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I
n May 2013, I had the honour to pay the first official Dutch 

bilateral visit to Myanmar. On this occasion our countries 

undertook to work together in the field of water management. 

This undertaking was formalised by the signing of a Memorandum 

of Understanding, with special focus on integrated water resource 

management. The MoU was a major milestone for both countries. 

It is a great pleasure for me to extend it, thus maintaining the 

framework for our cooperation over the next three years.

Looking back at the past three years, it is clear that the relationship 

between our countries has grown stronger. Myanmar and the 

Netherlands share a common goal: we want to reduce flood risks 

for our peoples and make sustainable use of water resources. We 

want to benefit from water, not just fight it. In this way we can 

raise the quality of our food and drinking water, and use our rivers 

as navigable waterways. By working together, we can enhance 

our knowledge and strengthen the economic position of both our 

countries. 

Myanmar ranks among the 10 countries in the world with the most 

serious water problems, as shown by the cyclones Nargis (2008) 

and Giri (2010) and the major flooding in 2015. I am eager to share 

our experiences and lessons learned so as to help Myanmar find 

structural solutions to these problems and enhance its resilience. 

The Dutch Risk Disaster Team’s visit in 2015 contributed to this goal. 

Looking forward to the next three years, our focus will be on 

Myanmar’s delta. Like the Netherlands, Myanmar has a large river 

delta. We hope to offer useful advice to help meet the challenges 

that Myanmar faces. By working on an integrated water strategy, 

we seek to contribute to a safe and sustainable Ayeyarwady delta.

Last year Myanmar joined the international Delta Coalition, in which 

the governments of Bangladesh, Colombia, Egypt, France, Indonesia, 

Japan, Mozambique, Myanmar, the Netherlands, the Philippines, 

South Korea and Vietnam have joined forces to prevent water 

disasters and make urban deltas resilient to climate change. I am 

determined to raise more attention, obtain more funding and reach 

these objectives. 

This magazine shows how closely and effectively our countries 

have been working together for the past three years. The 

Netherlands has demonstrated its capacity to apply its knowledge 

in the learning–by–doing projects and to develop an Integrated 

Strategy for the Ayeyarwady Delta. We are also helping to build 

capacity for the further development of Myanmar. We facilitate 

student scholarships and apprenticeships for young workers in 

the field of water management in Myanmar. 

With all this in mind, I look forward to continuing and deepening 

our relationship. 

Melanie Schultz van Haegen

Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment

Government of the Netherlands

FOCUS ON 
CONTINUING AND 
DEEPENING OUR 
RELATIONSHIP
‘We want to benefit from water, 

not just fight it’

 

W
ater is an important driving force for the sustainable 

development of Myanmar in many aspects. We are 

encouraging our people to develop the water sector 

by upholding a vision of Myanmar as a water-efficient country 

with well-developed and sustainable water resources that 

are based on a fully functional Integrated Water Resources 

Management System. The government, the public and the 

private sector have to cooperate for the development in water-

related sectors, such as water supply and water treatment, 

sanitation, personal hygiene and clean environment, disaster 

prevention and mitigation, agriculture, livestock, hydropower, 

industry, tourism, transportation etc. The environmental 

footprint of all these activities also have to be carefully 

considered. 

Water-Related Cooperation

In Myanmar, the National Water Resources Committee (NWRC) was 

established in July 2013 to manage water resources of Myanmar 

efficiently and effectively. Furthermore, both the Advisory Group 

and the Officers Expert Group were also formed to support 

NWRC from a technical point of view. Myanmar is also intensively 

cooperating in the water sector with neighbouring countries and 

ASEAN countries, the Netherlands, Australia, China, India, Japan, 

Korea, Norway, as well as with international organisations for the 

development of Integrated Water Resources Management. At 

the same time, Myanmar is participating in many water-related 

international and regional collaborations and activities.

Close cooperation of Myanmar and the Netherlands

Myanmar and the Netherlands have signed in 2013 the MoU in the 

field of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), which 

encompasses follow-up activities of the IWRM Strategic Study, many 

so-called ‘Learning-by-Doing’ projects as well as specific Capacity 

Building Activities for young generation and government staff 

officers. A Joint Steering Committee oversees the implementation 

of this MoU. The National Water Resources Committee of Myanmar 

welcomes all partner countries, international and national non-

government organisations and interesting individuals for their 

cooperation, participation and support in implementing the SDGs 

of Myanmar in cooperation with other countries to reduce poverty, 

protect the planet and ensure prosperity for all.

Henry Van Thio

Vice President 

Chairman of NWRC

The Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

MORE 
COOPERATION 
’LET US CONTINUE TO BROADEN 

OUR COOPERATION’
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RE-BUILDING RELATIONSHIP AFTER 50 YEARS

 M
yanmar is a country in transition. After 50 years of 

isolation, the country is taking the first cautious steps 

towards democracy, and the current government is working 

to put the country on a different development path. Wouter Jurgens: 

‘You can see that happening. There’s a lot more freedom, and also an 

incredible amount of entrepreneurship, as if the country is shooting 

into the 21st century in a single leap. Now the country has opened its 

borders, everyone wants to seize the opportunities available.’ 

Urban deltas with associated problems
The Netherlands and Myanmar have a lot in common—they are both 

low-lying deltas, with the associated problems. One good example 

is Yangon, which closely resembles Rotterdam as it was sixty years 

ago. Wouter Jurgens: ‘We are keen to share the knowledge and 

experience that we have acquired since then. We’re trying to 

introduce integrated water resource management in Yangon. We’re 

not here to just build dams and dykes and ports—we want to show 

the people how to do it themselves based on that integrated vision. 

People are sensitive to this, and recognise the importance and added 

value of this approach. The previous regime had a number of large–scale 

projects carried out that did not work out well. The Netherlands can offer 

benefits to Myanmar with the knowledge and skills that it has acquired. 

In addition, there are still many older Myanmarese engineers who were 

trained in Delft and are therefore familiar with the Dutch knowledge. 

However, obviously these things don’t happen of their own accord.’

Alongside the focus on water and agriculture, the Netherlands is 

also seeking to support the government of Myanmar in its efforts 

to bring an end to the longest running civilian conflict in the world, 

including by engaging civil society in the peace process and talking to 

many parties in order to create scope for compromises between the 

government, the military and the ethnic groups. Wouter Jurgens: ‘In that 

regard, Aung San Suu Kyi is continuing her father’s policy of over 60 

years ago. Her father, who led Myanmar to independence in the 1940s, 

until he was assassinated with his cabinet colleagues in 1947.

The new government had taken the first steps towards finding a 

long–term solution to the problems around the country’s largest 

Muslim minority with the aid of a commission led by Kofi Annan.

The Netherlands continues to work with the international 

community and government towards a sustainable solution to the 

situation with respect for human rights. 

Stable political situation
The on–going uncertainty and lack of security in some parts of 

Myanmar impose a heavy burden on the country’s economic 

development. Aung San Suu Kyi wants to bring the country 

together and make it a united state without ethnic conflicts. ‘Within 

this situation we are helping where we can. A stable political 

situation is an important precondition for economic development,’ 

says Ambassador Jurgens.

THE DUTCH EMBASSY 
IN MYANMAR: 
DEMOCRATIC AND 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The new Dutch embassy in Myanmar was officially opened on 12 

October 2016. There had been no mission there for nearly fifty years. 

Ambassador Wouter Jurgens wants to combine various things:

‘We want to contribute to the sustainable democratic and economic 

development of Myanmar. We can thereby also create opportunities 

for–amongst other things–the Dutch water sector, for both 

businesses and knowledge institutions. At the same time, we can 

help to improve the human rights situation and press freedom, 

and challenge the government about breaches of these.’

REBUILDING RELATIONSHIP AFTER 50 YEARS
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In Myanmar, the National Water Policy (NWP) was developed in 2014 

by the National Water Resources Committee. The government is also 

encouraging the responsible authorities from concerned ministries and 

organisations to cooperate, coordinate and implement river conservation 

works and awareness raising, to establish a different level of forest 

conservation in the catchment areas and to encourage sustainable 

water resources management, including the use of rivers and creeks. 

More Cooperation
Myanmar still needs to exchange knowledge and and the lessons it 

has learnt as well as cooperate on technology transfer from other 

IWRM-practicing countries, including the Netherlands, for the 

successful implementation of IWRM in Myanmar.

The Myanmar – Netherlands Water Challenges Programme
The Myanmar - Netherlands Water Challenge is a unique activity in the field 

of IWRM, which encourages innovative and sustainable solutions by local 

young water talents who are working or studying in water and related fields.

The annual Myanmar – Netherlands Water Challenge aims to develop a 

better understanding of water management issues, thereby focusing on 

sharing international experiences in and among Myanmar’s young water 

Challenges in Water Sector
It is also important to protect and manage water resources 

systematically to promote their sustainability and to ensure the 

achievement of  safe water quality in the future. Similar to many 

other countries Myanmar faced with water-related issues like 

flood, drought, bank erosion, and limitations for the Ayeyarwady 

River and the Chindwin River, which are of crucial importance 

for the economic and social development of the country. These 

rivers show a high seasonal variation both from a temporal and 

spatial point of view. Climate change impacts will only exacerbate 

these variations and long-term trends. The government is eager 

to solve these issues by developing and constructing additional 

physical infrastructure, establishing multi-purpose decision support 

systems, developing the Ayeyarwady River Basin Master Plan, 

updating the Hydromet Observation System and by working on 

capacity building and awareness raising for governmental staff and 

the public alike.

Integrated Water Resources Management 
(IWRM) Programme in the Netherlands
Over the past decade, Myanmar and the Netherlands have 

developed a strong working relationship with regard to capacity 

talents. In 2016, the first Myanmar-Netherlands Water Challenge opened 

and 9 local universities and institutes were involved in this event. The main 

theme of the 2016 Myanmar-Netherlands Water Challenge was Smart 

Delta, which was further divided into four sub-themes: ‘smart port’, ‘smart 

river’,‘smart city’ and ‘smart village’. A total of forty young water talents 

participated in this event.

Myanmar Young Water Professionals 
The Myanmar water management sector is facing a severe shortage of 

experienced staff to manage the complex water system of the country. 

The Netherlands has initiated the Myanmar Young Water Professional 

programme in 2015. This Master Class in water management addresses 

technical, managerial as well as institutional review issues. About fifteen 

Young Water Professionals who deal with various practical assignments 

during the training period participate in this programme annually.

dealing with various practical assignments during the training period. 

Htun Lwin Oo

Director General, Directorate of Water Resources and Improvement 

of River Systems, Ministry for Transport and Communication

Secretary of NWRC

The Republic of the Union of Myanmar

development in the water sector through diplomas and 

postgraduate and doctoral programmes in Dutch institutes such 

as UNESCO-IHE and TU Delft (Delft University of Technology). In 

May 2013, Myanmar and the Netherlands signed the MoU, which 

lay the foundation for the current close partnership between 

the two countries. NUFFIC (Netherlands Universities Foundation 

for International Cooperation) plays an important role in higher 

education in the water sector, as Myanmar is a focal country for  

this programme. 

More Cooperation
Myanmar is looking forward to more international and regional 

cooperation and is also seeking more cooperation with the 

Netherlands for both strategy development as well as further 

programme development, whereby the Netherlands can further 

disseminate its excellent knowledge in integrated development in 

the water sector. 

Thant Sin Maung

Union Minister for Transport and Communication

Vice Chairman of NWRC

The Republic of the Union of Myanmar

FURTHER STRENGTHENING OF IWRM STRATEGY 
AND OPERATIONS

STEP BY STEP TOGETHER

During the third Joint Steering Committee Meeting in the Hague, the 

Netherlands in January 2016, Myanmar and the Netherlands agreed 

to extend the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), which was signed 

in May 2013 and applicable for the next three years. Myanmar is 

providing all possible support for the cooperation and implementation 

of the Multi-Annual Working Programme in accordance with the MoU. 

Myanmar would like to express its deep appreciation for the support 

from the Netherlands in the IWRM Strategic Study and follow-up 

activities including Learning-by-Doing-Projects and Capacity-Building 

Activities. Myanmar is participating in some activities initiated by the 

Netherlands and other partner countries.

Systematic River Basin Management is important to manage the national 

water resources efficiently and effectively. The National Water Resources 

Committee and supporting organisations have been established for the 

effective management of national water resources by the government. 

We still need to work on establishing the necessary infrastructure, 

a decision support system with corresponding institutions and capacity-

building activities for water-related government agencies and all 

relevant stakeholders. The role of public participation is crucially 

important for successful implementation of Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM), and we need to encourage this role from an 

accountability point of view. 

REBUILDING RELATIONSHIP AFTER 50 YEARSMYANMAR - THE NETHERLANDS
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FACTS & FIGURESMYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS

THE FACTS: MYANMAR- 
THE NETHERLANDS

•  Surface area: 41,528 km²  
(18.41% water)

• Total population: over 16.5 million
• Population density: 488 people per km2

• Highest point: 323 m 
• Lowest point: -6.7 m

•  Three big European rivers  
(Rhine, Meuse and Scheldt) reach the 
ocean via the Netherlands and create 
an important delta. 

•  26% of the Netherlands is under  
sea level. 

FACTS ABOUT THE NETHERLANDS

A census was carried out between 
30 March and 10 April 2014 with 
the United Nations’ assistance. 
The population of Myanmar was 
recorded as being 51.42 million. 
With a population of 6.17 million, 
the Ayeyarwady Region is the most 
populous of Burma’s states and 
regions. 

The Ayeyarwady delta is characterised by 
its low position with respect to sea level: 
5000 km² of the area is below the spring 
tide level and 5000 km² is only around 30 
centimetres above sea level.

The Ayeyarwady (Irrawaddy) river is 
an important topographic feature of 
Myanmar. This river is the longest river 
in Myanmar with a length of almost 2,170 
kilometres, and flows into the Gulf of 
Martaban. The delta plains in the central 
region of the country are very fertile, 
and are viewed as an important part 
of the country, with a surface area of 
approximately 7,000 km².

Thingyan Water Festival
The activity during this four-day festival is throwing 
water. This Buddhist festival usually falls around mid-
April. In fact, everyone in Myanmar is busy throwing 
water during these days, so you can’t do very much 
else! The most important thing is that everything and 
everyone ends up wet. Water is seen as a purification 
of the soul, and you need to be wet in order to enter 
the New Year clean and pure.

The Myanmar economy is expected to grow 
by at least 6.8 percent per year. 70% of the 
population currently work in agriculture.

Myanmar is amongst the top 10 
countries that have been most 
severely affected by water-related 
natural disasters, with cyclones such 
as Nargis in 2008 and Giri in 2010.

Much of Myanmar lies between the 
Tropic of Cancer and the Equator. It 
lies in the monsoon region of Asia, 
with its coastal regions receiving 
over 5,000 mm of rain annually. 
Annual rainfall in the delta region 
is approximately 2,500 mm, while 
average annual rainfall in the Dry 
Zone in central Myanmar is less 
than 1,000 mm. 

Water is becoming increasingly 
important for the country. Hence, 
the transportation of goods and 
people by water is growing. The 
Myanmar government is currently 
prioritising infrastructure projects 
such as the construction of ports 
and the dredging of rivers.

The Dutch water sector interest 
in Myanmar–January 2017

             Private sector
Public sector
Knowledge institutes
NGO’s

Subject/theme sector activities 2017

IWRM
Capacity Building
Water and Maritime
Watertechnology
Contractors

The population density is considerably less than in 
the Netherlands, with approx. 82 inhabitants per km2 
due to the large surface area. (16.3 x the Netherlands)

While many countries report on dam construction, 
information about more remote or isolated areas 
has been lacking. In Myanmar, the Global Reservoir 
and Dams database shows an increase in the water 
surface between 1985 and 2010 of about 400 km2.
Using the Aqua Monitor, Deltares found 1,180 km2 of 
new surface water during the same period.

The country has a surface area of 
678,500 km², making it the largest 
country on the mainland of Southeast 
Asia. In terms of size, it is roughly the 
same as Germany and Italy combined.

Highlands and Lowlands
Myanmar is divided into two regions, the 
Highlands and the Lowlands. The Lowlands 
consist of coastal areas with dense tropical 
forests in which valuable trees such as teak 
and oil-bearing trees grow. The Highlands 
cover the interior of the country.

More than half the population live around 
Yangon, on the central plain around Mandalay 
and in the delta of the Ayeyarwady river.

BAGO

YANGON

Ay
ey

ar
w

ad
y

Sittaung

MANDALAY

66%
35%

20%

14%
5%

17%

9%

8%

26%

Myanmar and the Netherlands have only been working together for a short time. Like the 

Netherlands, Myanmar is a low-lying delta country with many rivers. But there are also 

significant differences, such as surface area, population density, prosperity and climate.
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It would certainly be great if that philosophy of integration 

can be incorporated in the Ayeyarwady Integrated River Basin 

Management (AIRBM) project being executed by and with the World 

Bank and can then be translated to the implementation by the 

market. Henk Ovink: ‘I would compare it with the integrated plan for 

the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. It took a while for that to be reflected 

in the execution of plans, but we are now working very hard on 

executing a series of practical projects that are based on that 

integrated approach. In that way, you ensure that the projects are 

not isolated and you can genuinely guarantee their sustainability. 

The World Bank now believes that integration is an important 

criterion for awarding funds in Vietnam.

Involvement of financial institutions
You don’t just need funding for the execution, but definitely also 

for the analyses and the planning – it results in really good business 

cases. I therefore argue that the international financial institutions 

should be closely involved from the start, from the first analyses 

through to the development of the business cases. That secures 

their commitment. In that way, everyone gains ownership of both 

the question and the answer: what’s going on in Myanmar, and what 

solutions and approach are needed. Then the allocation of funds 

can be genuinely based on that impact. The financial institutions 

involve the World Bank and the Asian investment banks, but also 

European partners. Obviously, you could also think of a fund 

structure specially for Myanmar. 

The Netherlands’ ambition is to work with investors to come up with 

a proposition that a coalition of international parties will want to 

participate in. It’s not about who gains from it individually, but about 

doing the right thing together to ensure a better future for Myanmar.’

‘I don’t believe 
in ‘alone’ at all, 
incidentally – 
it just leads to 
problems. We 
therefore need to 
get even better at 
collaboration.’

HENK OVINKM
yanmar is a very exciting place when it comes to water 

safety. The relationship with many other countries has 

intensified over the past couple of years. Various parties 

are lining up to invest money in Myanmar’s development. Henk 

Ovink: ‘Oddly enough, the billions are often easier to find than the 

millions. Some other countries are offering to invest enormous 

sums in Myanmar. These investments might involve infrastructure 

projects executed with foreign money and foreign personnel. 

Effectively, you are thereby relocating your domestic economy 

to another part of the world under the label of development aid. 

What we say is: carry out an integrated analysis of what’s really 

needed first, what will benefit the people of Myanmar, and link that 

analysis to the development of plans that have the power to bring 

about change as a result. That requires investment in the process. 

And investment in the local capacity—strengthening that results in 

ownership, broad support and the sustainable resilience of those 

projects. So half the investment in the process is spent on building 

capacity. This approach leads to projects with which we can help 

change this vulnerable place for the long term. The process triggers 

the investments, so you need to dare to take the plunge.

Obviously, it’s a challenge to say ‘no’ to parties who are prepared 

to invest hundreds of millions, to refuse such a big gift. Henk Ovink: 

‘But in my contacts with the national and regional government in 

Myanmar, I notice that they sometimes do step on the brake and 

want to retain control themselves. For example, I have stressed 

that you should never give away your water system. That’s your 

heart, the core of your country. And that in a city like Yangon, for 

example, you first need to come up with a coherent approach to 

the very complex urban problems and enable the city to become 

a city again, with clean drinking water for everyone and sanitation 

‘DOING THE RIGHT THING 
TOGETHER FOR MYANMAR’

Myanmar offers incredible and very inspiring challenges when it comes to water. The way in 

which these are tackled must, above all, offer benefits to Myanmar itself. That is the view 

of Henk Ovink, Special Envoy for International Water Affairs for The Netherlands.

‘My argument is that it takes millions to spend billions. And by that, I mean that you must 

be prepared to really invest in a good process that involves everything and everyone in order 

to develop and execute projects that genuinely make a town or region better, safer and more 

inclusive. You need to be willing to invest in that. And always in collaboration with the regional 

partners. They have the real knowledge, while we’re just visitors.’

for all. That should take precedence over megalomaniac foreign 

projects whereby the profits also rapidly trickle away to those 

same foreign investors. So don’t build a new city next door without 

sorting out the old city. Luckily, that resonates, creating space

for that integrated and inclusive approach. And we are able to help 

effectively with that.

Unique offer
As a small country, the Netherlands is not able to offer those 

enormous investments. However, stresses Henk Ovink, ‘we can 

help to mobilise those resources. And we have something unique to 

offer: our own water–related knowledge, skill and experience at all 

levels. We are also implementing that through the G2G collaboration, 

by deploying high–level water experts and organising missions to 

and from Myanmar. The Dutch government is supporting Dutch 

companies internationally with the IWRM study in 2014 and the 

Ayeyarwady delta study, which has now started. This is certainly 

good for the Dutch companies and academic institutions that carry 

out such assignments, but the primary goal is to make Myanmar 

better. This goal is at the heart of our International Water Ambition. 

In that way, we are making our small contribution to achieving the 

Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Climate Agreement. 

I don’t believe in ‘alone’ at all, incidentally—it just leads to problems. 

We therefore need to get even better at collaboration. That’s one 

of the benefits of the Delta Coalition: utilising shared expertise in 

order to progress together. So not just Dutch expertise—we don’t 

have the monopoly on wisdom, nor do we have the size to provide the 

enormous power required in Myanmar. But we can help organise all 

that dynamism with our technical knowledge. That’s our distinctive 

ability, and it’s recognised as such. 

MYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS DOING THE RIGHT THING TOGETHER FOR MYANMAR



15

 T
he Dutch Study Team based its Strategic Study—which 

offers ‘building blocks’ for future policy development, 

capacity building and legal framework elements—on 

intensive stakeholder participation and discussions with experts in 

Myanmar. The IWRM strategic study was part of the bilateral IWRM 

cooperation between Myanmar and the Netherlands. In May 2013, 

the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Environment signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Myanmar Ministry 

of Transport as the lead Ministry for the Myanmar National Water 

Resources Committee. The NWRC Expert Group, as the senior 

advisory group to the NWRC and chaired by U Ohn Myint, has been 

the direct counterpart for a Dutch High Level Expert Team on IWRM 

for Myanmar, headed by former Minister of Agriculture Mr. Cees 

Veerman. Mr. Henk Ovink has succeeded mr. Veerman as head of 

the Dutch High Level Expert Team

The fullest possible use has been made of insights into delta 

management, IWRM and adaptive water management as developed 

in the Dutch delta programme and elsewhere in the world. 

The strategic study assists in responding to the national IWRM 

challenges and opportunities in Myanmar. It gives an overview, in 

terms of water resources management, of what the most important 

challenges and anticipated changes will be, what measures could be 

taken, what the impact of the measures is expected to be as well as 

economic and financial aspects of the possible measures.

Paul van Meel was the project leader who set up the study: 

‘The focus was on integrated water resource management. There 

is a great need for this in Myanmar, and it’s an area where we from 

the Netherlands can offer real added value. Obviously, you cannot 

draw up a complete strategic plan for the whole of Myanmar in a 

year, but you can seek to identify the main themes. So we went 

everywhere to talk to lots of people and investigate what data we 

could dig out. That was a significant challenge on its own. I found 

that the people in Myanmar with whom we engaged were very 

interested and incredibly cooperative — they just wanted to make it 

a success.’ This attitude was linked to the Netherlands’ reputation 

and also to the historic ties with Delft University of Technology, 

where many of Myanmar’s water experts were trained in the past. 

One key finding was that Myanmar already has an enormous water 

infrastructure, plus the latent knowledge to use it. Paul van Meel: 

‘One of our messages was therefore: let’s first make sure that’s 

working again, rather than starting to build new infrastructure 

straightaway. At the same time, we found that Myanmar does not 

just need studies and reports. That’s why we also immediately 

identified a number of learning by doing projects (see elsewhere in 

this magazine) in the study: things you can tackle straightaway and 

that are also valuable for capacity building.

What we’ve then laid down was a foundation, a cornerstone for 

the coherent structure that needs to be created. It’s a way to get 

everything clearly mapped out, and in the right relationships. 

When you then move towards concrete plans and execution, it’s 

particularly important to hang on to the three key messages that 

we formulated (see box).’ 

IWRM STRATEGIC STUDYMYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS

IWRM STRATEGIC 
STUDY LAYS PRACTICAL 
FOUNDATION FOR 
FURTHER COOPERATION

KEY MESSAGES

The findings of the strategic study as well as the 

discussions between the NWRC Expert Group and the Dutch 

experts, led to three core messages for supporting the 

decision–making process in order to bring the process to 

concrete actions. 

1. OPTIMISING WHAT YOU HAVE

Myanmar already has important water infrastructure, such 

as dams, canals, sluices and pumping stations, dykes and 

river training works. It is recommended that the current 

infrastructure be taken as a starting point. 

2. TAKING A ‘BROAD VIEW’ IN THE ANALYSIS 
OF THE PROBLEMS

Looking at other interests, including future developments, 

in a well considered integrated way is essential for 

successfully solving water problems and developing water 

resources. This approach will deliver solutions that are 

more robust, give a better cost/benefit balance, and attract 

broader support from stakeholders. 

3. FOCUS ON EDUCATION, CAPACITY 
BUILDING AND TRAINING

Capacity building is a key success factor for the integrated 

development of water resources in Myanmar. Increased 

capacity building is required at all levels, from gate keeper 

to high–level civil servants. Special attention is needed for 

learning by doing. Only then will IWRM professionals be able 

to act as the ‘change agents’ Myanmar so urgently needs.

The National Water Resources Committee 

(NWRC) of Myanmar, advised and supported 

by its Expert Group, has developed a National 

Water Policy with a clear vision on sustainable 

water management. The Myanmar Integrated 

Water Resources Management (IWRM) Strategic 

Study, conducted by a Dutch consortium and 

presented in 2014, aims to further contribute–

in a participatory way–to the development of a 

national strategy for integrated water resources 

management in Myanmar. 

The strategic study was conducted by a Dutch 

consortium consisting of Royal HaskoningDHV (lead 

firm), Arcadis, Rebel Group, UNESCO–IHE, Dutch Water 

Authorities and Tygron. This study laid the foundation 

for the activities and cooperation between Myanmar 

and The Netherlands.

14
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LEARNING BY DOING
Under the MoU on integrated water resource management, Myanmar and the Netherlands have 

decided to select five quick win projects that can show how the principles of IWRM may work for 

Myanmar. The country does not just need studies and reports: real world cases can show the value 

of the IWRM approach. In the learning by doing projects, IWRM principles are customised for 

Myanmar. These bottom-up, ‘learning by doing’ projects all contribute to capacity building and the 

training of Myanmar experts in the various fields of expertise. In addition, civil servants can get 

to know each other and experience the benefits of joint policy development and implementation. 

A network of professionals can thus be created that will endure beyond the scope of the pilot and 

support implementation.

16

In cooperation with the relevant departments of Myanmar, five 

learning by doing projects have been identified:

1.   Feasibility Study Mandalay-Bagan navigability 

improvement, with Ministry of Transport/ Inland Water 

Transport, Netherlands Government, World Bank.

2.   Pan Hlaing Control Sluice cum Navigation Lock; with 

Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation, Ministry of 

Transport, Yangon City Development Committee, 

Myanmar Port Authority. 

3.   Bagan Multi-Purpose Pilot River Beautification, with 

Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation, Ministry of 

Transport, General Administrative Department, Bagan 

Township, Private Partners. 

4.   Bago-Sittaung Canal Integrated Water System Analysis, 

with Ministry of Transport, Ministry of Agriculture and 

Irrigation, ITC Bago, Ministry of Electric Power, Bago 

Region.

5.   Integrated Meiktila Lake Area Development: improved 

watershed management, with Ministry of Agriculture 

and Irrigation, Ministry of Environmental Conservation 

and Forestry, Ministry of Livestock, Fisheries and Rural 

Development, Meiktila Township Municipal Committee 

amongst others. 

The Ayeyarwady is a highly dynamic river: very shallow 
during the dry season, fast–flowing and deep in the 
rainy season. Sandbanks constantly shift, making the 
Ayeyarwady a ‘dancing river’. At the same time, the river 
is extremely important for the economic development of 
Myanmar. The Ayeyarwady navigability study, carried out 
by Dutch specialists, shows to what extent navigability 
can be improved. The study is also significant for a 
substantial project of the World Bank, which is also 
aimed at improved navigability.

The Ayeyarwady connects Myanmar’s two primary cities, Yangon 

(5 million inhabitants) and Mandalay (1 million inhabitants), with 

the hinterland. The river forms the most important transportation 

route for the many resources the hinterland has to offer, such 

as agricultural products, wood, gas, oil and coal. Improving and 

intensifying the navigability of the Ayeyarwady is expected to 

greatly benefit the country’s economy.

The Ayeyarwady is very dynamic and is therefore called a ‘dancing 

river’. In the dry season, the river is sometimes just one metre 

deep and can only be navigated by vessels with a shallow draught. 

It is tremendously difficult to avoid the sandbanks. In the rainy 

season, the water level can rise by up to seven metres and it flows 

extremely rapidly. That poses different problems for shipping. The 

river’s dynamism also means that the sandbanks are constantly 

shifting. This complexity makes it difficult to intervene effectively. 

The study shows what the possibilities are regarding aspects such 

as reducing the need to dredge and influencing the course of the 

river in a subtle way.

Royal HaskoningDHV carried out the assignment in collaboration with 

the Rebel Group and Arcadis. The consortium started the feasibility 

study in November 2014 and the final results were presented in 

January 2016. The consortium carried out the following activities:

•  Review of the current river training works;

•  Update of the River Training Master Plan developed by Royal 

Haskoning in 1988 and assessment of the technical and economic 

feasibility of the measures proposed in the Master Plan;

•   Identification of the optimal river training works in two pilot 

areas through river modelling;

•   Designing the river training works for the two pilot locations;

•   Development of a plan for improved navigation aids.

The study’s recommendations will be incorporated in the larger 

World Bank Project—AIRBM (Ayeyarwady Integrated River Basin 

Management) program—and particularly its Navigation Enhancement 

component, which is aimed at improving the navigability of the 

Ayeyarwady, with a budget of approximately 30 million.

LEARNING BY DOING

AYEYARWADY NAVIGABILITY STUDY FOR THE
MOST IMPORTANT TRANSPORTATION ROUTE 

IWRM AT WORK: LEARNING BY DOINGMYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS
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Over the past decades, the Pan Hlaing River has faced 
decreasing inflow and increasing sedimentation as 
result of tidal influences. Tides from the Yangon River 
(downstream) push saline water from the ocean into 
the river system. The rivers are rich with suspended 
sediment load. The aim of the Pan Hlaing sluice project 
is to create a controlled area with fresh water, enabling 
more and better agricultural opportunities for the area 
around the Pan Hlaing River close to Yangon.

Large-scale urban development is taking place in the area and space 

is also being sought for nature and leisure activities. That requires an 

integrated approach, which takes full account of the area’s various 

functions. At the same time, the sluice could become a significant 

landmark, which makes additional demands of the design.

In August 2015, a consortium consisting of Royal HaskoningDHV, 

Deltares and Delft Technical University organised a kick-off event in 

Yangon. During this event, stakeholders shared their ideas and data 

collection started. In addition, separate meetings took place with 

stakeholders such as Yangon City Development Committee (drinking 

water supply), Directorate of Water Resources and Improvement of 

River Systems and Inland Water Transport (navigability), Industrial 

Zone (water quality) and several government departments. The 

Irrigation Department is the focal department facilitating all the 

stakeholder meetings. The Myanmar government is aware of the 

importance of involving stakeholders and the integrated approach. 

Capacity building is an important element; all the results have been 

reached in close cooperation with the Myanmar counterparts. 

An integrated plan has been produced for the area development 

around the Pan Hlaing River and research has been carried out 

into the natural delta system in this area. To establish a structural 

solution, a sluice complex in the Pan Hlaing can be built near the 

point where the Hlaing River meets the Pan Hlaing. A feasibility 

study for this idea has been produced, including sketch designs and 

an inventory of additional measures. The sluice is required to hold 

fresh water in the system and to prevent the inflow of sediments 

and salt intrusion. This will effectively create a fresh water reservoir 

and will prevent salt intrusion and sedimentation into the Pan Hlaing 

catchment area. 

The next step is to produce a final design for the sluice, based on 

the sketch designs that have already been produced, and to ensure 

that all the stakeholders agree on it. Special consideration has been 

requested for creating a landmark. 

LEARNING BY DOING 

PAN HLAING RIVER INTEGRATED DEVELOPMENT

Beeld: 
projectfoto

IWRM AT WORK: LEARNING BY DOING

The Bagan river beautification project 
has resulted in multiple benefits

In the cooperation between the Netherlands 

and Myanmar, the ‘learning by doing’ did not 

just cover technical cooperation. The Bagan 

river beautification project also provided 

valuable lessons to the partners – both public 

and private sector – about the important 

relationship between water and cultural 

heritage, or - in a broader context - how to 

widen your scope to all stakeholders whilst 

developing a project using a PPP approach.

The project was located in the vicinity of 

the beautiful old city of Bagan. Bagan is 

home to more than 2,000 ancient Buddhist 

monuments that are among Myanmar’s most 

venerated religious sites. The city is one of 

the main tourist attractions and will probably 

be listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site.

This project was aimed at combining public 

and private interests to create a model of a 

public private partnership (PPP). Improving 

the navigability of the Ayeyarwady river 

and providing protection against erosion 

could create the opportunity for private 

initiatives such as a tourist resort. A lot of 

valuable lessons were learned during the 

implementation of the Bagan Multi-Purpose 

Beautification project (by Royal Haskoning 

DHV and Van Oord). 

The learning by doing project was designed 

to create an unprecedented example of 

a PPP. It was intended to not only show 

the three initial benefits (navigation 

improvement, erosion protection and water 

supply) but also three additional benefits 

(improving the livelihood of the villagers, 

resort development and strengthening 

cultural heritage). Before the official start of 

the project, Myanmar and the Netherlands 

carried out a joint preliminary Environmental 

and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA). This 

ESIA involved the Ministry of Environmental 

Conservation and Forestry together with 

two Dutch firms (Witteveen+Bos and Sweco). 

The findings of this ESIA addressed the 

potential impact of this project on the local 

communities as well as the impact on the 

broader development plans for the region. 

The project launched a valuable discussion 

on how, in the context of Myanmar, a PPP 

concept can be developed, both for water 

projects and for the implementation of 

other projects. Particularly in view of the 

fact that there are not a lot of examples of 

PPP concepts in Myanmar, this learning by 

doing project introduced an innovative way 

of thinking, including in terms of stakeholder 

involvement. The Bagan learning by doing 

project clearly showed the importance of 

stakeholder management as well as the 

importance of the relationship between 

water management and cultural heritage. 

A special PP workshop was held in September 

2015 linked to an ESIA workshop with the 

Bagan ESIA as the case study. More attention 

will be paid to PPPs in the future, and the 

lessons learned from Bagan will be useful 

for developing this way of thinking further. 

The Netherlands is pleased to be a partner in 

developing PPP concepts in the water sector 

in particular, since this is a sector that often 

serves both public and private interests.

LEARNING BY DOING 

BAGAN RIVER BEAUTIFICATION PROJECT

MYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS
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Myanmar is confronted by major water challenges and 
must therefore make very important choices. However, 
at the same time, there has been no monitoring or 
measurement for many years, which makes it difficult to 
make the right choices. There is therefore a huge demand 
for data and information in order to make well–founded 
important choices. Delft University of Technology 
is involved in various projects to improve the data 
collection and monitoring system in the Myanmar delta.

The fast pace at which developments are taking place means there is 

no time to carefully measure the entire country, develop nice models 

and only then make decisions. For example, installing a perfect and 

expensive weather station every twenty kilometres is not an option. 

Therefore, in the learning by doing project Bago–Sittaung Integrated 

Water System Analysis, for example the TU Delft used remote 

sensing technologies and affordable innovative measuring systems 

on the ground. The project was also aimed at rapidly modelling 

the collected data, in order to then translate it into usable and 

useful information. The final product was a roadmap for improved 

monitoring, delivered in September 2016.

The parties involved have started a follow–up project in 2017— 

‘Leapfrogging Delta Management in Myanmar’—with financial support 

from the Dutch Partners for Water Programme. The aim is to develop 

a showcase for smart information solutions in the Ayeyarwady Delta. 

For instance, a team of researchers and students from Delft 

University of Technology and local universities are using a number of 

specially produced GPS trackers and hundreds of balloons with LED 

lights in the rivers. They are tracked over several hundred kilometres 

on their journey downstream. The water quality is also being 

measured. This provides valuable information about the (variations 

in) the river’s flow rate. This is important to predict issues such as 

the shifting of navigable channels and the spread of pollutants in 

the future.

Every 50 to 70 kilometres there is a bridge where the passing 

balloons are counted by hand.

Local officials, students and academic colleagues from Myanmar are 

closely involved in this experiment. This provides the researchers 

from Delft with essential local knowledge, and also makes it 

possible for the partners from Myanmar to repeat the research in 

the future. It also offers opportunities for innovative start–ups that 

develop products with this kind of affordable and scalable sensors, 

such as the company Disdrometrics. 

The Bago–Sittaung Integrated Water System Analysis also made 

use of innovative monitoring. Hence, a fishfinder, designed to locate 

schools of fish, was deployed to measure sedimentation. And a buoy 

was constructed with parts from an ordinary mobile phone in order to 

measure waves, which is essential in order to gain insight into coastal 

processes and flood risks. This Wavedroid is a start–up from the 

Netherlands, which is now gathering data at sea in Myanmar during 

test projects carried out by students and young professionals. 

What is notable about both projects—primarily carried out by 

students, young experts and PhDs from both countries – is the 

strong sense of shared ownership, with great commitment and 

enthusiasm on both the Myanmarese and Dutch side. The first 

project was a modest project, but a great deal was achieved. The 

potential for the (near) future is also great if what has been learnt 

is applied and scaled up in a structured way, and the innovative 

methods and technologies are used more widely.

LEARNING BY DOING

SHOWCASE FOR INNOVATIVE MONITORING 
IN AYEYARWADY DELTA

IWRM AT WORK: LEARNING BY DOING

In the Meikhtila region, Dutch experts are helping 
the Myanmar government to develop an integrated 
development plan related to water issues around Lake 
Meikhtila. At the same time, three try–out field projects 
have been launched: to reduce soil erosion through 
tree planting by farmers and upstream watershed 
management, to manage solid waste collection in 
urban and rural areas, and to train farmers in crop 
diversification and climate resilience and renovate 
structures to improve irrigated agriculture.

The city of Meikhtila and the famous Meikhtila Lake, a 1000–year–

old man–made water reservoir, are part of the so–called Dry Zone 

of Myanmar. In the past, it was part of a prosperous rice–producing 

region with an extensive irrigation area. The lake is an important 

source of drinking and domestic water. An increased population 

in the region and intensified agriculture mean that there is more 

water demand than the monsoon rainfall season in most years 

can supply. Deforestation upstream has led to heavy siltation of 

Meikhtila Lake, reducing the storage capacity of the reservoirs for 

irrigation water supply. The water in lakes, rivers and canals is also 

getting more polluted by domestic wastewater and solid waste. In 

order to maintain the agricultural productivity, a change of crops is 

required, from paddy rice to less water–intensive crops like beans, 

sesame, chilli, cotton, sunflowers, nuts, fruits and vegetables.

Dutch experts from Royal HaskoningDHV, CordAid and Deltares 

supported and coached a team of Myanmar government officials 

from different ministries and municipalities to develop their own 

Integrated Development Plan for Meikhtila Lake, including three try–out 

field projects at municipality level covering an area of 25 x 50 km. 

Implementation plans were drawn up for the three try–out field 

projects and government officials—with the support of Dutch experts 

—discussed them with villagers and farmers on selected sites. Field 

implementation is not easy: raising awareness, training, informing and 

cooperation with the local farmers or villagers is key, but one also has 

to find its way around land property rights, undefined responsibilities 

and bureaucracy. The try–out projects have proved to be a very 

successful catalyst for cooperation and communication between the 

many departments. For many officials it was the first time they have 

really discussed and implemented projects together, and this project 

has provided them with valuable insight and experience. 

The government officials from several ministries and municipalities 

also spent a year working together to prepare an integrated 

development plan for the Meikhtila Lake municipality area. The 

added value lies mainly in officials from different departments and 

the municipality working together and sharing thoughts during a 

series of workshops over a one–year period to create an integrated 

plan. This included the identification and selection of measures 

and implementation modalities and investment opportunities. 

The training courses, expert support and workshops can serve as 

inspiration for integrated plan development and staff development 

in other municipalities, districts and regions in Myanmar—making this 

a valuable learning by doing experience.

LEARNING BY DOING 

MEIKHTILA LAKE PROJECT: INTEGRATED STUDY
AND PRACTICAL TRY–OUTS

1. Upstream watershed management
The sedimentation in Meikhtila Lake is caused by sand, 
which is carried by water from higher areas during the 
rainy season. A trial is being conducted in two small areas, 
with hedges and trees alongside the fields to stop the sand 
and restrict upstream erosion. The Forest Department is 
providing the plant material. The farmers need to plant 
and maintain it.

2. Solid waste pollution reduction 
Meikhtila town has a basic solid waste collection service 
– this will be improved. In the rural area solid waste is 
dumped everywhere. Awareness will be raised in two 
small villages about not polluting water resources, and a 
first small controlled waste dump site will be developed 
together with villagers and probably a waste removal 
service. Capacity building and training are very important.

3. Irrigation enhancement, more crop value per drop
This try-out particularly relates to the combination of 
the crops to be cultivated and the associated irrigation. 
This involves fresh knowledge and a different use of the 
irrigation system. A start is being made on this in two 
small villages. Cordaid is training and supporting a group 
of farmers and the trainers from the ministries.

THE THREE MEIKHTILA LAKE TRY-OUT PROJECTS:



22 23

Beeld: 
missie/ prikstokken

IT’S ALL ABOUT 

THE COMBINATION: 

BE PREPARED AND

ACT QUICKLY

 R 
ob Steijn: ‘Following the extreme rainfall and subsequent 

floods in late July and early August, the Myanmar 

government asked the Dutch Government for an expert 

assessment on improving their flood protection system. We assessed 

two situations. The first was around the city of Kalaymyo, where the 

heavy rains rapidly flooded the plains of the nearby Myittha River 

with water up to seven metres deep. Our team also investigated 

undermined levees and shortcut channels in meanders of the rivers 

and streams in the Ayeyarwady river delta.’

Rob Steijn has great admiration for the way in which his fellow civil 

engineers in Myanmar dealt with the flooding, how people were mobilised 

in a very short space of time, and how focused everyone was.

 ‘They did a remarkable job, restoring the levees in the Ayeyarwady river 

delta so quickly. They were extremely well–documented and had great 

hands–on expertise.’

ANTICIPATING
At the same time, Rob Steijn stresses that it is not just important 

to be able to react quickly and effectively, but also to anticipate. 

‘You can see it in many places around the globe, such as the US: 

the emphasis is often on organising things very well so that you 

can react quickly and effectively when things go wrong. In the 

Netherlands, the focus is primarily on prevention. It’s also a matter 

of survival: without that, we could never have had so many people 

living here with such a high standard of living. Obviously, you can’t 

just copy the Dutch water management model everywhere. It’s 

Myanmar’s dyke managers are able to react quickly 

and effectively when floods threaten. The Dutch 

specialists are particularly good at preventing 

problems. The combination of these two types of 

expertise is extremely valuable, argues Rob Steijn. 

He was team leader of the Dutch Risk Reduction 

(DRR) team that visited Myanmar in August and 

September 2015 and advised the government on 

flood control and solutions to flash floods.

MYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS

vital to adapt to local conditions and possibilities. You also need 

to recognise that it needs to be done step by step. That’s what 

happened in the Netherlands as well. Our ‘building with nature’ 

techniques and our adaptive delta management approaches also 

took time to develop. Also The Netherlands is in a permanent state 

of transition with our water management.’

Rob Steijn believes that anyone who wants to create a situation 

where a country is better prepared for flooding should do three 

things. ‘It works best if you strive for a shared process. There are 

various ministries in Myanmar that all have something to do with 

water, but are not used to liaising with one another about it. And 

in recent decades, there is also no tradition of involving other 

stakeholders in the decision–making process, such as the people in 

the affected area. 

Secondly, you need to understand and respect the mechanics of the 

system. You shouldn’t just start doing something because it works 

somewhere else. And thirdly, you need to recognise that the future is 

uncertain. That requires an adaptive approach, the ability to modify, 

so you can respond to unexpected developments. Because the future 

is always slightly different from what you were expecting.’ 

RISK–BASED APPROACH
Based on the observations made largely in the field, the DRR-team 

offered ideas for possible solutions. ‘We have argued for a life–cycle 

approach to dyke management. We need to ensure that we know 

more about the way in which rivers behave – with an emphasis on 

the need for data and modelling to increase predictive capacity 

— and we’ve argued for a risk–based approach to help prioritise 

measures and make them economically viable. That produces a 

sustainable system: you know when danger threatens and you can 

intervene adequately where necessary. We immediately started 

the associated necessary transfer of knowledge: right from day 

one, the mission was also about capacity building, about learning 

by doing. One simple example was taking a soil sample from a dyke 

section using a hand soil drill, of which we left two in Myanmar. We 

additionally explained the sensible use of a dyke body, for example, 

and the measurements and studies you should do before you start 

moving a channel.’

DUTCH RISK REDUCTION TEAM

PROACTIVE AND INTEGRATED

The lead recommendation of the Dutch Risk Reduction 

Team for the proposed follow-up actions is to change the 

current reactive project-by-project approach to a more up-

front and proactive systems-based approach. The second 

recommendation is to apply more integrated long-term 

planning based on systems analysis and cost-benefit risk-

based approaches. Although the quality of daily flood control 

operations was evident, changes such as those recommended 

would make Myanmar’s future stronger and more resilient to 

the climate change effects that are already being seen.
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CAPACITY BUILDING

On 18 January 2016, the Dutch government presented 
150 ‘prikstokken’ to the Irrigation Department in 
Myanmar, which is responsible for the inspection of 
levees.

‘Prikstok’ is a Dutch name for a very effective tool for 
spotting weak sections in levees. It is used to pierce 
the soil of a levee, and an invisible sub-surface hole or 
breach can be detected by feeling a difference in the 

soil resistance. The stick was developed centuries ago, 
but is still in use in the Netherlands.

The ‘prikstok’ was first used in Myanmar by the Dutch 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) team in 2015 during 
their assessment work after cyclone Komen had 
caused severe flooding. The word ‘prikstok’ is now an 
official new word in the Myanmar language. The sticks 
were produced locally.

During the mission, Rob Steijn found - for instance - that the 

collection and central storage of data can be a valuable step, which 

might be implemented in collaboration with Dutch experts. ‘You 

want to do design work and decision-making on the basis of facts 

as much as possible, so adequate information that is accessible to 

everyone is very important. We talked a lot about how precisely 

you can do that and how you can collaborate on it. For example, 

almost everyone has a smartphone. An ‘inspection app’ specially 

developed in the Netherlands can substantially professionalise 

the collection of data about the condition of the dykes without 

this having to cost very much. And when it comes to listening to 

another, breaking through the rigid hierarchy, I look back with 

pleasure to the Myanmarese students during the Water Challenge. 

They expressed themselves emphatically in their presentation - it 

was very special.’

Rob Steijn stresses that the work of the DRR team fits seamlessly 

within the water collaboration between Myanmar and the 

Netherlands, and was a good preparation for the delta strategy 

that will now be developed. The advice also fits with the plans of 

international financial institutions such as the World Bank and the 

Asian Development Bank.

The Dutch Risk Reduction Team (DRR Team) consists of water 

experts who can be deployed rapidly if a foreign government 

urgently requires water expertise.

‘PRIKSTOKKEN’ FOR DETECTION 
OF WEAK SPOTS IN LEVEES

CAPACITY BUILDING
Capacity–building plays a central role in the water–related collaboration between Myanmar and 

the Netherlands. An important place has been created within many projects and programmes 

for the development and transfer of knowledge and skills, methods and ways of working, and 

(learning) how to use and do. A number of initiatives were specifically dedicated to capacity 

building and will be presented below.

Central role for 

MYANMAR - NETHERLANDS WATER CHALLENGE 2016 
The Myanmar - Netherlands Water Challenge is an 
exciting programme in which university students and 
young professionals are invited to investigate key 
water problems in their own country and work with 
professionals and experts to develop their own ideas and 
solutions. 

The programme was organised in close cooperation with 
nine universities and institutes in Myanmar. The coordinating 
university was Yangon University of Technology. On behalf 
of the Dutch government, the Netherlands Embassy in 
Yangon acted as strategic partner for the programme.

Under the theme of SMART DELTA, the programme engaged 
40 students and young professionals in Myanmar in 2016 
with the challenges of sustainable delta development. 
Participants were encouraged to develop ideas and solutions 
for the Ayeyarwady Delta, supported by professional experts 
from the Dutch partners. Lead partners on the challenge 
were four world-leading companies from the Netherlands: 
Arcadis, Van Oord, Royal HaskoningDHV and Deltares. They 
selected the students from more than 100 candidates, and 
helped the student teams to develop and present their ideas.
 

The Delta Academy, part of the Myanmar - Netherlands Water 
Challenge 2016, was held in Yangon in May 2016. The selected 
students and young professionals from nine universities and 
institutes across Myanmar participated in a three-day intensive 
programme to learn about sustainable delta development. 
Through a rich programme of case studies, field trips, guest 
lectures and team assignments they were taken on a journey 
through the delta, analysing the typical challenges and 
opportunities of the delta, understanding the underlying 
drivers, weighing the interests of stakeholders and developing 
their own ideas and solutions.

Participants worked in four teams under the Smart Delta 
theme, playing the role of key stakeholders in the delta: 
Smart Port, Smart River, Smart City and Smart Village. 
Eight senior experts from the Dutch partners supported the 
teams throughout the programme. The teams presented 
their ideas and solutions to representatives from ministries, 
NGOs, universities, the World Bank, the WHO, local private 
companies and the Myanmar Port Authority. 

Video about the Myanmar - Netherlands Water Challenge 
2016: https://youtu.be/tULxmvBvixA
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CAPACITY BUILDING

INTEGRATED WATER RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

UNESCO-IHE FELLOWSHIP

Integrated Water Resources Management
Delft University of Technology in the Netherlands 
has been involved in the Integrated Water Resources 
Management programme in Myanmar since 2013. A 
four-year capacity-building project funded by NICHE-
NUFFIC started in 2015. It focuses on capacity-
building, supporting the universities in providing high 
quality education for the future generation of hydraulic 
engineers and water managers whilst upgrading the 
knowledge of current professionals.

In spring 2016, seven professors and lecturers from 
Myanmar paid a working visit to Delft. The visit was part of 
the efforts to reinforce knowledge of current technology 
and methods amongst local professionals in water 
management and water engineering. The academics work 
at Yangon Technological University, Myanmar Maritime 
University and Mandalay Technological University. Their 
field is water management and hydraulic engineering with 
specialisations in coastal, river and port areas. During their 
working visit, which lasted over three weeks, they developed 
their network, acquired knowledge and exchanged ideas with 
colleagues from Delft University of Technology, UNESCO-IHE 
and Deltares. The water experts from Myanmar will use their 

experiences in Delft to further update the academic curriculum 
and teaching methods within the project in their own country.

U Khin Latt, Director and Senior Engineer at the National 
Engineering & Planning Services in Myanmar, explained: ‘We 
were closed to the rest of the world for around 30 years, so 
we’re missing a whole generation of professional engineers 
in Myanmar, which means we have to learn much faster and 
then pass that knowledge on to the next generation. And 
that’s what I’m doing now at Yangon University: I’m teaching 
‘learning by doing’, so taking students into the field and 
getting them to write reports on site.’

Nay Myo Lin, one of Myanmar’s next generation of engineers, 
recently received a scholarship for a PhD in ‘Optimal Operation 
of A Network of Multi-purpose Reservoirs Under Data Scarce 
Environment’ at Delft University of Technology. He explained 
his work: ‘We have more than 200 reservoirs in Myanmar 
and they’re used for many things, including irrigation water 
supply, domestic water supply, flood control and hydro-power 
generation. But in trying to meet all these different objectives, 
we often end up with a conflict of interests. I can go back 
and share my knowledge about Integrated Water Resources 
Management and how to control water systems.’ 

In June 2016, Myanmar’s first fifteen Ayeyarwady 
Water, Land and Ecosystems (WLE) fellows presented 
their research and work after 10 months of mentorship. 
Academics, officials, experts and international guests 
oversaw the graduation in Yangon. The programme is 
being implemented by the UNESCO-IHE Institute for 
Water Education in Delft along with key partners.

The Ayeyarwady WLE Fellowship Programme aims to move 
the issues of water security and water resource management 
further up Myanmar’s list of priorities, whilst injecting the 
field with fresh minds and new leadership. International 
expertise and local specialists play equally critical roles in 
this mentoring and training process. The first batch of WLE 
fellows came from a variety of backgrounds and different 
areas of expertise, but all were regarded as displaying 

the qualities required to make significant contributions to 
Myanmar’s increasingly important water policies.

Zaw Naing, the Managing Director of Mandalay Technology, 
congratulated the programme’s first graduates and said 
they had exceeded everyone’s expectations: ‘This is just the 
beginning of your journey. I have no doubt that you will now go on 
to become Myanmar’s leaders in this important area.’

Since its creation in 1957, the UNESCO-IHE Institute for Water 
Education - located in Delft, the Netherlands - has trained 
more than 15,000 water professionals from more than 160 
countries. UNESCO-IHE is a strong pillar in various UNESCO 
programmes. Myanmar has 112 UNESCO-IHE alumni. They 
have completed long courses. Another 50 professionals 
have followed tailor-made training. 
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ALWIN COMMANDEUR, 
YOUNG EXPERT AT TU DELFT – 
VALORISATION CENTRE – MYANMAR

‘I am building capacity in Myanmar in Integrated Water Resources 

Management and Hydraulic Engineering. YEP has enabled me to work 

abroad at an early stage of my career. It provides the necessary and 

valuable support through professional training and a personal coach 

while I am seconded to Asia. Myanmar is a wonderful country to work 

and live in; I very much enjoy being here. The positive mindset of the 

people of Myanmar has helped me to make considerable progress.’

MAY KYAR NYO, 
PROCESS TECHNOLOGIST, YOUNG EXPERT 
AT HEINEKEN IN MYANMAR 

‘I am working on a project to create an environmentally sustainable brewery 

at Heineken in Myanmar. We are reducing water and energy consumption and 

CO2 emissions in the brewery. By treating wastewater, we want to become 

fully compliant with international wastewater effluent standards. Being a 

Young Expert is one of the biggest opportunities in my life. I can broaden 

my knowledge and also strengthen my professional life. At the same time, it 

makes me feel like I am doing good things for the people and the world.’

YOUNG EXPERT PROGRAMME

The main goal of the Young Expert Programmes (YEP), consisting 

of YEP Water & YEP Agrofood, is to offer young Dutch and 

local professionals the opportunity to take their first steps 

in an international environment. They are employed through 

Dutch organisations in a number of eligible countries. The YEP 

Programmes are carried out jointly by the Dutch Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, the Netherlands Water Partnership (NWP) and 

the Food & Business Knowledge Platform. In 2017, Myanmar has 

the highest number of active YEPers. We would like to introduce a 

Burmese and a Dutch Young Expert. 
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INTEGRATED AYEYARWADY 
DELTA STRATEGY
The Ayeyarwady Delta region is of vital importance for socio-economic developments in Myanmar. 

Developing and implementing an Integrated Ayeyarwady Delta Strategy (IADS) could further boost 

the socio-economic importance of the delta. The governments of Myanmar and the Netherlands have 

agreed to develop this strategy together. Experts from both countries will work closely together to 

prepare the delta for the future. Their slogan is: ‘step by step together’– a slogan that highlights the 

inclusivity of the working process.
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P
roject leader Peter Kerssens says: ‘The entire Ayeyarwady 

river is 1,500 kilometres long, but we’re focusing on the 

delta. The strategy that we’re developing with the Myanmar 

government is designed to contribute to improving water safety, 

water security, the ability to cope with climate change, natural 

resilience and the socio-economic development opportunities for 

the people who live and work in the Ayeyarwady delta now and in the 

future. Our study fits well with the larger project by the World Bank,

The Ayeyarwady Integrated River Basin Management Project (AIRBM).’ 

Importance of capacity building
Peter Kerssens first visited Myanmar in 1987 and was very impressed: 

‘I saw a well-educated population who, for example, spoke good 

English. Unfortunately the country closed its borders a couple of 

years later, and many developments came to a halt. As a result, you 

now only encounter experts aged over 65 and young people under 

the age of 30. There is very little in between. The tools, the calculation 

methodologies and the whole IT development have also lagged badly 

behind. That’s why capacity building plays such a key role in our 

project. We hold guest lectures and training courses, where possible 

‘on-the-job’. We use the expertise of Delft University of Technology for 

coaching.’

The Ayeyarwady is a very dynamic river: the bends are not fixed, 

and the course of the water and sediment constantly changes. Peter 

Kerssens: ‘That requires a lot of work, and you need the organisation 

and the people that are able to do it. It also makes demands of 

the ministries concerned, who will have to collaborate more than 

in the past. At least five ministries are involved in the integrated 

approach, and there are all sorts of overlaps whereby collaboration 

is a prerequisite in order to achieve an optimum approach. We 

are therefore seeking to broaden the approach, working from our 

starting position.

We’ve started collecting data. That’s quite a challenge. Although 

a great deal of data is now available about - for example - rainfall 

and water drainage, not everything is measured and it’s also not 

logged continuously; for example there are gaps in the time series 

for rainfall and water levels. But we’re making great use of what 

there already is. And the Myanmarese experts are closely involved 

in the project. We’re working with a core team and four thematic 

working groups. They contain our Dutch specialists from the 

private sector (Arcadis, Sweco, HKV) and knowledge institutions 

(Delft University of Technology, Wageningen University & Research, 

Deltares), but particularly experts from Myanmar, spread across the 

ministries involved as much as possible. Once again, this is to create a 

strong basis.’

 Structural and non-structural
The strategic plan will, in due course, comprise a long list 

of both structural and non-structural measures which will 

be fleshed out in close consultation with all stakeholders: 

government departments, but also the local population and 

- for example - fishermen and farmers’ organisations. Peter 

Kerssens: ‘We will put forward proposals and show scenarios 

about what happens if you want to head in a particular direction 

with your vision, strategy and measures. For example, do 

you want continue with the current form of agriculture, or 

do you want more diversification with cash crops? And how 

do economic plans relate to nature? A lot of mangroves are 

currently being cut down, often illegally. At the same time the 

authorities in Myanmar also know that mangrove forests are 

very important as protection against flooding, for example 

in the event of a tsunami. In other words, you need to find a 

prudent balance.

In developing the delta strategy we’re adopting the principles 

of Adaptive Delta Management (ADM). This planning tool, 

which was developed in the Netherlands, has already shown 

its benefits on the delta strategies in countries such as 

Vietnam and Bangladesh. Essentially, ADM means that you 

must give future generations the possibility of making their 

own choices with the knowledge and technology available to 

them then. To that end, we develop ‘adaptive pathways’ for 

various development scenarios. We also expressly look at the 

financeability of measures: we look at what other donors are 

prepared to fund. Including the Australians and the French, 

for example, and the new Chinese investment bank.’

 

Ultimately the final draft for alternative delta development 

strategies will be available as input for stakeholder 

consultations. 

SUMMARY OF GOALS

•   The development of a future vision for the development of 

a safe, prosperous and sustainable delta.

•   The development of an adaptive Integrated 

Ayeyarwady Delta Strategy to implement this 

vision, taking into account the current situation and 

expected or possible future trends, developments and 

uncertainties. 

•   Capacity building amongst the Myanmarese 

counterparts through Learning by Doing. 

•   Develop the strategy into adaptive development 

pathways with short, medium and long term measures.

MYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS INTEGRATED AYEYARWADY DELTA STRATEGY
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NETHERLANDS ENTERPRISE AGENCY: 

Netherlands Enterprise Agency (RVO.nl) encourages entrepreneurs 

in sustainable, agrarian, innovative and international business. 

It helps with grants, finding business partners, know-how 

and compliance with laws and regulations. The aim is to improve 

opportunities for entrepreneurs and strengthen their position. 

Netherlands Enterprise Agency is part of the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs and works at the instigation of ministries and the European 

Union. Some activities of the Commodities Boards are also included. 

The Agency works in The Netherlands and abroad with 

governments, knowledge centres, international organisations 

and countless other partners.The Partners for Water 2016-

2021 program is one of the instruments for implementing the 

International Water Ambition (IWA) of the Dutch government. 

RVO.nl and the Netherlands Water Partnership (NWP) run this 

program jointly commissioned by the Ministries of Infrastructure 

and Environment, Economic Affairs and Foreign Affairs.

The Netherlands Water Partnership (NWP) is your gateway to the 

Dutch Water Sector. Companies, NGOs, Knowledge Institutes and 

Government have joined forces in this public–private partnership. 

From water purification to spatial planning, from governance to 

land reclamation, from small scale solutions to mega structures, 

the partnership has the expertise. The members of the 

partnership work together to offer sustainable, multifunctional 

water solutions for people, planet and profit worldwide. The 

partnership, consisting of 183 members, acts as a centre of 

information on water expertise, policy developments and market 

opportunities. But NWP is more than an information source; the 

organisation also initiates, coordinates and executes projects 

for its members and organises trade missions, exhibitions and 

conferences. Let’s work together!

P.O. Box 93144

2509 AC The Hague, The Netherlands

T 31 70 379 80 00

I www.rvo.nl

CONTACT

For more information on water cooperation 
between Myanmar and the Netherlands:
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For more information on Dutch Water cooperation in Myanmar:

www.dutchwatersector.com/myanmar

P.O. Box 82327

2508 EH The Hague 

The Netherlands

T + 31 (0)70 3043700 

E info@nwp.nl 

I www.dutchwatersector.com

THE DUTCH EMBASSY IN YANGON:

9th floor, 84 Pan Hlaing Street Sanchaung Township

Yangon Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

E YAN@minbuza.nl
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