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Foreword  

 

In 2018, GIZ in cooperation with the Office of the Government 
published the paper on “Development of Regional Coordination in 
the Mekong Delta of Viet Nam”. This year, we are pleased to bring 
to you an update on Regional Coordination in the Mekong Delta. 
This report gives an overview of recent trends in the development 
of regional coordination in the Mekong Delta and emphasizes the 
need for more effective institutional coordination between 
provinces, between national and provincial levels and with other 
relevant stakeholders in addressing the pressing and escalating 
problems caused by natural disasters and the effects of climate 
change and sea level rise.  

Since our last publication, there have been a number of key changes to the national policy and 
regulatory system which help to establish a more supportive environment for recent initiatives for 
regional coordination. In particular, the provisions of the Law on Planning set out the framework 
for new regional level planning initiatives and subsequent Decrees, Decisions, Regulations, and 
other documents. This framework put in place details of mechanisms through which regional 
coordination should take place, for example Decision 825 which established the Regional 
Coordination Council.  

The changing approach to regional coordination and the integrated and multi-
sectoral planning process have created a wide range of needs for institutional capacity building 
at national, regional, and provincial levels. GIZ has responded to these emerging needs 
by supporting a series of short-term technical assistance to facilitate the transition to new 
modalities of planning.   This assistance is within the overall framework of support to advance 
the development of climate resilience within an integrated planning approach for the provinces 
and related institutions of the Mekong Delta.  

During the next five years, GIZ will continue to cooperate with various partners at national and 
provincial levels for the enhancement of regional coordination in the Mekong Delta through 
the Mekong Delta Climate Resilience Programme co financed by German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs  
(SECO).

 

Dr. Tim McGrath 
Director of Mekong Urban Flood Resilience and Drainage Programme (FPP), 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH
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This report gives an overview of recent trends 
in the development of regional coordination in 

the Mekong Delta. It builds on an earlier report - 
Regional Coordination in the Mekong Delta, which 
was published by GIZ’s Urban Flood Proofing and 
Drainage Programme for Adaptation to Climate 
Change1. This second edition emphasizes the 
need for more effective institutional coordination 
between provinces and with additional stakeholders 
was essential for addressing the pressing and 
escalating problems caused by natural disasters 
and the effects of climate change and sea level 
rises. Viet Nam is recognized as one of the world’s 
most vulnerable countries to climate change 
impacts and that, within Viet Nam, the Mekong 
Delta was particularly vulnerable, to an extent that 
threatened the future development of the region. A 
detailed analysis of the challenges that Viet Nam in 
general and the Mekong Delta in particular face in 
relation to climate change, and natural disasters is 
presented in this report and can found in numerous 
other sources, including the draft of the Mekong 

1  Soussan, J. & McGrath, T. (2018) Regional Coordination in the Mekong Delta. GIZ, Hanoi.
2  Source: Kakonen, M. (2008) Mekong Delta at the crossroads: more control or adaptation? Ambio vol 37 no 3, pages 205-211, 

June 2008

Delta Integrated Regional Plan discussed below. 
It does not need to be repeated in this paper but 
these challenges represent the context within 
which the issues of regional coordination that are 
discussed need to be considered.

The 13 provinces in the Mekong Delta region are 
particularly vulnerable to climate change and 
flood related disasters (see Figure 1). Each year 
about half of the Delta is flooded with water 
overflow levels attaining one to three meters in 
depth. The Mekong Delta is home to 20% of Viet 
Nam’s population and the country’s third largest 
production, processing and manufacturing region. 
The region is responsible for over half of the 
country’s rice production and more than 65% of 
fruit and seafood production. Cities in the Mekong 
Delta had average annual economic growth rates 
of between 7% and 17% in 2019. It is expected 
that the urban population in the Delta will increase 
by almost 40% by 2050 to reach about 15 million 
people. Despite these impressive growth rates, 

Figure 1: The Mekong Delta2

East Sea

East Sea
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cities in the Delta are typically small or medium  
size, with limited fiscal resources and relatively 
high poverty rates. Access to basic services, such 
as sanitation, drainage and quality water supply, 
remains as low as 15% in Mekong Delta cities, as 
compared to 80% in large cities such as Ho Chi 
Minh City and Hanoi.

Efforts to enhance regional coordination in Viet 
Nam, including in the Mekong Delta region, 
have been underway for more than two decades  
supported by development partners. These 
projects often tried to replicate overseas models 
of regional coordination and results were 
mostly not practical or sustainable. The lack of 
coordinated regional development in the Mekong 
Delta, particularly infrastructure planning and 
investment, has significantly increased urban 
climate risk, which also brings about economic 
consequences. A recent IMF report3 suggests 
that “losses and waste in public investment are 
often systemic…these inefficiencies are closely 
linked to poor infrastructure governance — 
defined as the institutions and frameworks 
for planning, allocating, and implementing 
infrastructure investment spending” (page 1). At 
least nine regional and sub-regional coordination 
organizations have been established in the 
Mekong Delta. All provinces in the Mekong Delta 
participate in at least one of the organizations. 

3  Schwarts, G. et al (2020) How strong infrastructure governance can end waste in public investment. IMF Washington D.C.

Past efforts failed because the proposed 
coordination arrangements lacked clear and 
focused purpose. They did not have a robust or 
representative structure, and were disconnected 
from the budget allocation process. Key legislation 
and political will on regional coordination, planning 
and budgeting were lacking. This, as mentioned 
before, is also due to the legal document Decision 
34/2007/QĐ-TTg, from March 2007, that stated 
an explicit “principle” that “inter-sectoral 
coordination entity has no state-management 
function”. In the legal system of Viet Nam, this 
is still effective, and it is indeed one of the most 
challenging hindrances for regional coordination.

There has consequently been a stop-go approach 
to the development of the institutional framework 
for regional coordination in the Mekong Delta 
and few attempts to develop this elsewhere 
in the country. The need for such a framework 
is increasingly agreed and is seen as essential 
to addressing the existential threats of climate 
change and associated increases in the frequency 
and severity of natural disasters. It is also seen 
as something that would facilitate the effective 
development of a modern, more integrated 
economy and the provision of a wide range 
of essential services necessary for sustainable 
development.
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Regional Coordination (RC) is not a new concept. 
It appeared since late-1990’s when Viet Nam 
was in the mid-way of the “reform” (“ĐỔI MỚI”, 
1987-2006), specifically with the establishment 
of 3 “key economic regions” namely Northern, 
Central and Southern in late 1997 / early 1998 (by 
Decisions 747/1997/QD-TTg, 1018/1997/QD-TTg 
and 44/1998/QD-TTg of Prime Ministers (PMs) Vo 
Van Kiet and Phan Van Khai, issuing Master Plans 
for socio-economic development to 2010 of these 
3 key economic regions). Since then, RC was part 
of the policy and institutional changes driven by 
economic development process. 

Figure 2: Agricultural Transformation under  
Doi Moi

After “ĐỔI MỚI”, Viet Nam stepped into the 
“development and integration” period. By 
March 2007, PM Nguyen Tan Dung issued 
Decision 34/2007/QD-TTg on the establishment, 
organizational and operational arrangements 
of an inter-sectoral coordination entity, which 
could take the form of Council, Committee, 
Steering Committee, and Working Group or 
Task Force. This was the very first attempt to 
formalize coordination. Importantly noted, this 
legal document stated an explicit “principle” that 
“inter-sectoral coordination entity has no state-
management function”. In the legal system of Viet 
Nam, this is still effective, and it is indeed one of 
the most challenging hindrances for RC. 

In April 2009, PM Nguyen Tan Dung issued 
Decision 492/QD-TTg establishing the Mekong 
Delta economic region (with only 4 provinces Can 
Tho, An Giang, Kien Giang, and Ca Mau). This was 
the foundation for later follow-up initiatives on RC. 

In February 2014, PM Nguyen Tan Dung issued 
Decision 245/QD-TTg approving the Master Plan 
for socio-economic development of key economic 
region of Mekong Delta to 2020 vision 2030. 
It included solutions for regional linkage and 
cooperation, but no entity was formed for that. 
Instead, the South-West Steering Committee 
(a Party entity) was assigned to play (kind of) 
coordination role (this entity was closed in late 
2017). 

In June 2015, PM Nguyen Tan Dung issued Decision 
941/QD-TTg on the establishment of an entity for 
coordinating the development of 4 key economic 
regions period 2015-2020. This is the amendment 
of Decision 34/2007/QD-TTg above, by which the 
following entities and their respective duties and 
powers are better defined:

 y (Central) Steering Committee for key economic 
regions

 y Regional Council for each key economic region
 y Coordination Board/Group for each ministry/

sector and province involved in the key 
economic region

In November 2015, PM Nguyen Tan Dung issued 
Decision 2059/QD-TTg by which a Steering 
Committee and 4 Regional Councils for 4 key 
economic regions, including Mekong Delta was 
established. This amended Decision 941/QD-TTg 
in which the personnel (chairs and members) of 
above entities were explicitly defined. The South-
West Steering Committee was listed as a member 
of the Regional Council for Mekong Delta. 

In April 2016, Deputy PM Vu Van Ninh issued 
Decision 593/QD-TTg on regulations for piloting 
“regional linkage” in socio-economic development 
for Mekong Delta region period 2016-2020. The 
scope of this legislation deviated from the “key 
economic region” above in which all 13 provinces 
of Mekong Delta were included. Importantly 
noted, while this legislation defined (in detail) 
responsibilities of ministries and PPCs, it did not 
make any provision or reference to institutional 
arrangements previously setup. Under this 
decision, a national level steering committee was 
established. However, the Ministry of Construction 
was not a member of this steering committee which 
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limited the promotion of urban development as a 
regional priority. 

In November 2017, PM Nguyen Xuan Phuc 
issued Resolution 120/NQ-CP on sustainable 
development of Mekong Delta to 2050 vision 2050, 
in adaptation to climate change. This is a serious 
initiative of GoV to secure Mekong Delta’s future. 
It gives clear duties to ministries and provinces, as 
well as instructions on priority measures including 
developing the Mekong Delta Master Plan and 

establishing the Regional Coordination Council 
and Mekong Delta Sustainable Development Fund. 
RC is a key cross-cutting theme. 

In June 2020, PM Nguyen Xuan Phuc issued 
Decision 825/QD-TTg establishing the Regional 
Coordination Council for the Mekong Delta period 
2020-2025, with clear provisions on legal status, 
organizational structure, functions and mandates, 
operational regulations, and budget.

Aerial view of the Mekong Delta.  
Photo © GIZ/ Thomas Imo
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The GIZ paper by Soussan and McGrath (2018) 
identified a number of issues that need to be 
addressed to enhance coordination within the 
specific context of building resilience to climate 
change and natural disasters in metropolitan 
regions characterized by intensive rural-urban 
interactions. It argued that establishment of 
new approaches to achieve climate-resilient 
development is central to the government’s 
thinking on how to implement the range of new 
laws and regulations discussed below and, as we 
shall see, have led to the piloting of an innovative 
mechanism for regional planning in the Mekong 
Delta. The approach places resilience at the 
heart of the future development of the Mekong 
Region and sees enhanced cooperation between 
provinces, ministries and other institutions as 
essential for this development process.

Metropolitan regions inevitably cross provincial 
boundaries, with important implications for the 
development of both urban and rural areas within 
them. A metropolitan region can be defined 
as a city and surrounding peri-urban and rural 
areas that are interconnected through series of 
interlocking systems that affect all aspects of 
their physical, social, economic and ecological 
functioning, reflecting the fact that, to quote a 
recent GIZ paper4, “water, energy, transportation, 
and waste systems of cities often extend well 
beyond the boundaries of the central municipality” 
(page 5). Interactions are inevitable and it is not 
possible to effectively manage the development of 
either the urban area or surrounding rural areas in 
isolation from each other.

Although not formally identified as administrative 
areas, there is an awareness of the interactions 
within them in key areas such as water 
management and disaster mitigation that lie at 

4 Rosenzweig, C., Bader, D. & Ali, S. (2014) Enhancing Climate Resilience in Metropolitan Regions. GTIZ Discussion Paper, GIZ 
Bonn

the heart of the development challenges facing 
the Mekong Delta. Planning and coordinating 
activities in metropolitan regions, functional areas 
where actions in one place will affect other areas 
within the region, can be seen as essential for 
establishing resilience to address these challenges. 
Decisions on, for example, investments in water 
management infrastructure, can only be efficiently 
done at this scale. This can be seen in approaches 
such as the sustainable urban drainage systems 
model discussed below, where for example a 
constructed wetland in a rural area can bring 
economic and environmental benefits to that area 
and also be a key element of the urban area’s flood 
and drainage management strategy.

The conclusions of the Soussan and McGrath 
report are clear: meeting the accelerating 
challenges associated with climate change and 
natural disasters will involve concerted action on 
several fronts which will be contingent upon more 
effective coordination between the planning and 
actions of different administrative areas, which 
in turn leads to the need to understand how to 
incentivize changes to the actions and priorities 
of the sovereign administrations involved. The 
involvement of a wider range of stakeholders in 
discussions on how to develop systems to achieve 
this was argued to be an essential part of the 
process. One key conclusion in the paper is that 
“the approach to developing inter-provincial 
cooperation is more likely to be successful if it is 
organic, gradually establishing cooperation in 
fields that are clearly defined and where tangible 
benefits are clear” (page 70). Pilots, case studies 
and positive learning experiences are essential to 
this and in this international development partners 
can play a key role in supporting the process. This 
is discussed in greater detail below.
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An essential background to the analysis of the 
potential for improving regional coordination is to 
understand the way the Vietnamese government 
system works. At the present time, the Vietnamese 
government planning and budgeting system 
consists of central and provincial levels only. The 
Vietnamese governance system is characterized by 
sectors (ministries) and administrative territories 
(cities/provinces), each has its own boundary, 
political and operational agenda and priorities 
and to date, the Vietnamese governmental system 
does not allow creating any new body/entity 
with (actual and specialized) state management 
function, capacity, and budget, for doing regional 
coordination.

The five-year social-economic development plan 
(SEDP) and the simultaneously developed five-year 
medium-term investment plan (MTIP) are the core 
documents guiding public investment planning, 
as stipulated by the 2014 Public Investment Law. 
The MTIP covers all projects requiring budget 
contribution, while the SEDP and the sectoral 
strategies cover the whole breadth of sectoral 
investment, including projects implemented 
exclusively by the private sector. In addition, the 
2017 Law on Planning renovates and simplifies the 
master planning system, for example the transition 
to include regional planning and budgeting, which 
will require significant capacity strengthening. This 
is discussed in more detail below. 

The effectiveness of the institutional system for 
planning and managing investments is particularly 
important in relation to infrastructure investments 
that are seen as essential for achieving the national 
development goals. The IMF5 argue that “more 
and better-quality infrastructure is needed…
to maintain economic growth, advance to high-
income levels, keep pace with profound economic 
and demographic changes, provide better services 
to citizens, and achieve Sustainable Development 
Goals” (page 128) and go on to demonstrate that 
realizing this aim will depend on an effective and 
integrated institutional framework.

At the national level, the government implements 
a top-down approach allocating responsibilities 
for infrastructure investment planning across 

5  Schwarts, G. et al (2020) How strong infrastructure governance can end waste in public investment. IMF Washington D.C.

various ministries, such as the Ministry of Planning 
and Investment (MPI), Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment (MoNRE), Ministry 
of Finance (MoF), Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development (MARD) and the Ministry for 
Construction (MoC).

While the government as the executive is at 
the forefront of implementation of plans, the 
Communist Party of Vietnam including the 
Communist Party’s Central Economic Commission 
and Provincial Party Committee have the 
responsibility to establish the strategic orientation 
for infrastructure investments and socio-economic 
development planning and supervise and 
guide the government in implementing climate 
resilient planning, infrastructure investment and 
coordination. The National Assembly approves 
national level socio-economic development plans 
and large public investment plans. It is responsible 
for establishing the legal framework and carry out 
oversight of climate change and related planning 
and investment policy. The National Assembly 
is also responsible to ensure the protection of 
citizens’ right. 

At the provincial level, the decentralization process 
in Viet Nam has resulted in a total of 63 provinces 
that have a great deal of autonomy over many 
development decisions within their area under 
the authority of the Provincial People’s Committee 
(PPC). One issue is that there has traditionally 
been little, if any, coordination between the plans 
and priorities of different provinces even where 
their actions can affect people and areas beyond 
their jurisdiction. Appropriate guidelines, selection 
indicators and criteria for investments are lacking. 
The investment and budgeting frameworks are 
established by each province and do not effectively 
consider how investments in one province – for 
example, the construction of a dyke or sluice gate – 
may affect the situation in a neighboring province. 

At the regional level, during the last 20 year, the 
government approved sectoral master plans and 
strategies for the Mekong Delta. These plans 
and strategies provided a strategic orientation 
for each sector but did not include a budget for 
implementation and investment. Regional Councils 
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and steering committees were established but 
without budget the sustainability and impacts 
have been low. 

The orientation and policy framework established 
by the Vietnamese Government and Central 
Committee of the Communist Party has resulted in 
overlaps, gaps, inconsistencies and contradictions 
between ministries and other institutions. Different 
ministries and departments within ministries are 
mandated to carry out different aspects of regional 
planning, infrastructure investment planning 
and coordination but there is a significant lack of 
cohesion between them, for example: 

 y Four departments within the Ministry of 
Planning (MPI) are responsible for different 
aspects of investment planning, regional 
coordination and inter-provincial cooperation 
in the Mekong Delta including: (1) establishing 
the annual and medium-term public investment 
plan (2) implementing some activities under 
Resolution 120 on climate change and 
integrated planning and coordination and 
(3) establishing and implementing a regional 
master plan for the Mekong Delta according to 
the new Planning Law (4) integrating climate 
change and disaster risk management (DRM) 
into the SEDP;

 y The Viet Nam  Disaster Management Authority 
in MARD is responsible for technical assessment 
and design of the government’s response to 
DRM and important issues such as coastal and 
riverbank erosion in the Mekong Delta. From 
2011 to 2020, the government invested in 866 
projects, which was only 40% of estimated 
infrastructure needs. 

Critical shortcomings can be found in each phase of 
the public investment cycle–planning, allocation, 
and impleojects, but rather a list of predefined 
projects which are already pre-approved for 
inclusion in the budget, turning the appraisal stage 
into a formality. Budget resources are spread thin 
across a very large number of ongoing projects 
without systematic prioritization prior to inclusion 

in the budget. The underfunding of the operations 
and maintenance of infrastructure assets is a 
longstanding problem. 

At provincial level problems in planning and 
budgeting for infrastructure investment include 
for example the following: 

 y Annually, the party secretary for each province 
issues a resolution to direct socio-economic 
development for a province. These resolutions 
may not be consistent with an overarching 
framework that promotes inter-provincial 
planning and coordination. Attempts for 
inter-provincial planning and coordination 
sometimes fail because of the inability to 
align inter-provincial planning objectives 
with provincial objectives outlined in Party 
resolutions. 

 y According to the Law on Planning, provincial 
master plans will be integrated into one 
provincial development master plan including 
inter-provincial projects. The transition 
process is not yet clear, and many issues and 
problems must be negotiated, and a consensus 
established during the transition process. 

 y A government priority to implement the 
new World Bank (WB) Development Policy 
Operations for the development of the Mekong 
Delta is to allocate 400,000 mil USD of the total 
project budget to inter-provincial infrastructure 
projects proposed by ministries and 600,000 
mil USD to inter-provincial projects established 
through provincial negotiation and consensus. 
However, capacity strengthening and guidelines 
to carry out these project objectives are still to 
be developed and will be a significant challenge. 

Provinces establish incentive policies to attract 
domestic and foreign investment, such as tax 
reduction and land-use accessibility. Provinces are 
in competition with each other for this investment. 
The transition to incentive policies based on 
regional and sub-regional development should be 
a priority. 
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5.1. The 2017 Law on Planning

In December 2017 the National Assembly passed 
the Law on Planning (21/2017/QH14) and in May 
2019 the government issued the Decree on the 
Elaboration of the Law on Planning (37/2019/ND-
CP). These key documents were intended, with a 
number of other policy and legislative measures, 
to catalyze a major shift in the planning and 
administrative system of Vietnam. The benefits 
of the Doi moi reforms and the decentralization 
process are recognized but it is also increasingly 
clear that the development of a more modern, 
integrated economy and the ability to respond 
to challenges such as climate change and natural 
disasters requires mechanisms for more a 
coordinated and integrated approach. The Law on 
Planning and associated measures are the means 
through which this is to be achieved.

There are a number of specific measures that relate 
to regional coordination that can be identified. 
The most important of these is the prominence of 
the concepts of regions and regional planning as 
intermediate steps to link national and provincial 
levels: 

 y Regions are defined as “a part of the national 
territory consisting of several adjacent 
provinces or centrally-administered cities 
which are associated with several river basins 
or have similarities in terms of natural, socio-
economic, historic, cultural, demographic, and 
infrastructure conditions as well as interactive 
relationships based on long-term and firm 
connections” (Article 3.6). 

 y Regional plan is stated as meaning “plan 
concretizing the national comprehensive 
plan in a region in aspects of space for socio-
economic, national defense, security activities, 
urban systems and residential distribution 
in rural areas, inter-provincial region 
development, infrastructures, water resources 
from river basins, natural resource use, as well 
as environmental protection on the basis of 
cross-provincial connection (Article 3.7).

The foci of these new ideas are consequently to, 
firstly, translate national development priorities 

6  Ibid.

into effective action at the sub-national level and, 
secondly, enhance provincial coordination in areas 
that have a clear identify based on geographic 
and socio-economic conditions. The approach set 
out in the Law on Planning would be beneficial in 
many ways and reflects Viet Nam’s development 
trajectory towards becoming a modern, outward-
looking economy and society. One of the most 
important areas where this would bring clear 
benefits, as is argued in an earlier paper6, is the 
strengthening of the resilience of people and 
communities to respond to the challenges of 
climate change, natural disasters and adverse 
environmental change. These are key development 
challenges facing Viet Nam and are ones that 
cannot be addressed at a provincial level in an 
effective and coherent manner.

Article 5 of the Law specifies a hierarchy of 
planning levels from the national through regional 
plans to the provincial level. Article 6 specifies the 
relationship between these levels and makes clear 
that “Regional plans must be in line with national 
level plans; provincial plans must be in line with 
regional plans, national level plans” (Article 6.3). 
Other plans such as rural, urban, sectoral and 
special plans are also meant to fit within the 
structure whereby all planning and development 
activities are to be a means to achieve the overall 
national development goals and priorities. 

The 2019 Decree 37 and other measures set out 
the mechanisms through which the provisions of 
the Law on Planning are to be realized. In most 
cases national and provincial levels of planning 
and plan implementation will be through existing 
institutional mechanisms, though with some 
reforms and capacity strengthening where this is 
required. The regional level is another matter as 
there are no existing institutional mechanisms for 
planning and plan implementation at this level. 
This is recognized in Article 8.3 of the Decree, 
which discusses the need to create an authority 
responsible for organizing the formulation of 
regional plans. The role of the new institutional 
entity includes the need to integrate the contents 
of different sectoral and other plans into the overall 
regional master plans as well as to “expedite, 
supervise and resolve issues that arise during 
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formulation of the provincial planning” (Article 
8.3.e). This implicitly recognizes that the plans of 
different provinces in a region have the potential 
to lack coordination and even be contradictory 
in relation to disaster risk management, 
infrastructure development and other issues that 
are not confined by administrative boundaries.

Article 29 of the Law on Planning states that the 
Prime Minister will establish Plan Appraisal Councils 
for the appraisal of regional plans. These councils 
will be chaired by the Ministry of Planning and 
Investment (MPI) and contain relevant ministries, 
local authorities and other stakeholders. This is 
the only specific institutional provision of the Law 
on Planning, Decree 37 and other measures. 

The specific institutional mechanisms through 
which regional level plans will be prepared and 
implemented are not clear, though Decree 37 
does refer in generic terms to the establishment 
of committees to supervise and the hiring of 
consultancies to prepare the plans. One issue 
that needs to be established is whether the 
regional level will have permanent mandated and 
resourced institutions with responsibilities for 
plan preparation and implementation or whether 
the mechanisms for these functions will primarily 
be through some form of coordination body 
that brings together provinces, ministries and 
other stakeholders that will remain the primary 
mandated institutions for the development of 
the region. The need to gain experience on these 
mechanisms is identified and the preparation of 
the Mekong Delta Master Plan7 is a first key step in 
this process. This plan is discussed in more detail 
below.

5.2. Resolution 120 and Directive 23

Two key government policy documents for 
understanding the development of regional 
coordination in relation to the Mekong Delta 
are Resolution 120 (Resolution 120/NQ-CP, 
November 2017 on Sustainable and Climate-
Resilient Development in the Mekong Delta) and 
Directive 23 (Directive 23/CT-TTg, September 
2019 on Promoting the Implementation of 
the Government Resolution 120). These two 

7 Royal Haskoning DHV (2020) Mekong Delta Integrated Regional Plan report prepared for MPI with support from the World 
Bank, Hanoi.

documents represent the embodiment of a 
different development vision into government 
policy measures in which the creation of new 
institutional mechanisms for better coordination 
are linked to the thematic challenges of building 
sustainable and climate-resilient development. 
These policy documents were a response to the 
escalating problems of climate change and natural 
disasters in the Mekong Delta: “the Mekong Delta 
has a great opportunity for development but also 
faces a great challenge because it is vulnerable to 
natural changes. Climate change and sea level rise 
are occurring much faster than expected, causing 
extreme weather events and affecting people’s 
livelihood and life” (Resolution 120, paragraph 3). 

The resolution explicitly identifies poor 
coordination as one of the chief issues that needs 
to be addressed: “the state management of some 
fields between local and central government 
has shown overlapping issues and lacks close 
cooperation. The mechanisms for coordination 
in the development of the Mekong Delta are yet 
to demonstrate their effectiveness” (paragraph 
4). In part, Resolution 120 and subsequently 
Directive 23 were a response to the slow progress 
made in earlier efforts at regional planning and 
coordination in the Mekong Delta region despite 
these efforts being designated as a national pilot 
on regional planning and development. 

The vision in the resolution is of a future for 
the region based on sustainable economic 
development, modernization and the extension of 
services and infrastructure throughout the Mekong 
Delta. Central to this vision is the recognition of 
the need to build resilience to adapt to and cope 
with the region’s trends in climate change and 
natural disasters. Higher levels of integration and 
coordination both within the delta and with HCMC 
and the wider southern region are identified in 
the resolution as essential to the realization of 
the vision. The Resolution states that a master 
plan should be developed for the Mekong Delta 
and that efforts should be made to “complete the 
mechanism for coordinating the development of 
the region and ecological sub-regions” (section 
4.a) but that this would require more effective 
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mechanisms to foster better coordination between 
ministries and local authorities in different areas.

Directive 23 was prepared in 2019 in part as a 
response to the slow progress being made in the 
implementation of the provisions of Resolution 
120. The directive states that “Authorities and 
Provinces within the scope of their competence, 
capacities and responsibilities are still insufficiently 
proactive” in taking actions to build sustainable 
and climate-resilient development in the Mekong 
Delta. The Directive calls on all agencies to 
“expeditiously establish regional coordination 
institutions, creating a mechanism for sustainable 
development of Mekong Delta”, with this seen as 
essential for achieving the goals of the resolution. 

The directive identified MPI as the lead institution 
for developing the coordination mechanisms 
and proposed the establishment of a Regional 
Coordination council that would be chaired 
by the Deputy Prime Minister. The directive 
mandates MPI to coordinate with line ministries 
and provincial authorities to identify and propose 
regional coordination institutions. Finally, Directive 
23 states that the process should “concentrate on 
developing the Master Plan for the Mekong Delta 
for the period of 2021-2030 with a vision up to 
2050 in line with the law on planning”. The intent 
of Resolution 120 and Directive 23 is consequently 
clear: it is to energize what was a stalled process 
of regional planning and coordination and to do so 
in line with the provisions of the Law on Planning.

Operationalizing Resolution 120 consequently 
requires multi-sectoral and multi-administrative 
efforts both at the central and local levels. Within 
this vision, the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment (MoNRE) has been tasked 
with, among other things, the responsibility 
to coordinate the efforts of all ministries and 
provinces in the implementation of Resolution 
120. The Ministry of Planning and Investment 
(MPI) has been designated with the specific task to 
strengthen the regional coordination mechanism 
and regional planning, while other key line 
ministries have received diverse mandates, such 
as the Ministry of Construction (MoC), Ministry of 
Finance (MoF), Ministry of Agricultural and Rural 
Development (MARD), Ministry of Industry and 
Trade (MoIT). 

Two years after Resolution 120, the Prime 
Minister issued, in September 2019, Directive 
23 on Accelerating the Implementation of the 
Resolution. This Directive reaffirms the orientation 
of Resolution 120 and highlights important tasks 
including the development of regional master plan 
and integrated data systems, the establishment of 
the regional coordination council and the various 
spatially integrated reforms that are needed for 
economic transformation and climate resilience of 
the Mekong Delta.

5.3. Decision 825 and the Mekong Delta 
Regional Coordination Council

The response to the need to catalyze the 
process of establishing more effective regional 
coordination in the Mekong Delta came in the 
form of Decision 825 (Decision 825/QD-TTg dated 
12 June 2020 on the establishment and issuance 
of operational regulations of the Mekong Delta 
Regional Coordination Council, 2020-2025 period), 
along with an operational Regulation issued with 
and as part of the Decision. The establishment of 
the Regional Coordination Council (RCC) was one 
pre-condition for the approval of the 1 billion US$ 
World Bank programme and has been designed 
by MPI through an intensive consultation process 
with key stakeholders in the Government and in 
the region.

The function of the Council is defined as:

“Advising and proposing to the Prime Minister 
and assisting the Prime Minister in directing, 
coordinating, inspecting and supervising the 
implementation of regional linkages, sustainable 
and climate resilient development of the Mekong 
Delta, including the development of Mekong Delta 
key economic region” (Article 2).

Its main responsibility will consequently be to 
support the development and implementation 
of inter-provincial activities that promote climate 
smart and sustainable economic transformation 
in the Mekong Delta. The Council will recommend 
to the Prime Minister the list of priority inter-
provincial projects and plans that should be 
implemented in the Mekong Delta region during 
the period 2021-30. The Council will not receive 
budgetary authority as it is currently prohibited 
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by the Constitution, the connection through the 
budgetary process will be realized through the 
regional and provincial masterplans. 

The operation of RCC of the Mekong Delta should 
partly be financed from state budget (through 
annual plan of MPI, and participating ministries/
provinces), but international support is also 
expected. For legitimacy, RCC will not have its 
own official stamp but can use that of the PM or 
representing ministries. It is supposed to meet 
twice a year and importantly noticed, the RCC can 
issue “resolutions” for ministries and provinces to 
implement.

The RCC has the responsibility to establish guidance 
on institutional and financial arrangements to 
carry out this mechanism. An important first 
task for the RCC is coordinating the preparation, 
implementation and monitoring of the Mekong 
Delta Master Plan. This will subsequently be 
built on by the preparation of annual regional 
coordination plans that will include updated lists 
of regional public infrastructure investments as 
well as monitor and update as necessary the 
Mekong Delta Master Plan. 

Membership for the Council is defined, with 
the Deputy Prime Minister as the chair and 
representative coming from the key line ministries 
(with MPI acting as the vice-chair), provincial 
and city people’s committees and representation 
from the scientific and business communities. 
The establishment of the Council with very high-
level representation and authority is intended 
to ensure that the development of the Mekong 
Delta takes place in a coordinated manner to 
ensure sustainable, modern and climate-resilient 
economic growth in the region. In contrast to 
previous institutional arrangements aimed at 
regional coordination in the Mekong Delta, the 
mandate of this council includes important actions 
that aim to promote the sustainable development 
of the region.

Firstly, the council has the responsibility to 
supervise the implementation of the Mekong 
Delta Master Plan (MDMP), which is intended to be 
approved by the Prime Minister later in 2020. The 
Public Investment Plan 2021-25 will accompany 
the MDMP and include indicators and criteria for 

the selection of large infrastructure projects (these 
indicators and criteria were supported by GIZ). The 
WB is lending one billion USD for these projects 
but the actual budget requirement to implement 
the MDMP will be substantially greater. According 
to the DPO, ministries will be the project owner 
of 400,000 million USD of the allocated budget 
and cover inter-provincial and multi-sectoral 
projects and provinces will be the project owner 
of 600,000 million USD of allocated budget for 
provincial and inter-provincial projects. The DPO 
outlines two mechanisms for disbursement: (1) 
the government contributes the funds to the 
central budget which are distributed to ministries 
and provinces, (2) the government contributes the 
funds to the central budget; central budget will 
be provided to ministries as grants, but provinces 
will need to re-borrow from the state budget and 
repay the loans. The DPO recommends the first 
mechanism. In any case, provincial and inter-
provincial projects will need to be established 
through provincial negotiation and consensus. 
Capacity strengthening and guidelines to carry out 
this process are still to be developed and will be a 
significant challenge.

Secondly, the mandate of the RCC includes the 
establishment of working groups based on sectors, 
sub-regions as well as technical and commercial 
grounds. MoC and MARD have established sector 
working groups under the RCC. The ministerial 
decisions indicate the leadership and list of 
working group members and outline the broad 
areas that will be covered by the working group in 
accordance with the roles and responsibilities of 
the respective ministry. This is an important first 
step. However, the RCC must provide guidelines for 
the budgeting and organization of working groups 
so working group leaders can establish the group 
structure, mandate, roles and responsibilities and 
topics covered by the working group. 

Working groups should be organizations that 
prepare guidelines and advice for submission to 
the RCC to support the implementation of tasks 
related to the first point presented above and 
other sectoral issues. The working groups will not 
have the capacity or resources to carry out these 
responsibilities. 
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In preparation, the established working groups 
need to review, negotiate and discuss issues 
and options, and establish a consensus for the 
organization and operations of the working 
group. While the introduction of working groups 
is an important innovation, there are a number 
of institutional issues that need to be resolved so 
they can effectively carry out their role, including: 

1. Organizational mandate, principles, and 
monitoring and evaluation systems: who does 
what and when during the operations of the 
working group and interactions with the RCC?

2. What is the scope of the particular working 
groups, along with their communication 
strategy?

3. Linkages and relations with the RCC and 
between working groups, universities, 
institutes, associations, and scholars.

4. Establishing the effective involvement and 
engagement of national leaders and leaders 
from the 13 provinces; what mechanism is 
required to ensure their involvement is practical 
and sustainable?

5. Establishing working group’s long-term vision 
and strategy. An Action Plan to carry out 

the strategy would be required. Some initial 
support will come from GIZ in the areas of 
integrated urban and rural development; 

6. There are sub-regions in the Mekong Delta 
including Dong Thap Muoi, Duyen Hai, Long 
Xuyen Quadrangle, Ca Mau Peninsular and 
each has particular hydrological, socio-
economic, environmental and ecological 
problems. Discussions need to be conducted 
within working groups to identify the potential 
role of sub-groups that represent the different 
sub-regions in the working group. 

7. A consensus in the working group will be 
required on mechanisms that promote mutual 
benefits and accommodate competing interests 
among the national and provincial members of 
the working group. 

8. A RCC priority is the engagement of the 
private sector to contribute to solutions to 
development challenges in the Mekong Delta. 
Working groups need to select the sectoral 
issues that could involve the private sector and 
jointly with individuals and companies establish 
an action plan. 

However, the RCC faces several challenges. 
Regarding the principle of “coordination 

Leadership representatives of MoC and GIZ discussed on continued cooperation 
in urban development, technical infrastructure and environment. Photo © GIZ
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originates from the demand/needs”, the modest 
representation of the provinces, enterprises and 
scholars in the Council (in particular, they have 
no role in the Standing Committee of the Council) 
limits the implementation of this principle. The 
main functions and responsibilities of the working 
groups established by the RCC are limited to 
reflecting on the status of sectoral issues and 
providing advice to the RCC. These groups would 
be more effective if they actively conducted 
forums/platforms for developing coordination 
initiatives. In regards to the second principle “fair 
sharing of benefits as a result of coordination”, 
the current regulations have not yet clarified the 
sharing mechanism for such benefits, ranging 
from benefits from projects/programmes funded 
by the central budget, to the access to and use of 
regional public works located in a specific province, 
and benefits from monitoring and feedback on 
expectations from regional coordination end-
users (individuals, households, enterprises and 
cooperatives). In regard to the third principle 
“clear identification of responsibilities of the 

stakeholders”, the current policy framework and 
coordination mechanism have not yet determined 
the roles and responsibilities of central and 
local governments. The establishment of the 
Council structure is based on the participation 
of part-time personnel with the expectation that 
financial resources will be allocated in regular 
expenditure budgets of ministries, agencies 
and provinces, which are already tight. This 
limits the effectiveness and accountability of 
stakeholders. Basically, the RCC structure can carry 
out the function of oversight while the function 
of coordination requires a much-improved 
framework to be effective. In addition, here is an 
absence of an agency with the role of connecting 
activities across provinces. A face-to-face forum 
for developing ideas and joint-cooperation across 
provinces is required. Presently, the RCC can only 
mobilize the participation of enterprises, scholars 
and consultancy services as advisors and not 
directly allocate them a role in the planning and 
implementation of regional coordination activities, 
which limits their potential. 

Delegation of the Swiss Embassy visited 
GIZ Office in Can Tho. Photo © GIZ
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PART 6 
The Mekong Delta  
Integrated Regional Plan
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The draft Mekong Delta Integrated Regional 
Plan8, or Mekong Delta Master Plan (MDIRP), 
was published for discussion in July 2020 and as 
such has not been finalized. Despite this caveat, 
the intent and overall approach and content of 
the plan are clear. The draft report states that the 
MDIRP is being prepared to:

 y “Enable agreement on the main directions 
contained in the regional planning with key 
Stakeholders.

 y Support and justify the short-term investment 
programme (to 2030) being prepared as part of 
the MDIRP.

 y Ensure linkage & uniformity between national-
level, regional and provincial plans.

 y Provide information and directions to 
the provinces and their future planning 
responsibilities” MDIRP draft report page 1).

The relationship to the key vision of the Law on 
Planning is clear, with the intent to prepare a plan 
that involves key stakeholders and links together 
national, regional and provincial levels to address 
the main development challenges at the regional 
level. It is essentially a pilot for the new level of 
regional planning introduced in the law. It is also 
an important step for a region facing multiple 
stresses that jeopardize the lives and livelihoods 
of the 20 million people living in this strategically 
important region9. The need for such a plan is seen 
as necessary “for sustainable and climate-resilient 
development of the Mekong delta which shall be 
conformable to the regional conditions according 
to uniform integration of the masterplan for 
development of certain industries, areas and key 
products” (page 1). 

The report discusses the multiple challenges 
that the Mekong Delta faces in relation to 
climate change, disaster risks and environmental 
deterioration and provides a clear rationale why 
these issues need to be addressed at a regional 
level rather than by individual provinces. The 
importance of the region for the national economy 
(representing 18% of Viet Nam’s GDP), and in 
particular agricultural production and the export 
of agricultural goods, is also discussed and one of 

8 In other parts of this report the Mekong Delta Integrated Regional Plan (MDIRP) is referred to as the Mekong Delta Master 
Plan (MDMP)

9 Soussan, J. & McGrath, T. (2018) Climate Resilience in Vietnam: An Assessment of Metropolitan Regions. GIZ, Hanoi.

the main purposes of the plan is to ensure that 
the continued prosperity and development of the 
Mekong Delta region. The MDIRP report identifies 
a “regional development viewpoint” that builds on 
the key issues set out in Government Resolution 
No. 120/NQ-CP dated 17/11/2017 on Sustainable 
and Climate-Resilient Development of the Mekong 
Delta. The MDIRP contains a great deal of detail on 
potential actions for the sustainable development 
of the region covering the period up to 2030 with 
a perspective to 2050. The foci of these actions are 
in a number of strategic areas that are discussed in 
the rest of this section.

Throughout the report the MDIRP seeks to make 
links between, on the one hand, the actions seen 
as necessary to address the specific challenges 
and opportunities of the Mekong Delta and, on 
the other hand, the goals and priorities set out at 
the national level in the National Socio-Economic 
Development Strategy and other national plans 
and policies. There is inevitably some degree of 
tension in this as in some ways the Mekong Delta 
has unique environmental and socio-economic 
characteristics. The core of the approach to 
reconciling this tension is to use the vision set 
out in the 2017 Government Resolution 120/
NQ-CP, on the Sustainable and Climate-Resilient 
Development of the Mekong Delta, as a means to 
establish planning priorities that are seen as both 
relevant to the delta and a reflection of central 
policies. This Resolution sets out an integrated, 
resilience-based approach to the development 
of the Mekong Delta and also the need for “an 
appropriate model of spatial organization and 
development” for the region.

Following on from this, the MDIRP identifies the 
need to enhance regional coordination and to 
strengthen the links between and within sub-
regions of the Delta as well as the links to HCMC 
and the Southern Key Economic Region. The MDIRP 
gives an understanding that these necessary levels 
of coordination and integration will not happen 
without the creation of appropriate institutional 
mechanisms to foster them. The plan sets out 
an approach through which this can happen that 
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is based on the development of the Regional 
Coordination Council discussed above.

The MIRDP throughout seeks to strike a balance 
between, firstly, building on the existing economic 
strengths of the Mekong Delta in areas such as high-
value commodity agriculture and aquaculture and, 
secondly developing new or nascent sectors such 
as green industrial development and renewable 
energy. Infrastructure development and expanded 
service provision are core parts of the plan, as is 
the improved management of the natural resource 
base, the building of greater resilience to the 
risks associated with climate change and natural 
disasters. The IMF10 argue that effective strategic 
investments in key infrastructure are an essential 
pre-requisite for sustainable modernization 
and economic growth and that achieving this 
is in turb contingent upon the governance and 
institutional framework within which investment 
decisions are made, providing an analysis 
that shows “a statistically and economically 
significant association between strength of public 
investment management institutions and public 
investment efficiency” (page 38). Water resources 
management in particular is a key part of this, as 
are new approaches such as the digital economy 
and smart power grid development. These are 
seen as essential for the creation of a context in 
which sustainable development is possible and 
new growth opportunities can be realized.

The rationale of the MIRDP is clear: these issues 
need to be addressed in a coordinated manner 
at the regional level. This level is the “missing 
link” between the traditional planning foci of the 
national and provincial levels. Achieving this in turn 
requires appropriate institutional mechanisms for 
coordination and planning at the regional level, 
whether it is for the Mekong Delta as a whole of, 
for some issues, for sub-regions within the delta. 
This is true across the board but can be illustrated 
by the consideration of two issues that are central 
to the MDIRP: water resources management and 
infrastructure development.

The challenges facing the Mekong Delta with regard 
to water resources management are manifold 
and are widely recognized: floods, droughts, 

10  Schwarts, G. et al (2020) How strong infrastructure governance can end waste in public investment. IMF Washington D.C.

ecological deterioration, erosion, salination, point 
and non-point water pollution, access to drinking 
water and sanitation, the over-exploitation of 
groundwater (and associated land subsidence), 
pressures on water transport – these and other 
factors have been around for many years and 
affect all aspects of life in the Mekong Delta. Water 
notoriously does not recognize administrative 
boundaries and a specific issue is that actions 
in one province can have an adverse effect on 
people and the environment in other provinces. 
The MIRDP contains a section on water resources 
management and it is also a theme that runs 
through other parts of the report. The approach 
calls for a regional approach based around revised 
water zoning, the development of hydrological 
infrastructure, demand management (especially 
in agriculture), the regulation of groundwater 
extraction, pollution mitigation measures and the 
development of water management institutions at 
the regional and sub-regional levels. The MDIRP 
recognizes that water resources management is an 
area where a substantial investment programme 
will be needed in the coming decades.

Improving the Mekong Delta’s infrastructure in a 
modern and sustainable manner is identified in the 
MDIRP as a key to the development of the region. 
This includes infrastructure for transport (land 
and water), power supply, telecommunications 
and the digital economy, industrial development, 
water management and supply infrastructure and, 
finally, health, education and other public services. 
In many cases, these represent very substantial 
investments and it is envisaged that this will be 
through a combination of public and private 
finance: for example, investments in renewable 
energy such as wind and solar power will come 
from the private sector but the development of the 
power distribution system will largely be through 
state investments. For the Mekong Delta, the 
existing poor and often fragmented infrastructure 
is seen as a major impediment to sustainable and 
efficient development and the MDIRP recognizes 
that this needs to be addressed in a coordinated 
manner at the regional level in key areas such 
as transport, water resources management and 
telecommunications.
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This short discussion of the MDIRP is not intended 
as a summary of the plan’s proposals and does not 
do justice to the depth and variety of the report’s 
content, but it is intended to illustrate the need for 
and recognition of a capacity for effective planning 
and coordination at the regional level. Designated 
as the national pilot for the implementation of 
the regional planning provisions of the Law on 
Planning, a key aspect of the MDIRP is the extent 
to which it has been able to forge institutional 

mechanisms for regional planning and coordination 
that are both effective and accepted as legitimate 
by the wide range of stakeholders that must 
be active participants for regional planning and 
coordination to be effective. Crucially this must 
include both provincial governments and line 
ministries that have traditionally not been subject 
to the requirement to coordinate their activities at 
a regional level. 

Participants of the Workshop “Support for Mekong Delta 
Development Master Planning”. Photo © GIZ
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7.1. Overview

During recent years, GIZ effectively contributed 
to the establishment of regional coordination in 
the Mekong Delta as a government priority. GIZ 
supported MPI and the Office of Government 
(OoG) during the development of Decision 593/QD-
TTg. The key policy instrument to reform regional 
coordination in the Mekong Delta and implemented 
from 2016 to 2020. In 2019 GIZ cooperated with 
the OoG to assess the results of Decision 593/
QD-TTg. A comprehensive consultation process 
was carried out with provincial leaders in the 13 
provinces and leaders and officials from relevant 
ministries. A national workshop was conducted 
and a flagship publication presented the study 
results and outlined an innovative approach and 
recommendations for GIZ and other donors to 
effectively contribute to sustainable regional 
coordination for the next phase of regional 
coordination 2021-202511. 

During 2020, GIZ used this approach to support 
MPI, MoNRE, MoC, OoG and the Central Economic 
Commission (CEC) of the Party. This involved working 
with MPI to establish the five-year public investment 
plan, integrate climate change and disaster risk 
management into planning and investment, and 
contribute to the Mekong Delta Master Plan. GIZ 
commented on drafts to establish the Regional 
Coordination Council, especially in the area of 
urban development and investment but this advice 
was not used. Presently, urban development is not 
yet an urgent priority for the council and so GIZ is 
coordinating with MoC to reinforce the importance 
of urban development in regional coordination and 
the Regional Coordination Council.

GIZ cooperated with the OoG to examine the 
existing milieu and outline a practical regional 
coordination mechanism for the Mekong Delta, 
and MoNRE to implement Resolution 120. GIZ is 
cooperating with CEC to establish a sub-regional 
coordination mechanism for the Ca Mau Peninsular. 
Cross provincial working groups in the area of 
irrigation and water management are supported. 
Sub-regional coordination mechanisms are a 
critical component of the regional coordination 
mechanism. It also involved supporting the 13 

11 Soussan, J. Nguyen Thi Nhu Mai & McGrath, T. (2018) Development of Regional Coordination in the Mekong Delta. GIZ, Hanoi.
12 See Section 6 above for details 
13 World Bank (2020) Vinh Long Urban Development and Enhanced Climate Resilience Project in Ving Long Province Project 

Appraisal Report. World Bank Washington D.C.

provinces prepare planning task reports for their 
provincial master plans and capacity development 
on methods for integrated and multi-sectoral 
planning. 

With support from the World Bank, the Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and 
the Dutch Embassy, MPI is preparing the Mekong 
Delta Master Plan 2021-2030 with an outlook to 
205012. The assistance is part of the World Bank’s 
Mekong Delta Integrated Climate Resilience and 
Sustainable Livelihoods Project. MPI contracted 
Royal Haskoning and GIZ (International Services) 
to deliver seven outputs: inception report, 
planning tasks report in accordance with Article 
15 of the Law on Planning, a baseline report, the 
Mekong Delta Integrated Master Plan, report on 
stakeholder involvement, strategic environmental 
assessment report and report on supporting 
tools set, capacity development and technology 
transfer. GIZ has closely cooperated with Royal 
Haskoning during the preparation of the Mekong 
Delta Master Plan. This cooperation involved 
participation in the consultation workshops and 
other planning workshops, information sharing and 
regular meetings. GIZ emphasized the importance 
of integrating rural and urban development in 
the regional approach. The Prime Minister will 
approve the Mekong Delta Master Plan at the end 
of 2020 and GIZ will be there afterwards to support 
national and provincial stakeholders implement 
the plan. 

The World Bank is also, at the time of writing, in 
the process of preparing a $126.9 million credit for 
the Vinh Long Urban Development and Enhanced 
Climate Resilience Project in Vinh Long Province13. 
This credit embodies the integrated resilience 
approach to address climate change and natural 
disaster risks that is discussed throughout this 
paper. The project will aim to improve the city’s 
infrastructure and strengthen institutional and 
planning systems through the development of 
an integrated flood risk management system. 
GIZ is cooperating with the World Bank and Vinh 
Long province to upscale project results such as 
sustainable urban drainage systems and provincial 
regulations to implement Decree 80/ND-TTg. 
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Since the issuance of Decision 825/QD-TTg on 
establishing the Regional Coordination Council, 
GIZ is closely cooperating with MARD and MoC 
to establish a practical and detailed mandate 
for the two working groups under the Regional 
Coordination Council. GIZ will also support the 
working groups to establish sectoral guidelines, 
carry out pilot projects on critical issues such 
as coastal and riverbank erosion, and introduce 
other innovations such as nature-based solutions. 
Through these working groups, GIZ will lobby the 
Regional Coordination Council and ministries for 
policy reform and institutional change, especially in 
the area of integrated urban rural development. 

GIZ is cooperating with development partners 
working on regional coordination at national level 
and in the Mekong Delta. Of importance is the World 
Bank “First Mekong Delta Region Development 
Policy Operation (DPO)”, which focuses on 
innovative regional coordination with stronger 
institutions, and climate resilient infrastructure 
investment in areas such as transport and water. 
The proposed series of three programmatic DPOs is 
to strengthen economic transformation and climate 
resilience in the MKD region by (i) effective regional 
coordination with stronger institutions; (ii) spatially 
integrated policy reforms in priority sectors; and 

(iii) sustainable financing for efficient and green 
investment. These three pillars bring together the 
core dimensions of Resolution 120 (and of the 
subsequent Directive 23) that aim at enhancing 
the efficiency, productivity, and climate-resilience 
of existing and future regional economic activities 
though the combination of institutional and policy 
reforms. 

7.2. Urbanization Trends and Challenges

Rapid urbanization is a powerful force that is 
transforming the economy and society of Viet Nam. 
It creates many opportunities but also presents 
new challenges that need to be resolved in the 
establishment of sustainable development. This 
rapid urbanization reflects the twin processes of 
demographic change (especially people from rural 
to urban areas) and the structural transformation 
of the economy as the growth of industry and the 
service sector is creating a boom in higher paid jobs 
and far better prospects in urban areas. As the IMF 
point out14 the reforms of the 1980s went beyond 
agricultural transformation to stimulate industrial 
growth, international change and the development 
of the service sector. The result, as shown in Figure 
3, is that almost all employment growth of the past 
three sectors has been urban-based industry and 
services.

14Figure 3: Employment Trends in Viet Nam15
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14 Baum, A. (2020) Vietnam’s Development Success Story and the Unfinished SDG Agenda. IMF Working Paper, IMF Washington 
D.C.

15 Ibid, figure 4, page 8.
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Urbanization is not just a key to economic growth 
and change, it is also instrumental in the rapid 
improvement of access to services such as health 
and education that has been an important part 
of social change in Viet Nam. Over 36% of the 
population lived in urban areas by 2019 and it is 
predicted that this will increase to over 50% by 
203016. The new opportunities that urbanization 
creates are, however, accompanied by a fresh 
set of challenges that need to be addressed for 
sustainable development to become a reality. As 
discussed above, part of this reflects the rural-urban 
linkages that mean different administrative areas 
have a greater impact on each other and require 
effective coordination mechanisms if they are to 
be addressed. Figure 4 sets out some examples of 
the challenges that Vietnam faces from increased 
urbanization, including issues relating to climate 
resilience, disaster risk management and water 
resources discussed elsewhere in this report.

An earlier paper17 argued that the development 
of robust institutional arrangements, based on 
effective coordination, was essential for the 
establishment of urban resilience mechanisms 

that were in turn the key to addressing the 
challenges that urbanization creates. This is 
particularly true in relation to protecting people, 
the economy and the environment from the 
risks of climate and environmental change that 
go beyond Viet Nam’s borders. This approach is 
instrumental to effective investments in urban 
infrastructure and service provision. It is reflected 
in Vietnam’s policy framework through documents 
such as Decision 2623 (Decision 2623/QD-TTg 
passed on the 31st December 2013 to approve 
the MoC plan, “Develop Urban Centres in Viet 
Nam Respond to Climate Change 2013-2020”) 
which was issued to establish the comprehensive 
legal and policy framework including urban 
planning and investment in urban development 
in response to increased risk of climate change, 
capacity development and improved ministerial 
coordination. This framework needs to be built on 
and updated where appropriate as a key part of 
the establishment of a sustainable development 
trajectory in regions such as the Mekong Delta. GIZ 
is supporting the review and revision of Decision 
2623/QD-TTg. 

Figure 4: Urbanization in Viet Nam1617

16  www.vovworld.vn/en Article published on 8th November 2019.
17  Soussan, J. & McGrath, T. (2018) Climate Resilience in Vietnam: An Assessment of Metropolitan Regions. GIZ, Hanoi.
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The Government of Viet Nam is seeking to estab-
lish a sustainable urbanization approach that pro-
motes sustained urban growth and economic de-
velopment whilst improving the long-term social 
and ecological health of cities, towns and areas 
surrounding them. The approach has three linked 
components, resilience, green growth and smart 
city development, that were defined in an earlier 
report18 as follows:

 y A resilient city is one that can secure the 
provision and operation of the urban 
infrastructure system for the inhabitants under 
the circumstances of natural disasters due to 
climate change impacts.

 y A green growth city is one that can achieve 
economic growth and development through 
policies and urban activities in order to reduce 
negative impacts on the environment and the 
natural resources. 

 y A smart city is one that efficiently applies 
science and technology to improve the quality 
of planning, construction, management 
and provision of urban services, ensuring 
sustainable development.

This concept is reflected in approaches such as the 
introduction of smart power grid, energy efficiency 
and renewable energy developments such as 
rooftop solar, green transport infrastructure and 
traffic management systems to reduce congestion 
and encourage pedestrianization, building codes 
and standards and, above all, the development of 

physical and institutional structures to reduce the 
risk of and increase urban resilience to withstand 
the impacts of natural disasters and climate 
change.

7.3. Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems 

One specific example of a sustainable urbanization 
approach in practice relates to the challenges 
of urban wastewater disposal. Building and 
maintaining effective and sustainable drainage 
systems in a delta environment with regular 
flooding is a challenge, especially for the rapidly 
growing towns and cities of the Mekong Delta 
region. A programme that has been co-financed 
by Switzerland and Germany and implemented by 
Ministry of Construction of Viet Nam (MOC) and 
GIZ, the programme “Flood Proofing and Drainage 
for Medium-sized Coastal Cities in Viet Nam” 
(FPP) has developed a sustainable urban drainage 
systems (SUDS) approach. 

These SUDS are systems designed to efficiently 
manage the drainage of surface water in urban 
areas with the objective of minimizing the sealing 
of surfaces in order to reduce surface-runoff and 
allow groundwater aquifers to refill, SUDS mimic 
nature and manage rainfall close to where it falls. 
Figure 5  shows the effects that urbanization has 
on water drainage and surface penetration, an 
issue that increases dramatically as urban areas 
become larger. 

Figure 5: The Effects of Urban Surface Sealing on Ground Infiltration19 

18 Soussan, J. (2018) Sustainable Urbanization Indicators for Vietnam report prepared for the Mekong Urban Flood Proofing and 
Drainage Programme.

19 Hydrologia Sostenible (n.d), Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems – SUDS.  
http://www.hidrologiasostenible.com/sustainable-urban-drainage-systems-suds/
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SUDS approaches can provide an alternative to, 
or addition to, traditional drainage systems where 
surface water is drained directly into underground 
pipes and conveyed to lower-lying areas. Under 
the programme, practical SUDS demonstration 
projects were constructed in cities in the Central 
Coast and Mekong Delta regions. The key results 
of the programme include:

 y Four operational SUDS demonstration projects 
that apply permeable paving, underground 
detention and ground infiltration techniques. 

 y Capacities have been built so that officials 
and planners of eight cities endorse the SUDS 
philosophy and have the capacity to plan and 
design SUDS.

 y Three Mekong Delta cities have integrated 
SUDS into their urban drainage master plans.

 y Three provinces have compiled, approved and 
disseminated local guidelines to implement 
SUDS in district towns and other urban centers 
within their territory.

 y The SUDS concept was integrated in the revised 
national Orientation for Urban and Industrial 
Zone Drainage Development Towards 2025 

and Vision Towards 2050 (approved in 
Prime Minister’s Decision 589/QD-TTg on 
06/04/2016).

 y A national SUDS guideline – including detailed 
design examples – was compiled and published 
by MoC in November 2019 and disseminated to 
leaders and decision makers in all 63 provinces 
of Vietnam.

 y Using the projects to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of different SUDS techniques in 
urban spaces, important gaps in the national 
sector policy and urban planning framework 
were identified and filled. 

 y The sustainable urban drainage philosophy 
was integrated into the new National Technical 
Regulation on Construction Planning (QCVN 
01:2019/BXD) that was promulgated by MoC in 
December 2019 and that replaces the former 
Vietnam Building Code of 2008 (QCXDVN 
01:2008).

 y Other donors (e.g. World Bank) endorse 
the national SUDS guideline and consider 
integrating SUDS in their projects in the sector.

Pilot SUDS in Ca Mau City. Photo © GIZ
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These results together have gone far to ensuring 
that SUDS is seen as part of an integrated, 
sustainable planning approach for building climate 
resilience in urban areas and their surrounding 
metropolitan region. It is one example of an 
innovative but immediately practical approach 
that addresses a widespread problem that is 
accelerating with the impacts of climate change in 
the Mekong Delta and other parts of Viet Nam.

Comparable international experiences 
demonstrate the effectiveness of the approach. 
For example, in Colombia in Latin America, the 
Rio Bogota Cleanup Project20 has used a basin 
planning approach (discussed in more detail 
below) to build an integrated approach to the 
provision of urban water, the management and 
cleaning of wastewaters and the management of 
the ecosystems into which the wastewaters drain. 
The project is based on institutional cooperation, 
for, as the project states, “successful partnerships 
and early engagement enable support for decisions 
fundamental to the basin plan. Thus, building 
partnerships is the most important component of 
the basin planning process” (page 4).

7.4. Disaster Risk Management

Viet Nam is classified as one of the world’s most 
vulnerable countries to the impacts of natural 
disasters21, ranked as the eighth most vulnerable 
to extreme weather events between 1996 and 

20 World Bank (2019) From Waste to Resource: Shifting paradigms for smarter wastewater interventions in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Background Paper II: Showcasing the River Basin Planning Process through a Concrete Example: The Rio Bogota 
Cleanup Project. World Bank, Washington, DC.

21 Luu, C. et al (2017) Analyzing flood fatalities in Vietnam using national disaster database and tree-based methods. Natural 
Hazards and Earth Systems Science Discussions, Journal of Natural Hazards and Earth Systems Sciences 12 May 2017.

2015 and fourth in terms of the proportion of the 
population exposed to river flood risk globally. 
This is an issue that climate change is amplifying 
considerably, something discussed in detail in the 
earlier report by Soussan and McGrath (2018) 
where the human and economic impacts of natural 
disasters are outlined. Disasters are particularly an 
issue in the Mekong Delta, where floods and major 
storms occur annually and must be combined with 
slow-onset disasters such as saline intrusion, sea 
level rises, ecological deterioration and seasonal 
droughts. 

These challenges have always been and will always 
be a feature of life in the Mekong Delta and any 
approach to sustainable development planning 
and institutional coordination must address 
them as a central issue. Figure 6, below, shows 
the degree to which flooding in the delta is an 
annual event and the agricultural system of the 
region has long learned to adapt to and even take 
advantage of this phenomenon. The figure shows 
the tie sequence of the 2016-2017 that were not 
an exceptional year. It is part of the reason that 
the Mekong Delta is one of the world’s leading rice 
production areas. The changes to the region, which 
mirror wider changes in Viet Nam, also mean that 
the impacts of these floods are becoming more 
severe, especially affecting infrastructure and 
emerging urban areas.
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Figure 6: Time Series Flood Maps for the Mekong Delta 2016-201722

22 Dinh, D. A. et al (2019) Time series of flood mapping in the Mekong Delta using high resolution satellite images. Earth and 
Environmental Science 266, 2019
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Figure 7: Mekong Delta Sea Level Rise Flooding Risks23

Floods are not the only problem in the Mekong 
Delta.23Figure 7 illustrates the potential impacts 
of sea level rises, where it is estimated that 21%, 
28.2% and 38.9% of the Mekong Delta area will be 
flooded if the sea level rises by 80 cm, 90 cm and 
100 cm respectively24. Many coastal areas, as well 
as low-lying inland areas close to rivers, are likely 
to be permanently flooded without extensive 
investments in flood control measures such as 
embankments. Effective institutional mechanisms 
to plan for these regional-level investments are 
essential.

Saline intrusion, where salt water ingresses into 
groundwater aquifers as they are drawn down too 
rapidly for freshwater recharging, is also a pervasive 
and increasing problem in the Mekong Delta (see 
Figure 8). This issue has been recognized for some 
time25 but has accelerated in impacts in recent 
years26. A report from March 202027 showed that 

23 www.challengetochange.org/climate.htm
24 Dinh, D. A. et al (2019) Time series of flood mapping in the Mekong Delta using high resolution satellite images. Earth and 

Environmental Science 266, 2019.
25 Kotera, A. et al (2008) Regional consequences of seawater intrusion on rice productivity and land use in coastal areas of the 

Mekong River Delta. JARQ 42 (4) 267-274.
26 Nguyen, V. D. et al (2019) Salinity intrusion in the Mekong Delta – assessing the impacts of climate change, dam construction 

and sea level rise. Geophysical Research Abstracts 21, 2019
27 United Nations (2020) Vietnam: drought and saltwater intrusion, flash update no 3 25th March 2020. Office on the UN Resident 

Coordinator, Hanoi
28 UN, CRS and Save the Children (2020) Drought and saltwater intrusion in the Mekong Delta. United Nations, Hanoi.

drought conditions in the last quarter of 2019 have 
affected over 95,000 households in 13 provinces 
in the delta with 38,800 hectares of land damaged 
by or lost to saline intrusion. The report stated 
that saline intrusion has penetrated up to 110 km 
inland and had reached historically high levels. A 
further contemporary assessment28 noted that 
“Preliminary satellite observations from October 
2019 to January 2020 revealed poor vegetation 
health, prolonged dry spells and soil moisture 
deficits, indicating drought like conditions. The 
drought is attributed to saltwater intrusion in the 
Mekong Delta affecting aquifers (underground 
water sources) which usually support domestic 
water demand”. The report noted that two 
provinces had declared a state of emergency and 
that 36,500 hectares of paddy rice would be lost in 
Ca Mau and Ben Tre provinces alone.
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Figure 8: Saline Intrusion in the Mekong Delta29

The importance of disaster risk management 
(DRM) is recognized in the different legislative 
measures outlined above as well as in the draft 
Mekong Delta Master Plan. Effective DRM is 
seen as based on combining the strengthening of 
community-level and institutional resilience with 
strategic investments in infrastructure. Achieving 
this is contingent upon a coherent and coordinated 
approach across the whole region.

7.5. Land Subsidence in the Mekong-Delta

The Mekong-Delta has been farmed for many 
generations and is one of the principle agricultural 
regions of Viet Nam, contributing 50 percent of 
total food output and 90 percent of rice exports, 
as well as 65 percent of fruit of aquatic products. 
Although productivity is still high, it is at risk from 

29 Adapted from: Yamashita, A.: Flood in the Mekong Delta (https://sites.google.com/site/namkyluctinhorg/tac-gia-tac-pham/a-
b-c-d/akira-yamashita/flood-in-the-mekong-delta)

30 Definition retrieved from Wikipedia.

multiple threats and any decline in output would 
have severe consequences not just for the region 
but for the country as a whole. Land subsidence 
is one of these threats. Research data indicates 
that the Mekong-Delta sinks at an average rate 
of about 1.0 cm per year bringing it closer to sea 
level, which currently rises at 4 mm per year in the 
south of Viet Nam. 

Subsidence30 is the sudden sinking or gradual 
downward settling of the ground’s surface with 
little or no horizontal motion. The definition of 
subsidence is not restricted by the rate, magnitude, 
or area involved in the downward movement. It 
may be caused by various natural processes or by 
human activities, such as excessive ground water 
extraction and is amplified by loading the ground 
with infrastructure and buildings. The composition 
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of different natural and man-made drivers of land 
subsidence varies from place to place. This process 
is not yet completely understood and further 
research is expected to clarify the anthropogenic 
factor of land subsidence.

The impact of land subsidence on various aspects 
of human life is quite evident and visible all over 
the Mekong-Delta. Effects include an increase in 
river-induced floods; erosion; saltwater intrusion 
from the sea; instability of buildings (tilting, cracks); 
and the damaging and breaking of drinking water, 
sewerage, and drainage pipes. In the long run, 
low-lying areas will be submerged permanently. 
None of these effects are desirable. 

Identifying ways to reduce land subsidence and 
activities to mitigate these adverse effects are 
currently under consideration; however, there has 
been little action thus far.

Gaps in the Policy Framework on Land Subsidence

The phenomenon of land subsidence as amplifier 
of the impacts of climate change on the Mekong-
Delta has only recently entered the focus of 
discussions of policy makers, academics and 
donors in Viet Nam. For this reason, a factual data 
basis that will help fully understand causes and 
mechanisms has yet to be established. Likewise, 
the policy framework on land subsidence in Viet 
Nam reveals certain gaps and overlaps that need 
to be revised. 

A first problem is that a clear definition of the term 
‘land subsidence’ is lacking in Viet Nam’s relevant 
key legislation, leading to confusion and overlaps 
with terms used for other phenomena, such as e.g. 
landslides or river-bank erosion. For example, the 
Law on Natural Disaster Prevention and Control 
states that “Natural disasters include typhoons, 
[…], landslides and land subsidence due to floods 
or water currents, water rise, seawater intrusion, 
[…], and other types of natural disaster.” The law 
clearly applies a wrong definition for the term (in 
Vietnamese: sụt lún đất), as land subsidence is not 
caused by floods or water currents and the law may 
actually refer to river bank erosion or landslides 
on mountain slopes. It might be advisable to 
include land subsidence as a contributing factor to 
disasters as slow subsidence does not constitute a 
disaster by itself.

Figure 9 presents the strongly smoothed output 
from satellite measurement-based calculations 
generalizing vertical ground movements. Green 
areas in the northwestern part of the map (mostly 
Kien Giang province, including the area around 
Rach Gia city) show very little ground movements. 
These places are mostly rocky mountains, which 
are regarded to be much more stable with respect 
to vertical movements than the alluvial soils in 
other parts of the Mekong Delta. By and large the 
research results confirm findings from previous 
research, though they contain much more detail 
and allow more convincing conclusions.

A damaged bridge in Can Tho due to ground subsidence. 
Photo © GIZ/ Olaf Neussner
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Figure 9: Land Subsidence in the Mekong Delta31 

7.6. Responsive Institutional Support for 
Integrated Resilience Planning31

The changing approach to regional coordination 
and integrated planning outlined above has 
created a wide range of needs for institutional 
capacity building at national, regional and 
provincial levels. GIZ has responded to these 
emerging needs by supporting a series of short-
term technical assistance projects, predominantly 
for Vietnamese experts, in the 2019-2020 period 
to assist the development of the technical and 
institutional framework for regional cooperation 
with a focus on the Mekong Delta. These include:

 y Establishment of a Gender Sensitive Capacity 
Development Strategy for the Implementation 
of the Mekong Delta Master Plan.

 y Support capacity building of provincial-led 
efforts to integrate climate change resilience 
into the provincial development planning and 
budgeting process in An Giang, Kien Giang and 
Ca Mau.

31  GIZ and MoC (2019). Trouble Under Ground – Land Subsidence in the Mekong Delta

 y Develop Criteria and Guidelines for integrating 
Issues INDICATED IN circular 05/TT-BKHDT such 
as disaster prevention and climate change 
adaptation into social economic development 
plans in Viet Nam.

 y Assessment of Decision 625/QD-BKHDT dated 
5 May 2017 by MPI, draft indicators and criteria 
to replace decision 625 and development of the 
list of prioritized regional, niter-provincial and 
provincial projects for the period 2021-2030. 

 y Establish a Provincial Master Planning Guideline 
for the Mekong Delta Region in Accordance 
with the Law on Planning and its guiding 
documents.

 y Supporting MPI in updating / revising Circular 
No. 05/TT-BKHDT on Integrating Natural 
Disaster Management and Climate Change 
Issues into the Socio-Economic Development 
Plan (SEDP).

 y Assessment of effectiveness and efficiency of 
policies, programmes and projects on climate 
change responsiveness in the Mekong Delta. 
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 y Study on solutions to encourage the 
development of socio-economic in Ca Mau 
peninsula Sub-region with a breakthrough sub-
regional coordination mechanism for rapid and 
sustainable development.

 y Study and Development of Institutions for 
Regional Coordination in the Mekong Delta.

 y Study on solutions to encourage the 
development of socio-economics, agricultural 
logistics services and ocean economics in Ca 
Mau peninsula Sub-region with a breakthrough 
sub-regional coordination mechanism for rapid 
and sustainable development.

 y Study on solutions to encourage the 
development of logistics services for the rapid 
and sustainable development of the agriculture 
sector in Ca Mau peninsula Sub-region. 

This formidable list of activities are a reflection of 
the needs and priorities identified by Vietnamese 
institutions as they respond to the emerging 
situation in the Mekong Delta, both in terms of 
the challenges the region faces and in response 
to the overall process of changes to the planning 
and administrative system discussed above. The 
different activities all reflect the overall framework 
of support to advance the development of 
resilience within an integrated planning approach 
for the provinces and related institutions of the 
Mekong Delta. 

This demand-responsive approach within a 
coherent framework is much appreciated by the 
Vietnamese partners and provides the means 
to respond to the emerging needs and priorities 
during a period of significant change to the 
planning paradigm that is unfamiliar to many of 
the institutions responsible for implementing the 
new integrated planning approach. Within the 
list, the activities focus on: (i) how to interpret 
and implement new government regulations on 
integrated planning; (ii) institutional learning 
and development; and (iii) the identification of 
practical activities to strengthen resilience and 
advance the sustainable development of the 
Mekong Delta region.

While carrying out these activities some lessons 
learnt and key principles for establishing effective 
and sustainable regional coordination in the 

Mekong Delta were identified. Lessons learnt 
included (i) for all regional coordination models, 
the central government must always play the 
significant role of leading/facilitation; (ii) voluntary 
coordination only works when the provinces share 
common problems that need to be resolved; (iii) 
differences in socio-economic development levels 
across provinces in a region is a big obstacle to be 
taken into account; (iv) there are many models of 
regional coordination - a good model would open 
up all opportunities to be brought into play; (v) the 
leadership, ownership and proactiveness of the 
central government, local authorities and private 
sector should be harmonized in different models of 
coordination; (vi) secured independent budget for 
regional coordination activities is a pre-requisite 
for the effective operation of regional coordination 
models, in which central budget plays the leading 
role and contribution of the local governments 
and private sector should be promoted; and (vii) 
clear definition of responsibilities and benefits 
of stakeholders in regional coordination is the 
key factor. In addition, four basic principles for 
successful regional coordination models were 
identified: 

 y Initiatives for coordination must originate from 
local demand from provinces / or interest 
groups within each province;

 y Participation and coordination must be based 
on equitable sharing of benefits gained from 
such participation/coordination;

 y The division of functions, responsibilities and 
tasks among the stakeholders must be clear 
and transparent;

 y The combination of top-down and bottom-
up efforts must be clearly outlined in the 
policy and regulatory framework and the 
implementation process supported by national 
level ‘champions’.

In addition to the recently-completed and on-
going activities to support the development of 
an integrated approach to regional coordination 
around the concept of resilience, GIZ and other 
development partners have, at the time of writing 
in the autumn of 2020, a number of proposals 
for new activities for the Mekong Region and the 
national level. The most significant of these are 
identified in the following paragraphs.
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7.7. Mekong Urban Resilience Project 

Taking advantage of important developments in 
the relevant institutional framework in Viet Nam, 
SECO and GIZ will support the implementation of 
the Mekong Urban Resilience Project. The project 
aims to increase the climate resilience of cities in 
the Mekong Delta by supporting a) the regulatory 
framework and b) organizational mechanisms 
for integrated regional planning, as well as c) the 
implementation of key flood resilience measures 
in selected cites of the Delta. The project has three 
main components:

a. The further development of the regulatory 
framework for climate-resilient, integrated 
urban planning and investment.

b. The enhancement and institutionalization of 
the regional coordination mechanism including 
climate-resilient, integrated urban planning 
and the implementation of infrastructure 
investment in the Mekong Delta. Ensuring 
the decision-making role of the provinces in 
regional coordination will be a top priority as 
mandated under the new Law on Planning.

c. Urban/city climate resilient infrastructure that 
recognizes that climate change impacts cannot 
be avoided but can be significantly reduced by 
a combination of engineering and ecosystems 
solutions that ensure water management (and 
in particular drainage design) is able to interlink 
systems at multiple scales that reflect local 
circumstances. A key part of the approach is 
to include ecosystems-based components that 
provide sufficient “room for water” such as 
constructed wetlands.

Included in the project activities are support to 
each of the 13 Mekong Delta provinces to prepare 
their master plans in a way that institutionalizes 
urban resilience and enhances inter-provincial 
coordination. The project will also assist in the 
development and prioritization of climate-
sensitive urban infrastructure investment 
projects, including the SUDS approach discussed 
above, introduce ‘sponge city plans’ as well as 
 

32  Mekong River Commission (2019) State of the Basin Report 2018. MRC, Vientiane.

the development of sustainable operation and 
maintenance approaches.

The SECO funded project will be part of a 
broader programme co-financed with BMZ and 
will cooperate with other development partners 
working on climate-sensitive regional management 
of natural resources at national level and the 13 
provinces in the Mekong Delta. The programme 
includes four components: institutional and policy 
development for regional development, regulatory 
framework for climate- resilient integrated 
planning and investment, climate resilient urban 
infrastructure and rural disaster risk reduction. 

7.8. Water Resources Management

Establishing more effective, coordinated water 
resources management in the Mekong Delta is a 
strategically important goal for the development 
of the region. As the MDIRP argues, it is particularly 
important because the processes affecting the 
region’s water resources, such upstream water 
management, climate change and sea level rises, 
are all factors that Vietnam has very little ability 
to influence so that in the plan “the focus is on 
anticipation of the unavoidable and impactful 
changes, the need for adaptation to mitigate 
and minimize problems, as well as to utilize the 
potentials and strengths as much as possible” 
(page 6). An integrated approach to addressing 
these challenges is at the core of the plan.

Ideally the integrated approach would cover the 
whole river basin. The Mekong River Commission 
(MRC) exists to promote cooperation in the 
management of the Mekong River between the 
countries of the lower Mekong River region. It 
aims to do so through institutional collaboration 
and information sharing, with this reflected in 
the 1995 Mekong Agreement and the different 
versions of the Basin Development Strategy32, 
but unfortunately these arrangements have been 
largely unable to influence the upstream processes 
impacting upon the Mekong Delta. in the absence 
of an effective approach across the whole river 
basin, the people and institutions need to find 
solutions within the delta itself.
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The importance of integrated water resources 
management (IWRM) and river basin planning 
approaches is demonstrated in examples of good 
practice around the world. The Rio Bogota example 
cited above33 is one example at a city region 
scale. A national-level approach for Kazakhstan is 
outlined in a GIZ publication34 that outlines the 
development of an integrated river basin planning 
approach within the context of post-Soviet Union 
institutional changes in central Asia. This example 
again emphasizes the importance of institutional 
coordination and public participation in key 
decisions on water resources management. The 
development of an integrated approach across 
the European Union in relation to the EU Water 
Directive Framework that includes cooperation 
between countries based on effective institutional 
structures and the open sharing of resources and 
information35.

In a core reference on the IWRM approach36, the 
comprehensive nature and full range of benefits of 
this approach are outlined:

The aim of strategic basin planning is not just to 
meet straightforward, externally set objectives, 
but to choose from a series of possible water 
management objectives those that will best 
contribute to a range of competing economic, 
social and ecological goals. Further, achieving these 
goals typically involves the participation of a range 
of government bodies and stakeholders, beyond 
those directly involved with water management 
(page 3).

33  World Bank (2019) From Waste to Resource: Shifting paradigms for smarter wastewater interventions in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. Background Paper II: Showcasing the River Basin Planning Process through a Concrete Example: The Rio Bogota 
Cleanup Project. World Bank, Washington, DC.
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This approach is clearly central to the building of 
climate-resilient sustainable development in the 
Mekong Delta and demonstrates the importance 
of integrated water resources management as 
part of the process of effective integration and 
coordination to the achievement of the overall 
development of the region.

7.9. Coastal and Riverbank Erosion 
Protection

The problems associated with coastal and 
riverbank erosion in the Mekong Delta have long 
been recognized as a serious challenge. A Vietnam 
News article37 stated that “the Mekong Delta, 
home to some 18 million inhabitants, is plagued by 
severe riverbank erosion, which has been blamed 
on climate change and human factors” and cited 
damage to roads and other infrastructure as a 
particular problem. This issue has been recognized 
for some time. A report from a 2003 study38 found 
riverbank erosion to be pervasive with a long 
historical record at that time, whilst a 2005 paper39 
discussed variations in the scale and intensity of 
coastal erosion. More recently, a 2010 article40 used 
the detailed analysis of satellite data combined 
with meteorological records to demonstrate the 
extent of riverbank erosion in the delta area. A 
2019 paper41 gives a detailed appraisal of coastal 
erosion for one beach in central Viet Nam. The 
results of coastal and riverbank erosion can be 
devastating: a recent article42 reported that a 
combined total of 105 km of coastal and riverbank 
erosion in Ca Mau province in the southern tip 
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of Viet Nam. Schmitt et al (2013)43 demonstrate 
that this is an issue that affects all parts of the 
Mekong Delta. Similar problems can be found in 
other major deltas, especially those with monsoon 
climates such as the Ganges-Brahmaputra delta in 
Bangladesh where several thousand hectares are 
lost and large numbers of people are displaced 
annually44. 

A 2020 proposal from MPI45 suggests that the 
impacts of climate change along with those of 
upstream dams and changes to the river regime 
and the unregulated development of parts of the 
Mekong Delta are accelerating these problems. An 
ongoing MARD programme in Ca Mau Province46 
demonstrates the impact of riverbank erosion on 
local communities (in this case ethnic minorities) 
along with proposed solutions to address the 
issue. The MPI proposal seeks to build on the 
commitment in Resolution 120 to mobilize private 
sector investments by conducting a study on 
“Proposed Solutions to Mobilize Resources from 
the Private Sector for Investment in Riverbank and 
Coastal Erosion Prevention and Management in 
the Mekong Delta”. This proposal recognizes that 
state investments, especially in infrastructure, 
are of great importance but on their own are 
not enough to address the coastal and riverbank 
erosion issue.

43 Schmitt, K. et al (2013) Sustainable coastal erosion protection and adaptation to climate change in the Mekong Delta, Viet 
Nam. International Conference on Oceanography and Natural Disasters, Orlando August 2013.

44  Islam, M. & Rashid, B. (2011) Riverbank erosion displaces in Bangladesh: need for institutional response and policy intervention.
Bangladesh Journal of Bioethics 2:2 pages 4-19. See also a 2019 report of displacement in www.globalvoices.org/2018/09/19/
riverbank erosion disaster in Bangladesh leaves thousands homeless.

45  MPI (2020) Proposals on technical support and advice for erosion prevention and management in the Mekong Delta. MPI, 
Hanoi, 19th August 2020.

46  Irrigation Projects Central Project Office (2020) Mekong Integrated Climate Resilience and Sustainable Livelihoods Project: 
Subproject 1: Addressing Coastal and Riverbank Erosion in the Mekong Delta. MARD. Hanoi.

These challenges are reflected in SECO’s support 
for the 2021-2025 period on Mekong Delta 
Climate Resilience: Planning, Budgeting and 
Infrastructure Investment for Sustainable and 
Environmentally Friendly Economic Development 
of the Mekong Delta. This programme identifies 
addressing coastal and riverbank erosion as a 
key challenge in building climate resilience and a 
focus of an integrated climate resilience planning 
approach that is premised on the development 
of greater coordination between provinces and 
other bodies in the Mekong Delta region. This is 
reflected in the purpose of the programme, which 
is to “strengthen the capacity of Vietnamese 
institutions to harmonize planning and budgeting 
at national, regional, provincial levels to initiate 
effective and efficient regional infrastructure 
investments serving climate resilience in the 
Mekong Delta and Viet Nam”. A key component 
of the development of an effective integrated 
planning system is seen as the establishment of 
a monitoring and evaluation system that would 
work at national, provincial and regional levels. 
The system would be the basis for identifying 
priority actions and investments to address the 
coastal and riverbank erosion challenge in the 
Mekong Delta and elsewhere in Viet Nam.
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This paper has looked in some detail at the 
recent history and contemporary situation with 
regard to regional coordination in Viet Nam, 
and in particular in the Mekong Delta which is a 
designated pilot area for the implementation of 
the first Regional Master Plan as defined in the 
2017 Law on Planning. As has been shown, the 
history of regional coordination initiatives in the 
Mekong Delta has been mixed, with a number of 
programmes that had discernable benefits within 
their own frame of reference but not any significant 
structural change to the regional coordination 
process. This was in large measure because they 
tended to be formulated and implemented in 
isolation, typically as time and budget-bound 
initiatives that had little resonance with the wider 
political and administrative system.

This has changed. As the discussion in the report 
highlights, there have been a number of changes 
to the national policy and regulatory system that 
mean that any current initiatives for regional 
coordination will take place within a supportive 
environment in which links to and the rationale 
from the overall national reform and development 
priorities. In particular, the provisions of the 
Law on Planning set out the framework for new 
regional level planning initiatives and subsequent 
Decisions, Regulations and other documents put in 
place details of the mechanisms through which this 
should take place. The Mekong Delta Integrated 
Regional Plan is in the final stages of development 
and has two key functions: it acts as a national 
pilot to develop experience and modalities for 
regional level plan throughout the country and it 
provides an analysis of needs and priorities that 
set a framework for the future development of the 
Mekong Delta.

One of the conclusions drawn from the 
examination of the range of past and existing 
initiatives discussed in this report is that they are 
most effective where they are focused and have 
a clear relationship to needs and priorities that 
are agreed at both national and local levels. Many 
of these initiatives have taken place with support 
from GIZ and other international development 
partners. This support has been instrumental in 
ensuring that initiatives that are not within the 
standard administrative and budgetary system 

have the momentum and resources to have some 
chance of success. 

These experiences have been of great value in 
building an understanding of and a constituency 
of support for regional coordination initiatives 
at the provincial and local levels. They have 
also demonstrated to the national level that 
well-defined and targeted initiatives can make 
a material difference to tackling the multiple 
challenges the Mekong Delta region faces. The 
overarching framework for these initiatives has 
been to strengthen the resilience of the people and 
institutions of the Mekong Delta to the multiple 
and intensifying problems associated with natural 
disasters and climate and environmental change. 

It is anticipated that such initiatives will continue 
and expand in the future. The emergence of 
a supportive national policy and regulatory 
framework will be invaluable in guiding and 
ensuring the success of such initiatives. The 
MDMP will be important in providing a reference 
point for establishing priorities and building the 
institutional mechanisms needed to strengthen 
regional coordination. The final conclusion to be 
drawn is that the challenges facing the Mekong 
Delta will continue to be formidable but that an 
effective and sustainable institutional system 
to address these challenges in a coherent and 
coordinated manner is emerging and this will be 
the basis of a range of activities at local, regional 
and national levels that together will be the basis 
for the sustainable development of the Mekong 
Delta (and other regions of Viet Nam) in the coming 
years. That this system for regional coordination 
will be able to take advantage of emerging trends 
and opportunities such as renewable energy will be 
an important part of this sustainable development 
future. 

The sustainability of regional coordination 
measures will much depend on the effectiveness 
of the RCC. There are three immediate issues 
for the RCC to resolve. Firstly, in terms of the 
organizational structure, the ownership and pro-
activeness of the provincial coordination groups as 
well as the participation of enterprises and regional 
advisors should be strengthened. Secondly, the 
areas for compulsory coordination (led by the 
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central government) or voluntary coordination 
(led by the market) should be clarified. Thirdly, the 
resources and financial resources for operations 
and activities of the RCC and working groups must 
be ensured. 

An effective regional coordination mechanism 
for the activities led by the Government and the 
market is critical. To help ensure this mechanism 
is sustainable and effective the Office of the RCC 
should be a principally permanent structure that 
acts as secretariat for the Council and regularly 
coordinates activities approved by the RCC based 
on an approved annual workplan. Similarly, 
provincial coordination groups should establish 
platforms to conduct regular information and 
experience exchange with enterprises and advisors 
in the province as well as brainstorm and develop 
orientations for provincial integrated master 
planning coordination. The provincial coordination 
groups should also discuss potential cooperation 
with neighbouring provinces faced with similar 
challenges and common interests. GIZ piloted a 
methodology in An Giang, Kien Giang and Ca Mau 
to support the transition to integrated and multi-
sectoral master planning that involved provincial 
stakeholders such as provincial departments, 
district leaders and officials, and enterprises. 
Stakeholders selected one key development 
priority for the province and contributed their 

skills, perspectives and negotiated competing 
interests to establish a consensus on the provincial 
orientation for the issue. Coordination groups 
based on sectors or sub-regions should be set up 
as the focal point to connect activities of provincial 
coordination groups with the RCC and national 
level. In addition, one option to consider is the 
functions and responsibilities of the coordination 
group of Can Tho City should be supplemented so 
it could take on the role of a permanent regional 
coordination group leader to promote sectors 
such as logistics and value-chain development. 

For the period of 2021-2025, a National Programme 
for scaling up regional coordination nationally 
could be developed using lessons learnt from pilot 
regional coordination in the Mekong Delta. This 
would help solve the problem of budget allocation 
for provincial and inter-provincial infrastructure 
investments in the Mekong Delta (both recurrent 
and investment budgets). It is not advisable to 
integrate national and provincial budgets because 
stakeholder responsibilities and accountability 
would not be clear. The annual budget allocation 
for the National Programme would ensure the 
“stable and permanent” role of the RCC and 
working groups as well as enable necessary studies, 
research, consultations, survey, conferences and 
workshops, which are essential to meet the target 
of effective regional coordination. 

Leadership of the Committee of Science, Technology and Environment of the National Assembly and GIZ 
discussed on cooperation in environment and climate change legislation. Photo © GIZ/ Nguyen Ngoc Anh
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