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“Modern society has distinct advantages
over those civilizations of the past

that suffered or even collapsed
for reasons linked to water.
We have great knowledge

and the capacity to disperse that knowledge
to the remotest places on earth.

We are also beneficiaries
of scientific leaps that have improved

weather forecasting, agricultural practices, natural 
resources management, disaster prevention, 

preparedness, and management ...
Only a rational and informed political, social, and 

cultural response
—and public participation in all stages of the 

disaster management cycle—
can reduce disaster vulnerability

and ensure that hazards do not turn into 
unmanageable disaster.”

Kofi Annan
Message on World Water Day 2004
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ABOUT ASIA–NETHERLANDS
WATER LEARNING WEEK

The Asia–Netherlands Water Learning Week is an 
intensive, weeklong program that brings together experts 
from premier organizations and institutions from across 
the Netherlands to share with influential government 
leaders, policy makers, and practitioners on water 
resources management and services issues in Asia and 
for a variety of scales—countries, cities, river basins, 
deltas, or very specific project areas.

Since the inaugural program in 2012, the Asia–
Netherlands Water Learning Week has connected  
more than 100 Asian water leaders with experts in 
the Netherlands to collaborate on smart choices for 
increasing water security and green growth in Asia. 

How is it funded? The initiative is financed by the 
Government of the Netherlands through the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB)-administered Netherlands 
Trust Fund under the Water Financing Partnership 
Facility. 

Who participates? ADB staff and their government 
counterparts from developing member countries apply as 
a team, representing the water projects they are working 
to design or implement. 

They submit proposals to UNESCO-IHE Institute for 
Water Education that summarize the development 
challenges that their projects are facing and their 
learning objectives to be accomplished during the event. 
Proposals must be based on projects that are financed by 
ADB and related to the annual theme.

This publication presents highlights from the 2015 event 
to demonstrate the week’s value.
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Historically, governments have treated water-related disasters as 
singular events, which keeps them in reactive management modes 
rather than approaching the inevitable events proactively by 
mitigating and reducing risks. This requires more than engineering 
solutions. Resilience requires smart governance and technical 
management.

Fortunately, in recent years, Asian leaders are learning that today’s 
risks could very well be tomorrow’s disaster. They want to head 
off these disasters, and are asking where to begin and what—in 
addition to traditional, structural development projects—can 
address the challenges of climate change and communities who 
feel more entitled to the processes that can protect them from the 
impacts of climate change and natural disasters.

Disaster risk reduction requires a long-term development 
perspective and needs to be embedded in national policy and 
planning processes, especially for water resources management and 
climate change adaptation. 

Risks are as dynamic as nature is—existing in a juxtaposed state 
of both cycles and flux. Disaster risk management needs to be as 
flexible, continuously improving institutional and management 
practices and processes.

The learning week brought together experts from the Netherlands; 
staff from ADB; and government water leaders from Armenia, 
Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Viet Nam to 
problem-solve on issues their projects face that are related to water 
hazards.

2015 LEARNING THEME

WATER-RELATED DISASTERS
AND CLIMATE CHANGE: 
MANAGING VULNERABILITY
AND RISKS WITHIN THE
ASIA AND PACIFIC REGION
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QUESTIONS FOR 
COLLABORATIVE 
LEARNING

How to mainstream 
research and development 

to boost water productivity, 
conservation, and reuse 

across sectors; reduce water 
footprints; clean up waterways; 
and create multifunctional and 

green infrastructure?

How much space 
do rivers need?

What makes 
communities more 
resilient and water 

agencies more adaptive 
in the face of rapid 

changes? 

How can the 
corporate sector 

partner with 
governments to 

manage for results?
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� The World Economic Forum ranks
 water-related risks highest on impact and highly 

on likelihood.1

� Between 1980 and 2006,
 more than 71% of global fatalities
 from natural disasters occurred in Asia
 and more than 83% were flood-related.2

� Between 2005 and 2014, water-related disasters 
in Asia caused $326 billion in direct physical 
losses, with almost 219,000 lives lost and 1.3 
billion people affected by disasters.3

� Over the past 40 years, direct physical losses, as 
a consequence of natural hazards,

 have increased more rapidly than
 economic growth in Asia and the Pacific.

WHAT’S
AT STAKE

Note: Water-related disasters include river floods, droughts, 
extreme winds, storm waves, and storm surge.

Sources:
1  World Economic Forum. 2015. Global Risks 2015, 10th edition. 

Geneva.
2  UNESCO. 2009. Global Trends in Water-Related Disasters: An 

INSIGHT for Policymakers. Paris.
3  ADB. 2005. Tokyo Conference on International Study for 

Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience. Figures used in a 
presentation.
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Water Supply 
and Sanitation 
Sector Project 
(2012–2017)

ARMENIA

Disaster Risk 
Reduction at River 
Outlets
(2015–2016)

SRI LANKA

THE NETHERLANDS

Punjab Irrigated 
Agriculture 
Investment 
Program
(2011–2021)

PAKISTAN
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2015
LEARNING
PROJECTS

The Asia–Netherlands Water 
Learning Week 2015 accepted nine 
project-based case studies from 
seven countries. All are financed 
by the Asian Development Bank 
and several are cofinanced by the 
Government of the Netherlands.

Flood and Riverbank 
Erosion Risk Management 
Investment Program 
(2014–2023)

Third Urban Governance and 
Infrastructure Improvement 
Sector Project (2014–2020)

BANGLADESH

Flood Management in Selected 
River Basins Sector Project 
(2016–2022)

Green Cities: A Sustainable 
Urban Future in Indonesia 
(2014–2016)

INDONESIA

VIET NAM
Water Efficiency 
Improvement in 
Drought Affected 
Provinces
(2018-2022)

Kolkata 
Environmental 
Improvement 
Investment Program 
(2013–2019)

INDIA

9



10



SYNTHESIS OF 
SELECTED CASE 
STUDIES
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BANGLADESH
Learning to Build
with Nature
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Riverbank erosions and flooding are the most prominent disasters in 
Bangladesh. About 20% of the country is inundated every monsoon 
season, and about 5,000 to 6,000 hectares are lost annually from 
erosions.

The landless poor typically occupy the riparian fringe lands, which are 
prone to riverbank erosions and flooding, and they have experienced 
repeated displacement and loss of homesteads, lands, crops, and 
livelihoods. With population growth and increasing population density, 
governments find it more and more complicated to resettle people away 
from disaster-prone areas. 

Effective flood and erosion risk management is essential for economic 
growth, improving livelihoods, and reducing poverty. Without better 
management, the threat of frequent flood and erosion disasters will 
continue to discourage investment and undermine economic growth in 
the poorer, more vulnerable riverine areas.

THE PROBLEM
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ADB is supporting Bangladesh’s strategic flood and riverbank 
erosion risk management through a $255 million multitranche 
financing facility. 

The investment program replicates innovative riverbank 
protection technologies developed by the ADB-financed Jamuna–
Meghna River Erosion Mitigation Project, which demonstrated 
effectiveness, stability, and cost efficiency, but with needed 
improvements for replicating. 

The first project under the multitranche financing facility, 
costing $103 million and cofinanced by the Government of 
the Netherlands, will provide urgently needed structural and 
nonstructural measures in high priority areas. Subsequent projects 
will protect other priority areas. 

The investment program directly protects poor residents in the 
riverine fringe areas from frequent riverbank erosion and flood 
inundation. The poor will benefit from increased farm productivity; 
farm income of tenant farmers is projected to increase 35%–48% 
in the protected areas. Increased farm activity will raise the overall 
demand for farm labor by 30% and that labor demand is expected 
to be met by landless and marginal farmers.

THE PROJECT
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Participants from Bangladesh came with the following learning priorities: 

1. Innovations. What new technologies should Bangladesh consider 
for protecting and stabilizing riverbanks? Is the “building with nature” 
approach feasible? And how could modeling of riverbank erosion help 
improve predictions of erosion in Bangladesh?

2. Involvement. How can projects inspire and equip communities to 
participate in local flood management, including the regular operation 
and maintenance of key flood protection infrastructure. How can 
awareness build community capacity and get people involved?

3. Institutions. How to get government institutions thinking, planning, 
and managing more strategically? Governments need to understand 
water-related disaster management as a strategy for economic 
growth and livelihoods.

1. Do not fight nature. The philosophy of “building with nature” in the 
Netherlands is to not fight nature, but cope with nature by taking 
advantage of natural processes. The philosophy is applicable to 
Bangladesh, but each country and each site needs technologies that 
are appropriate for local conditions. The Bangladesh team agreed it 
would continue studying locally appropriate technologies. 

2. Manage together. Different levels of stakeholders at project sites, 
such as local communities, local elites, and local government officials 
should be informed and involved.

LEARNING AGENDA

LESSONS

16



The learning team returned to Bangladesh with practical and 
conceptual ideas to put to work:

1. Continue studying technologies of “building with nature” to 
find the best suitable for Bangladesh. 

2. Strengthen disaster risk management capacity of local 
communities and local institutions.

3. Strengthen coordination between institutions, projects and 
people.

ACTIONING THE LEARNING
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INDONESIA
Learning to Beat
Back the Floods
with Planning
and Participation

19
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Flood damage in Java has become progressively serious, particularly 
around Jakarta. The government’s flood control efforts have 
overemphasized structural measures to control floods, such as 
confining floodwater between artificial embankments, which need 
to be continually higher and stronger to protect growing cities on the 
floodplain. Little attention has been paid to managing watersheds, which 
have degraded over the years because of the conversion of forest and 
uplands for agriculture and other uses. 

Indonesia’s influencers in this sector are learning that projects need to 
rely less on engineering and more on planning and participation. Projects 
must confront external pressures, such as 

� Rapid land-use changes and loss of forestry,
� Urban social problems,
� Multi-stakeholder interests, and
� Limited or partial funding available.

THE PROBLEM

20



The Flood Management in Selected River Basins Project aims to 
prevent disasters and reduce social, economic, and environmental 
impacts from flooding in Java.

The project parts ways with traditional structurally driven 
flood control approaches. It balances the necessary structural 
components with greater community and institutional capacity 
building. It intends to (i) enhance data, information, the 
knowledge base, and institutional coordination for management of 
floods; (ii) upgrade or develop flood management infrastructure; 
(iii) reduce erosion and improve watershed conditions; and (iv) 
prepare communities to manage flood risks.

Local governments will lead the development of spatial plans 
that consider flood risks—a new approach to urban planning and 
land management in Indonesia.  With database and flood model 
analysis, the extent of potential hazards and risks will be mapped 
for developing the flood risk management and spatial plans for the 
region. 

THE PROJECT
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Believing that the addition of nonstructural solutions may be the key 
to unlocking the gridlock of failed efforts against flooding, the learning 
team came to the Netherlands to understand how public awareness, new 
technology, and flood risk mapping could help mitigate flood hazards and 
risks. 

Specifically on Indonesia’s learning agenda were
 
� Techniques for advance flood hazard mapping; 
� Different development scenarios;
� Flood risk management lessons and best practices; and
� Flood risk assessment, mapping, and uses for regional and spatial 

planning.

Among the many lessons the Indonesia team cited, the following signify 
some lessons that resonated among the other teams:

� Take a greener approach. Build with nature—for it rather than against 
it.

� A vision for the long term is important for sustainability and taking 
development to scale.

� Research and development is an important resource, including that of 
local knowledge and for local learning.  

A few technical lessons were noted: 

� Consider the hydrological digital terrain modeling for mapping flow 
risks.

� Aim for safety beyond other measures (e.q., “Q 1/25” compared with 
“NED Q 1/1000”).

The value-added services from flood management were also noted:

� Relocating away from hazards and risks can be a “win–win” solution 
when done sensitively and collaboratively and fairly.

� Look to the Netherlands’ experience for more lessons on institutional 
building, capacity building, and project organization.

� Flood risk management and hydrological data can solve more 
problems than just flooding.

LEARNING AGENDA

LESSONS

22



The learning team returned to Indonesia with practical and 
conceptual ideas to put to work:

� Use a collaborative workshop approach for the technical 
reviews of the project.

� Assess current flood risk management and flood early warning 
systems using “Preparing for Extreme and Rare Events in 
Coastal Regions” benchmarking.

� Reexamine how the project is organized, specifically the roles 
of the central and regional agencies.

� Think more elaborately about transportation and private 
development in urban planning.

� Apply green designs to dikes and drainage.
� Think urban designs for Ambon Waterfront City.

ACTIONING THE LEARNING
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PAKISTAN
Learning 
Transformational 
Development

25
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At the heart of Pakistan’s water distress is infrastructure neglect. With 
the world’s oldest and most vast irrigation systems, the country has not 
had the financing, management skills, or the political mass to maintain 
those systems. Climate conditions and climate change are exacerbating 
the situation. Floods and droughts are damaging infrastructure and 
slashing farm yields, which translates into loss of income and livelihoods.

THE PROBLEM

26



The Punjab Irrigated Agriculture Investment Program will improve 
production on 2 million hectares and reduce flood risks by 
providing reliable irrigation and flood protection infrastructure 
and modern management of infrastructure, systems, and supplies 
(both surface water and groundwater). The program is based on 
the principle that structural and nonstructural approaches must be 
put to use for effective development. 

Implementation began in 2007, and by the time the program 
wraps up in 2017, ADB will have extended approximately $900 
million through a multitranche financing facility, which is about 
26% of Pakistan’s total financing needs for its master plan. 

The program’s greatest benefit is increased agricultural yields, 
greater cropping intensity, and some diversification into high-
value crops. Improved water supply from system renovations and 
upgrades is responsible for this. To ensure that poorer farmers 
benefit the most, the program has been strategically designed for 
farmers at the tail end of the systems, where farmers have to rely 
on low-quality groundwater.

THE PROJECT

27

BA
N

G
LA

D
ESH

IN
D

O
N

ESIA
PA

KISTA
N

VIET N
A

M



Pakistan has begun receiving substantial sums of overseas development 
funds to start addressing infrastructure neglect and agricultural 
production, but the quest for greater awareness and understanding to 
continue progress has only begun. The learning team was especially 
interested in the Netherlands’ flood risk management strategy, 
particularly the management of levees, lessons grounded in good 
science, and the latest technologies.

The Pakistan learning team recorded substantial lessons and learnings 
from the weeklong event. 

Lesson 1: Plan to succeed

� Set targets. Make them holistic and plan for the short and long term. 
They will keep decisions and development on track. 

� Assess a reaction before taking action. Development is a process 
of many actions in a certain time, so every action—and reaction—
counts toward either reaching or missing a development goal. 

� Plan for the inevitable. Glacier retreat in the Himalayas will affect 
agriculture in the Indus River Basin. So plan for it.

Lesson 2: Infrastructure and systems work together 

� Conjunctive water use management has implications on large 
irrigation systems.

� Active floodplains require unique construction standards as well as 
space—room for rivers to rise and fall seasonally.

� Pump with precaution. Energy-short countries, such as Pakistan, 
must pump efficiently and productively. 

LEARNING AGENDA

LESSONS

28



The learning team identified the following steps to take on their 
project and with the problem:  

1. Collaborate with Hydraulic Research Laboratory at Deltares for 
capacity building and facility upgrading in Pakistan.

2. Tap UNESCO-IHE for training Punjab’s Irrigation Department.
3. Study more deeply retention areas and levee management.
4. Coordinate with DB Sediment for sediment dredger.
5. Think transformationally about change and use the 

Netherlands’ experiences and knowledge to strengthen 
Punjab’s institutions.

ACTIONING THE LEARNING

Lesson 3: Collaborate in all things

� Research is required. The Pakistan team was connected to 
Hydraulic Research Laboratory at Deltares, which trains and 
upgrades similar facilities in Asia. Deltares also collaborates 
with Asian countries on upgrading their forecasting system.

� An apex water body, which governs all water management 
issues, provides institutional coherence.

� Agro-industry, transportation, and trading—working 
together—can improve profitibility for farmers.
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VIET NAM
Learning Irrigation 
Modernization with 
New Market Players

31
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The south central coast and central highland regions of Viet Nam have 
relatively high rates of poverty, slow economic growth, and harsh natural 
conditions—not conducive for agriculture yet ever dependent on it. 
Irrigation infrastructure remains partially developed with operational 
efficiencies of 60%–75% of design standards. Much of the farming 
area depends on natural water sources and are frequently affected by 
droughts and salinization. 

Irrigation water inefficiencies are becoming less tolerable as demand 
for water grows across all sectors as a result of 3 decades of rapid 
urbanization and industrialization. Rising incomes have changed food 
consumption patterns, causing higher demand for high-value crops 
(such as fruits, vegetables, and flowers). Both water and agriculture are 
feeling the pressure to be more efficient and more productive.

THE PROBLEM

32



The project, which was in the design stage during the 2015 
learning week, will finance the upgrading and modernizing of 
irrigation infrastructure, apply water-saving irrigation technology, 
improve management, and promote crop diversification. By 
investing in these areas, local people will experience higher 
incomes, food security, and greater resilience to natural disasters.

THE PROJECT
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The greatest challenge in designing the proposed project was developing 
a mechanism to involve the private sector in supplying water-saving 
technology and extension services when government has been the 
primary investor. Another challenge was in developing business plans for 
the irrigation management companies to become viable, sustainable, and 
self-financed entities under a subsidized irrigation market.  

The learning team was also grappling with management and technical 
issues surrounding the fundamental issue of inefficient irrigation water 
along the supply chain — from demand to use:  

� Upstream water use and downstream water demand arrangements,
� Managing irrigation with water balances and scheduling,
� Options for water-saving technologies,
� Financial incentives to promote on-farm, water-saving technologies,
� Options to increase the value chain with irrigation and advanced 

water-saving technologies, and
� Urban and rural coordination for improved water efficiency.

LEARNING AGENDA

34



The Viet Nam case study produced progressive discussion points 
on the power of information and creativity in planning, design, and 
the decisions that surround them:

� Adopt a learning-by-doing attitude. It is more conducive to 
innovation and creative planning and design.

� Consider the “water plazas approach” as an example of 
how multifunctional structures—based on local residents’ 
involvement—can build resilience to both climate change and 
social change.

The learning week had immediate relevance to the Viet Nam team, 
which was finalizing the project proposal for ADB approval. With 
lessons from the week, the team reported that it intended to

� Update the project proposal with relevant knowledge gained 
from the Viet Nam workshop;

� Promote the preparation of a drought management framework 
and action plans, which need to be integrated into the existing 
flood management framework at the catchment level; and

� Propose a regional database (which could expand to the 
national level) for drought risks and other natural hazards, and 
use it as a tool for making better decisions.

LESSONS

ACTIONING THE LEARNING
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ITINERARY 
HIGHLIGHTS

The 2015 event exemplified the 
diverse program of this annual 
weeklong series of presentations, 
panels, and site visits.

DAY
1 OCT 26

TOPIC
Orientation to 
this year’s theme: 
Disaster risk 
reduction

DAY
2 OCT 27

TOPIC
Flood risk 
management

� Greet Vink, UNESCO-IHE Institute for 
Water Education

� Jan Luijendijk, UNESCO-IHE 
� Lydia Cumiskey, Deltares 
� Michiel de Lijster, ADB
� Eelco van Beek, UNESCO-IHE and 

Deltares
�  Rosh Ranasinghe, UNESCO-IHE
� Matthijs Kok, HKV and Delft University 

of Technology
� Chris Zevenbergen, UNESCO-IHE
� Uta Wehn de Montalvo, UNESCO-IHE
� Jurjen Wagemaker, Floodtags
� Biswa Bhattacharya, UNESCO-IHE

� Herman van der Most, Deltares 
� Eelco van Beek, UNESCO-IHE
� Lydia Cumiskey, Deltares
� Jos van Alphen, 
 Delta Commissioner
� Jaap van Thiel de Vries,
 Ecoshape
� Renske Peters and Ivo Demmers,
 Delta Alliance

Expert Speakers

Expert Speakers

Site visit
Boat tour 
through the 
historic canals 
of Delft

Site visits
� Deltares
� The Hague
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DAY
3 OCT 28

Site visits

DAY
4

Delegations’ 
presentations

DAY
5

� The Maeslant storm surge barrier, an 
impressive hydraulic structure at the 
mouth of the main entrance channel to 
the Rotterdam Harbour

� One of 37 Room for the River projects in 
De Noordwaard in the Biesbosch region 
and

� Historic windmills of Kinderdijk, built in 
1740 and a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site

SITE VISIT
Water Board of 
Delfland
SESSIONS
Team reports
Panel discussions
Wrap up

37
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East Meets West
The Asia–Netherlands Water Learning Week is an innovative, 5-day 
intensive, experiential learning week for government water leaders from 
Asia, staff from Asian Development Bank and UNESCO-IHE Institute for 
Water Education, and experts from the Government of the Netherlands. 
Together, they work on some of the region’s toughest water problems 
and challenges with project design and implementation. The initiative is 
financed by the Government of the Netherlands through the Netherlands 
Trust Fund.

About the Asian Development Bank 
Asian Development Bank’s vision is an Asia and Pacific region free of 
poverty. Its mission is to help its developing member countries reduce 
poverty and improve the quality of life of their people. Despite the 
region’s many successes, it remains home to half of the world’s extreme 
poor. Asian Development Bank is committed to reducing poverty through 
inclusive economic growth, environmentally sustainable growth, and 
regional integration. 

Based in Manila, Asian Development Bank is owned by 67 members, 
including 48 from the region. Its main instruments for helping its 
developing member countries are policy dialogue, loans, equity 
investments, guarantees, grants, and technical assistance.

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
www.adb.org
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