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Ensuring the sustainability of development 
in the Ayeyarwady River Basin in Myanmar

Introduction 

Myanmar is undergoing rapid socio-economic transformation in 
which old institutions are undergoing changes and many new 
ones are being created. This has created a need for urgent action, 
as well as a window of opportunity, for substantially improving 
how river basins are governed. A new National Water Resource 
Committee (NWRC) has been formed that is supported by an 
Expert Group that takes care of the most important issues in 
Myanmar’s water sector.  

Funded by the Blue Moon Fund (BMF), the “Ayeyarwady 
Futures” (AF) program was initiated in 2013 to support Myan-
mar to move towards sustainable development through 
evidence-based participatory planning processes.

The experiences of the first year (Nov 2013-Dec 2014) of the 
AF program underscored the need for scaling up pilot activities 
into a full, multi-year, program that institutionalizes the various 
emerging relationships into a formal partnership led by 
Myanmar-based organizations.

First, work at the national level, and in the pilot activities in the 
Chindwin Basin, identified strategic issues and associated 
actors, including the security of river-related livelihoods, 
deteriorating water quality, dry season water provision and 
allocation, and the management of sediments and river channels 
for transport that require significant scientific as well as gover-
nance capacities to address. Limitations in data collection and 
available technical knowledge were acknowledged as barriers to 
evidence-based decision-making. Experience with multi-
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stakeholder  inclusive and deliberative, processes, and tools 
such as integrated or strategic environmental assessments and 
scenario planning also remains limited. Further capacity build-
ing to strengthen human resources and key institutions in Myan-
mar is needed.

Second, a series of partnerships were built during the first year 
with some of the key stakeholders involved in water resources 
management and development in the Ayeyarwady River Basin. 
As an important example of a partnership built with the govern-
ment, a formal cooperation agreement was reached with the 
Directorate of Water Resources and Improvement of River 
Systems (DWIR), which acts as the Secretariat of the National 
Water Resources Committee (NWRC). As an example of a 
partnership built with a non-governmental organization, joint 
activities were carried out with national experts organized 
through the Myanmar Environment Institute (MEI). This 
experience underlines that collaborative work and partnerships 
between various state, civil society and private actors at differ-
ent levels in the water sector is worthwhile and plausible. 

Third, there is need for new or strengthened mechanisms to 
improve the links between science and governance in the water 
sector in Myanmar. Several institutions already exist or are 
being established to help address different aspects of the oppor-
tunities and challenges in water resources development in 
Myanmar. They have different mandates, responsibilities, and 
capacities to lead or engage with stakeholders. Several have 
potentially important roles at the boundary between science and 
policy.

Project Profile



The Ayeyarwady Futures Partnership (AFP)

The Ayeyarwady Futures Partnership (AFP) is proposed as a 
focus in Phase 2 of the AF program. The purpose of the AFP 
would be to strengthen the roles of key existing organizations 
with potentially important roles in linking science and gover-
nance in the water sector and fill gaps among them. The AFP 
will thus be designed to work as a boundary organization. Key 
functions will include: 

• communication, or the translation of policy demands into 
science questions, and vice versa, for instance through assess-
ments and joint fact-finding; 

• mediation or facilitation that informs the setting of water 
policy and research agendas, for example, through policy 
reviews and state-of-the-science assessments;

• deliberation around alternative water resources development 
strategies, for example, through socially- and gender-
inclusive multi-stakeholder dialogue process; and 

• building of capacities to govern effectively using science 
and evidence-based decision-making.  

Objectives 
  
1. Establish the Ayeyarwardy Futures Partnership (AFP) as a 
boundary organization working between policy and science in 
close consultations with, and guided by the leadership of, Myan-
mar stakeholders in the context of existing institutions and 
mechanisms in the country. 

2. Strengthen the capacity of state and civil society actors in 
Myanmar to inform, and effectively engage in, assessments and 
deliberations on water resources planning and development 
strategies and decisions.

3. Support and stimulate initial activities of the AFP, including 
roles like convening, commissioning or endorsing, policy 
reviews, state-of-science reviews, integrated or strategic assess-
ments, and dialogues around alternative water resource develop-
ment and management strategies. 

4. Influence the design of emerging institutional frameworks for 
water governance in river basins, including national water laws, 
master plans, and river basin organizations (RBO) towards 
increased environmental and social sustainability. 

Figure 1 Program Components (2015-2018)

Activities and work plan 

The program is organized around 4 components 
(see Figures 1 and 2) and will be implemented within 16 quarters (Q1-Q16) in four years (2015-2018).



Component 1. Establishment of the Ayeyarwady Futures Partnership

This component will strengthen, expand and formalize the partnership with, and among, key state and non-state actors concerned with 
futures of the Ayeyarwady. It will ensure that this new partnership will be designed and established in close consultation with concerned 
partners in order to add value to existing mechanisms and Myanmar based organizations will be able to take a lead in terms of the imple-
mentation of this partnership.  

Component 2.   Scientific and governance capacity building Small grants and trainings

Several Myanmar counterparts have expressed a strong need for building human resource capacities on various topics. This component 
will continue and expand the AF’s effort in the first year in strengthening relevant capacities of Myanmar individuals and organizations 
so that Myanmar partners can lead evidence-based multi-stakeholder participatory planning process on water resources development in 
the future. This will be done through the delivery of interactive trainings and small grant schemes.  

Component 3. Strategic assessment, policy review and multi-stakeholder dialogue

Credible knowledge and evidence are important inputs into meaningful multi-stakeholder dialogues, but they are not always available 
or accessible. Existing mechanisms provide the opportunities for water resources development debates but they need to be further 
enhanced to be more inclusive in terms of the groups of participants, knowledge/evidence to debate around, and facilitation skill of the 
conveners to address different opinions/options. This component will demonstrate how high-quality assessments and policy reviews can 
be conducted and used for multi-stakeholder dialogues to inform decision-making processes in selected areas and selected themes.

Component 4. Project coordination, communications and management 

For effective program implementation and increased possibility in achieving the impacts, AF 2 will provide high-quality support for 
overall coordination, communications, management, and monitoring and evaluation (M&E). 

Figure 2 Program Activities (2015-2018) (C1 is Component 1 and O4 is Objective 4) 



Outputs and products

Availability, quality, and accessibility of knowledge and scien-
tific evidence related to the opportunities and challenges 
related to different water resources development alternatives to 
support multi-stakeholder dialogues in Myanmar need to be 
significantly improved. 

The program aims to publish credible knowledge through high 
quality publications, and in appropriate forms and languages 
for different audiences, and accessible by the wider public 
especially in Myanmar. These include assessment reports, 
policy reviews, articles in peer-reviewed journals, training 
materials, policy briefings, articles in websites, and edited 
books comprising the technical background and supporting 
documents.
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The Ayeyarwady River has its source from the conflu-
ence of the Mali Kha and Mai Kha Rivers, both of 
which originate from the Eastern Himalayas and the 
Tibetan Plateau. The river, that is 2,170 km long and 
drains to the Andaman Sea in the Bay of Bengal, is 
Myanmar’s most important commercial waterway. It 
is one of the world’s top five rivers in terms of amount 
of suspended sediment loads, and this sedimentation 
provides for the rich rice-growing areas in the delta.

The Ayeyarwady Basin area is 414,100 km2, only 
0.3% of the total runoff (stream flow) of Ayeyarwady 
River is from outside the country. Annual discharge is
highly variable (precipitation + seasonal melt from 
the Himalayas). Rainfall is 2,300 – 32,600 m3/s and 
average is 420 km3/year. Over half of the basin area 
is forested.

About 36.1 million people live in the Ayeyarwady 
Basin. Cultural diversity is high within the basin 
comprising predominantly Kachin in the upper basin, 
Burman in middle and lower as well as Karen, 
Arakan, Shan, Indian, and Chinese. 

The Ayeyarwady River empties through a nine-armed 
delta (Bassein, Thetketaug, Ywe, Pyamalaw, Pyinzalu, 
Ayeyarwady, Bogale, Thande), the Ayeyarwady Delta, 
one of the world’s major rice growing areas contrib-
uting 60% of Myanmar’s rice production. 

The Ayeyarwady River Basin ဧရာဝတီ ျမစ္ဝွမ္း


