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Introduction  
 
During the past decade, energy demand in Vietnam has grown at a rate of 13-15% annually 
and is projected to continue to rise at a similar rate over the next 10-15 years.  To meet this 
demand, electricity output from hydropower is projected to rise to 30 billion kWh a year, with 
a large part of this expansion coming from a medium-term development program of 6,000 
MW under the Sixth National Power Development Plan (2006-2010).   
 
Given the scale of this hydropower planning and the relatively short implementation 
schedule, the management of complex environmental, social and economic impacts and 
interactions at national, provincial and river basin levels will be a critical issue for sustainable 
development in the future.  National capacity for the assessment of strategic level 
environmental and social impacts is however presently limited.  To address this issues, the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE), the Ministry of Industry and 
Trade (MOIT) and Electricity of Vietnam (EVN) have collaborated together to undertake a 
series of three pilot strategic environmental assessment (SEA) reports of hydropower 
planning, with financial and technical support from the World Bank and Asian Development 
Bank (ADB)3.   
 
These projects have all aimed to assist the Government to take into account the overall 
impacts and risks of hydropower development, either nationally or within specific river 
basins.  In addition, all of the projects have included a focus on capacity building for SEA, 
which was introduced into the legal system in Vietnam through the Law on Environment 
Protection (LEP) in 2005.    
 
Of the three projects undertaken to date, one project in particular – the pilot SEA of the 
Quang Nam Province Hydropower Plan for 2006-2015 – was undertaken following the 
requirements of the new legal system for SEA and using a methodological approach 
recommended within the draft MONRE General Technical Guidelines for SEA in Vietnam 
(MONRE Technical Guidelines)4.  As such, this SEA pilot potentially provides important 
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lessons for guiding future SEA practice in Vietnam, as well as lessons for future hydropower 
planning.  This working paper provides an initial summary and discussion of these lessons 
and was developed to assist MONRE in its own deliberations regarding lessons learned and 
experiences from SEA activities in Vietnam since the passing of the LEP in 20055.  The 
working paper is divided into four main sections: (i) background to the project and methods; 
(ii) key findings and outcomes of the project; (iii) assessment of lessons; and (iv) 
conclusions.   
 
Background on the Pilot SEA of the Quang Nam Hydropower Plan for 2006-2015 
 
The pilot SEA of the Quang Nam Hydropower Plan was undertaken through ADB Technical 
Assistance (TA) for Capacity Building in SEA of the Hydropower Sector (TA 4713-VIE), 
which was implemented from October 2006 to November 2007.  The purpose of the TA was 
to (i) develop the capacity within MONRE, EVN, MOIT and related government agencies in 
SEA preparation and appraisal and its uses in integrated watershed management; (ii) pilot a 
comprehensive SEA of planned and committed hydropower in the Vu Gia - Thu Bon River 
Basin in Central Viet Nam; and (iii) define and share the lesson learned from the pilot within 
government and with other development partners including donors and non-government 
organizations (ICEM, 2008). 
 
The objective of the pilot SEA was to demonstrate SEA methodology and good practice 
through the assessment of hydropower proposals and other development activities in the 
Vu-Gia Thu Bon River Basin (VGTB)6.  Specifically the SEA tested the relevant requirements 
laid down in the LEP with particular regard to the required contents of SEA Reports defined 
in the MONRE Circular 08/2006/TT-BTNMT and in the draft MONRE Technical Guidelines.  
The intention was to test and contribute to the development of both the MONRE Technical 
Guidelines and additional specific guidance for SEA application in the hydropower sector 
(ICEM, 2008).   
 
The SEA employed the following analytical steps: 
 

(i) Identification of more than 80 environmental, social and economic issues 
considered by the local stakeholders as important for development in the basin; 

(ii) Consolidation of the list of issues into 15 key environmental, social and economic 
themes; 

(iii) Outline of the past and future trends in 15 key environmental, social and 
economic themes in the study area without the hydropower plan (linked to the 
expected development trends should no hydro-power plan be implemented); 

(iv) Outline of the expected future trends in 15 key environmental, social and 
economic themes in the study area with the hydropower plan; 

(v) Based on the trend analysis, identification of four critical strategic concerns 
associated hydropower development in the basin – (i) integrity of ecosystems, (ii) 
water supply, (iii) minorities, and (iv) economic development in Quang Nam and 
Da Nang Provinces. 

                                                 
5 This process of reviewing lessons learned fed into preparations for a special session on “SEA 
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border between Vietnam and Lao PDR.  The basin has a total catchment area of 10,350 km2 and 
flows through Quang Nam and Da Nang Provinces and a small area within Kon Tum.   



(vi) Assessment of the synergistic impacts of the hydropower plan on four critical 
strategic concerns; and   

(vii) Formulation of a comprehensive set of recommended measures for preventing, 
reducing or off-setting negative impacts of the proposed hydropower plan and for 
enhancing any expected positive impacts.  

 
These analytical steps were carried out through extensive consultations with national and 
local stakeholders at key stages in the SEA process – thus building their capacity for follow 
up activities after completion of the SEA and for possible replication of the SEA approach for 
hydropower planning in other basins (ICEM, 2008).  Consultation and participatory methods 
used included: (i) the establishment of a multi-sectoral working group as a focal point for 
engagements; (ii) stakeholder workshops during the phases of issue identification, baseline 
analysis and the assessment of impacts and mitigation measures; (iii) meetings and informal 
communications with senior leaders in the province and with staff from all relevant sectoral 
departments in the two main provinces.   
 
The methodology adopted in the pilot SEA used trend analysis as the primary analytical tool.  
This method was adopted following the recommendations of the MONRE Technical 
Guidelines, which follow an process similar to approaches adopted in the European Union7. 
The process considered a broad range of environmental, social and economic issues.   
 
The assessment also assumed that there are scarce financial and human resources, as well 
as limited time to conduct SEAs in Viet Nam.  It also assumed that there was some urgency 
to apply the tool to assist in guiding and shaping the very rapid and extensive development 
planned in the hydropower sector (ICEM, 2008).  This was particularly the case in the Vu Gia 
– Thu Bon River Basin, where close to 40 hydropower projects (HP) had already been 
approved prior to the SEA commencing, with a further 20 proposed by the time the SEA was 
completed (Figure 1).  This meant that the SEA needed to be conducted on a plan already 
approved by the Quang Nam Provincial People’s Committee (PPC) and MOIT and in 
response to a dynamic and ambitious planning environment.  As such, the methodological 
approach needed to acknowledge that information on many key issues was either not in 
place or only partially available.  This necessitated a method and process which relied 
heavily on the judgments and opinions of the government officers and other national experts 
involved (ICEM, 2008). 
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Figure 1: Reference map of small, medium and large hydropower schemes proposed for the 
Vu Gia Thu Bon River Basin (ICEM, 2008) 
 
Key Findings and Outcomes 
 
Following extensive review and consultation on the 15 key economic, social and 
environmental themes of concern to sustainable development in the basin, the SEA 
concluded that the pace and scale of proposed hydropower development was at a level 
which cannot be sustained.  Considering the 60 projects included within the approved plan 
and its subsequent additions, the study indicated that overall, the hydropower plan was likely 
to have a net negative impact on the economies of the two provinces concerned; and would 
have serious negative consequences for natural systems and for the livelihoods and well 
being of some ethnic minority groups.   
 
In particular, key issues identified by the SEA focused on four critical strategic concerns: (i) 
water supply; (ii) economic development of Da Nang and Quang Nam; (iii) ecosystems 
integrity; and (iv) ethnic minorities.  A summary of key issues related to each of the four 
strategic concerns are summarised in Table 1.   
 
Table 1: Summary of key findings of the SEA 
Key issues / impacts Key recommendations
(i) Water supply 
 5 of 8 large hydropower projects will have 

reservoirs that are sufficiently large to alter 
downstream flows in the dry season. 

 Procedures for operation of the projects for 
supplementation of flows in the dry season 
have not been prepared and there are no 
guidelines for owners / operators regarding 
releases. 

 All 8 large projects need to be managed as 
multi-purpose facilities to avoid future 
situations of acute shortages. 

 A strategic and long term approach to river 
basin management and procedures for 
reservoir water releases including Rule Curve 
preparation is needed. 

 Ideally the Dak Mi 4 project should be 



 One large project - Dak Mi 4, which 
includes an inter basin diversion, may 
result in serious loss of water from the 
Song-Cai-Song Vu Gia-Song Yen system – 
leading to more severe drought and losses 
of water supply affecting both provinces 
and particularly Da Nang City. 

redesigned without the diversion – this would 
reduce power capacity but eliminate risks.   
Given however that the project may have 
proceeded too far for this option to be feasible, 
it is recommended that low flow water supply 
gates be incorporated into the project design. 

(ii) Economic development of Da Nang and Quang Nam 
 HP is likely to have positive and negative 

economic impacts on different sectors – 
particularly for those that use natural 
resources  
(agriculture, fisheries and forestry).   

 Extra revenue from hydropower represents 
an important opportunity for Quang Nam 
Province.  Evaluations of direct costs of 
hydropower have not however been 
considered.  Costs implied include 
resettlement, policing and compliance, 
water supply risks, bank protection and 
alteration to water supply / irrigation 
infrastructure.   

 Establish a River Basin Fund by redistributing 
some of the financial gains of HP operators to 
affected areas, communities and sectors in the 
basin.  

 Environmental management plans for specific 
projects should set priorities as well as an 
integrated river basin plan in the long term. 

(iii) Ecosystem integrity 
 8 large and 20 small and medium projects 

will create movement barriers for migratory 
fish species.  

 Reservoirs will convert fast flowing upland 
streams into still water, negatively 
impacting on stream habitat species.  

 Regulation of releases will change 
downstream seasonal flow patterns.  

 Inter-basin diversion from Dak Mi 4 will 
increase flows in Ngon Thu Bon and 
reduce in the Song-Cai-Song Vu Gia-Song 
Yen.  

 10,000 hectares of forest cover will be lost 
due to inundation, clearing for road and 
transmission corridors and construction of 
resettlement areas.  Secondary impacts 
from workers, resettlement and increased 
access for illegal logging will also occur.  

 Fragmentation of areas of national and 
international biodiversity importance within 
the Central Truong Son Ecoregion. 

 Develop and intact rivers program - two 
complete river sequences, from headwaters to 
sea, should be kept free from barriers in each 
of the Vu Gia and Thu Bon Rivers to ensure 
that a full sequence of habitats and migratory 
routes is protected in each river. 

 Intact rivers program should be supported by: 
fish passages (where possible, a 
comprehensive environmental flows plan; 
control of additional stress factors, and 
capacity building for ecological management of 
the river system.   

 Projects proposed within the special protection 
zone of Song Thanh Nature Reserve and on 
Song Giang should be cancelled as these 
developments contravene the Forest 
Protection Law. 

 Establish forest corridors to re-connect isolated 
forests or rehabilitate degraded forests to 
improve biological values of the landscape as a 
whole. 

(iv) Ethnic minorities 
 Positive improvements in public 

infrastructure in isolated areas and the 
creation of new sites for local tourism 
development.   

 Land loss and resettlement resulting from 
the inundation of reservoirs and related 
construction works with increased risks of 
impoverishment and marginalization, 
increased pressure on land and natural 
resources and potential increases in social 
risks and vulnerability.   

 Suitable land available for resettlement is 
limited, due to the limited availability of 
production land with reasonable access to 
infrastructure and services.      

 Integrated government service delivery for 
ethnic minority communities coordinated 
through an Ethnic Minorities Development Plan 
– with a mandate and budget to oversee 
resettlement and a long-term adjustments 
program.  

 Central legislation to increase obligations of 
hydropower developers to provide long–term 
support through one-off payments; regular 
instalments; and a percentage of revenue 
managed through a pilot river basin fund. 



 
In addition, the SEA Report recommended that a number of fundamental principles should 
underpin and drive implementation of the hydropower plan for the Vu Gia-Thu Bon River 
Basin.  They are principles, which if followed, would enhance the sustainability and equity of 
the hydro sector in the basin.  The seven principles were: 
 

1. Net provincial economic gain: Quang Nam and Da Nang Provincial 
economies should not be left worse off by the plan 

2. User pays: HP operators should contribute to meeting all direct and indirect 
environmental and socio-economic costs of the plan implementation 

3. Multiple use: HP projects with reservoirs should be designed and managed 
for multiple use of water resources 

4. Safe operations: Implement operational regimes and institutional 
arrangements to reduce droughts and floods and prepare for disasters 

5. Net biodiversity gain: Avoid and minimize harm to biodiversity and introduce 
conservation offsets 

6. Net gain in minority well being: Reduce poverty and increase food security in 
affected minorities 

7. The precautionary principle: Take care to avoid permanent loss of provincial 
assets which can occur by developing too much too quickly. 

 
Following the completion of the assessment a final workshop involving MONRE, MOIT, EVN 
and senior leaders from Quang Nam and Da Nang Provinces was held in Hanoi in October 
2007.  At the meeting, the Quang Nam Provincial Chairman – Mr Nguyen Duc Hai – 
indicated his concern regarding a number of issues raised by the assessment.  This led to a 
subsequent follow-up workshop in March 2008 initiated by the PPC and organised by the 
Provincial Department of Natural Resources and Environment (DONRE)8.  The aim of the 
workshop was to review the outcomes and recommendations of the SEA and agree on 
recommended follow-up action.   
 
At the workshop the Provincial Chairman strongly supported the process undertaken by the 
SEA and suggested that hydropower plans and strategies [had been] made without looking 
at the ‘big picture’, and as a result these projects can have negative impacts on the 
environment.  Mt Hai also stated that ‘the recommendations from the hydropower 
assessment for the Vu Gia-Thu Bon river basin will help us achieve sustainable hydropower 
development goals in particular, and economic development goals in general’.  In addition, 
the People’s Committee of Quang Nam Province (PPC) indicated its full support for the issue 
of biodiversity conservation and the recommendation to maintain some rivers intact from 
headwaters to sea in order to develop nature tourism and promote economic growth in the 
long-term9.  Subsequent to the workshop the Provincial Chairman has initiated a further 
elevation of some elements of the proposed hydropower plan and has placed a freeze on all 
hydropower development within the Song Thanh Nature Reserve.  
 
Assessment of Lessons Learned  
 
In assessing lessons learned from the project, a framework has been established in order to 
guide the assessment around key themes (Table 1).   

                                                 
8 The workshop was supported by the Wetlands Alliance Program and was attended by 
representatives from ADB, Mekong River Commission, WWF and DANIDA.   
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See http://www.panda.org/about_wwf/what_we_do/freshwater/news/index.cfm?uNewsID=128601  



Table 2: Reference framework for assessing lessons learned from the SEA 
Focal Issue Guiding questions 
1. Suitability of the 

methodology:  
 Did the methodology provide a suitable analytical approach for the 

identification of key issues and impacts?  
 Were the methods suitable to the available data and was it adaptable 

to situations of uncertainty?  
 Did the methodology help to facilitate discussion on key issues with 

decision makers in a transparent and effective way? 
 Was the balance between quantitative and qualitative assessment 

methods appropriate to the available data?  
 Does the methodology provide a framework for considering different 

future scenarios and alternatives?  
 Are the methods consistent with the legal framework under the Law on 

Environment Protection and Circular 08? 
2. Consideration of 

issues  
 Did the SEA identify the relevant issues relating to the plan?  
 Was the level of detail considered in the assessment appropriate?  
 The SEA considered a broad range of environmental, social and 

economic issues – was this appropriate?  
 Did the consideration of issues meet the requirements of the legal 

framework under the Law on Environment Protection and Circular 08? 
3. Approach to 

consultation and 
participation.  

 Did the SEA engage key stakeholders in the assessment?  
 Was the approach to consultation and participation effective?  
 Did the consultation and participation approach improve the 

assessment in terms of: (1) identification of issues; (2) evaluation and 
discussion of key issues and impacts; and (3) suitability and 
acceptance of recommendations?   

 Did the approach to consultation meet the requirements of the legal 
framework under the Law on Environment Protection and Circular 08? 

 Is this level of consultation realistic for future SEAs in Vietnam given 
the likely time and budget requirements?  

4. Recommendations   Where the recommendations clearly articulated in a way that supports 
decision making?  

 Do the recommendations address the key issues and impacts 
identified in the assessment? 

 Do the recommendations take into consideration positive opportunities 
for optimizing the plans implementation? 

 Do the recommendations provide viable solutions for mitigating 
important impacts? 

 Did the SEA clearly detail how recommendations should be followed 
up and implemented and by who? 

 How did the key decision makers respond to the recommendations?  
Are the recommendations being considered appropriately and 
implemented? 

5. SEA Report  Is the structure of the SEA report clear and does it clearly identify: (1) 
key impacts and causes; (2) the consistency of the proposed plan with 
objectives and targets for environmental protection; (3) suitable 
mitigation and enhancement measures for the plans implementation; 
(4) suitable environmental monitoring and management measures; (5) 
additional support measures (institutional arrangements, policy 
interventions etc.)  

 Does the report provide a suitable balance of technical and non-
technical language, suitable for supporting decision making purposes? 

 Is the content and structure of the SEA report consistent with Circular 
08?  

6. Outcomes   Has the SEA supported better decision making and awareness of 
issues related to the plan?  

 Has the SEA process improved capacity for undertaking future SEAs? 
If yes, how?  

 How could future SEAs be improved?  



Based on the above reference framework, a summary of some of the key lessons is 
provided below.  This list is not exhaustive and does not cover all issues covered by the 
framework.   
 
1. Suitability of the methodology  

 
1.1. Use of trend analysis  

 
The trend analysis methods used in the assessment provided a robust and flexible 
methodology.  The method allowed for a systematic comparison between the existing 
baseline situation and likely future trends without and with hydropower development.  This 
allowed for a clear consideration of environmental, social and economic impacts caused not 
only by hydropower, but by other factors influencing the future environment.  For example, 
the SEA identified that fragmentation of terrestrial ecosystems by roads will have a critical 
impact on the biodiversity landscape, which will be further exacerbated by the inundation of 
reservoirs and supporting infrastructure.     

 
The method was also suitable for situations where data deficiencies made it hard to quantify 
impacts.  In these situations the assessment used best and worst case scenarios as a basis 
for considering future environmental impacts.  These scenarios were then discussed with the 
relevant government authorities, which in some cases led to additional information being 
provided to enable the assessment to be refined.   
 
Most importantly, the trend analysis method was particularly effective for engaging decision 
makers in the assessment, as it provided a simple and transparent framework for discussing 
impacts and alternatives.  This outcome was enhanced by combining the trend analysis with 
GIS tools to provide visual maps showing spatial dimensions of key issues.   

  
2. Consideration of environmental issues 
 

2.1. Inclusion of environmental, social and economic issues in the assessment: 
 
The SEA considered a broad range of environmental, social and economic issues.  The 
issues were identified though consultation with government stakeholders from a range of 
affected sectors, combined with expert assessment and the review of background 
information.  Throughout the assessment the issues considered were progressively refined 
to ensure the SEA focused on the most important strategic impacts.  This refinement 
involved further consultation with the key stakeholders to ensure there agreement and to 
build ownership and trust in the process.   
 
The inclusion of a broad range of issues highlighted the need for a broader range of 
management intervention than could have been achieved if only environmental impacts were 
assessed.  For example, the SEA identified that while the hydropower development plan will 
increase revenue, this revenue will be largely remitted back to the central government level, 
while a range of long-term and direct environmental, social and infrastructure costs will be 
created at the provincial and local government level.  Consideration of these types of issues 
has highlighted the need for a “river basin management fund” and a multi-provincial and 
cross sectoral river basin management board to manage the broad range of impacts created 
by the hydropower development plan.   
 
3. Approach to consultation and participation.   
 

3.1. Involvement of key stakeholders throughout the SEA 
 



Through initial consultations with the core group of MONRE / DONRE, MOIT and EVN, the 
SEA process identified a broad range of stakeholders from a range of approximately 20 
sectoral agencies at the provincial level.  While the hydropower plan was focused on Quang 
Nam Province, Da Nang City also participated in all key consultations, as a number of 
important downstream impacts affecting the region were identified (for example, reductions 
in water supply in the dry season).  Inclusion of such a broad range of stakeholders had a 
number of benefits:  
 

• Identification of important cross-sectoral issues that may otherwise have been 
missed or considered as less important. 

• Improved access to information and data.  

• Workshops and bilateral meetings allowed for key issues and assumptions in the 
SEA to be discussed and tested.   

• The need for greater cross-sectoral involvement in planning was clearly identified 
and articulated by stakeholders at meetings, which may help to improve the 
efficiency of future planning.   

• Diverging interests and priorities between different stakeholders were articulated 
and discussed, which built awareness of issues for the SEA and for the planners 
and leaders.    

• Greater ownership of the SEA was built and as a result, the Chairman of Quang 
Nam Province has called for a further evaluation of the plan and for key 
recommendations within the report to be followed up and implemented.   
 

4. Recommendations 
 

4.1. Consideration of recommendations at a range of levels 
 
The SEA provided a clear set of recommendations for the management of hydropower in the 
river basin.  These were focused on what was identified by the assessment as the most 
strategic issues of concern: water supply; ecosystem integrity; economic development of 
Quang Nam and Da Nang; and ethnic minorities.  Recommendation included for: 
 

• changes in project design (eg., water supply gates)  

• projects to be cancelled (eg., projects proposed within the Song Thanh Nature 
Reserve in contravention of the Law on Forest Protection);  

• operational management measures (eg. preparation of rule curves for reservoirs); 

• financial arrangements (eg., the establishment of a river basin management 
fund); 

• employment measures (eg., structural adjustments programs); 

• environmental offsets (eg. compensatory forestry and an intact rivers policy); 

• institutional management (eg. arrangements for river basin planning and 
management and sector coordination); and 

• specific mitigation measures for key impacts (eg., restriction of ribbon 
development along roads crossing forested areas); 

• site level management issues (eg.  improvements in waste management 
practices during dam construction) 

 



Within the report, these recommendations are clearly identified and a rationale for their 
implementation is given.  This could however have been strengthened if the report had 
highlighted more clearly responsibilities for the implementation and follow-up of the 
recommendations (for example, by providing a table that summarises management 
responsibilities and needs for each of the key recommendations).   
 
In some cases, recommendations may also have been strengthened by providing additional 
information on the benefits of recommended measures.  For example, the intact rivers policy 
advocates the protection of at least one continuous river from the headwaters to the coast in 
order to protect a diversity of habitats and fish species migration pathways.  While the report 
clearly provides specific details on the types of management interventions that are needed to 
the implement the policy, it does not however clearly articulate the long term benefits of the 
policy.  Such benefits would include (1) the protection of a full range of interconnected 
habitats that are needed for fish species lifecycles;  (2) the maintenance of fisheries in 
highland areas in order to provide supplementary income and food for the ethnic minorities; 
(3) provide protection of native species for possible future reintroductions in other parts of 
the basin.  While many of these issues are discussed in part in early sections of the report, 
clearer articulation of theses issues would potentially have improved the uptake of the 
recommendations.   
 
5. Outcomes 
 

5.1. Initial uptake of recommendations 
 
The SEA was undertaken on a plan that was approved in 2006 and prior to the legal 
requirements for SEA under the Law on Environment Protection.  The SEA will therefore not 
be formally appraised by government.   
 
The SEA has however triggered a review of the hydropower planning process by the Quang 
Nam PPC, who has requested that the Department of Industry and Trade review the plan in 
detail and consider a broader range of environmental issues relating to hydropower.  The 
PPC Chairman, at a workshop to review the report on the 13th of March 2008, has also 
instructed DONRE to provide a report on the SEA recommendations with suggestions for 
further action.  DONRE was also directed by the PPC to coordinate with all other relevant 
provincial departments where needed.  In addition, the PPC has indicated that it plans to 
prepare a formal letter to the central government regarding the hydropower plan and has 
also requested that additional support from donor programs would be beneficial in helping 
the province address the key recommendations.  These actions are all very promising and 
provide some good initial evidence that the SEA has been highly effective in highlighting a 
number of strategic issues for management intervention.   
 
6. Other Issues 
 

6.1. Empowerment of DONRE 
 
At the provincial level, DONRE has generally lacked the capacity to effectively deal with the 
assessment and management the 8 large and 49 small and medium sized hydropower 
projects that are proposed for the river basin.  The SEA process has however provided some 
additional support in a number of ways:  
 

• Providing training in SEA approaches; 

• Identifying key environmental management and protection issues;  

• Developing a methodology for DONRE to assess cumulative and basin wide 
impacts; 



• Identifying long-term environmental monitoring needs;  

• Identifying key funding and capacity deficiencies for future environmental 
management and monitoring;  

• Assisting DONRE to consultant with a broad range of sectoral agencies; and 

• Supporting DONRE to present and lead discussions on the management of 
hydropower within the province.   

 
Conclusions 
 
SEA has been shown to be an effective tool for the assessment of hydropower planning 
within the context of the Quang Nam Hydropower Plan.  While a number of authors10 have 
rightly suggested that SEA is most effective when commenced at an early stage in the 
planning process, this SEA has shown that an ex-post assessment of an existing plan can 
still provide useful benefits.  In particular the SEA was able to identify critical issues 
associated with the hydropower planning and make recommendations for: (i) area (eg river 
basin) wide and cross sectoral mitigation; (ii) innovations to existing institutional 
arrangements; (iii) modifications to planning and management procedures; and (iv) specific 
project level design modifications, flanking measures and offsets.  
 
One of the most important lessons from the project was the value of stakeholder 
consultations and a ‘whole of government’ engagement approach.  While somewhat time 
consuming and expensive in terms of the costs of workshops and meetings, these costs 
represented only about 5% of the entire cost of the SEA.  Most importantly however, the 
participatory approach adopted by the project developed ownership of the process and 
helped build consensus amongst stakeholders regarding key issues, feasible alternatives 
and mitigation measures.  This ultimately improved the outcomes of the SEA, as many of the 
key recommendations had already been thoroughly discussed with stakeholders.   
 
A significant challenge for the SEA was however a lack of data from which to base the 
assessment.  This occurred due to both a general lack of baseline environmental information 
in Vietnam and also due to barriers to information sharing between government 
departments.  This meant that critical information needed to provide greater certainty in the 
assessment either didn’t exist (eg. information on migratory fish species) or could not be 
accessed (eg. detailed design information on some of the hydropower projects).  This will 
remain a critical impediment for almost all future SEAs in Vietnam in the absence of 
measures to improve data collection, storage and access.   
 
For future SEAs in the hydropower sector, the SEA Report also provides a useful framework 
of key issues that may be relevant in other river basins in Vietnam.  In particular issues such 
as water supply and flows, aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity services and resettlement will 
be key issues in almost all assessments.  Based on a review of these issues, the project has 
made recommendations for the development of SEA Guidelines for the Hydropower Sector, 
which are currently under further development by MONRE.     
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