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Foreword

Switzerland is a committed and trusted development part-
ner in the Mekong region. With cooperation programmes in
Cambodia and Laos running for the past 9 and 16 years re-
spectively, it aims at supporting these two countries, and the
broader region, in their efforts to achieve their development
priorities.

Over the past two decades, Cambodia and Laos have
made substantial progress in poverty reduction and social
development. Yet they still face urgent challenges on their
path to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. In par-
ticular their young population needs to be trained to be able
to enter the labour market, climate change exacerbates pres-
sure on natural resources, and citizens still need more oppor-
tunities to effectively engage in planning and decision-making
processes. These challenges have been further amplified by
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Note: The Cooperation Programme was extended by one year
in November 2025.

Under its overall objective of “enabling people, in particular
young people, women and disadvantaged groups in Laos,
Cambodia and the Mekong region to be more prosperous,
resilient and better included in development processes”, the
new Swiss Mekong Region Cooperation Programme 2022-25
will provide expertise in three domains: inclusive economic
development, climate change and natural resource manage-
ment, and good governance and citizen participation.

Within these priorities, and in line with the agenda to Leave
No One Behind, Switzerland will pay special attention to dis-
advantaged groups in the fight against poverty. At the same
time, it will set a stronger focus on climate change adaptation.

Switzerland's renewed commitment for the period 2022-25
will be guided by both the countries’ ambitions to leave the
group of Least Developed Countries and the United Nations’
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Bern, December 2021

Patricia Danzi
Director General

Foreword 3



1. Context analysis

The Mekong River is the longest river in Southeast Asia. From
its source in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau it flows for 4,350
kilometres across southern China, Myanmar, Thailand, Laos,
Cambodia and Vietnam before finally reaching the sea. Also
called the "Mighty Mekong’, it is the world’s largest inland
freshwater fishery, and around 70 million people depend on
the river for their livelihoods.

Switzerland has been involved in international cooperation
work in the Mekong region for decades. Its international
development programmes are divided into three sepa-
rate strategies: Swiss Cooperation Programme Myanmar
2019-23, Swiss Cooperation Programme Vietnam 2021-24,
and the Swiss Mekong' Region Cooperation Programme
2022-26 (MRCP). The MRCP has a country focus on the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (hereinafter referred to as Laos)
and on the Kingdom of Cambodia (hereinafter referred to
as Cambodia). In addition, it includes regional projects with
either a broader Mekong outreach or an ASEAN-wide cov-
erage. This strategic vision is aligned with and reflects the
Mekong region’s de facto geographic, political and economic
interdependency, in particular in the context of the ASEAN.
Furthermore, Switzerland has also been an active Sectoral Di-
alogue Partner of the Association for Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) since 2016.

The Mekong region is endowed with important assets: diverse
natural resources offering potential for people’s livelihoods
(e.g. agriculture, tourism), a young population creating an
opportunity to realise a demographic dividend, a combined
annual GDP of around USD 600 billion and an important
geostrategic corridor in the Indo-Pacific between China and
India. As a consequence, the region has had impressive eco-
nomic growth rates and made progress in poverty reduction
over the past two decades. However, the CLMVT countries
are now facing various challenges that directly affect the re-
gion’s prosperity.

1 The Mekong region for the purpose of the MRCP 2022-26 comprises Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and Thailand (the CLMVT countries), whereas ASEAN has
10 member states (CLMVT + Singapore, Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei).
Timor-Leste, the 11t Southeast Asian country, is not member of ASEAN.
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Regional challenges

Firstly, the COVID-19 pandemic has led not only to a health
crisis, but also a social and economic crisis all around the
world. Indeed, the almost complete closure of these coun-
tries for extended periods has had a hugely negative impact
on the economic growth and outlook of the region, and the
virus has not stopped at the borders. COVID-19 vaccination
rates vary significantly from country to country. Reaching
herd immunity in the whole region will remain an ongoing
process stretching well into the period covered by the MRCP.
Furthermore, the pandemicinduced economic contraction
will likely set back socioeconomic progress for years to come.

Secondly, the CLMVT countries share thousands of kilometres
of common borders. Migration presents a major challenge
and — if managed sensibly — an opportunity, for the region.
It is estimated that four to five million migrant workers work
in Thailand, mainly from Myanmar, but also Cambodia and
Laos. While a part of Thailand’s economy depends on for-
eign workers, numerous families in Myanmar, Cambodia and
Laos depend on these remittances. However, COVID-19 has
disrupted the pre-pandemic patterns of migration by forcing
thousands of migrants to go back to CLM, thus depriving the
migrants of their livelihoods and creating major work short-
ages in Thailand. The social and economic consequences will
be felt well into the period covered by the MRCP.

Thirdly, Southeast Asia is one of the world’s regions most
affected by climate change. The Mekong region is one of
the most resource-rich and biodiverse areas in the world
with high carbon-storage value. Natural resources are crucial
to people’s predominantly rural livelihoods. This involves a
high level of exposure to climate risks. The Global Climate
Risk Index 2021 shows that two Mekong countries (Myanmar
and Thailand) were amongst the top ten countries globally
most affected by extreme weather events between 2000-19,
whereas Cambodia ranks 14 and Laos 52 for the same peri-
od. With rising global temperatures, the Mekong region is
experiencing more frequent and severe droughts, floods and
high intensity tropical storms, which adversely impact lives
and livelihoods. Other environmental concerns are linked to
strong urbanisation, deforestation, burning methods in ag-
ricultural fields, which are contributing to air pollution. The
impacts of climate change will be at the core of the MRCP.



Villagers discussing community forestry as a response to the impact of Covid-19 on their livelihoods, Preah Vihear province. Cambodia. Photo © RECOFTC

Finally, the situation in Myanmar has had an impact on its
neighbouring countries and the other ASEAN member states.
COVID-19 has spread fast in the country and across its bor-
ders to countries such as Thailand. The political situation after
the military takeover of the government in February 2021 has
also had an impact. These crises are affecting millions of citi-
zens in Myanmar, which is worrisome and poses a challenge
to neighbouring countries and to the ASEAN.

Cambodia and Laos

The political context in Cambodia and Laos is hindering
the development of good governance and citizen partici-
pation. Civil society is closely monitored and human rights,
particularly political and civil rights, remain limited. A tense
political situation led to deterioration in the multiparty system
in Cambodia, with the main opposition party banned from
political activities and thus not able to run for the communal
elections in 2022 and general elections in 2023. As for Laos,
Party Congress and parliamentary elections were held in 2021
without changes in the power structure. One of the priorities
under the MRCP is focusing on increasing citizen participation
and reinforcing local governance.

Both Laos and Cambodia have economic development
potential rooted in their diverse assets and their geographical
location in mainland Southeast Asia. Their economic strategy
builds on an extractive economy (e.g. mining, hydropower,
monocultures and timber), with limited ability to create de-
cent employment at scale in Laos, while in Cambodia the
garment and services industry are the biggest contributors to
GDP. Agriculture remains an important provider of jobs (Laos:
65%, Cambodia: 32%), although its contribution to GDP is
relatively modest (Laos: 30%, Cambodia: 20%). Micro, small
and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) make up 90% of the
private sector actors in Laos and are often informal in both
countries, making them highly vulnerable to economic shocks.
Both Cambodia and Laos have had a relatively high Gini index
in 2021 (Laos: 36.4%, Cambodia: 37.9%), highlighting impor-
tant inequalities in terms of distribution of wealth.

The pandemic has led to negative GDP growth following
steady 6-7% annual growth in the past 20 years. This eco-
nomic slowdown has affected state fiscal income in Laos
and Cambodia, reducing the provision of public services
and the capacity to support the private sector and people’s
livelihoods. Both countries are expected to return to positive
modest economic growth rates from 2021 onwards, although
activity will remain subdued compared to historic trends. Jobs
and incomes lost because of the pandemic will take years to
recoup.
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The two countries wish to attract more diversified FDI. Cam-
bodia ranks 144 and Laos 154 out of 190 countries in the
Ease of Doing Business Index (WB, 2020). Chinese FDI alone
surpassed all other FDI sources combined. This growing de-
pendence on Chinese loans and FDI to keep the economy
afloat and to finance large-scale infrastructure projects gives
rise to fears of loss of sovereignty over strategic assets and a
widening debt trap.

Laos and Cambodia have made significant progress in terms
of poverty reduction with the poverty rates falling to
around 18% in pre-pandemic times (2019) from poverty rates
of almost 50% in the 1990s (WB, ADB 2021). At the same
time, many households which managed to escape poverty
have remained highly vulnerable, hovering just marginally
above the poverty line. COVID-19 has thrown many people
back into poverty with estimates of an additional 0.5 mil-
lion poor in Cambodia and 0.3 million in Laos (WB, 2021).
The pandemic has unfortunately in many ways become an
inequality multiplier: access to education during lockdowns
has been a challenge for poorer households throughout the
region, the effects of which are likely to be compounded over
time, resulting in reduced human capital within the region. In
Cambodia harsh lockdowns have led to food shortages. While
such shortages have in particular affected steadily growing
peri-urban and urban areas, poverty remains predominantly
a rural phenomenon, with 85% of the poor living outside of
towns and cities.

In terms of gender equality both Laos and Cambodia as
well as the Mekong region in general have made progress
over the past decade, with Gender Inequality Indices just mar-
ginally behind the global average (UNDP, 2021). Nevertheless,
there are still significant gender gaps in Laos, Cambodia, such
as unequal access to public services (for instance education
and TVET), women underrepresented in leadership positions
in the government (at around 5%) and widespread violence
against women. While both countries have relatively advanced
legal frameworks in place to protect the rights of women and
men, more efforts are needed to ensure enforcement. This
is exacerbated for ethnic minority women and women from
different religious groups and has further been aggravated
by COVID-19 which has disproportionately affected women.
Similarly, poorer people, ethnic and religious minorities, small-
holder farmer groups and migrants are at increased risk of
social exclusion, in particular, during the current crisis. While
they are recognised as key target groups in national Leave
No One Behind (LNOB) strategies and debates, advocating
for their inclusion is more important than ever in the short
and medium term as governments prioritise relaunching the
economy over social public expenditures.
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As for climate change, its effects amplify regional cross-bor-
der challenges, such as the transboundary water governance
of the Mekong River. Changing water flow regimes, reduced
sediment loads and loss of valuable wetlands influenced by
logging, mining, mono-cropping and unsustainable hydro-
power development are amongst the key issues affecting the
downstream Mekong farming and fishery communities of
Southern Laos, Northern Cambodia and the Mekong Delta in
Vietnam. The challenge is the low capacity of the institutions
and communities to address the effects.

Many of the above-mentioned challenges and opportunities
are reflected in the development priorities of the region.
Laos plans to graduate from the Least Developed Country
(LDC) category by 2026 and has outlined its priorities in the
9t National Socio-Economic Development Plan (9t NSEDP
2021-25). The NSEDP contains six strategic pillars, including a
focus on the development of human capital through skills de-
velopment, strengthening environmental protection and sus-
tainable natural resource management and a more efficient
public administration contributing to better quality services
for its citizens. In Cambodia, the Rectangular Strategy Phase
IV (2018-23) provides the main strategic framework to be
on track to graduate from LDC status by 2024. At the heart
of the strategy is an accelerated governance reform with im-
proved service delivery and accountability and it specifically
targets the strengthening of human resources through better
health services and skills and the development of a more in-
clusive and sustainable society. On a regional level, the Work
Plan (2021-25) of the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAl),
which aims to increase the CLMV countries’ participation in
ASEAN, provides the main strategic framework for alignment.
The challenge will be to bridge the gap between the stated
policies and strategies on paper and institutional capacities
and building strong political will be required for their imple-
mentation.



2. Swiss foreign policy
objectives in the Mekong
region and contributions by
other development partners

The Swiss Foreign Policy Strategy 2020-23 and the Swiss
International Cooperation Strategy (IC Strategy 2021-24)
define the main Swiss interests and policy objectives in the
Asia region, and by extension in the Mekong countries: their
path towards progress should remain stable, building on a
socially inclusive, environmentally sustainable and peaceful
development. These interests are translated into the present
MRCP, the Swiss Cooperation Programme Myanmar 2019-23
and the Swiss Cooperation Programme Vietnam 2021-24.
The recently adopted Swiss China Strategy 2021-24 and the
planned Southeast Asia Strategy 2023-26 (to be released in
2022) complement Switzerland'’s strategic approach in the
region.

What Switzerland brings to the region is a mix of specific
knowledge (vocational training, interdisciplinary work for
sound decision-making, dam safety) and working modalities
that link the different levels together, so that the policy di-
alogue is rooted in field experience, keeping in touch with
the realities of people targeted by the programmes. Given its
long-term commitment, Switzerland is a trusted partner that
local actors appreciate for its reliability and expertise in the
context of intervention and its ability to engage at regional,
national and sub-national level. Switzerland also uses a good
mix of implementation modalities including SDC-funded
mandates, contributions to other bilateral and multilateral
programmes and organisations, as well as the ability to work
with other whole-of-government-approach (WOGA) part-

Swiss Foreign Minister’s visit to the Lao Red Cross managed quarantine centres for migrant returnees, Vientiane, Laos. Photo © Lao Red Cross

Swiss foreign policy objectives in the Mekong region



ners. Finally, Switzerland actively contributes to development
partner coordination to strengthen development effective-
ness in line with the Global Partnership for Effective Develop-
ment Co-operation (GPEDC).

Switzerland puts emphasis on close bilateral, regional
and multilateral relations and proactively advocates for
peace, stability and democracy in the region. Democratic
state-building is considered a precondition for more inclusive
development and creates an enabling environment for local
as well as Swiss companies within the region. Switzerland
wants to contribute to safer and more prosperous regional
labour migration opportunities through vocational and tech-
nical training. Switzerland sees clear scope for better linkages
between international cooperation, investment opportunities
and the Swiss private sector, for instance in the fight against
climate change (e.g. green finance, clean technology) and in
strengthening the sustainability of global supply chains. It
aims to catalyse such interlinkages and leverage the resources
of different partners to contribute to the achievement of the
2030 Agenda and Paris Agreement (climate change) in the
Mekong region and beyond.

ASEAN is a key regional partner for Switzerland. Based on
its renewed Sectoral Dialogue Partnership, Switzerland
engages in political, security, economic and socio-cultural
collaboration on issues like human rights, climate change,
humanitarian aid, trade and vocational education. With a
regional humanitarian hub in Bangkok and the commitment
from the SDC's Global Programmes, Switzerland recognises
the importance of managing key issues increasingly through
a regional and global perspective. Consequently, Switzerland
works with a whole-of-government approach (WOGA) using
the comparative advantages of its different actors in a syn-
ergetic and mutually reinforcing manner, capitalising on the
triple nexus between humanitarian aid, development cooper-
ation and peace policy in the region.

A range of Swiss NGOs are present in the Mekong region
with their own programmes and as implementers of Swiss
government funded mandates. They will be important dia-
logue partners throughout the MRCP period. Switzerland’s
Official Development Assistance (ODA) support in Laos and
Cambodia has contributed to creating strong relationships
with key ministries. Switzerland is thus well accepted and
recognised as a trusted partner by the government and civil
society organisations thanks to the long-term cooperation in
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both countries. In Cambodia, the continuing support to the
Kantha Bopha Hospitals plays a key role in developing trust
with authorities and creating goodwill with the public back
in Switzerland.

Switzerland is a medium-sized bilateral development partner
in Cambodia and Laos. In both countries it takes part in the
EU joint programming and has established partnerships
with the International Financial Institutions (IFl) and the Unit-
ed Nations (UN) System. According to current projections,
ODA support to Laos and Cambodia will remain stable, but its
source and nature may change over time with the increased
weight of regional development partners, in particular China.
The impacts of COVID-19 on development funding cannot
yet be fully foreseen, but certain reductions from bilateral
development partners are possible. The EU has, for instance,
reduced its allocation for Laos in the 2021-25 period by 30%
compared to the previous period. The withdrawal of bilateral
engagement by the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) from Laos by 2023 is
noteworthy, as it has implications for GIZ, one of the SDC’s
key partners, in terms of governance, inclusive economic
development, and natural resources. Although Germany will
remain in Cambodia, Sweden is closing its embassy but will
maintain a presence in the form of a Section Office managing
its ODA to Cambodia with an exclusive focus on civil society,
human rights, democracy, and the rule of law.

Processes and platforms for donor coordination and har-
monisation exist in both countries, where the UN Resident
Coordinators play an important role, but the governments
take limited ownership of the implementation of agreements
reached in the meetings held locally. While in both countries
government-led technical Working Groups (WGs) exist, they
have little influence on policy and mainly serve as informa-
tion forums. Although China is the main development actor,
it does not participate in donor coordination, and other im-
portant Asian actors, such as Vietnam or Thailand, remain
passive in these processes.

The Swiss private sector is active in the Mekong and broad-
er ASEAN region. Switzerland was the ninth biggest source of
foreign direct investment (FDI) flows into ASEAN countries in
2019 and 2020 and the biggest investor from Europe. How-
ever, the number of Swiss companies in Laos and Cambodia
is limited.



3. Results of Switzerland’s
contribution in the Mekong
region for the period 2018-21

The overall goal of the Mekong Region Strategy (MRS) 2018—
21 was to contribute to inclusive societies through equitable
and sustainable development and democratic governance. It
did this by engaging with individual project portfolios and
results frameworks in Laos, in Cambodia and at a Mekong
regional level through the three domains of governance
and citizen participation (GCP), skills development and em-
ployment (SDE) and agriculture and food security (AFS). The
overall budget envelope for the whole strategy period com-
prised CHF 146 million, spent through 26 larger development
projects.

Overall, the results achieved under the MRS 2018-21 were
good with the larger development projects mostly achieving
their envisaged outcomes and being able to bring about real
change in people’s lives and livelihoods as illustrated by
the following key figures:

» The GCP portfolio contributed to increased access to and
utilisation of public services for more than 1.9 million
people or an estimated 8% of the population in Laos and
Cambodia combined.

» The SDE portfolio facilitated the access of 15,500 people,
including more than 60% women, to skills development
opportunities and supported more than 10,000 people
— of whom almost 70% were women — in finding gainful
self-employment.

» The AFS portfolio contributed to increased control over
forest resources of around 1.8 million households (more
than 30% of the population in Laos and Cambodia) and
increased income and food security for more than 100,000
smallholders.

Results of Switzerland’s contribution in the Mekong region for the period 2018-21

At an institutional level, the MRS achieved the following
key results:

» The GCP portfolio contributed to improved capacity of
public institutions leading to better outreach to constituents
(e.g. one-window services), to more responsive delivery of
public services and to strengthened organisational capaci-
ties of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs).

» The SDE portfolio supported capacity building of more than
1,600 government employees and teachers and facilitated
the signing of more than 650 agreements with the private
sector for collaboration in more inclusive development
efforts.

» The AFS portfolio strengthened teacher capacities at 5
agricultural colleges and supported 13 provincial authorities
in using better community land use planning processes and
tools.

In terms of policy level changes, Switzerland was instru-
mental in achieving the following:

» The GCP portfolio contributed to more evidence-based and
inclusive policymaking through the introduction of mech-
anisms for improved access to socioeconomic information
and data, accountability, transparency and through
maintaining some space for civil society.

» The SDE portfolio contributed to the development of a
range of policies and normative frameworks (e.g. TVET law
in Laos, Recognition of Prior Learning system in Cambodia).

» Through the AFS portfolio the SDC contributed to the
Cambodian horticulture policy, to more gender-sensitive
extension services in Laos and managed to ensure that
biodiversity and green agriculture became priorities in the
national strategies of both countries.



At regional level: through programmes including the Mekong
Region Land Governance (MRLG), the Mekong River Commis-
sion (MRC) and the Regional Labour Migration Programme
(Promise), Switzerland contributed to the preparation and
adoption of regional guidelines and policies, for instance re-
lating to water management, vocational education and train-
ing, and land and forest management, such as the Guidelines
on Responsible Investment in Agriculture or Agroforestry. It
became clear that while the nation-state remains the organis-
ing principle in Southeast Asia, regional projects with credible
institutions, such as ASEAN and the Mekong River Commis-
sion (MRC), add value, as these institutions can set standards
and foster peer learning.

A recent external evaluation of the MRS 2018-21 shows
very positive results although not all quantitative targets set
have been achieved: the challenges of working in remote rural
provinces in the northern parts of Laos and Cambodia, char-
acterised by limited economic activity and growth potential,
as well as sparse educational infrastructure and institutional
capacity were underestimated. The impacts of COVID-19
slowed down programme implementation and caused fewer
results to be achieved, as the development progress of many
of the SDC's target groups stalled. Wherever possible, the
SDC tried to cushion such effects through targeted short- and
medium-term support, for instance through cash-for-work
programmes or through the delivery of more online support
services.

The three transversal themes of gender equality, govern-
ance and climate change were consistently mainstreamed
throughout all major projects, contributing to greater partici-
pation by women, better resilience and improved governance
at all levels. More could have been achieved in terms of more
transformative gender impacts by better using existing gen-
der analysis for monitoring, steering and learning.

A range of important lessons learned will influence the stra-
tegic orientation of the new MRCP:

» The overall orientation and results achievement of the MRS
have been positive but could be strengthened by leveraging
synergies between individual projects within a thematic
area, between different domains and between the different
countries and within the region.

» The sustainability of results could be increased by further
investing in the institutional capacity of and working more
through Laotian and Cambodian public sector, private
sector and CSO change agents.

» The MRS results framework and related steering, learning
and accountability processes were too complex and need to
be simplified to increase efficiency and effectiveness.

Agricultural Census mapping for policy-makers and citizens. Photo © CDE
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4. Implications for the
Mekong Region Cooperation
Programme 2022-26

The MRCP builds on the solid foundations created through
MRS 2018-21, responds to the main context developments,
and is aligned with development strategies both in Switzer-
land and in the Mekong region (see chapters 1-3).

What has been retained:

» The thematic portfolio remains relevant, so a level of
continuity is key to further strengthening the sustainability
of current results.

» The focus on disadvantaged groups, in particular poor
people, women, ethnic and religious minorities, migrants
and smallholder farmers, and aligning to the Leave No One
Behind (LNOB) agenda remain highly relevant in the current
context.

» Switzerland will continue to seek alliances with other DPs to
strengthen its policy dialogue.

What is new:

» The COVID-19 pandemic has considerable impacts for
the Mekong region and recovery will influence the region
throughout the MRCP period. Supporting the COVID-19
recovery at all levels is built transversally into the MRCP.

» Climate change, both in terms of adaptation and miti-
gation, is given greater prominence in the MRCP and a
dedicated area created. This is aligned with regional needs
and priorities, as well as Swiss policy objectives.

» An understanding of young people and women not only
as key target groups, but as key change agents for a more
inclusive development, further shapes the MRCP, which
applies a more transformative approach to tackling the
underlying causes of gender inequality.

In terms of how Switzerland will work in implementing the
MRCP, the following aspects are paramount:

» There is room to strengthen coherence and focus between
different projects, between thematic portfolios, between
countries and the region and between different Swiss
WOGA partners to leverage results for the MRCP.

» For this to take place, the results framework has been
simplified so that it genuinely reflects the regional aspect
of the programme and shows the synergies between the
portfolios.

» While the SDC’s main mandate is to contribute to inclusive
development in Laos and Cambodia, working at regional
level is key to strengthening the results achieved at national
level. Many issues are global or regional by nature and best
addressed at regional level.

» The MRCP will strengthen its work even more through pub-
lic sector, private sector and CSO national change agents to
ensure greater sustainability of results.

Switzerland will maintain an important role in the testing of
innovative approaches to inclusive economic development
(IED), climate change and natural resources management
(CCNRM) and governance and citizen participation (GCP). Its
proven ability to engage in a bottom-up manner and reach
out to disadvantaged target groups through the creation
of institutional and individual capacities, through spaces
and platforms for exchange, dialogue and collaboration at
sub-national, national and regional levels, while upholding
key principles of good governance, gender equality and social
inclusion, will remain at the core of its value proposition.

Online interview of an indigenous young man for social
media content, Cambodia. Photo © BBC Media Action
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5. Priorities and objectives

The priorities and objectives for the MRCP are oriented to-
wards the Sustainable Development Agenda 2030, Switzer-
land’s International Cooperation Strategy 2021 — 24 and the
main regional and national development frameworks (see
chapter 1). They are built on the opportunities provided by a
region that is strongly interconnected in economic, political
and social terms, by a wealth of natural resources providing
opportunities for sustainable economic development and by
an increasingly digitally literate young population willing to
contribute to inclusive development.

The main challenges the MRCP intends to address are a cur-
rently weak inclusion of disadvantaged groups into societies,
a lack of shared prosperity for many people in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic and limited resilience to economic crisis
and to shocks induced by climate change

The overall goal of the MRCP is therefore to ‘enable peo-
ple, in particular young people, women and disadvantaged
groups in Laos, Cambodia and the Mekong region to be
more prosperous, resilient and better included in develop-
ment processes.

Cooperative member harvesting organically-grown carrots, Xiengkhouang Province, Laos.
Photo © GIZ-CEGGA/ Phoonsab
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Vocational training center, Preah Vihear, Cambodia.
Photo © Swisscontact

Swiss portfolio outcome 1: inclusive economic development

(IED) portfolio

People in the Mekong region, in particular young people,
women and disadvantaged groups? in Cambodia and Laos,
have better quality employment and income and are more
resilient to economic crises.

Three outcome statements will support the achievement of
the IED SPO, namely:

- Outcome statement 1: People? have improved skills and
are more employable.

- Outcome statement 2: Public and private institutions and
civil society organisations provide better quality vocational
skills development (VSD), employment support and
business development services.

- Outcome statement 3: Policymakers develop and imple-
ment, based on evidence and multi-stakeholder consul-
tations, gender-responsive and inclusive policies on VSD,
MSME development and decent work together with the
private sector and civil society.

The Swiss IED portfolio will work along the full spectrum
between VSD and employment. It will do so by strength-
ening skills, employment support and MSME development
services. This will contribute to the reinstatement, retention
and creation of employment and self-employment and
ensure that people can enter the job market and recover
from the COVID-19 induced crisis. By working in a mar-
ket-oriented manner, the Swiss portfolio will contribute
to the country/regional level outcome of achieving “... full
and productive employment and decent work for all wom-
en and men, including for young people and persons
with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value”.

2 For the purposes of the MRCP, the term ‘disadvantaged group’ means population
groups which are disadvantaged or discriminated against because of their poverty
status, gender, age, ethnicity, religious affiliation, and/or physical and mental ability.

3 People in all outcome statements always refer to the formulation as detailed in the
SPOs.

The portfolio will build on its strengths in VSD at national
and regional level (including ASEAN), but increase its efforts
on the demand side to stimulate employment opportunities
in key sectors (e.g. agri-business, small-scale manufactur-
ing, tourism) and contribute to safer and more prosperous
regional labour migration opportunities. COVID-19 recov-
ery support for MSMEs will remain an important element
throughout the MRCP. The portfolio will increasingly explore
options to engage with the private sector in innovative ways,
for instance in relation to social entrepreneurship or potential
areas of collaboration, e.g. in climate finance with the Swiss
Investment Fund for Emerging Markets (SIFEM) with 13 active
investments in Cambodia, mostly in the micro-finance sector
serving MSMEs. Expertise from the SDC Competence Centre
for Private Sector Engagement will be accessed to further op-
erationalise this. This shift towards IED will come to fruition by
the second part of the MRCP. The budget for the IED portfolio
will amount to amount to CHF 46 million for the MRCP period
with a decrease from CHF 14.2 million per year in 2022 to
CHF 10 million per year in 2025.

QUALITY
EDUCATION

GENDER
EQUALITY

DECENT WORK AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH

1 =3V!RTY
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Safety assessment of the Nam Kham 2 Dam, Laos.
Photo © Dr Patrice Droz

Swiss portfolio outcome 2: climate change and natural resource

management (CCNRM) portfolio

People in the Mekong region, in particular young people,
women and disadvantaged groups in Cambodia and Laos
are more resilient to climate change and disasters, have more
secure and equitable access to natural resources (land, forest
and water) and manage them sustainably.

Three outcome statements will support the achievement of
the CCNRM SPO, namely:

- Outcome statement 1: People* are more resilient to climate
change and disasters, have more secure and safe access
to natural resources, as well as better control over natural
resources.

- Outcome statement 2: Public, private sector and civil soci-
ety organisations (in particular CBOs) are providing more
responsive climate change adaptation and mitigation, as
well as natural resource management support services.

- Outcome statement 3: Policymakers develop and im-
plement policies, rules and regulations which increase
people’s access to and control over natural resources and
improve climate change adaptation and mitigation.

The CCNRM portfolio is a new portfolio combining pro-
grammes from the former agriculture and food security area
and some projects from the governance and citizen participa-
tion area dealing with the management of natural resources.
This allows complex issues to be tackled through a multi-sec-
toral approach. It will work to build the capacity of public,
private and CS actors at sub-national, national and regional
level on issues related to CCA, CCM and sustainable NRM. In
particular, community forestry will contribute to the all-impor-
tant carbon sinks. It will generate research-based evidence on
CCNRM, help raise awareness, empower rights holders, and
feed experience into policy dialogue. It will engage closely
with smallholder farmers and private sector actors to facilitate
increased adoption of internationally agreed agro-ecological

4 See footnote 3
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principles®. It will also maintain demining activities in Cambo-
dia and increase its engagement related to dam safety and
river usage in Laos, as these are crucial aspects of securing
safe access to natural resources and safety for the rural pop-
ulation. Through this, the CCNRM portfolio will contribute to
the country/regional level outcome “... people are more re-
silient to climate change and disasters and have more secure
and safe access to and control over natural resources”

As many of the CCNRM portfolio topics are global, regional
and transboundary in nature, collaboration with other DPs,
regional initiatives and institutions is crucial. Key regional
partners, such as the Mekong River Commission (MRC) and
the Regional Community Forestry Training Center (RECOFTC),
are important for the achievement of results in this portfolio.
High quality expertise will be provided by the SDC humanitar-
ian aid hub in Bangkok and Global Programmes.

The budget for the CCNRM portfolio amounts to CHF 46.5
million for the MRCP period with an increase from CHF 10.5

million in 2022 to CHF 12.5 million in 2025.

1 e
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5 The 13 agroecological principles include: recycling, input reduction, soil health, animal
health, biodiversity, synergy, economic diversification, co-creation of knowledge, social
values and diets, fairness, connectivity, land and natural resource governance, participa-
tion.



Health check at Kantha Bopha Hospital, Phnom Penh,
Cambodia. Photo © Kantha Bopha Hospital

Swiss portfolio outcome 3: governance and citizen participation

(GCP) portfolio

People in the Mekong region, in particular young people,
women and disadvantaged groups in Cambodia and Laos,
benefit from responsive public service delivery and actively
engage in local and national governance processes.

Three outcome statements will support the achievement of
the GCP SPO, namely:

- Outcome statement 1: People® effectively engage in
planning and decision-making processes at local and
national level.

- Outcome statement 2: Public institutions at all levels pro-
vide responsive (public) services, including health services
in Cambodia, in an inclusive and accountable manner.

- Outcome statement 3: Policymakers and relevant govern-
ment authorities draw up inclusive and gender-responsive
policies and plans, based on evidence and consultations,
and effectively translate them into practice.

The Swiss GCP portfolio will continue continue using a rights-
based approach. It will empower people to effectively partic-
ipate in planning and decision-making processes at the local
and national level by building the capacity of change agents
in the public sector and in civil society. It will create spaces
and platforms for exchange at all levels, enable duty bearers
to deliver services according to their mandate, and allow peo-
ple to access and benefit from good public services through
financial and technical support. It will help build the capacities
of health service providers, in particular linked to the Kantha
Bopha hospitals in Cambodia, municipal services and public
information services. The GCP portfolio will continue to push
for a more enabling environment for CSOs and support

6 See footnote 3.

them in performing key advocacy and service functions. At
the local level in particular, the portfolio will continue the
co-financing of socioeconomic infrastructure and commu-
nity-led development work. Thereby, the GCP portfolio will
contribute to the country/regional level outcome, which is
for "all people in Cambodia, Laos and the Mekong region, in
particular people from disadvantaged groups, to increasing-
ly benefit from responsive public service delivery (including
health services) and to engage effectively at the local level
in planning and decision-making processes” (contributing to
SDGs 1,5,10,16).

The GCP portfolio will capitalise on collaboration with other
DPs within the framework of EU joint programming in both
countries and use different modalities, such as pool funding
with other donors and multi-donor trust funds with the WB.

The budget for the GCP portfolio will amount to CHF 40 mil-
lion for the MRCP period with a slight decrease from CHF 11
million in 2022 to CHF 9 million in 2025.
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Father and child in a Healthy Family Model Village, Houaphan Province, Laos.
Photo © ENUFF

1. Gender equality and social inclusion (GESI):
special emphasis will be placed on young people, women
and disadvantaged groups, their access to and control
over economic and natural resources, as well as their
decision-making power over the management of such
resources. Efforts will be made to place gender equality
and ethnic diversity more prominently into policy and
stakeholder dialogue.

Introducing Social Accountability posters. Photo © World Vision

2. Good governance: a rights-based approach and
conflict-sensitive programme management are at the core
of operationalisation of good governance. The focus is on
enabling rights holders to claim their rights with regard to
basic services, political participation, economic and natural
resources at local, national and transnational levels, while
at the same time strengthening duty bearers to provide
quality services in a transparent and accountable manner.

Priorities and objectives

Three transversal themes and outcomes

Tea farming on hillsides to increase income and reduce soil erosion. Photo © /

Helvetas

3. Climate change adaptation and mitigation (CCA
and CCM) and disaster risk reduction (DRR): increas-
ing awareness of and capacity for CCA, CCM and DRR at
all levels and in all portfolios will guide the implementation
of this transversal theme and ensure the resilience of the
populations as well as the sustainability of the results. CC
issues are placed in policy and stakeholder dialogues re-
lated to inclusive economic development, natural resource
management and governance service delivery.

Practising hygiene standards in vocational training for tourism and hospitality
sector, Laos. Photo © Skills for Tourism Project

Support for COVID-19 recovery will, in addition to the
above transversal themes, guide implementation of all
interventions throughout the portfolio, as the recovery
phase will remain a key context feature throughout the
MRCP period. Transversal themes are consistently applied
throughout the programme management cycle and form
an integral part of the Cooperation Programme Monitor-
ing System and its processes.



Geographically, Laos and Cambodia are the focus for MRCP,
while the Mekong region, including CLMVT and ASEAN, pro-
vide important regional anchors, in particular in their role of
leveraging more inclusive development of Laos and Cambo-
dia and supporting their integration into the wider region.
At sub-national level there is no explicit geographic focus in
either Laos or Cambodia. Interventions are rather driven by
the presence of the MRCP’s target groups or the geographic
remit of the SDC’s co-funding partners. A strong presence
in rural areas and at both national and sub-national levels
will remain important, while engaging increasingly along the
rural-urban spectrum following a clear urbanisation trend in
the region. In both countries a stronger decentralisation of
the SDC’s engagement is important (e.g. from province to
district).

To complement the above thematic portfolios, targeted sup-
port will be given to cultural activities in line with the SDC
Culture and Development Policy. Furthermore, the following
SDC units will be involved under the umbrella of the MRCP:
Humanitarian Aid through its hub in Bangkok and the Global
Programmes on Climate Change and Environment, Water,
Food Security, as well as Migration and Development. Col-
laboration with SECO through its presence in Vietnam will be
leveraged whenever possible (e.g. collaboration with ASEAN).
Of particular relevance will be the coordination with the SDC
Cooperation Pro- gramme in Myanmar and humanitarian aid
activities related to the political crisis in Myanmar, as this will
influence Laos, Cambodia and the Mekong region in a variety
of ways (e.g. COVID-19 prevention, refugee streams).

Priorities and objectives 17



6. Management of programme

implementation

The management of the MRCP is oriented towards continuity,
as a large part of the MRCP budget is committed to ongoing
projects with existing partnerships. The overall budget amounts
to CHF 133.7 million with CHF 46 million allocated to IED, CHF
46.5 million to CCNRM, and CHF 40 million to the GCP port-
folio. Geographically, CHF 59 million is allocated to Laos, CHF
46.5 million to Cambodia, and CHF 28.2 million to regional
projects. Human resources will remain largely the same over
the MRCP period. The programme is managed out of the Swiss
cooperation offices in Laos (lead) and Cambodia in close collab-
oration with the humanitarian hub in Bangkok”. Staff capacities
are built to reflect the MRCP’s new priorities in terms of climate
change, the application of transversal themes, and engagement
with different partners, such as the private sector and young
people, as change agents.

The MRCP will strengthen coherence between individual pro-
jects, thematic portfolios, countries and the region. This will re-
sult in better use of synergies throughout the region, leading
to higher development effectiveness. It will also involve greater
complexity and transaction costs, which need to be resourced
appropriately, for instance by creating opportunities for regional
exchange and learning.

In terms of partnerships, a range of mechanisms will be used.
For project implementation, the SDC will predominantly
work through private sector and civil society partners or change
agents at sub-national, national and regional level. These part-
ners will be identified proactively based on their incentives,
capacities and influence. Accordingly, capacities will then be
further developed to enable partners to become independent
agents of systemic change in the long term. This is in line with
the recommendation of the external evaluation of the previous
Mekong Region Strategy, which underlined the need to work
more through others and to coach them accordingly.

7 The role, functions and scope of this hub will be reviewed and will most likely include provi-
sion of thematic expertise for the region. The management set up of the MRCP will also be
reviewed to take into account the SDC's organisational changes.
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In terms of development partners, existing partnerships will
largely be maintained and strengthened, notably collaboration
within the framework of EU joint programming, collaboration
with key regional institutions, such as the MRC, and collabora-
tion with ASEAN. Partnerships with the IFls and the UN system
will be maintained and strengthened to the extent that they
contribute to the MRCP’s objectives and allow Swiss results to
be leveraged. New engagements, for instance with the private
sector, will be further assessed throughout the MRCP period,
using the expertise of the SDC's Competence Centre for the
Engagement with the Private Sector (CEP). For climate change,
regional and joint DP initiatives will be used.

The MRCP will maintain a mix of aid modalities with mandates
allowing for strong Swiss visibility and expertise, contributions
to other DP programmes and contributions to international or-
ganisations, such as the IFls and the UN system and to local
and regional organisations. This allows Switzerland to generate
its own evidence and feed it jointly with others into policy di-
alogues, while adequately managing financial and institutional
risks. The use of newer, innovative modalities will be further
explored throughout the MRCP period.

Key objectives for the management are to ensure a clear
focus on LNOB groups, an increased commitment to climate
change and a strong appropriation of transversal themes
throughout the programme. The management aims to maintain
and further strengthen high quality human resources in line
with the above priorities, while ensuring a healthy work-life bal-
ance for staff members. The SDC will be able to punch above its
financial weight throughout MRCP implementation by playing
an important role as policy advocate, strengthening the sustain-
ability of results by working more through change agents, and
using synergies better throughout the programme.



Principles for strengthening coherence and synergies
throughout the Mekong region in MRCP:

Regional projects need to respond to a regional development
challenge or respond to a request from a regional institution.

Regional projects must contribute to at least one of the fol-
lowing:

a) Setting/revising regional standards/policies and support-
ing their implementation at national level (implementa-
tion can be assured by complementary national projects)

b) Exposing countries in the region to other countries’ ap-
proaches and experiences (peer exchange).

Lao Red Cross welcomes returned migrants. Photo Lao Red Cross

Both regional and country-level projects have to complement
each other to enhance development effectiveness in one of
the following ways:

a) Regional projects should explicitly complement coun-
try-level projects, even if a regional project already in-
cludes country-level interventions

b) Country-level projects should gain from standards setting
and peer learning from regional projects/institutions.

Management of programme implementation 19



/. Strategic steering

Strategic steering comprises the monitoring of the MRCP for
steering, learning and accountability purposes (towards
stakeholders in the country, SDC head office, the FDFA, Swiss
Parliament and Swiss taxpayers) and makes use of standard
SDC management tools. The purpose is to keep track of pro-
gramme relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainabil-
ity and enables the SDC to practise adaptive management
based on changes in the context and scenarios. While all staff
members are involved in the strategic steering process, over-
all responsibility lies with the Swiss Cooperation Office (SCO)
management.

Monitoring for strategic steering, learning and accountability
purposes takes place at five different levels:

1. The monitoring of programme context developments,
trends and scenarios (MERV): the MERV is the primary
instrument to capture context information, is conducted
annually, and feeds into annual reporting. Context mon-
itoring takes place in each project in collaboration with
different partners including other SCOs, embassies in the
region and other Swiss WOGA partners in a continuous
manner and influences programme steering.

2. The monitoring of individual projects: this is mainly
done by the project implementers, but the SDC's team
has an important role to ensure coherence and learning
between projects and the overall portfolio. Important for
this is the alignment of project logical frames to the results
framework (RF) of the MRCP, ensuring, for instance, that
the same indicators are used wherever possible. Project
monitoring takes place at different times, including during
regular field visits and partner events, but is designed to
feed into the SDC's annual reporting cycle in an optimal
manner to allow for meaningful results aggregation.

3. The monitoring of Swiss portfolio results: this is at
the core of the annual reporting cycle and assesses the
results achieved at overall portfolio level. For the MRCP,
this process combines, for the first time, results for Laos,
Cambodia and the region within the same RF. As far as
possible, Aggregated Reference Indicators (ARIls) and
Thematic Reference Indicators (TRIs) are used to allow for
meaningful aggregation.

20 Strategic steering

4. The monitoring of country/regional results and the
establishment of the Swiss attribution: this takes place in
parallel with the monitoring of the Swiss portfolio results
and focuses on establishing a reasonable contribution
logic between the Swiss portfolio and the national/re-
gional outcomes. For the MRCP, national results for Laos
and Cambodia as well as regional results are combined
into the same outcome statements.

5. The monitoring of management performance: man-
agement monitoring focuses on the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of the SCOs and compliance with aid modalities
and principles, cooperation with partners, allocation of
financial resources, transversal themes and the use of
synergies across the MRCP. The implementation of the
MRCP will be flexible enough to adapt swiftly to changing
contexts by reallocating resources to specific geographi-
cal areas, reorienting project activities or engaging more
deeply with the most suitable actor to address a given
new situation.

Appendix B contains the results framework for the MRCP
which is oriented towards pragmatism, simplification, and
standardisation, as illustrated in Appendix A. While a joint
monitoring framework and system between Laos, Cambodia
and the region will lead to more coherence within the MRCP,
it is important that the necessary time and capacity-building
amongst SDC team members and partners takes place to en-
sure the highest quality.

A late mid-term review of the MRCP is planned to take place
in Q4 of 2024 to inform decisions for a future engagement in
the Mekong region.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Programme architecture and management set-up

Overall MRCP 22-26 contributes to
one major development challenge

Projects Projects Projects
contribute contribute contribute
to portfolio to portfolio to portfolio
outcomes outcomes outcomes

3 change agent groups: public sector, private sector, civil society
3 administrative levels: regional, national, sub-national

3 transversal themes: GESI, governance, climate change

3 result dimensions: people, organisations, systems
|

3 RF accountability levels: swiss, country, regional

Overall MRCP 2022-26 architecture

The MRCP forms one coherent programme that addresses one major development challenge for the Mekong region which can
be described using the following 7*3 formula:

1. The overarching development challenge is addressed through an economic, climate change/DRR/NRM and governance
angle (3 portfolios) which are connected and interlinked.

2. The overall programme, the portfolios and the projects (3 instruments) are interlinked.

3. For all interventions change is brought about by 3 different agents: public sector, private sector and civil society, which are
all boundary partners of the MRCP.

4. The portfolios intervene at 3 administrative levels (sub-national, national and regional) in a complementary and reinforcing
manner.

5. The 3 transversal themes of gender and social inclusion, governance and climate change further strengthen these interlink-
ages and aim to achieve transformative changes throughout.

6. The aim is to achieve results at the level of people, at the level of organisations, and at the level of systems as a whole (3
results dimensions).

7. Results are reported on 3 accountability levels: Swiss, country and regional.
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In summary for the whole MRCP 22-26

1 goal

3 Swiss portfolio outcomes

9 Swiss s (people, isation:

18 Swiss portfolio indicators

3 regional/country outcome statements (possibly similar formulation as people outcome statement in Swiss portfolio)

Max 18 indicators for regional/national outcomes (possibility to cluster the 6 indicators in each portfolio into 2 main indicator groups)

No separate outcome statements for transversal themes: Transversal themes are integrated in all its and indi and form also part of the management
performance indicators

Appendix C: Overall MRCP 2022-26 results framework architecture

Programme and portfolio set-up: changes from the MRS 18-21 (3 thematic portfolios with separate projects in each country
and in the region) to the MRCP 22-26 (3 joint thematic portfolios throughout the region)
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Appendix C: Financial planning

Swiss Cooperation Programme for the Mekong Region

Duration of Cooperation Programme: 2022-26. Amounts in

CHF

Financial Year: 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 Total 2022-26 in %
Inclusive Economic 14,250,000 11,750,000 10,000,000 10,000,000 10,124,860 56,124,860 34%
Development IED

Climate Change and 10,500,000 11,500,000 12,000,000 12,500,000 10,422,650 56,922,650 35%
Management of Natural

Resources CCNRM

Governance and Citizen 11,000,000 10,500,000 9,500,000 9,000,000 8,933,700 48,933,700 30%
Participation GCP

Other outcomes

other Interventions 600,000 250,000 200,000 200,000 297,790 1,547,790 1%
Z‘I’I?c'a't’;‘f‘get 36,350,000 34,000,000 31,700,000 31,700,000 29,779,000 163,529,000  100%
Laos 16,000,000 15,000,000 14,000,000 14,000,000 12,532,000 71,532,000 44%
Cambodia 13,000,000 12,000,000 11,000,000 11,000,000 11,039,000 58,039,000 35%
Mekong Regional 7,350,000 7,000,000 6,700,000 6,700,000 6,208,000 33,958,000 21%
Zﬁ?c'a'i?ﬂget 36,350,000 34,000,000 31,700,000 31,700,000 29,779,000 163,529,000  100%
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Appendix E: Map of the two riori'ccly countries
Cambodia and Laos within the wide
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Appendix D: Abbreviations

ADB
AFS
AR
ASEAN
BMZ

CBO
CCA
CCM
CCNRM

CEP

CLMVT

CSO
DPs
DRR
EU
FDFA
FDI
GCP
GDP
GESI
Glz

IED
IFI
INGO
LDC
LNOB

38

Asian Development Bank

Agriculture and food security
Aggregated Reference Indicator
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development
Community-based organisation

Climate change adaptation

Climate change mitigation

Climate change and natural resource
management

SDC Centre for the Engagement with the
Private Sector

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and
Thailand

Community services organisation
Development partners

Disaster risk reduction

European Union

Federal Department of Foreign Affairs
Foreign direct investment

Governance and citizen participation
Gross domestic product

Gender equality and social inclusion
German Agency for International Cooperation
International cooperation

Inclusive economic development
International financial institution
International non-governmental organisation
Least developed countries

Leave no one behind

Appendices

MERV

MRC
MRCP
MRS
MSME
NRM
NSEDP
ODA
RECOFTC
RF

RPL
SDC

SCO
SDE
SDG
SECO
SIFEM
SPO
ToC
TRI
TVET
UN
usbD
VSD
WB
WG
WOGA

Monitoring for development-related changes
(German abbreviation)

Mekong River Commission

Mekong Region Cooperation Programme
Mekong Region Cooperation Strategy

Micro, small and medium-sized enterprise
Natural resource management

National socioeconomic development plan
Official development assistance

Regional Community Forestry Training Center
Results framework

Recognition of prior learning

Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation

SDC country office

Skills development and employment
Sustainable Development Goal

Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
Swiss Investment Fund for Emerging Markets
Swiss portfolio outcome

Theory of change

Thematic Reference Indicator

Technical vocational education and training
United Nations

United States dollar

Vocational skills development

World Bank

Working group

Whole-of-government approach
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