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I. Project Objectives 

In the Lao PDR, the 17,000 km2 Nam Ngum Basin (“NNgB”) 
has been a focus of ADB projects to improve water resources 
management and rural development planning. Wherever bio-
diversity is a major asset, its protection and conservation should 
be a resources management priority. 

The best definition of biodiversity is that it encompasses all the 
following: 

	 	 	 	 		 • complexity in ecological structure;
	 	 	 		 • richness in species;
	 	 	 		 • abundance in organisms.

Many hundreds of species of wild fish, birds, animals and wild 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	plants have long been and are still now extensively gathered,

traded and consumed by the inhabitants of the NNgB. Tens of 
thousands of people participate in the capture fishery alone. Bio-
diversity appears large in certain markets. 

The proposed Project would begin institutionalizing biodiversity 
conservation in the NNgB. 

II. Global Significance and Problems 

On an annual basis, the Nam Ngum catchment contributes 
about 11% of the Mekong discharge at the Pak Ngum (“pak” is 
mouth in Lao and Thai) confluence, and about 3-4% of the over-
all flow of the Mekong into the South China Sea and upbasin, 
seasonally, into the Tonle Sab system in Cambodia. There are 
four lower riparian countries partly dependent upon the quality, 
volume, and timing of the Nam Ngum’s discharge. The biogeography 
of the NNgB’s subwatersheds is markedly varied, from the slopes 
of Phou Bia, the country’s highest mountain, to the semi-arid 
Tra Ninh Plateau in Xieng Khouang, to the karstian terranes of 
Xaysomboun, to the grand lowland meanders downbasin of the 
Nam Ngum 1 dam. 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	“Globally Significant” usually implies an extraordinary level of
biodiversity or the important presence of key threatened species. 
Alternatively, successfully implementing any GEF activity under 
conditions which so frequently have led to failed biodiversity 
conservation elsewhere is globally significant as a methodo-
logical model. 

For biodiversity projects to work in Laos, the role that biodiver-
sity actually plays here —in cultural and economic terms— has 
first off to be understood and communicated. The biodiversity 
conservation agenda which motivates the donors must also be 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	made explicit and understandable to Lao people in and outside
of government, who may then find themselves in agreement with 
some or all of it. 

Or they may sharply disagree: “fed-up with nature” is a common 
figure of speech in modern Lao and the accepted development 
strategy for Laos is to alleviate poverty by replacing the rural 
subsistence economy with market-oriented sedentary agriculture 
and by effectively commoditizing water and forest resources (see 
the “Eight National Priorities of the Lao PDR”). 

Where swidden decimates forest cover —by no means universally 
true— sedentarization may benefit biodiversity. Where forested 
uplands are protected with a share of the catchment’s hydropower 
revenues —much-discussed but so far [in 2002, well prior to Nam 
Theun 2 going online] unimplemented in Laos— terrestrial and 
avian biodiversity might gain from some sacrifice of aquatic bio-

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	versity. How then to maximize potential positive outcomes?

Fishers, hunter-gatherers and traders of the Nam Ngum’s biota 
see for themselves which species are declining and which habitats 
are lost. Other species may be stable or even gaining ground 
and certain habitats are now in better shape than two or three 
decades ago in the wake of the Second Indochina War, which 
struck Xieng Khoang and Xaysomboun especially hard. The 
ecology, life history, economic and social utility, and present 
trajectory of hundreds of native species must already be at least 
partly known. 
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