
Integrating Gender equality, 
disability and social inclusion 
(GEDSI) in research and policy: 
sharing experiences from 
SUMERNET and MTT Programs in 
the Mekong Region

Photo credit: Sizwile

Mekong Forum 31 July 2024

Dr. Sizwile Khoza Sizwile.khoza@sei.org

mailto:Sizwile.khoza@sei.org
mailto:Sizwile.khoza@sei.org


Mekong Region is changing 

2

https://lilystravelagency.com/tour-mekong-delta-the-9-best-things-you-can-experience/

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/mekong-river-colour-xayaburi-dam-laos-hydroelectric-power-1338616
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/news/mekong-delta-needs-6-7-billion-for-
smart-climate-change-projects-4155555.html

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2019/10/29/asia-pacific/new-mekong-dam-laos-opens-protests-villagers-thailand/

https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/Laos-hydropower-ambitions-threaten-Mekong-fishing-villages https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/mekong-region-wake-covid-19-challenges-and-prospects





With these changes, where do our solutions lie?

Improving access to 
education, skills, knowledge, 

information on technology 
and innovation for women and 
socially marginalized groups - 

agency

Increasing access to 
technology and innovation 

resources for adoption

Transforming constraining and 
discriminatory gender norms, 
social inequities, and unequal 
power structures and systems

Influencing inclusive and 
equitable policies

Individual 

Formal Informal 

Systemic

Sex and gender-disaggregated 
data, understanding intersecting 

factors in the Mekong context



What does equitable and socially inclusive mean?

Source ASEAN (2022) https://asean.org/book/training-module-on-gender-equality-and-social-inclusion-responsive-anticipatory-action/ 

Enablers:
• Integrated institutional frameworks where GESI 

is integrated across institutions
• Data interoperability
• Gender-responsive budgeting to operationalize 

policies and plans
• Civic space for advocacy 

To do so, policies need to be grounded in an understanding of 
how intersecting forms of discrimination and inequality,
based on gender, class, ethnicity, migration status, age, disability, 
and other factors, create differentiated vulnerabilities and limit 
people’s ability to influence and equally benefit from 
technologies and innovations.

https://asean.org/book/training-module-on-gender-equality-and-social-inclusion-responsive-anticipatory-action/


Getting there…
1. Sustainable Mekong Research 
Network (SUMERNET) 
https://www.sumernet.org

https://www.sumernet.org/


Sustainable Mekong Research Network 
(SUMERNET)

A regional research network established in 2005 for sustainable development with funding support from the Swedish 
Government. The Secretariat is hosted by SEI. 

Diverse memberships from wide-range of sectors relevant to environmental sustainability.

Activities: Research, policy engagement, promotion of cutting-edge research, innovation, and capacity development. 
Integrate gender equality and social inclusion, human rights, conflict sensitivity, environmental integrity and poverty 
reduction

SUMERNET 4 All (2018-2024) focuses on reducing water insecurities for all, in particular, the poor, socially marginalized and 
vulnerable groups of women and men in the Region. 

SUMERNET expands to include
SUMERNET Network Members: 800 members 
SUMERNET Young Professional Network: 147 members 
Mekong Thought Leadership and Think Tanks Network (MTT)



SUMERNET 4 All – current phase

“To improve the policies and practices in 
reducing water insecurity by conducting 

collaborative research, engaging in the policy 
process, and promoting scientifically sound 
research and innovation while considering 
gender and social equality, human rights, 

conflict sensitivity, environmental integrity 
and poverty reduction in the Mekong Region.”

Mission

“Reduced water insecurities 
for all, in particular poor, 
marginalized and socially 

vulnerable men and women 
in the Mekong Region”

Impact



https://www.sumernet.org/project/participatory-
flood-risk-management-a-case-for-policy-
implication-from-ban-phai-municipality-thailand

https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-
collaboration-and-insights-closing-
workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-
groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-
mekong-region/

https://www.sumernet.org/project/participatory-flood-risk-management-a-case-for-policy-implication-from-ban-phai-municipality-thailand
https://www.sumernet.org/project/participatory-flood-risk-management-a-case-for-policy-implication-from-ban-phai-municipality-thailand
https://www.sumernet.org/project/participatory-flood-risk-management-a-case-for-policy-implication-from-ban-phai-municipality-thailand
https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-collaboration-and-insights-closing-workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-mekong-region/
https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-collaboration-and-insights-closing-workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-mekong-region/
https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-collaboration-and-insights-closing-workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-mekong-region/
https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-collaboration-and-insights-closing-workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-mekong-region/
https://ait.ac.th/2023/09/regional-collaboration-and-insights-closing-workshop-of-the-gira-project-strengthening-groundwater-governance-in-the-lower-mekong-region/


SUMERNET Young Professionals (SYP)

SYP was initially formalised as Youth Network in 2019 and Re-
formalized as SUMERNET Young Professional in 2022.

SYP OBJECTIVES:
1. Build a network of young professionals from the 

Mekong Region in the field of environmental science.
2. Strengthen research skills and capacity of young 

professionals in the Mekong Region.
3. Provide a platform for young professionals to exchange 

ideas about environmental challenges and solutions.
4. Facilitate cooperation and friendship among young 

members in the network with other SUMERNET 
network members, partner organisations and beyond.

186 
Number of SYP 

members

91% 
SYP members with age 

under 35 years old

12 
Number of nationalities 

in SYP



Getting there…
2. Mekong Thought 
Leadership and Think Tanks 
Network Program (MTT)



Mekong Thought Leadership and Think Tank Networks 
Program (MTT) 2022-2025

• Initiated by a consortium of 25 organizations led by SEI, with 
funding support from DFAT’s Mekong-Australia Partnership (MAP) 
Water, Energy and Climate (MAP-WEC)

• Building on the strength of SUMERNET with more focus on 
strengthening policy engagement & co-production of knowledge for 
policy and practice 

• Further build a regional alliance of institutions for effective policy 
engagement on water, energy and climate change. 



MTT objectives and long-term goal
Contribute to improved and more equitable water and energy security, adaptation and 
mitigation to climate change in the Mekong Region for the benefit of all, especially the 
marginalized, vulnerable and at-risk communities.

Long-term Goal 

Water, energy and climate research and policy interfaces are robust and more inclusive, resulting 
in more effective and equitable policies, which are cross-sectoral, informed by evidence, and are 
responding to the needs of vulnerable groups. 

End of Program 
Outcome 

The program intends to strengthen the role and effectiveness of national and regional KBPIOs in 
engaging with national and regional policy processes on water and energy security and climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. 

Objective 

The program intends to strengthen the role and capabilities of national and regional KBPIOs in 
inclusive knowledge co-production processes by engaging with stakeholders across sectors, 
locations and countries on water, climate and energy issues and their interlinkages. 

Objective 

The program intends to enhance the capacity for networking of national and regional KBPIOs and 
build the capacity of young professionals in delivering research and communicating and engaging 
with policy processes. 

Objective 



Program Activities

• 32 fellowships for entry-
/mid-career professionals 
in the Mekong 
• Training for capacity 

development on research, 
policy engagement and 
communications

• Informal and formal 
engagement with 
regional and bilateral 
policy and planning 
processes in water, 
energy and climate 
change sectors
• Mekong policy forum

• Scoping study of KBPIOs
• 4 regional flagship 

studies
• 7 national rapid 

response projects 

Opportunity for 
knowledge-based policy 
influence organizations 
(KBPIOs) in the Mekong to 
join a network/alliance

Mekong Thought Leadership and Think Tanks 
Network Program (MTT)

Component 1:
Development of home-grown 
regional network/alliance of 

knowledge-based policy 
influence organisations 

(KBPIOs)

Component 2:
Enhancing climate resilience of 

water and energy systems 
through policy research and 

collaboration among PIOs

Component 3:
Inclusive engagement with 

policy, practice and the public 
beyond dialogues for effective 

changes

Component 4:
Professional development of 

agents of change 
(KBPIOs and Early Career 

Professionals)



MTT Granted Projects

Country Coverage

Cambodia 4

Lao PDR 3

Thailand 4

Vietnam 6

Total 17

Project Team's Gender Ratio

Man Woman

40 41

49% 51%

Type of granted projects 

Flagship Study (FS) 4

Rapid Response (RR) 7

Total 11

Gender equality, disability and social inclusion integrated in ALL the projects
- Projects started in 2024



THANK YOU!


