMB of China. The dams with an 
installed capacity of >100 MW have a total capacity of 19,285 MW (8 large dams) with a 
further increase of 63% to 31,330 MW planned (5 large). Total reservoir storage capacity is 
44 BCM and could be > 62 BCM.

• Dam development has led to a reduced water levels during the wet season and no large 
flood events on the mainstream have taken place since commissioning of the main 
cascade.

• Droughts are an increasingly serious issue in the UMB, especially in the middle section 
which supports a major part of the population.
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• Flow in Myanmar has contributed to annual Mekong Flow about 1 - 4%.

• Water quality in the Upper Mekong mainstream is generally acceptable.

• Several fish migration routes are present in the downstream areas which may 
be affected by recent dam development in the Nam Lwe sub-basin.

• Illegal logging, expansion of shifting cultivation, mining development and 
conversion to rubber monoculture continue to decimate its forests. 

• 10% of all primary forests disappeared between 2000-2016. 

• The UMB in Myanmar is one of the least developed areas of the Mekong Basin. 
Almost half of the UMB-M population lives below the poverty line, and 
education levels and literacy rates are only 43%.

12. State of the Upper Mekong River Basin in Myanmar (1)
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• Substantial parts of the population lack access to electricity (63%), safe water 
supplies (35%) or improved sanitation (36%).

• Food insecurity persists, with 32% of all children under 5 reportedly suffering 
from either moderate or severe stunting in 2010.

• The first major dam (Mongwa: 66 MW) in the UMB of Myanmar opened in 
2017 and planned further 7 dams by both Chinese and Myanmar investors.

• Local flash flood events increase in extent and severity in the UMB of 
Myanmar, due to uphill deforestation, slash-and-burn agriculture and 
conversion to rubber monoculture.

12. State of the Upper Mekong River Basin in Myanmar (2)
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a collection of 17 global goals 
set by the United Nations in 2015, succeeding the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs).

Unlike the MDGs, 
the SDG 
framework does 
not distinguish 
between 
"developed" and 
"developing" 
nations. 

13. Contribution to Sustainable Development Goals (1)
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▪ The aims and intentions of the MRC were established in 1995 under the Mekong 
Agreement, some 20 years before the SDGs were formulated. 

▪ Nevertheless, the MRC’s aims overlap many of the UN’s SDGs. 

▪ The SOBR 2018 provides a summary of how the MRC’s aims link to the SDGs.

Primary linkages are to:

- SDG 6: Clean water and sanitation

- SDG 2: Zero hunger

- SDG 7: Affordable and clean energy

- SDG 13: Climate action

- SDG 14: Life below water

- SDG 15: Life on land

13. Contribution to Sustainable Development Goals (2)
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14. Progress towards achieving SDGs in the Mekong Basin
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15. Conclusions (1)

1. Development pressures have increased as a result of growing populations 
and expanding economies. 

2. Living conditions within the basin generally are rapidly improving, this has 
come at some considerable cost to the environment. 

3. Key areas of concern are the seemingly permanent modification of 
mainstream flow regime, the substantial reduction in sediment flows due to 
sediment trapping, the continuing loss of wetlands, the deterioration of 
riverine habitats and the growing pressures on capture fisheries. 

4. At present, although temperature and sea level rise are the only discernible 
impacts of climate change within the basin thus far, MCs are actively putting 
measures in place to address the predicted future changes.
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15. Conclusions (2)

5. The use of water and natural resources within the basin is giving rise to 
substantial economic benefits. At present these are not equally shared as 
some MCs have only recently started to develop their potential. 

6. Concerns naturally exist, however, at the evident trade-offs between some of 
these developments and their negative impacts upon the environment.

7. To achieve the 1995 Mekong Agreement, the joint efforts of all parties, the 
challenges identified in this report underscore the need to further 
strengthen cooperation through enhanced basin planning and strengthened 
ties with the upstream dialogue partners. 

8. Furthermore, increased efforts are needed to find better and more cost-
effective ways for the MRC to fulfill its core function of monitoring relevant 
conditions within the basin.
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16. Summary of conclusions, challenges and recommended priority 
actions
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17. Key Recommendations

The following recommendations are made for consideration when updating the BDS 
2021-2025/30:

A. Continue and enhance monitoring of environmental conditions; (Hydrology, 
Sediment, WQ, EHM, and Fish);

B. Develop and implement a Data Acquisition and Generation Action Plan 
(DAGAP);

C. Address the problem of reduced sediment concentrations; 

D. Address the need to take urgent action to preserve and protect remaining 
environmental assets;

E. Adopt a more proactive approach to basin planning; and

F. Maintain and strengthen cooperation with Dialogue Partners and other 
stakeholders.
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18. Next Steps

1. Translate the Synthesis SOBR 2018 into 4 MCs languages;  

2. Support the MCs to organize the national stakeholder forums for 
wider dissemination of the SOBR 2018 to all relevant national 
agencies and other stakeholders for information and utilization; 
and 

3. Consider to develop the web-based application version of SOBR 
2018 for wider use.



THANK YOU
One Mekong. One Spirit.


