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Water scarcity is a major challenge across Asia with water 
availability per capita decreasing in Thailand…

Source: https://data.worldbank.org/



…Cambodia…

Source: https://data.worldbank.org/



… Lao PDR…

Source: https://data.worldbank.org/



… and Australia

Source: https://data.worldbank.org/



In response, a regional analysis of water scarcity and 
country responses has been undertaken to inform design 
of a regional water scarcity program

Policy
instruments 



Cambodia, Thailand, Lao PDR and Australia experience 
highly variable water availability

• Seasonal scarcity
• Inter-annual scarcity 
• Drought

(Source: Ketelsen et al, 2022)



Water scarcity in all four countries is focused on areas of 
high water use

• Population centers (e.g. Hanoi, Bangkok, 
Sydney)

• Agricultural areas (e.g. Mekong delta, 
Murray Darling Basin) 

• More of an issue in Thailand, Vietnam and 
Australia

• Localised challenge in Cambodia and Lao 
PDR

(Source: Ketelsen et al, 2022)



Poor water quality can be a cause of water scarcity as the 
water may not be fit for the intended purpose 
• Asia is a global hotspot for untreated 

wastewater discharges into the freshwater 
environment

• Water scarcity due to poor water quality occurs 
across all four countries of the lower Mekong 
basin, albeit with high spatial variability.

• For example, in Lao PDR water quality is 
primarily an issue in the vicinity of the 
urban/industrial centres of Vientiane, 
Savannakhet and in the vicinity of the large 
commercial irrigation areas of Savannakhet

• In the more economically developed Thailand, 
poor quality water occurs widely across the 
country due to a high level of industry and 
dense population centres

• Australia has had challenges with fish kills in the 
Murray Darling Basin

Vietnam (Source: www.theguardian.com/)

Australia (Source: www.smh.com.au/)



Australia’s management of water scarcity 

Understanding of water 
availability and water use
Water access entitlements
Metering of water use
Compliance and 
enforcement 

Key pillars of Australia’s 
management of water 

scarcity (with a focus on 
the Murray-Darling 

Basin)



Thailand’s management of water scarcity



Cambodia’s management of water scarcity



Lao PDR’s management of water scarcity



Common lessons for management water scarcity
Once a river system, or a country’s water resource, have become overallocated, restraining water use is 
difficult and costly – so act early

Achieving water security is a long-term task with no simple fix - need to balance ecological, social, 
cultural and economic concerns

A set of building blocks need to be in place to be able to effectively manage water scarcity –
understanding of water availability and use (water accounting); metering of water use; water access 
entitlements; and compliance enforcement 

Approaches to managing water scarcity need to be integrated and operate and link across scales

Achieving water security will likely lead to winners and losers and governments may need to fund 
appropriate structural adjustments

Adaptable and flexible management systems are required to ensure climate change is considered



Thanks to partner organisations
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Local scale 
instruments

Farmer Water User 
Committees
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Complementary 
olicies, plans and 

strategies
 strategies for water 
agement and climate 
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