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MYANMAR – THE NETHERLANDS

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:


