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SUMMARY

OF

Minutes of MINUTES OF THE FIFTIETH MEETING

OF THE MRC JOINT COMMITTEE
MEKONG RIVER COMMISSION

01 OCTOBER 2020, VIENTIANE, LAO PDR (VIA VIDEO-CONFERENCE)

GENERAL

1. The Joint Committee of the MRC (the Joint Committee/JC) held its Fiftieth Meeting (hereinafter referred to as “The Meeting”) via Video Conference from the Secretariat, on 01 October 2020, via Teleconferencing, Vientiane, Lao PDR. The proposed Agenda items include the following (Appendix No.1: Provisional Agenda): 

· Report on organization, policy and staffing issues and implementation of HR Manuals   

· MRC Financial Report – Basket Fund (BF), Earmarked Fund (EF) and Administrative Reserved Fund (ARF)
· Progress on MRC cooperation with partners and stakeholders
· Report on Progress of JEM Implementation

· Report on Progress of Prior Consultation Process for Sanakham HPP

· Report on the completion and operations of Xayaburi and Don Sahong Hydropower Projects and the Progress on Pak Beng and Pak Lay Hydropower Projects Implementation by Lao PDR

· Report on hydrological conditions in the Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) 

· Proposal for Joint Study on the Changing Patterns of Hydrological Conditions of the Lancang-Mekong basin and Adaptation Strategies

· Approval of Project Based Action Plan (PBAP) for the Implementation of Basin-wide Fisheries Management and Development Strategy (BFMS)

· Endorsement of the Strategy for Basin-wide Environmental Management for Prioritized Environmental Assets (SBEM)

· Approval of Data Acquisition and Generation Action Plan (DAGAP) to implement the MRB Indicators Framework

· LMC Information Sharing Platform

Opening Statement by the Chairperson of the MRC Joint Committee for 2020

2. The Chairperson expressed his delight to witness enthusiasm among all the participants to the Meeting despite all the inconvenience and thanked them for their patience, hard work and coordination to make the Meeting possible. The Chairperson articulated good reason for the gathering today, including discussion, endorsement and approval of some important work of the MRC and sustained operations of the MRCS. Expressing his strong belief for positive outcomes of the Meeting, the Chairperson emphasized the endorsement and approval of the Action Plans and Strategy tabled for the Meeting will provide concerted efforts of all the Member Countries to manage and develop our Mekong basin with an effective monitoring and conservation synergies in the face of rapid basin development and the changing climate conditions. Before opening and wishing the Meeting success, the Chairperson informed the Meeting of a matter of regional importance for the strategic guidance and effective advice of the JC members - the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Information Sharing Platform. 
Matters for Information 

A. Report on organization, policy and staffing issues and implementation of HR Manuals
3. To start with, the Secretariat reported on proposal for improvement of the organizational structure and staffing of the MRCS, progress on the review of the Rules of Procedures (ROPs), CoC, FPAC and CEO TOR, MRCS’ staffing situation, HR Manual implementation and initial organizational impacts, initial proposal for the adjustment of HR Policies, and next steps and plan for the implementation of the adjustment and endorsement. Detailed information was provided in the BN A. and PPT sent to MCs. The Secretariat sought further guidance on the MRCS’ proposal for the adjustment of the HR Policies and the timelines for the implementation of the next steps. 
4. The Meeting took note of the presentation made by the Secretariat and requested the Secretariat to work with the TF to come up with further detailed analysis and plan and roadmap concerning the change proposals to submit to the next meeting of the JC.
B. MRC Financial Report – Basket Fund (BF), Earmarked Fund (EF) and Administrative Reserved Fund (ARF)
5. For this agenda, the Secretariat reported first on the financial performance as of Aug. 2020, with fund received as follows: BF fund transfer of USD 6,195,946 has been received including USD3,762,382 from MC, US2,266,466 from SIDA and SDC. By end of Aug 20, some fund transfers of USD 3,576,424 was still pending - USD2,421,324 from SIDA, USD1,041,100 from Netherlands, and USD114,000 from Luxembourg. USD 3,825,796 has been received from Japanese Government for the Flood & Drought Management Project 2020-2023, USD842,767 from Japanese Government for Drought Project (EF-JAIFD), Flood Project (EF-JAIFF), and Irrigation Facilities Project (EF-JNP17-21), USD223,8244 from KFW for Wetland project (EF-KFW.WL), and USD2,060,026 from EU. This was followed by actual expenditures (USD6,252,678 – BF: USD4,193,687, EF: USD806,254, EU: USD1,252,731) and cash on hand remaining as of Aug. 2020 (USD9,303,157 – BF: USD3,975,750, EF: USD4,178,702, EU: USD1,148,705). Relocated budget (JC-approved USD137,912 from ARF to BF and USD58,288 from BF for 1) Drought Pro. (USD22,704) and 2) Flood Pro. (USD35,584). The Secretariat also provided remaining cash projection from Sep. to Dec. 2020 (A: USD3,7 m – 100% dis and DPs’ fund transfer, B: USD0,1 m – 100% dis but NO DP’s fund transfer, and C:  USD2,0 m – 80% dis and NO DP’s fund transfer) and the ARF in 2020 - USD4,372,484 (137,912 from ARF to BF for the former CEO’s case). 3% of the MC contribution shall be diverted to ARF (planned contribution for ARF in 2021 is USD120,000).

6. The Meeting took note of the financial information presented by the Secretariat and suggested the MCs’ comments be taken into consideration.  
C. Progress on MRC cooperation with partners 
7. The Secretariat reported first on MRC Development Partners for MRC Strategic Plan 2016-2020, followed by fund raising for 2021-2025 (Secured/pledged funding: Flanders (Regional Government of Belgium): EUR 1.1 million (signing, 2020), France (AFD): EUR 1.5 million (signing, 2021), Germany (GIZ): EUR 1 million (signed, 2020), Japan (Ministry of Foreign Affairs): USD 3.8 million, New Zealand (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade): NZD 5 million (signing, 2021) and Potential funding: USD 35 m needed from DPs, and closing the funding gap is being sought from Australia (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade), EU, Germany (GIZ), Japan (MAFF), Luxembourg, Sweden (SIDA), Switzerland (SDC), United States, World Bank. The report also covered the cooperation with Dialogue Partners including courtesy call from the new Permanent Representative of China to UNESCAP and focal point to MRC: CEO and Mr. Ke Yousheng discussed cooperation momentum, the work with the MLC and the upcoming Dialogue Meeting; and regional frameworks, river basin organizations and others including MRC-ASEAN (including Water Security Dialogue), MRC-UNEP, Mekong Lancang Cooperation, MRC – Republic of Korea Partnership, MRC - MiRC & USACE Cooperation, MRC – Murray Darling Basin Authority, and new potential partners such as Arizona State University, USA (ASU), International Office for Water (IOW), France, Israel and engagement with broader stakeholders.
8. The Meeting took note of the information regarding the MRCS cooperation with partners and other international organizations. The Meeting had no objection on the ASEAN-MRC Water Security Dialogue, starting with technical discussion first before proceeding to higher level.
D. Progress report on JEM Implementation

9. For this agenda, the Secretariat reported on the following: 1) JEM Programme Purposes (a. Develop Standardized Environment monitoring methodologies, b. Support sufficient & robust data for project planning, design, construction & operation, c. Support MCs to monitor transboundary environment issues, and d. Exchange data with developers to enable adaptive management and  better dam operation), followed by 2) JEM Pilot at Xayaburi and Don Sahong Hydropower Projects; 3) progress of the Two Pilot Projects; and 4) adjusted workplan for the JEM Pilots. Detailed information regarding each activity was provided in the BN and PPT sent to MCs.
10. The Meeting took note of the information regarding the progress on the JEM Pilots and suggested the above information be provided in the future report.
E. Report on Progress of Prior Consultation Process for Sanakham HPP

11. For the report on the progress on Prior Consultation Process for Sanakham HPP, the Secretariat began with general progress on the project, followed by 1) Proposed stage-wised approach for SNHPP PC Process including A) 1st – 2nd JCWG Meeting, B) 2nd – 3rd JCWG Meeting (To be decided at the 2nd JCWG Meeting), and C) 3rd JCWG Meeting – JC Special Session (To be decided at the 3rd JCWG Meeting), 2) Revised Proposed Roadmap for SNHPP PC Process and LNMC’s Comment such as Revised Proposed Roadmap (agreed by CNMC, TNMC, and VNMC) and Revised Proposed Roadmap (Commented by LNMC), and 3) Issues for discussion/agreement including the following: 05 Oct. – 26 Oct. 2020: 1st Round of National Information Sharing/Consultation; 05 Nov. 2020(tentative): 1st Regional Information Sharing/Consultation; 30 Nov. 2020: 2nd draft of TRR sent to MCs; and 14 – 15 Dec. 2020: 2nd PNPCA JCWG Meeting (including possible site visit).

12. The Meeting took note of the report on the progress made by the Secretariat and requested the flexibility of the PNPCA Process and that the stage-wise basis be maintained and the roadmap be revised accordingly.
F. Report on the completion and operations of Xayaburi and Don Sahong Hydropower Projects and the Progress on Pak Beng and Pak Lay Hydropower Projects Implementation by Lao PDR

13. For this agenda, Lao PDR briefly reported on 1) the general progress and next steps of Don Sahong HPP, followed by 2) general aspect of the Xayaburi HPP with information on specific themes of the project including hydrology, sediments management, and fish passage, 3) general progress on Pak Beng HPP and next steps, and 4) background, general progress on Pak Lay HPP and its next steps.
14. The Meeting took note of the information provided by Lao PDR and requested that comments by the Member Countries be taken into consideration.
G. Report on hydrological conditions in the Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) from April to August 2020

15. For this agenda, the Secretariat presented to the Meeting the following: 1) Rainfall and weather conditions, 2) River monitoring on the mainstream, 3) Drought monitoring and forecasting, 4) Outlook of remaining wet season of 2020. For 1) in 2020, the southwest Monsoon of 2020 arrived later than normal when compared to the average conditions of the previous 10 years. Although to date the pattern of rainfall in 2020 was similar, the monthly cumulative rainfall was still lower than the 10-year average and in 2019. The year 2018 is considered as a wetter year and 2019-2020 as a drought year. Only 3 Stations has the monthly cumulative rainfall were higher than average, the rest were lower than average. For 2) in the first 5 months of 2020 (Jan-May), flows in the Mekong River from Chiang Saen to Kratie were typically higher than the average, and from June-August were lower than average might be caused of low rainfall in LMB. As of the end of August, the Tonle Sap lake was experiencing extremely dry conditions with reverse flows at their lowest on record since 1997. For 3), The accumulated reverse flows in 2020 were significantly delayed, starting in late June, which is about two weeks later than in 2019 and 40 days later than the average. As of the end of August, the Tonle Sap lake was experiencing extremely dry conditions with reverse flows at their lowest on record since 1997. For 4) The LMB is likely to receive more rain starting from September to end of the rainy season in November 2020. 

16. The Meeting took note of the information provided by the Secretariat and requested that concerns and recommendations by the MCs be taken and come up with appropriate actions.

Matters for Consideration

H. Proposal for Joint Study on the Changing Patterns of Hydrological Conditions of the Lancang-Mekong basin and Adaptation Strategies

17. The Hydrological condition in 2019-2020, the Mekong water levels are among the lowest on record, falling below their historical long-term minimum levels over 60-year period. Apparently, this is believed to be caused by the unusually low rainfall in southern China and northern Thailand and Laos. Recently, an unclear study entitled “Monitoring the Quantity of Water Flowing Through the Upper Mekong Basin Under Natural (Unimpeded) Conditions” by the American consulting firm Eyes on Earth of April 2020 was published and widely discussed. To ensure the public would not be misled by such study,the Secretariat has provided its information and jointly proposed a study with LMWRCC in order to provide fact and policy guidance to the public with shorter-term measures and actions to deal with low and high flows, water fluctuations and floods and droughts and medium to longer-term measures and actions in terms of adaptation strategies to address the changing flow regime and increased regulation of the Lancang-Mekong river basin, including the roles of water projects/facilities on both the mainstream and tributaries could play in addressing these disasters. It is proposed that, with comments by MCs, the LMC Joint Working Group (JWG) discuss the proposal and provide greenlight for the LMC Water Center, so that the final draft proposal will soon be developed. Preparation and next steps of the study consist of the following: Proposal preparation and approval, technical report preparation, and reporting and dissemination.

18. The Meeting took note of the information reported by the Secretariat and provided no objection for conducting the Joint Study, but suggested that cooperation and discussion with China be maintained for the Study to be completed.
I. Approval of Project Based Action Plan (PBAP) for the Implementation of Basin-wide Fisheries Management and Development Strategy (BFMS)
19. For this agenda, the Secretariat provided its presentation on the following: Background and objective of the PBAP, Development Progress of the PBAP, Content and Structure of the PBAP, Seven project proposals of the PBAP, and Next steps. The next steps include: 1) The PBAP will be reviewed and updated every five years and expanded to include additional key regional and transboundary fisheries management issues identified in the updated BFMS over time and further work towards sustainable fisheries resources within the Mekong River Basin; 2) The approved PBAP will be used to raise funds from interested DPs for the full implementation of the BFMS, in addition to the MRC BF or EF, in the next MRC SP (2021-2025), and 3) The Secretariat is currently working with MCs to finalize the development of Technical Guidance for Restoration and Protection of key fish habitat (Act. 2.3.5 of SP 2016-2020) and Technical Guidance for Transboundary Fisheries Management (Act. 2.3.7 of SP 2016-2020). The Secretariat sought JC approval of the PBAP and further guidance on its implementation.
20. The Meeting approved the PBAP for further implementation and fund raising.
J. Endorsement of the Strategy for Basin-wide Environmental Management for Prioritized Environmental Assets (SBEM)
21. The Secretariat presented first Mekong River Basin – A Global Biodiversity Hotspot, followed by 1995 Mekong Agreement & Environmental Assets, Development of SBEM, Mekong Strategy for Basin-wide Environmental Management, 12 Environmental Assets of Regional Importance, and next steps. For the 1995 Agreement, the Secretariat cited Article 3, 5, 7 and 8 as well as the The MRC Strategic Plan 2016-2020 in support of the Strategy as one of the main activities. The Secretariat also provide a snapshot of the Mekong Strategy for basin-wide Environmental Management as well as the 12 environmenal assets of regional importance. Next steps include: 1) Draft, consult and finalize a Project-based Action Plan for implementing the SBEM 2021-2025 to protect and manage, and 2) Explore options to design and establish a “Mekong Fund” to protect and manage the 12 REAs, with a focus on opportunities from organizations interested in investing in sustainable activities. The Secretariat sought JC endorsement of the SBEM.
22. The Meeting endorsed the SBEM for further submission to the 27th Council Meeting for approval.
K. Approval of Data Acquisition and Generation Action Plan (DAGAP) to implement the MRB Indicators Framework
23. For this agenda, the Secretariat presented the following: Objectives of DAGAP, Key components of the updated MRB Indicator Framework, DAGAP development process, Content of DAGAP, overall strategic approach, Strategic data acquisition priorities, Sources of data, and Proposed next steps. The objectives of DAGAP are to ensure common understanding amongst the MCs and the MRCS on the roles and responsibilities, processes and arrangements for ensuring the required data is available to assess the status and trends of conditions across the Lower Mekong Basin in accordance with the MRB-Indicator Framework. Proposed next steps include: 1) Undertake awareness-raising and promotion activities within MRC on the content of the DAGAP; and roles and responsibilities in implementing the DAGAP over the next MRC Strategic Plan period (2021-2025), and 2) Implement the DAGAP in conjunction with the reinvigoration of MRC data management, modelling and decision support systems; and preparation and agreement of MOU or Work Agreements and Terms of Reference between the MRCS and relevant NMCS’s and line or implementing agencies in the MCs. The Secretariat sought JC approval of the DAGAP.
24. The Meeting approved the DAGAP for future implementation.
L. Other business

LMC Information Sharing Platform
25. The Secretariat presented the background information regarding the LMC Information Sharing Platform (ISP), followed by Process and outcomes from national consultation meetings, and Recommendations and next steps. As the recommendations and next steps, China proposed to discuss the concept note and Letter of Intention of ISP at the LMC-JWG meeting on 24th September 2020. The MRCS has invited and observed in the meeting and also acknowledge the concerned from MRC-MCs. After this Meeting, the Secretariat will work closely with the LMC Water Center as “Co-develop” on future sharing of experiences and expertise on the development of the platform that would benefit the MRC MCs. Then, the MRCS plans to host a VDO conference with the LMC Water Center and concerned national agencies in October 2020.
26. The Meeting took note of the presentation provided by the Secretariat regarding this LMC Information Sharing Platform.
Closing Statement by the Chairperson of the MRC Joint Committee for 2020

27. As the Meeting draws to a close, the Chairperson expressed his pleasure to have witnessed such a productive meeting with the most helpful insights and advice on a number of matters vital to the ongoing operations of the MRCS and the endorsement and approval of a number of key MRC works to ensure the effective safeguard of the Mekong’s resources and the tools to achieve the goal. The Chairperson thanked all the JC members and the MRCS for their hard work and concerted efforts for these fruitful outcomes and wished them safe and healthy to continue their work.
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