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AUDITING THE WATER MANAGEMENT IN MEKONG RIVER BASINS TOWARD SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Environment is identified as one of the three pillars of sustainability. Environmental protection together with strengthening natural resource management and responding to climate change is the premise for developing policies of socio-economic development, ensuring national security and social security assurance of Vietnam. It is considered as one of the most important tasks of the whole political system in recent years with the consistent policy of “Do not trade off environment for economic growth”.
The State Audit Office of Vietnam (SAV), with its role as an independent constitutional agency and its functions for auditing the management, use of public finance and/or public property, and other activities related to management, use of public finance and/or public property of audited entities, is responsible for auditing and assisting the National Assembly and the Government of Vietnam in inspecting, control and supervise the management and environmental protection of the functional management authorities; from there, detecting shortcomings and limitations, and making recommendations to fix issues, ensure discipline and transparency, contributing to improving economy, effectiveness and efficiency, transparency and accountability in the management and protection of the environment, towards sustainable development of the country. In 2020, it’s the first time the function of conducting environmental auditing of the SAV is regulated in the amended Law on Environmental Protection, affirming the attention and recognition of the National Assembly and the Government for the efforts and results achieved by the SAV in environmental auditing. In addition, the Development Strategy of the SAV to 2030 (2012-2030 period) has identified the goal of “strengthening environmental audits, performance audits, thematic audits and information technology audits accounting for about 30% to 40% of the number of annual audits” in order to promote environmental auditing in the assessing the extent of policy coherence and integration, the level of contributions of the entities towards the achievement of the country's sustainable development goals (SDGs).
As the Chairman of the ASOSAI for the period of 2018-2021, the SAV has raised initiatives and solutions which were highly appreciated by the international community to fulfill commitments made in the Hanoi Declaration, in which focusing on environmental auditing for sustainable development and auditing the implementation of SDGs, such as coordinating with SAI China in developing ASOSAI's Action Program with five focus groups of tasks including auditing emerging issues, responding to climate change, environmental pollution challenges on a regional and global scale, the fourth industrial revolution and digital transformation, the SAV’s role in the successful accomplishment of national targeted programs and sustainable development; proposed the establishment of a special committee for studying the establishment of ASOSAI's Working Group on the implementation of SDGs; promoted bilateral cooperation with SAIs and organizations such as SAI Indonesia, SAI Denmark, SAI Pakistan, the Canadian Audit and Accountability Foundation (CAAF), the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants of the United Kingdom (ACCA) in activities like capacity building, training, implementing audits on topics related to sustainable development; established working groups on Environmental and Performance Auditing, Audit Extractive Industries,  the ASOSAI Research Project Group on “Application of big data in environmental auditing”, the 12th ASOSAI Research Project Group on  “Auditing the implementation of SDGs”, ... to enhance the sharing of audit knowledge and experience among SAIs. Especially, implementing the motto of INTOSAI as “Mutual experience, benefits all”, the SAV proposed and received the approval from ASOSAI in conducting “The cooperative environmental audit on water resource management in the MRB in line with the implementation of SDGs”. 
OVERVIEW ABOUT THE AUDIT
The audit was conducted in the context that the MRB’s countries have been facing challenges, and unpredictable negative impacts from climate change, environmental degradation as well as unsustainable management, exploitation and use of water resources, which could directly affect the lives of more than 65 million people in the MRB. Recognizing the importance of preserving and protecting the Mekong River's water resources for regional development, the SAV, as the Chairman of ASOSAI for the 2018-2021 term, has proposed and received strong support from regional SAIs in conducting “The cooperative environmental audit on water resource management in the MRB in line with the implementation of SDGs”. The audit aims to raise the awareness of related countries and international community on the management, exploitation and effective use of water resources in MRB; and to recommend for effective solutions for the sustainable development of environment and lives of nations around the MRB; while also efficiently implements the Hanoi Declaration with the theme “Environmental Audit for Sustainable Development” of the 14th ASOSAI Congress.  

The audit had the participation of 3/6 SAIs of the MRB’s countries including the SAV, the Office of Auditor General of Thailand and the Office of Auditor General of Myanmar. Experts from SAI Malaysia, SAI Indonesia, World Bank and CAAF provided technical support throughout the audit process from planning, implementing and reporting. In Vietnam, the SAV’s audit team had audited in 4 central ministries, including the Vietnam National Mekong Committee, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, the Ministry of Industry and Trade, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, and the People’s Committee of 12 MRB’s provinces in Vietnam, including An Giang, Dong Thap, Tien Giang, Soc Trang, Can Tho, Tra Vinh, Ca Mau, Hau Giang, Ben Tre, Gia Lai, Kon Tum and Dak Lak. The audit objective is to assess the management of water resources and the compliance with international commitments of the Government of Vietnam in managing, using and protecting of water resources in the MRB for implementing Target 6.5 under SDG 6 “By 2030, implement integrated water resources management at all levels, including through transboundary cooperation as appropriate”, at the same time focusing on considering and determining the negative impacts due to the reduction of water resources of the Mekong River in Vietnam in the period 2016 - 2020.

AUDIT RESULTS
(1) The audit entities’s archivements: 
The audit results shows that for the period of 2016 - 2020, the Government of Vietnam has paid much attention and made great efforts in enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the management of water resources in the MRB in line with implementing SDGs. Based on the assigned tasks under the National Action Plan to implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the ministries and local authorities have actively developed the detailed plans to implement SDGs, including target 6.5 on comprehensive management of water resources in the river basin from central to local levels. The audit has examined the achievements of the implementation process, including the system of legal documents on water resources, such as the Law on Water Resources, the Law on Environmental Protection, and the issued Decrees and Circulars. The national natural resource and environment monitoring networks has been gradually invested to ensure uniformity, modernity, and comprehensiveness; the quality of water sources is improving year by year; inspection, examination and controlling on the management of water resources environmental protection are organized periodically, thereby detecting and handling violations.
Regarding international cooperation, the Government of Vietnam has fully and seriously implemented international commitments on the Agreement on The Cooperation for The Sustainable Development of the MRB (Mekong Agreement 1995), especially utilizing the waters of the Mekong River system in a reasonable and equitable manner; 5 Mekong River Commission’s (MRC) Procedures, including Data and Information Exchange and Sharing (PDIES); Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA); Water Use Monitoring (PWUM); Maintenance of Flow on the Mainstream (PMFM); Procedures for Water Quality (PWQ); and many other activities within the framework of the MRC such as: to participate in the development and implementation of legal documents and strategies of the MRC; fully participate in MRC conferences and meetings and make practical and useful recommendations on fair and reasonable use of water resources; appoint officials and experts on water resources to participate in MRC's activities; strengthen bilateral and multilateral cooperation such as ensuring flow regulation and maintaining the minimum flow of the Sesan - SrePok river to Cambodia, signing a MoU between An Giang province of Vietnam and Kandal and Takeo provinces of Cambodia on management and monitoring of water quality, waste sources and biodiversity in the MRB; develop the national plan and allocate funds to implement the Basin Development Strategy for the Lower Mekong Basin for period of 2016-2020, etc.
(2) The audit entities’s shortcomings and limitations
The audit also found some shortcomings and limitations of ministries and local authorities in the management of MRB’s water resources for the period of 2016-2020. Particularlly, the master plan on water resources for the whole country, the region in the MRB, the inter-provincial and intra-provincial river basin were not developed timely; some basic survey of water resources had not provided sufficient information and data to serve the management of water resources and specific target 6.5; the supervision and control of the management authorities is still lacking in synchronism and not ensuring the connection from the central to the local authorities. 
In addition, the SAV also pointed out the difficulties and obstacles in the implementation of the Mekong Agreement 1995 that need the MRB’s countries to be considered, studied and overcomed to improve and strengthen the effectiveness of cooperation in the MRB in the next coming time:
1. Currently, only 4 out of 6 countries in the MRB have signed the Mekong Agreement 1995. 
2. Lack of legal documents (regulations, manuals, technical guidelines, etc.) to regulate the exploitation and use of water resources on the mainstreams and tributaries of the Mekong River such as hydropower plants construction, water diversion projects...), while the number of tributary hydropower development projects built by MRC member countries is increasing.
3. Lack of specific provisions to settle disagreements among MRC members on reasonable and equitable utilization of water resources in the MRB; lack of indicators and activities related to environmental impact assessment and SDGs on the MRB’s integrated water resources management. 
4. Some procedures, legal documents, basin-wide strategies and technical guidelines of the MRC were developed with general content, using multi-meaning words  leading to different interpretations and so reducing the effectiveness of implementing the Mekong Agreement 1995.

5. There are some technical guidelines developed to support the implementation of procedures and cooperation programs, but they have not yet been approved or only have been approved at technical working-level such as the Guidelines for the Multi-Purpose Evaluation of Hydropower Projects (2015), Technical guidance for the implementation of Procedures for the Maintenance of Flow on the Mainstream (2016), Technical Guidelines for Transboundary Environmental Impact Assessment in the Lower Mekong Basin (2018).
6. There are some issues in implementing 5 MRC’s Procedures such as the information and data on hydrometeorology and silt were not really synchronized and updated regularly; monitoring of water use had not been fully implemented due to resource constraints; the consultations for projects on exploitating and using water resources on the mainstream had not been fully assessing the composite effects to the lower Mekong basin. 
7. Among four MRC member countries, only Vietnam has joined the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigation Uses of International Watercourses 1997, so it makes difficult to find the common grounds of reference when dealing with differences or requesting the intervention of the International Court of Justice. 
The above-mentioned limitations and obstacles in water resource management combined with climate change factors, increasing water exploitation and use of upper Mekong River Basin countries lead to strong negatively impacts on the water resources of the MRB in Vietnam, especially the Mekong Delta region where is home of more than 17.3 million people and providing over 50% of rice production, 65% of fishery production and 70% of fruit production for Vietnam. Some negative impacts can be mentioned as: the volume of water from upstream of the Mekong River to the Mekong Delta in 2020 decreased by 157 billion m3 comparing to the year 2011, along with that the amount of silt in 2020 also decreased by 14 million tons compared to the year 2017; saltwater intrusion caused damage to about 509.804 hectares of crops and 486.000 households lacked of water for daily use; 1,509,528 ha of Mekong Delta land degraded in quality due to reduced fertility, approximately more than one third of the area of ​​the Mekong Delta; 2,158 cases of river bank erosion; natural fishery reserves decreased by 12,644 tons; water quality in many rivers and canals has been polluted leading to 84,672 cases of disease according to statistics of the health sector in the period of 2016 - 2020; many local authorities reported the decline in the number of typical species living in the MRB. At the same time, it also contributes to the situation of hundred thousands of workers leaving their hometown and traditional jobs to look for jobs in big cities and urban areas.
AUDIT RECOMMENDATIONS
Base on the audit findings, in addition to recommendations to the Government, ministries and local authorities in strengthening effective management and monitoring of water resources, the SAV also recommends the Vietnam Mekong River Commission to assume the prime responsibility for, and coordinates with ministries and local authorities to study, discuss and advise the Prime Minister to propose the MRC to develop technical documents/instructions on water use monitoring (including water diversion) on tributaries; maintaining minimal flows (on the mainstream and tributaries of the Mekong River). At the same time, it is recommended to develop specific provisions and sanctions to settle disputes over disagreements between member countries in the management and use of water in the MRB. Besides, the SAV recommends the Vietnam Mekong River Commission to encourage the MRC to transmit monitoring systems (aquaculture, ecosystem health, sediment, silt...) and all member countries for operating monitoring systems effectively and ensuring integrated database of water resource management throughout the MRB.
The cooperative audit has so far been conducted successfully, bringing many added values ​​in water resources management for countries in the Mekong river basin. The SAV would like to send especial thanks to SAI Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia, Indonesia, CAAF and World Bank for accompanying the SAV to create the success of the cooperative environmental audit on water resource management in the MRB in line with the implementation of SDGs./.
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