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I. Overview

A. Description

B. Ratings and Disbursements

C. Key Dates

Project name
Enhancing sustainability of the Transboundary Cambodia - Mekong River Delta Aquifer

Country
Regional, Cambodia, Viet Nam

GEF ID
10520

Implementing  Agency
FAO

Executing Entity
IUCN, UNESCO, Cambodia Ministry of Environment (MOE),  
Viet Nam Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
(MONRE).

Trust Fund
GET

Project  Type
FSP

PIR Submission
9/15/2025

Fiscal Year , PIR Number
 FY 2025 ,  1st PIR 

Objective
To strengthen environmental sustainability and water security in the Lower Mekong Basin by investing, for 
the first time, in improved governance and sustainable utilization of the Cambodia-Mekong River Delta 
Transboundary Aquifer.

Implementation Progress
Unsatisfactory

Development Objective
Unsatisfactory

Overall risk
Moderate Risk

Project Financing
16,350,000.00

Cumulative Disbursement
4,014,198.00

CEO Endorsement/Approval
4/19/2022 

Agency Approval
11/23/2021 
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II. PROGRESS STATUS AND ISSUES 

A. Progress: Information on progress and outcomes of project implementation activities

From Q3 2024 to Q2 2025, the CMDA project made progress despite the delayed start of the Transboundary 
Diagnostic Analysis (TDA). UNESCO developed a Detailed Technical Work Plan (DTWP) tailored to the 
Cambodia-Mekong Aquifer, focusing on Components 1, 3, and 5. The DTWP was prepared with input from 
Cambodia and Viet Nam, detailing objectives, methodology, and recruitment strategies. It emphasized 
national expert engagement in TDA activities under international guidance. The UNESCO and MERFI 
DTWPs were merged by MERFI and jointly presented to the governments in May 2025. 

MERFI finalized it's national consultant recruitments after government-requested replacements in Q2 2025. 
TDA Stage 1 assessments began for all four MERFI-led disciplines, with findings presented and refined 
during a multi-purpose workshop (30 June–1 July 2025). Stage 2 methodology design followed. However, the 
household survey was delayed due to extended JTC and NPMU review and pending government no-objection 
on ToRs for the service provider. Despite this, Stage 1 reports remain on track for submission in early August.

Following no-objection from the NPMUs, UNESCO initiated recruitment of national experts in 
hydrogeology, groundwater-dependent ecosystems, governance, law, socioeconomics, and gender, with 
candidates expected to begin in July 2025. Three field missions were conducted in Cambodia to assess 
groundwater conditions and improve governance. Stakeholder engagement was strengthened through national 
and international workshops and collaboration with IUCN, MERFI, and UNESCO.

IUCN, as lead agency, took a proactive role in stakeholder engagement and technical coordination. It 
supported foundational work—data availability, governance assessments, and stakeholder mapping—with two 
national experts assessing groundwater data systems. Their findings were presented in a Q2 2025 workshop 
coordinated with MERFI’s TDA team. Joint Technical Committees (JTCs), initially planned for the SAP 
phase, were established early in the TDA phase by IUCN, with ToRs, contracting, and facilitation led by 
IUCN.

Regular coordination was maintained via monthly NPMU, Executing Partner, and All-Partner meetings, as 
well as ad-hoc sessions. IUCN and MERFI co-led capacity-building events, including the MAR Workshop in 
Can Tho (Q1 2025), technical site visits, and the Cambodia Groundwater Framework Workshop (Q2 2025). 
In Q4 2025, IUCN led a delegation to the IW:LEARN International Waters Conference in Uruguay, hosted a 
TDA planning session, and launched the CMDA IW:LEARN website. A communications working group and 
outreach materials were developed.

Implementation Start
11/20/2023

First Disbursement
2/29/2024

Expected MTR
2/28/2026

Actual MTR

Expected Completion
11/19/2028

Actual Completion
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Priorities for the next period include completing TDA Stage 1, launching Stage 2 assessments, finalizing the 
household surveys, and accelerating the SAP and pilot design activities to meet project objectives and 
timeline.

B. Challenges: Information on challenges of project implementation activities

The project faced significant implementation challenges over the past 12 months, beginning with the delayed 
inception meeting in Q2 2024, which created at least a six-month misalignment with the original workplan. 

Although UNESCO had been requested to contribute to a Detailed Technical Work Plan (DTWP) in 
March/April 2024 for endorsement by June, the request was only formally actioned in June, and UNESCO’s 
DTWP was finalised and presented to the government partners in December 2024. In Q1 2025, the NPMUs 
requested that the UNESCO and MERFI DTWPs be reviewed and merged into a single TDA DTWP, which 
was completed in Q2 2025. Combined with delays in NPMU approval of ToRs and recruitment of national 
expert teams, this has resulted in a 12–18 month delay in starting the TDA. 

Following the DTWPs' completion, both beneficiary countries requested to review and approve all Terms of 
Reference (ToRs) and recruitment processes—requirements not foreseen in the project design—which led to 
substantial delays in starting technical TDA activities. In Viet Nam, internal restructuring within key 
ministries further slowed document review and validation, compounded by requests to scrutinise concept 
notes and budgets in detail at the activity/output level, raising concerns about scope creep.

To minimize further delays, UNESCO shortened Component 1’s TDA timeline from 18 to 11 months without 
compromising quality, while IUCN and MERFI redirected efforts to foundational work (data assessments and 
stakeholder mapping). National experts were contracted to assess groundwater data systems, and their 
findings informed regional coordination. IUCN had to assume full responsibility for establishing and 
managing the Joint Technical Committees (JTCs), originally assigned to governments, which added further 
administrative burden. While the JTCs have become central to reviewing the DTWPs and partner 
deliverables, their operations remain slow, often requiring weeks for member responses.

Coordination between partners has been a persistent challenge. While MERFI and IUCN eventually aligned, 
coordination with UNESCO remained difficult. UNESCO’s preference for direct government engagement—
combined with unclear guidance from the former CTA—led to fragmentation, mixed messages, and 
inconsistent government feedback. UNESCO's shift from Jakarta to Bangkok HQ, limited regional staffing, 
and absence of a dedicated coordinator in the project countries hindered timely action early on.

Finally, in preparation for a July 2025 RPSC meeting, IUCN failed to submit workplans and budgets to FAO 
for clearance or share them properly with government partners. UNESCO also failed to share budget details to 
IUCN in time because of a differing budget reporting format. This resulted in circulation of inaccurate 
documents and led the Steering Committee to withhold endorsement due to confusion and non-compliance 
with GEF/FAO formats.

C. Stakeholder Engagement
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D. Gender Equality
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E. Knowledge Management
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III: Minor Amendments 

CONTEXT

Result Framework

Components and 
Cost

IUCN submitted 2 OPA budget revisions for FAO endorsement in 
August 2024 and January 2025. These budget revision resulted in a 
decrease in the PMC and M&E to align to GEF requirements on budget 
limitations, and re-allocation to component 3 and 4. The justifications 
provided have been considered appropriate from a technical standpoint 
by FAO.

Institutional And 
Implementation 
Arrangements

RPMU took over funding, development, and management of JTCs, 
originally assigned to government partners in the PRODOC. USD 
120,000 was removed from the MERFI contract and reallocated, 
approved by FAO BH in October 2024. This shift increased IUCN staff 
workload as it required additional time with 6 additional consultant 
contracts to manage, reducing capacity for other CMDA activities.

Financial 
Management 

Implementation 
Schedule

Implementation is significantly delayed by 12 to 18 months due to the 
late start of the TDA. AWP revised.

Executing Entity

Executing Entity 
Category

Minor Project 
Objective Change

Safeguards

Risk Analysis

Increase of GEF 
Financing up to 5%

Co-Financing Viet Nam Ministry of Agriculture and Environment to provide a revised 
list of projects eligible for CMDA co-financing as the projects included 
in the original list at the time of ProDoc approval have now expired

Location of Project 
Activity  

others

IV: Geographic Coordinates of Project  Activities 
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V. ANNEX 

Uploaded Document 

Document Category
M and E Document

Title
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