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Mainstreaming environmental consideration in GMS 
Planning Processes  

Summary of Project Objectives and Contributions to Planning Processes in Viet Nam  
 

I. Background 
Mainstreaming environmental considerations into planning through promoting Multi-Sector 
Processes in the Greater Mekong Subregion project (44323-012) is being conducted under the 
Asia Development Bank (ADB)’s Core Environment Program (CEP) and Biodiversity Conservation 
Corridors Initiative in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Phase 2. The project is 
implemented by the Institute for Social and Environmental Transition International (ISET-
International) in partnership with the United States Army Corps of Engineers – Institute for 
Water Resources (USACE-IWR).  
 
The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) is experiencing rapid growth and economic 
development. Rich natural capital in the region underpins this growth, but these natural 
resources and assets are increasingly stressed and threatened. Transformations to the 
agriculture sector, together with the expansion of industry (including extractive industries), and 
rapid urbanization are altering ecological landscapes, putting greater demand on natural 
resources and creating problems of scarcity and pollution. The region is identified as being 
particularly vulnerable to climate change with projections suggesting significant changes to the 
timing and duration of the seasons, with shifts in rainfall patterns, and the changing frequency 
and intensity of weather events. Increasingly, addressing these inter-linked development - 
environment challenges will need to be at the scale of ecological landscapes, often crossing 
administrative boundaries of provinces and nations. Maintaining and enhancing natural capital 
on which economic prosperity depends will require the combined efforts of different sectors, 
and diverse stakeholders. Yet, both national and provincial governments have struggled to 
adopt robust multi-sector processes to adequately integrate environmental considerations into 
planning or into the implementation of development plans. 
 

II. Project Objectives 
The approach to Multi-Sector Planning (MSP) outlined for this project aims to strengthen 
dialogue and build capacity for planning across sectors in ways that promote economic, 
environmental and social sustainability. The results of this project include: 
 

• Promote strategic Socio-Economic Development Planning (SEDP) through identifying 
opportunities for environmental mainstreaming in the planning processes, as well as 
enhance the quality of planning and areas where improvements can be made; 

• Demonstrate the value of scenario-based multi-sector planning in improving decision-
making in complex, multi-sectoral environment – SEDP 
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• Introduce a multi-sector planning framework to support multi-stakeholders to identify: 
 i) development and environment challenges 
 ii) desired future development goals supported by indicators 

iii) options and alternative development scenarios and choices 
• Initiate a participatory process of engaging multi-stakeholders in making collective 

decisions in order to sustainably manage environment and natural resources;  
• Build institutional and technical capacities for countries to understand, use and 

implement scenario-based multi-sector planning tool; 
• Document the process of doing strategic planning and identify opportunities for 

replication 
 
This project will take place in three countries—Viet Nam, Lao PDR, and Cambodia. Lao Cai, Viet 
Nam will be the core case study for the project and particular effort will be put into supporting 
both provincial and national stakeholders to understand and build capacity to engage in and 
carry out scenario-based multi-sector planning exercise. In Lao Cai, a scenario model will be co-
developed with local stakeholders through a participatory process. At the end of the project 
this tool will remain with local partners, who will have the capacity to apply the tool in 
provincial planning processes. Activities in Lao PDR and Cambodia will focus on building 
capacity for understanding the needs and opportunities for environmental mainstreaming in 
planning processes through multi-sector planning exercises, and identifying institutional 
opportunities. Participants from Lao PDR and Cambodia will be invited to engage in regional 
learning workshops that provide focused training based on the experience in Lao Cai.   
 

III. Rationales of Selecting Lao Cai as the Core Case Study 

Lao Cai province is experiencing rapid change; a new highway funded through ADB investments 
that connects the province to Hanoi and China has introduced new opportunities for growth in 
tourism, trade, and services. Growth in these sectors as well as planned growth in traditional 
economic activities such as mining, industry, and agriculture may lead to new challenges, 
around use and conservation of natural resources, particularly land and water. In early 
discussions, Lao Cai provincial authorities have already recognized that the pace of change 
associated with the new highway will require them to adjust their SEDP to changing conditions, 
in particular in addressing the negative consequences of these economic activities on 
environment and ecosystem services. Moreover, the pace and unpredictable nature of change 
in Lao Cai requires provincial and district authorities to be able to adapt planning and 
implementation as circumstances change, and increasingly, to the uncertainties and risks 
associated with climate change. Mainstreaming environment into SEDP through Multisector 
Planning exercise can prove to be an effective way in resolving the current and foreseen 
environment and development trade-offs. The project will also contribute to other processes 
such as identifying public investment opportunities, annual public budget preparation and to an 
extent possible to outline where ADB’s lending could lead to most positive environment and 
development outcomes.   
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The core challenge for Lao Cai lies in how it can achieve development objectives, including GDP 
growth targets, while also protecting and sustaining its natural resources. Each of the key 
sectors in the SEDP for Lao Cai relies heavily on natural resources—requiring specific land and 
water inputs—while also impacting the quantity and quality of those natural resources. Natural 
resource degradation as a result of activities in one sector, will constraining growth targets in 
other sectors. The current draft of the SEDP identifies specific growth targets for key economic 
sectors. While the importance of protecting and enhancing the environment is recognized in 
the SEDP, there are few specific objectives and policy measures to achieve environmental 
sustainability. Environment is currently considered a stand-alone sector, with targets framed 
around protecting forest cover, biodiversity conservation, and prevention of pollution. 
Environment is not seen as a cross-cutting concern. Given the importance of the environment, 
and in particular land and water, for achieving economic growth, industrialization and 
urbanization objectives, a focus on ensuring environmental sustainability within the context of 
growth in different sectors will contribute to achieving all objectives outlined in the SEDP. 
Additionally the SEDP does not include actions to support regular environmental monitoring 
through the process of implementation. While the overall strategic direction of the SEDP has 
already been agreed, a critical gap remains in its implementation, and ensuring that 
adjustments can be made as circumstances change, and as new opportunities and challenges 
emerge. The MSP process will consider scenarios based on different growth targets and overall 
contributions to GDP by sector (agriculture, mining, industry, services, and tourism) as well as 
different land-use, water-use, and climate regimes. This will allow the province to consider 
different development options and their implications.  
 

IV. Specific activities to achieve project objectives 
Multi-sector Planning is a multi-step, iterative and multi-faceted process that convenes 
stakeholders from multiple sectors to agree on a common agenda in achieving development 
goals. Fundamentally, the process aims to promote dialogue and build capacities in identifying 
potential challenges, as well as actions and opportunities in resolving these challenges. 
Technical models are used to support and enhance this dialogue, in particular in identifying and 
collaboratively assessing alternative options.  
 
The different activities that will take place under the MSP project will contribute to multisector 
engagement, stakeholder analysis, and the SEDP process in Lao Cai.  

 The establishment of a multisector Working Groups under the overall supervision 
of the Provincial People’s Committee. The Working Groups will be lead by the 
Department of Planning and Investment (DPI) and the Department of Natural 
Resources and Environment (DONRE) with overall responsibility for coordinating 
with provincial stakeholders, and for the co-production of the scenario based model. 
The Working Group will report directly to the Provincial People’s Committee, 
thereby ensuring an institutional mechanism that can guide and coordinate 
engagement across multiple sectors and feed directly into provincial level planning, 
and implementation.  
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 Through MSP dialogues stakeholders on the Working Group, PPC and other key 
provincial and sub-provincial actors will identify the core multisector questions and 
challenges (such as land use conflicts or water resource allocation) that will affect 
their ability to meet the objectives in the SEDP and that will focus this engagement.  

 A scenario model will be developed by the Lao Cai Working group under a 
framework provided by ISET and USACE. This interactive and iterative approach will 
build capacity of the provincial Working Group so they can integrate and build 
relationships between different data and information in order to demonstrate how 
different sectors relate to each other and use and impact natural resources. Once 
completed, the scenario model will be housed in Lao Cai. 

 Regular Planning Exercises throughout the course of the project will build the 
capacity of stakeholders to use MSP dialogues and model to analyze different 
scenarios, compare trade-offs between different options and development 
directions, and identify areas where environmental considerations can be 
incorporated into final planning and investment decisions (i.e. identify sectors need 
to improve water use efficiency, reduce land conversation rate, or increase pollution 
charges). These planning exercises will also identify gaps in current planning and 
implementation arrangements for the SEDP. 

 Training and capacity building exercises will ensure that local capacity exists to 
continue using MSP processes and models after the engagement through ADB CEP 
ends. This capacity will be critical to ensuring that Lao Cai is able to build on the 
experience in this project to refine and guide implementation of the SEDP. Lao Cai 
will also serve as a demonstration site for communicating with and training 
neighboring provinces, national stakeholders, and other countries in the GMS.   

 Identify uptake pathways for environmental mainstreaming to take place through 
country planning and budgeting processes as well as ADB country strategies and 
planning processes.  

 
The timeframe for the MSP project in Lao Cai extends beyond the completion of the SEDP, 
which will finish by the end of 2015. Early dialogues around multisector challenges may 
indirectly influence the SEDP. In many ways, MSP will contribute indirectly to an improved 
SEDP, both in terms of its design, but also in terms of tracking progress of SEDP implementation 
in a way that would allow for subsequent revision. In addition, tools and processes for MSP will 
also be able to contribute to environmental mainstreaming in broader annual investment and 
budget allocation decisions.  
 

V. Stakeholder Engagement 
The experience from the Lao Cai case study will be used to develop guidance for applying MSP 
for environmental mainstreaming in additional provinces in Viet Nam and other countries in the 
GMS. A key pathway for replicating this process throughout Viet Nam is through national 
ministries. In order to build capacity and awareness at the national level to facilitate strategic 
planning processes through environmental mainstreaming, key government ministries, 
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especially the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI), MPI’s Development Strategy Institute 
(DSI), and the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment (MONRE). Representatives 
from these ministries will be asked to participate in the entire MSP process in Lao Cai. In 
addition, specific training events will be developed to support MPI staff in particular so they can 
improve their skill in facilitating a participatory process and applying scenario based models in 
their future SEDP development.  
 
Working with Asian Development Bank (ADB) Viet Nam Resident Mission will provide an 
important pathway for identifying opportunities for integrating environmental considerations 
into investment planning. ADB investment in infrastructure and support to planning processes 
can be bolstered by MSP approaches. The project will explore connections to ongoing ADB 
projects and efforts, including national stakeholder analyses, and will engage ADB in trainings 
and dialogues. In addition, in the case of Vietnam, provincial representatives from neighboring 
Northeast provinces will be invited to participate in key trainings. These provinces are already 
engaging with ADB around regional planning and many other efforts. MSP tools and approaches 
could enhance these ongoing efforts. ADB’s convening power also provides an opportunity to 
engage with other donors working in the region.  
 
Finally, MSP is a process to pull together and conduct analyses of future scenarios using data 
that is routinely collected but that may reside in different agencies, such as climate change 
scenario information from IMHEN (MONRE), water planning for Lao Cai from Department of 
Hydrology and Meteorology. MSP could also contribute to the continued strengthening of 
Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) policies and institutions, including the 
establishment of River Basin Organizations as promoted by MONRE and MARD. The promotion 
of IWRM has a long history in Vietnam, and represents an important policy initiative to foster 
multi-sector planning at the river basin scale. The Institute for Strategy and Policy of Natural 
Resources and the Environment (ISPONRE) is the National Support Unit (NSU) and will continue 
to facilitate engagement with national agencies  
 
 


