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It is an unusual sight, a line of long skirts and parasols at the 
Yangon Wastewater Treatment Plant, as staff gather around 
their Australian mentor in the rain. The mostly young female 
engineers who operate the plant in Yangon, Myanmar, are 
learning how to use a new probe to test for dissolved oxygen. 
It is part of a training to improve their capacity to manage and 
optimize the treatment facility to ensure that the effluent 
discharged is safe for public health and the environment.

This is the first in a series of training sessions under a water 
utility partnership between Yangon City Development 
Committee (YCDC) and Hunter Water Australia, a leading 
water and wastewater utility. The twinning is being facilitated 
by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) through its Water 
Operators Partnerships Program.

Yangon’s sewerage system is quite old. It was originally 
commissioned in 1883. The treatment plant is also aged, 
but is still quite capable of achieving good wastewater 
treatment. “The problem is that plant operators do not know 
how it performs,” says Craig White, a chemical engineer 
with Hunter Water. Craig and his colleague Clara Laydon are 
mentoring YCDC staff on how to monitor the wastewater 
treatment process in order to optimize the plant.

During a previous diagnostic visit, Craig observed that the 
equipment for testing biological oxygen demand (BOD), a key 
measure of plant efficiency, was defective. Hunter provided 
new equipment for the training. “It is important they know 

how to accurately test the water to be sure it is safe to be 
discharged,” says Craig.

TRAINING BRIDGES 
KNOWLEDGE GAP
The 5-day training mixes classroom lectures by Craig and 
Clara together with hands-on practice on monitoring 
procedures in the plant laboratory. The two Hunter Water 
mentors are well suited to the task, combining technical 
know-how with years of practical experience in a successful 
water and wastewater utility. Craig designs treatment plants 
while Clara specializes in training operators at Hunter Water. 
According to Clara, the training of YCDC staff is designed to 
bridge a knowledge gap.

“There has been a practical knowledge gap in terms 
of what the theory means for the actual operation of 
the Yangon plant. To bridge the gap, it is important 
to have people who are experienced at operating 
plants, and understand the practical limitations and 
what can be done on a day-to-day basis to improve 
and optimize the plant. Hopefully that’s what we are 
providing to build up their knowledge skills.” 

YCDC staff with mentor Clara Laydon trying new equipment



KEEN TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE
Clara finds the students very perceptive, keen, and eager. 

“They are working together to understand and ask 
us really interesting questions. They are very keen 
to make a difference for themselves, and for their 
community and their country.”

Plant manager Daw Khin Aye Myint feels the training 
will be a big asset for the future expansion of the city’s 
wastewater treatment facilities. 

“We have only one wastewater treatment in Yangon 
City but we have plans to build more. This learning 
experience gives us confidence to do our work well. 
Through this training we have gained valuable 
practical knowledge and skills that we can apply in 
the new plants in the future.” 

The training sessions are intensive and lively. The students 
are engaged and enthusiastic despite a language barrier. 
ADB facilitator Khin Lwin is on hand to act as interpreter 
if necessary, but usually the students clarify a point by 
discussing it among themselves, and asking questions. Mar 
Mar Cho, a junior engineer, reflects on the experience:

“They are good teachers. At first we found it difficult to 
follow if they spoke too fast, due to our poor English. But 
with the help of drawings and demonstrations, we can 
understand the lessons. Their training is very effective.”

According to Ei Khine Win, who is in charge of water quality 
monitoring, the training is an eye-opener about proper 
monitoring methods:

“In university, I studied the general theory of BOD. 
But in this training I have gained more in-depth 
knowledge about BOD and testing dissolved oxygen 
before measuring BOD. Now that we know the 
correct testing procedures, we will be able to control 
the wastewater treatment plant.”

Clarifying a point during a lecture



NEXT STEPS IN THE PARTNERSHIP
The twinning agreement calls for step-by-step training 
sessions to achieve the goal of improved performance of the 
Yangon plant. “The process should take about 10 months,” 
says Craig, “as long as we spend a lot of effort in the training 
and engage them by e-mail when we are away.”

The next steps are:
�� Review of monitoring data and analytical procedures.
�� Review of process modeling to identify how the plant 

can be modified to improve performance. 
�� Off-site process engineering training.
�� On-site process engineering training and plant 

modifications.
�� Final visit to review plant performance as a result of the 

twinning partnership.

A unique feature of ADB twinning programs is that 
they are targeted at a specific aspect of water utility 
operations, thus allowing a very focused improvement 
program, according to Amy Leung, Director of ADB’s 
Southeast Asia Urban Division.

“Because it is very targeted, we have to find the 
right mentor.  We’re very happy that we found one 
to help improve Yangon’s wastewater treatment. 
The approach to capacity building that the Water 
Operators Partnerships Program is promoting is peer-
to-peer learning which utilities find very effective.”

Mentor Craig White discussing testing techniques with students in the lab

ADB’S ROLE AS FACILITATOR
ADB established its program, Water Operators 
Partnerships in Asia and the Pacific, to share knowledge 
and build the capacity of water utilities. The approach 
is to bring together an experienced, efficient water 
utility (the mentor) and a utility needing help to deliver 
better services (the recipient). The goal is to enable 
the recipient to improve services, financial stability, and 
other critical aspects of its operational performance by 
adopting best practices of the mentor. 

Both utilities in a partnership freely invest executive 
and staff time in an agreed work plan. ADB provides 
the out-of-pocket costs associated with the 
exchange—the travel and accommodation costs for 
face-to-face meetings and field visits. 

ADB’s facilitators can give advice on work program 
feasibility and moderate expectations, and encourage 
the partners to develop ways of working together best 
suited to the circumstances. Since 2007, ADB has 
facilitated over 40 water utility partnerships.

CONTACT 

For more information please contact: 
waterworks@adb.org

All photos by Steven Griffiths.

© Asian Development Bank   Publication Stock No. ARM146747-2  August  2014


