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PREFACE 
 

I am pleased to present Mekong Tipping Point: Hydropower Dams, Human 
Security, and Regional Stability, by Richard Cronin and Timothy Hamlin.  This 
important study addresses the complex interactions that derive from dam the 
construction of dams on the mainstream of the Mekong River by China and its 
downstream neighbors in Southeast Asia, with particular attention on the human 
security and regional stability implications.  The study is intended to help 
policymakers in the region to better understand the big picture of mainstream 
dams and their consequences, and to offer some specific alternatives for more 
balanced policy approaches that could help prevent or reduce the most severe 
effects of planned dam projects along the river’s mainstream. 
 
Richard Cronin directs the Stimson Center’s work on Southeast Asia, and he 
brings a political economy perspective to inform his strategic analysis on many 
of the current and emerging trends in the region.  His and Tim Hamlin’s work on 
the Mekong has been the centerpiece of their program for the past three years, 
and this report and the accompanying film are valuable tools for policymakers 
and help build bridges between and among the worlds of science, civil society 
and public policy.  We are grateful to the Chino Cienega Foundation for their 
early and ongoing support and likewise to the US Institute for Peace for its 
support of this phase of our continuing work on the Mekong region. 
 
The Stimson Center focuses on the problems of global security through its 
research, public policy analysis, and promotion of pragmatic ideas to resolve the 
challenges of our day.  Increasingly we give attention to transnational and 
transboundary problems that do not lend themselves easily to traditional 
diplomatic or state-to-state solutions.  This study on the Mekong River is one 
powerful example where positive outcomes will require efforts at the local, 
national and regional levels.  Other recent Stimson works on these daunting 
transnational problems include Exploiting Natural Resources: Growth, Instability 
and Conflict in the Middle East and Asia, Troubled Waters: Climate Change, 
Hydropolitics, and Transboundary Resources; and Coastal Zones and Climate 
Change.  I hope you will visit our website (www.stimson.org) to see these and 
other publications on related topics.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
 
 

Ellen Laipson, Stimson President and CEO 
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MEKONG TIPPING POINT: 
HYDROPOWER DAMS, HUMAN SECURITY  

AND REGIONAL STABILITY 
 

 Richard P. Cronin and Timothy Hamlin 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

he October 1991 Paris Peace Accords on Cambodia closed the book on four 
decades of bitter conflict in the Mekong region of Southeast Asia.  The Accords 

created new opportunities for broad-based economic and social development based 
on reconstruction, renewal and regional economic development in the 795,000 
square kilometer Mekong River Basin, sometimes called the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS).   Unfortunately, the achievement of peace  also opened the way 
for new perils to human security and regional stability in the form of an 
uncoordinated and environmentally unsustainable rush to exploit the rich natural 
resources of an ecosystem that was formed by, and continues to depend on, the 
water of this 4,880 kilometer long river.  The effects of climate change, which are 
already felt in altered rainfall patterns and prolonged drought, will only intensify the 
competition to exploit the Mekong Basin’s still abundant, but increasingly stressed 
water resources.  
 
Mekong governments are making economic development decisions now that, if not 
soon reconsidered based on more careful study, will imperil food security and 
livelihoods, threaten domestic political stability, and put great stress on still 
distrustful regional relationships.  The main threat comes from the construction by 
China of a total of 15 large to mega-sized hydropower dams on the river’s 
mainstream in Tibet and its mountainous Yunnan Province, and the granting of 
concessions by downstream Southeast Asian countries to Chinese and other foreign 
development companies for the construction of eleven dams on the lower half of the 
same river.  
 
All dams have negative impacts on the flow and natural ecology of rivers and 
streams, but in many cases the development-environment tradeoffs in terms of 
electric power and navigation can be justified if full cost-benefit analysis is carried 
out by impartial experts.  
 
Mainstream dams on transboundary rivers are a different matter entirely.  Both 
China’s dams in Yunnan and planned Lower Mekong dam projects threaten the 
bounty of a river that some 60 million people depend on for most of their food 

T 
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supply, mainly in the form of wild fish that supply up to 80 percent of their animal 
protein and rice, the dietary staple that grows on the river’s extensive flood plains.1.  
However ambitious the development aspirations of the Mekong countries the 
resources provided by the river must remain the indispensible base of their 
economic pyramids.  
 
Little has been published about China’s seven or more dam projects in Tibet, but a 
full blown controversy has emerged over Beijing’s ongoing construction of a 
cascade of eight large to mega-size dams on the upper half of the river, which it 
calls the Lancang Jiang (river) as it tumbles 5,000 meters through the high gorges of 
Yunnan.  After exiting Yunnan the river flows through the comparatively low 
mountains and plateaus of Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand to the flood plains of 
Cambodia before disappearing into the South China Sea in Vietnam’s Mekong 
Delta.    
 
China’s cascade of eight dams in Yunnan, of which four have been completed, pose 
the most immediate but by no means the only threat to the river.  Laos, Thailand, 
and Cambodia are planning to build up to 11dams on the lower half of the river. 
Although Vietnam itself has no dammable stretch of the river a Vietnamese 
company, PetroVietnam Power Corporation, would finance one of the Lao dams.2 
 
The impact of both the Yunnan and Lower Mekong dams will be of similarly 
consequential but of differing impact. China’s eight-dam cascade in Yunnan, 
already half-completed, will significantly alter the timing and volume of the river’s 
seasonal flows and hold back a significant amount of the silt that annually provides 
nutrients for downstream agriculture that are critical to food security. This will 
severely alter the natural rhythm of the river and jeopardize the annual flood-
drought cycle that makes the Mekong the world’s largest freshwater fishery and one 
of the most productive regions of wet rice cultivation.3  
 
The Lower Mekong mainstream dams in Laos, Thailand, and Cambodia, by one 
estimate published in a December 2008 issue of the MRC’s journal, Catch and 
Culture, will block the spawning migration of 70 percent or more of the most 
commercially important species, imperilling the food security and livelihoods of 
millions, most of them in Cambodia and the Mekong Delta.4  A more recent 
preliminary “technical note” also published by the MRC provisionally estimates that 
if all eleven Lower Mekong dams are built, the population of the main commercial 
species, will decline by less than 22 percent in all.  However, the study notes that the 
impact will be disproportionately borne by Cambodia (43 percent decline) and 
Vietnam, affecting populations that are the poorest and most dependent on fish for 
their protein needs.  The study estimates that Thailand will be little affected while 
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Laos may experience an increase of up to 25 percent, presumably because of the 
expansion of the currently narrow mainstream wetlands. 5 
 
The greatest downstream ecological impact will be felt in Cambodia’s Tonle Sap 
Great Lake that connects to the Mekong mainstream at Phnom Penh, and Vietnam’s 
Mekong Delta.  Upstream dams, including two planned by Cambodia itself, will 
seriously degrade the Tonle Sap, by far Cambodia’s most important fishery and the 
seasonal “nursery” of many of the Mekong’s most important fish species.  The 
Mekong Delta of Vietnam will also be severely impacted.  The Delta, which 
produces about 52 percent of Vietnam’s rice and most of its aquaculture fish and 
shrimp exports, will suffer major consequences from the upstream dams, including 
the capture of vital silt in dam reservoirs, pollution from mining operations, and a 
large increase in the use of chemical fertilizers and increased effluents from 
accelerated urbanization and a decrease in natural soil replenishment.6 
 
Though large hydropower dams are fast losing favor in developed countries, they 
still find official support in developing countries with sufficient water resources to 
make them appear commercially viable.  Scores of dams are planned, under 
construction, or already completed in the Mekong Basin, almost all of them on 
tributaries in mountain gorges and highlands.  Many of these projects have 
generated strong local or international opposition because of their very negative 
impact on the environment and ecology, especially their impact on wild fisheries, 
but mainstream dams on the Mekong River are in a class by themselves in their 
dramatically skewed costs and benefits.   
 
Apart from the impact on the river’s natural functions, the combined effect of the 
Chinese and Lower Mekong dams will have significant geopolitical implications.  
Several dams planned by Laos and Cambodia are to be financed by Chinese state-
owned banks and large state-owned construction and energy companies.  Several if 
not most of the lower Mekong projects will not be commercially viable without the 
release of water from the dams at the right times and in the right amounts to allow 
them to operate uninterrupted throughout the dry season, when the normal flow is a 
tiny fraction of that during the flood stage.  In the absence of any mechanism for 
basin-wide water management, this dependent relationship between the downstream 
countries and China will create an inherent and unhealthy geostrategic advantage for 
Beijing.  
 
Worse, from the perspective of regional peace and stability, China’s upstream 
location means that it will reap the main benefits from exploiting the rivers immense 
hydroelectric power potential, while the costs (which are already being felt in the 
northern half of Laos and Thailand in terms of riverbank erosion and erratic water 
levels) will be borne by China’s downstream neighbors.  These costs will be greatly 
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compounded if the Lower Mekong countries go through with their plans for 
mainstream dams.   
 
Especially in the context of climate change and the anticipated long term reduction 
of dry season flows, the negative environmental and hydrological impact of China’s 
dams in Yunnan will almost certainly complicate its efforts to portray itself as a 
neighbourly region leader.  A “water war” between China and its neighbors is 
almost beyond the realm of possibility, but the countries of Mekong Southeast Asia 
also have long histories of conflict with each other over the land and resources of 
the Basin.  Competition for remaining water resources could seriously affect the 
sometimes troubled but generally good relations among the countries of the Lower 
Mekong.  Because of their serious transboundary impacts, several other Lower 
Mekong projects could provoke a war of words, if nothing else.  One dam planned 
by Laos just above its border with Cambodia has already sparked complaints from 
Cambodia and harsh diplomatic exchanges.  It would be a bitter historical irony if 
the benefits of peace and the integration into the global economy of a region that 
still suffers from high levels of poverty were to become the cause of a new round of 
human misery, instability, and potential conflict.   
 
1992:  A Year of Peace and Opportunity 
Three major events in 1992 paved the way for the current political and economic 
situation  in the Mekong Basin and elsewhere in Southeast Asia: first, the creation 
of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC); second the 
establishment at the instigation of the Japanese-led  and the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) cooperative development 
scheme; and third, the “southern tour” of China’s coastal provinces by then-
paramount leader Deng Xiaoping, where he endorsed opening the country to foreign 
investment and market forces.   
 
The “Blair House” agreement, also signed in 1992, between the United States and 
the European Union cleared the way for the formation of the WTO, which 
facilitated China’s rise as the world’s leading exporter of manufactured goods.  The 
collapse of Japan’s “bubble economy,” which began with the collapse of the Tokyo 
Stock Market in 1990, also hit bottom in 1992. The bubble’s collapse and the onset 
of Japan’s “lost decade” coincided with China’s rise, leading to the gradual eclipse 
of Japan’s political influence, though not its economic standing in the region.  The 
timing of the developments of 1992 was largely coincidental, but collectively they 
began the rapid transformation of Mekong Southeast Asia and a fundamental shift 
of East Asia’s geopolitical tectonic plates. 
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF HYDROPOWER 
Hydropower remains a valuable energy resource so long as the cost-benefit 
tradeoffs are fully calculated and understood. Most dams in China and Southeast 
Asia are evaluated on the basis of very narrow commercial cost-benefit analyses and 
revenue calculations.  To date, with the exception of Laos’s just completed Nam 
Theun 2 (NT2) project on a major Mekong tributary, no dam in the basin – even 
those with significant transboundary impact – has ever been subject to a 
comprehensive environmental and socioeconomic impact assessment (EIA/SIA).  
The problem becomes much more acute for projects on major tributaries and the 
main stem of the river.   
 
The cooperative management of transboundary rivers, where one country’s actions 
upstream may seriously impact its downstream neighbors, is inherently complex 
and highly political given the diversity of interests driving the construction and use 
of dams.  Without cooperation and coordination of hydropower development – 
which at present is still totally absent in the Mekong Basin – the inequitable and 
unsustainable exploitation of water resources can be a cause of friction, human 
misery, instability, and in the most extreme situations, outright conflict.   

MAN VERSUS NATURE IN THE MEKONG BASIN:  A RECURRING STORY 
 
 In the aftermath of World War II, when the United States emerged as the leading 
military and economic power, ideology and national liberation rather than direct 
competition for territory dominated the international relations of Southeast Asia, but 
aspirations to control its resources were never far from the surface.  The United 
States, its western allies, and Japan planned an immense project to exploit the 
hydropower potential of the basin to promote development and deter the spread of 
communism, as well as to acquire strategic materials such as rubber and tin and 
other minerals deemed essential to national security.  The plan developed under 
United Nations auspices would have remade the Mekong into a much larger version 
of the Depression-era Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) that supported the 
economic development of one of the country’s most remote and impoverished 
regions and powered uranium enrichment for the first atomic bombs.   
 
Engineers and hydrologists of the US Army Corps of Engineers or the Bureau of 
Reclamation, fresh from their experience with the TVA and other massive projects 
on the Colorado and Columbia rivers, dominated the US-led Mekong Committee.  
At that time, the ecological functions of the river were little known and the word 
“environment” was not in the dam-builders’ lexicon. Nor did the expatriate 
hydrological engineers understand a river system in which tens of millions of people 
in a densely populated area depend on the river’s natural functions to sustain their 
livelihoods. 
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The Tennessee River in the American southeast is less than one-fourth the 
Mekong’s length, one-seventh its drainage area and average annual discharge, and a 
small fraction of its peak discharge.* Unlike the current civil society and NGO 
opposition to Mekong dams, the main opposition to the TVA came from existing 
private power companies that objected to the intrusion of the Federal government, 
rather than a comparative handful of environmentalists whose arguments were little 
known, understood or appreciated by the engineers and hydrologists who designed 
the TVA and political decisionmakers in the administration of President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, including the President himself. 
 
The TVA has generally been judged beneficial to the region and the nation, despite 
serious negative environmental and socioeconomic.  Much of the river system had 
already been dammed and two hundred years of settlement had exhausted the soil, 
leading to the continued decline of income both to land owners and tenant farmers. 
The Great Depression dealt the final blow to the region’s economy.  The Mekong, 
on the other hand, remains one of the last great comparatively unspoiled rivers of 
the world whose hugely productive hydrology and ecology are still relatively intact 
and natural bounty plays a vital role in the lives of tens of millions.  
 
Even though the TVA continues to be judged a success, the benefits eluded most of 
those who were displaced by the dams and reservoirs. The following assessment 
exactly foreshadows the future of the Mekong Basin:   
 

“Some of the displaced families benefited from the coming of TVA. Most, for 
example, felt their new homes were nicer than their old ones. And about one 
in five had a family member who found work for TVA. But sixty percent of the 
dispossessed families moved to new homes within the five counties that made 
up the Norris Basin area - an area that suffered from the same problems of 
overcrowding and poor farming conditions that had troubled them in their old 
homes.”*  

 
Whatever else can be said about the TVA or similar mega dam projects of the era, 
all but the Columbia River, which was co-developed and continues to be co-
operated with Canada, were built by one government in one country and with a 
coherent plan.  They are marvels of engineering, planning, and most of all 
coordination, so that all of the dams in a cascade work together for greatest 
efficiency.  While China’s Mekong cascade appears to have been planned for 
maximum coordination and efficiency, the proposed Lao, Lao-Thai, and 
Cambodian dams on the Lower Mekong mainstream will be carried out by different 
private and public sector companies, mainly as commercial opportunities, with 
inadequate national coordination and planning and without any effective 
institutional mechanism or master-plan for transboundary coordination and 
cooperative water management. 
 
 

 
*MRC, Wikipedia, from Arthur Benke & Colbert Cushing, Rivers of North America, Elsevier Academic 
Press (2005). 
**“The Displaced People of Norris Dam,” in “TVA:  Electricity for All” http://newdeal.feri.org/tva 
/tva26.htm. 
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There are numerous examples of large dam projects around the world that resulted 
in severe environmental degradation, the dislocation and further social 
marginalization of ethnic minorities.  For many years the International Development 
Banks (IDBs) including the World Bank Group and the International Finance 
Corporation, regional development banks such as the Asian Development Bank and 
the African Development Bank have financed and even led the construction of 
large-scale hydroelectric projects.   
 
The role of the IDBs began to change in 1997, when in response to growing public 
criticism of large dam projects, the World Bank joined with the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), various governments, and civil society groups 
to establish the World Commission on Dams.  This effort resulted in a 
comprehensive analysis of the challenges posed by the construction of large dams.  
The study is considered by many to be an authoritative discussion of the costs and 
benefits associated with large hydropower projects.  Its guidelines for sustainable 
and equitable project planning and implementation have created a new standard, but 
to date the lessons of the past have made little impact on the thinking of hydropower 
proponents, developers, and governments.  The projects currently proposed for the 
Mekong mainstream do not appear to meet environmental or socioeconomic criteria 
laid out by the Commission, nor follow the guidelines of the World Bank or the 
ADB.7  In fact, a study of Mekong Basin development scenarios prepared for the 
World Bank and the ADB in 2004 concluded that mainstream dams on the lower 
half of the river were too damaging to the environment and fisheries even to be 
among the scenarios considered.8 
 
In recent years, several developments have  provided the foundation for citizens to 
organize in opposition to large dams. These include the impact of the negative 
findings of the World Commission on Dams regarding large dams,* new 
development concepts that emphasize more locally focused and sustainable 
initiatives, the strengthening of civil society – often through the efforts of 
environmental and socioeconomically focused NGO’s, both international and local 
– and the greater availability of rigorous scientific research. The World Bank and 
ADB have largely abandoned the construction of large dams in the Mekong Basin  
and limited their role to supporting environmental mitigation and resettlement, 
funding scientific research and in some cases providing risk insurance for 
commercial loans that are contingent on the carrying out of EIAs and SIAs.   
  

                                                 
* In response to public criticism the World Bank joined with IUCN, various governments, and civil society groups to 
establish the World Commission on Dams to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the challenges posed by the 
construction of large dams. The study is considered by many to be an authoritative discussion of the costs and 
benefits associated with large hydropower projects and provides important guidelines for sustainable and equitable 
project planning and implementation. 
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Most developed countries no longer build mega dams and increasingly many 
existing dams are being forced to alter operations – thereby reducing efficiency – or 
are being destroyed out of concern for the myriad environmental impacts.  Blocked 
fish migrations, reduced sediment flows, interrupted flood cycles, and reservoir 
algae blooms are only a few of the unintended consequences of efforts to harness 
the power of natural rivers.  In addition there are significant economic dimensions to 
these environmental impacts, such as disruption or destruction of commercially 
valuable fisheries, reductions in agricultural productivity, and the socioeconomic 
impacts that result from settlement relocation or interrupted access to common 
resources. 
 
Many development projects must weigh the tradeoffs between the opportunities 
presented by new economic infrastructure – such as roads, bridges, and dams – and 
the impacts to ecology and local livelihoods.  These tradeoffs are stark in the case of 
large hydropower proposals in the Mekong Basin.  The sale of electricity generated 
by dams provides a source of foreign revenue for countries, like Laos, with few 
viable alternative options for economic growth, but come with significant 
environmental costs. 
  
On the socio-political front, hydropower development in the Mekong Basin is 
defined by the interplay between the interests of local, national, and regional 
interests.  Typically, but not always, local communities have the fewest resources to 
shape these infrastructure debates, and their voices are all too often drowned out by 
large national and even multinational companies – even government ministries in 
some instances. 

 
DRIVERS OF HYDROPOWER DEVELOPMENT 
The basic drivers of hydropower development are both global and local.  They are 
the same throughout the developing world: fast rising energy demand and the desire 
of governments to promote rapid economic growth.  The countries in the Mekong 
Basin seek to increase their energy production  to attract foreign investment, 
especially in manufacturing, to create jobs, and to generate foreign exchange 
earnings from the export of electricity. China’s Yunnan cascade generates electricity 
not only to meet its leaders’ top national priority of developing the poor and remote 
southwest region, but also to provide power for its fast growing coastal cities and 
provinces.  In the Lower Mekong, the desire to construct dams on the Mekong’s 
mainstream is the same as for dams on the river’s tributaries in the mountains and 
highlands – to generate electric power to meet growing demand and the needs of 
development.  In the case of Laos, which has limited capacity for industrialization, 
the government seeks to attract investment in its huge hydropower potential to earn 
hard currency from the export of electricity to its neighbors, especially Thailand.   
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Science-Policy and Governmental Capacity Gaps 
A “science-policy gap” is one important reason why political leaders and 
bureaucratic decisionmakers go forward with projects that the scientific community 
views as inherently unsustainable and where environmental and socioeconomic 
costs can far exceed the expected benefits.  Hydrology and fishery experts complain 
that leaders do not read the products of extensive research, partly because they don’t 
understand the science and therefore do not fully appreciate the highly negative 
environmental and socioeconomic consequences of the proposed projects.  The 
same experts also cite weak governance and inadequate human capacity as a cause 
of inadequately informed decisionmaking both at the federal and provincial levels. 9 
 
In Laos, and to a lesser extent in Cambodia, experts complain that there is almost no 
coordination and planning, even within the central government.  In these two 
countries as well as in Vietnam, provincial officials and locally influential people 
have considerable power to commission dam projects that do great environmental 
and ecological damage.  Even small dams may have outsized impact on migratory 
fisheries and create downstream damage.  Critics contend that the thinking of 
government decisionmakers at all levels, especially in the less developed CLV 
countries, remains in the 1960s and 1970s regarding big hydro projects.  They may 
have a vague understanding that the negative environmental impact of dams and the 
loss of livelihoods could stir up anger and popular demonstrations that could be 
politically troublesome but these concerns, if indeed they are present, appear to be 
overridden by four factors:  
  

1. Decisonmakers are focused on economic growth and export earnings, and 
overly influenced by the attraction of “free” income promised by would-be 
commercial developers; 

2. They have incorrect assumptions about the sustainability of the Mekong 
Basin’s water resources, even after a decade of unusually severe drought;   

3. They aren’t able to grasp the scale of the problem, especially the magnitude 
of anticipated negative  transboundary impacts to fisheries and livelihoods; 
and, 

4. After decades of conflict and only a comparatively short few years of 
peace, they remain suspicious of their neighbors and too jealous of national 
sovereignty to participate in truly cooperative water development. 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 



10  |  CRONIN AND HAMLIN                                                                                                     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

D
A

M
S A

N
D

 C
IV

IL
 S

O
C

IE
T

Y
 IN

 T
H

A
IL

A
N

D
 

 T
here are m

any im
portant exam

ples that illustrate the evolution of T
hai society’s struggle to develop hydropow

er and other w
ater 

infrastructure, but tw
o are of particular im

portance.  T
he N

am
 C

hoan D
am

, cancelled in 1988, w
as one of the first successes of w

hat w
as 

then considered a m
otley grouping of farm

ers, m
erchants, scientists and environm

entalists protesting the dam
.  T

he Pak M
un project w

as 
built on the M

un R
iver, the M

ekong’s largest tributary, by E
G

A
T

 w
ith U

S$24 m
illion in W

orld B
ank financing.   

 T
he deleterious effects of Pak M

un galvanized a diverse opposition m
ovem

ent that w
as so successful that today there is a public debate 

considering the costs and benefits of tearing the dam
 dow

n and returning the river to its natural state.  G
iven the strength of those 

supporting N
am

 C
hoan – E

G
A

T
 and then-PM

 Prem
 T

insulanonda – the cancellation of the project served as a m
ajor psychological victory 

for advocates of grassroots advocacy. * O
pposition to these projects and others like them

 w
as fundam

ental to the establishm
ent and grow

th 
of T

hai environm
ental civil society organizations. 

 
*“Pak M

un: T
he lessons are clear, but is anyone listening?”  W

atershed, T
E

R
R

A
, V

ol. 1, N
o. 3 (June 1996).

Tim
eline of Pak M

un Site 1967-2010
Source:  A

m
ornsakchai, 

Sakchai; Philippe A
nnez, et. al. 

“W
C

D
 C

ase Study: Pak M
un 

D
am

, M
ekong R

iver B
asin, 

T
hailand.”  W

orld C
om

m
ission 

on D
am

s (N
ovem

ber 2000). 

 



MEKONG TIPPING POINT:  HYDROPOWER DAMS, HUMAN SECURITY AND REGIONAL STABILITY  |  11 
 

Partly because they don’t understand the scientific and technical issues, government 
leaders may not be able even to make the cause and effect linkages that could be 
critical to their own longer-term political self-interest.  Also, the clear implications 
of important scientific research results often are reported in the clearest and most 
unmistakeable language, possibly out of concerns about political sensitivities and 
the desire not to have the findings rejected out of hand, but at the potential cost of 
weakening the message. Powerful commercial and corporate interests, both 
domestic and international, have identified opportunities for profit in environments 
where the rule of law and regulations are inchoate.  National governments and 
regional institutions are weak or limited by competing powerful individual, 
corporate, and non-state interests. 
 
Lacking adequate understanding of the impact of dam projects may also blind even 
strong authoritarian or bureaucratic governments from fully appreciating the 
potential of these projects for creating social instability or even forbidden political 
mobilization.  As Thailand’s experience with the Pak Mun project showed during 
the early 1990s, projects that harm the direct interests of large numbers of people 
can provide the impetus for the development of civil society even during a period of 
military rule when political activity is forcefully suppressed.  Partly because of the 
boost the project gave to the development of Thai civil society Pak Mun became 
Thailand’s last large dam, 
 
Structural Obstacles to Holistic Full Cost-Benefit Decisionmaking 
Other obstacles to comprehensive hydropower decisionmaking in the Mekong 
Basin are more related to the structure of decisionmaking.  These include 
centralized decisionmaking processes with little meaningful local input; the 
dominance of perceived national interests over regional good; and the emergence of 
so called public-private partnerships that favor projects that can attract international 
financing on the basis of narrow calculations of commercial viability.  In terms of 
total costs and benefits, the projects may generate revenues for the governments that 
are actually worth far less than the environmental and socioeconomic damage to 
farms, villages, fisheries and livelihoods, including communities far downstream.   
 
Decisions in the Mekong region remain highly centralized with very little 
meaningful local consultation.  Thailand has arguably one of the more decentralized 
systems, relative to its neighbors, but all too frequently the interests of policymakers 
and corporate executives in Bangkok carry the day.  Local feedback typically comes 
in the form of sometimes large local protest demonstrations in response to plans 
made in Bangkok.  Interestingly, hydropower projects feature prominently in 
Thailand’s modern history of vibrant mass protests, and some of the early Thai 
environmental organizations owe their origin to opposing controversial dams.  
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Laos has embarked on a path to decentralize authority, and some preliminary laws 
have been drafted.10  In reality though, policies are still made in Vientiane with very 
little local consultation, transparency, or buy-in.  Many of the villagers who will be 
most directly impacted by these projects often remain wholly unaware of the 
coming impacts they will experience – whether outright relocation or loss of 
traditional livelihoods.11 

 
The lack of scientific understanding 
and other aspects of inadequate 
human capacity and false 
assumptions that inform hydropower 
policy decisionmaking in the region 
tend to reinforce the structural 
obstacles.  One of the most 
detrimental of these is the idea that 
fisheries are already a dwindling 
resource, and therefore their further 
destruction is justified if they are 
replaced by another use of the river.  
Fisheries experts argue, on the other 
hand, that to the extent fish catches 
have declined in recent years, it is 

due mostly to mismanagement and pollution.  By implication, better legislation and 
oversight, coupled with policies and actions to reduce urban pollutants and 
agricultural runoff, fisheries could at least partly rebound and continue to play an 
important economic and food security role far into the future.12   
 
A related misconception is that large hydro dams represent modernity – that 
harnessing nature to promote industrialization and other economic activities in 
major urban conurbations is inherently the most desirable path to development.  
This mentality was prevalent in the 19th and early 20th centuries in the West, and 
became associated globally with the creation of a modern economy.  In fact, large 
dams were seldom the main source of energy for industrialization in the West 
except in a few countries with significant hydropower potential.  Where large dams 
did play a role in the development of advanced economies the process of “taming” 
the rivers generally was carried out over many years, allowing for more gradual 
social adaptation to technological change. 
 
Even in countries less dependent on a fragile ecological system, the scale of 
environmental destruction they caused increasingly brought the merits of large dams 
into question.  Now, many developed countries are altering the operation of dams, 
or even decommissioning and removing them, in an attempt to return hydrological 

“The Economy is larger than 
the goods and services 
exchanged in market 
transaction.  A broad vision of 
the economy takes into account 
all of the assets, or forms of 
wealth, that provide the 
foundation for our livelihoods.” 
– James K. Boyce*  

*Boyce, James K.  The Political Economy of 
the Environment.Edward Elgar Publishing 
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cycles, fish migrations, and other ecological activities to their original state, or as 
close to it as possible. 

FROM MIGRATORY TO RESERVOIR FISHERIES? 
 
Proponents of hydropower on the Mekong mainstream frequently contend that 
losses to migratory fish species can be replaced or adequately mitigated through 
reservoir fisheries and other efforts. Unfortunately, it remains an unsubstantiated 
assertion that losses to the migratory catch can be replaced entirely by reservoir fish 
catches, aquaculture, or a combination of the two.  Wild-caught fish play an 
incredibly important regional food security role, and provide a majority of the total 
animal protein in local diets. 
 
For reasons of species diversity, the sheer size of mass migrations, and the fact that 
most Mekong fish are not particularly strong swimmers (unlike the Salmonoids of 
the Columbia River), there is no existing technology to allow fish migrations to pass 
over, around, or through dams.  A group of fisheries experts convened by the 
Mekong River Commission in 2008 came to this blunt conclusion:  “current fish-
passage technology would not be effective in maintaining the migration of the large 
number and diverse fish species found in the Mekong.  In view of this conclusion 
and the assessment of the value of the Mekong's fisheries, the group concluded that 
dams on the mainstream in the middle and lower part of the LMB will have a major 
impact on fisheries and serious economic and social implications.”  
 
In addition to posing an impassable barrier to fish movement, alterations to the level, 
duration, and timing of seasonal flood waters will reduce yields and juvenile 
survival rates.  Higher flood levels increase the size of flood plain habitats creating 
larger feeding areas.  Longer flood durations allow for greater growth periods.  The 
timing of floods is critical to migration triggers as well as the juvenile survival rate.* 
 
The Nam Ngum reservoir in Laos provides a valuable case study of the 
opportunities and challenges of reservoir fisheries.  When fish catches were 
analyzed in the late 1970s and early 1980s, it was estimated that the yield increased 
through 1983.  Fishery productivity has dropped consistently since then.  Increased 
effort and investment in fishing technologies has increased overall yields, but larger, 
more valuable species have declined drastically, and catches today consist almost 
entirely of smaller species that are less valuable at market.** 
 
Additional research is needed to more thoroughly evaluate the tradeoffs between 
wild-caught and reservoir fisheries.  Existing evidence suggests that reservoir 
fishing will not be adequate to replace the valuable food resource of wild migratory 
fish.  Terrestrial livestock pose a myriad of challenges, from the need for grazing 
lands and investment, to local tastes and traditional livelihoods.  From a food 
security perspective, the Mekong’s bountiful migratory fisheries are difficult, if not 
impossible, to replace. 

 
* Patrick Dugan, Catch and Culture, MRC, vol. 14, no. 3, December 2008. 
** “Sustainable Management of the Nam Ngum Reservoir Fishery.” MRCS Environment Training Program 
Case Studies.  CS 10: (Revised October 18, 2001) (Accessed March 4, 2010). 
http://www.mrcmekong.org/envir_training_kit/English/Case%20Studies/PDF/CS10%20-
%20Nam%20Ngum%20Reservoir%20Fishery.pdf. 
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Related to this “man over nature” mentality is a zero-sum conceptualization of 
economic development that views farming, fishing and other traditional livelihoods 
as incompatible with industrialization and urbanization.  Even worse is the failure of 
government decisionmakers to realize the importance of proper development 
sequencing. In the case of mainstream dams, the impact to the food security and 
livelihoods of the poorest communities will be both immediate and severe once the 
river is blocked for construction.  The prior removal of populations that will be 
flooded is only the beginning of the needed governmental responses.  Wild fisheries 
may decline rapidly over one or two breeding seasons.  Without significant 
investment in artificial fertilizers and new irrigation systems, harvests will drop due 
to alterations in water levels, the loss of flood borne silt. 
 

Potential for Food Security Catastrophe 

If mainstream dams do proceed, the sequencing of actions is crucial.  The 
environmental and socioeconomic damage will be almost immediate while the 
alternative employment opportunities that may be created through electricity exports 
or new factories that may be made feasible by cheaper and more reliable electricity 
are likely to take years to materialize.  Even if new jobs can be created quickly 
enough to employ those alienated from their traditional pursuits, the question of 
food security remains.  What new food resource will replace lost fisheries and the 
anticipated impacts to small agriculture?  If lost food production needs to be 
replaced by imports, how will millions who depend on the subsistence livelihoods 
afford to buy domestically redirected or imported food? 
 
These are crucial questions that the Lower Mekong governments considering 
maintream dams appear to be ignoring, possibly at the cost of serious food shortages 
and consequent political instability.  There is no public evidence that they are being 
addressed by the ADB and the World Bank, who are not likely to have any direct 
involvement in the projects and in any event normally wait for the governments 
themselves to request assistance.  Presumably the task would be beyond the scope 
of responsibility of the Mekong River Commission (MRC), the successor to the 
Cold War era Mekong Committee, that was formed in 1995 by  Cambodia, Laos, 
Thailand and Vietnam, carries out important hydrological, environmental and 
fisheries research.  In any event the MRC Secretariat undertakes research only with 
the approval of the member governments.  
 

Nationalism and Other Burdens of History 

Despite the existence of institutions for regional cooperation, national interests 
continue to trump measures to promote regional cooperation in general, and 
sustainable cooperative water development in particular.  China still feels the sting 
of a century of humiliation by the European colonial powers, Russia and Japan.  
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Despite its “smile diplomacy” and efforts to promote better relations with its 
neighbors, Beijing’s leaders and much of the populace want China to regain the 
prestige and influence that had been lost at the hands of foreign powers. 
Unfortunately for its neighbors, China’s emphasis on regional cooperation and 
economic integration is promoted on Beijing’s terms, and reflects some traces of a 
continuing “Middle Kingdom” mentality.  Like the western countries and Japan in 
the past, China may feel that it is bringing the benefits of economic development to 
less developed countries.  The inherent inequality of this interaction is no more 
apparent than in China’s construction of dams in its own territory that will have 
huge negative impact on the downstream Southeast Asian countries with little 
advance notice and negligible sharing of information, important data, or the results 
of hydrological research on the extensive downstream impacts of its projects. 
 
The MRC countries for their part have shared little information on their own 
projects with each other.  Many of the critical obligations of the 1995 "Agreement 
on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin" 
have not been finally agreed or honored in the breech. 
 
One important obstacle to cooperation is that history has given the Lower Mekong 
countries both commonalities from sharing the same river and sources of ongoing 
conflict.  Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in 1979 is still deeply resented by many 
Cambodians even though the Vietnamese army drove the hated Pol Pot regime into 
the jungles of the Thai-Cambodian border.  Thailand and Cambodia have an 
ongoing and highly emotional dispute over the Preah Vihear temple dispute. The 
Lao also view the Vietnamese with mixed feelings despite decades of personal 
relations among the old Communist Party comrades.  These examples are only a 
few out of many sources of rivalry and suspicion. 
 
 Existing and ongoing scientific research continues to suggest that mainstream 
dams, especially in the Lower Mekong, will exacerbate relations rather than 
consolidate them.  There is little evidence that the countries see cooperative and 
sustainable water development as in their national self-interest.  Contrary to 
statements of many proponents of mainstream dams, they are not a win-win 
proposition.  Rather, the impacts on silt flows, agriculture, and fisheries will lead to 
winners and losers and likely increase bilateral tensions.   
 
Vietnam’s Mekong Delta is poised to lose the most from both China’s dams in 
Yunnan and dams planned by its upstream MRC partners on the mainstream of the 
Lower Mekong. Vietnam as the most downstream state is at the mercy of its 
upstream neighbors’ decisions.  The Delta is not only a major population and 
economic center but also the nation’s “rice bowl,” producing some 52% of its rice 
crop.  This resource is threatened by upstream hydropower in several ways.  Rice is 
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a water intensive crop, which depends on the natural hydrology of the river for 
nutrient-rich silt and from the Tibetan Plateau and tributaries in the lower half of the 
river.   Upstream dams will trap significant amounts of this silt thereby reducing the 
natural replenishment of fields throughout the basin.  Reduced silt flows will lead to 
increased coastal erosion, which then causes greater soil salinity as ocean water 
intrudes further inland. 
 
Vietnam’s perception of itself as the main victim of upstream actions is partially 
compromised by its potential involvement in one mainstream dam in Laos and its 
own development of dams on rivers in the Central Highlands that in one case have 
down significant downstream damage in Cambodia and that current and future dams 
cascades on major tributaries also have a negative impact on the mainstream and the 
Delta.  These realities should give Vietnam a strong impetus to promote cooperative 
water development and management in the Mekong Basin.  
 
As the intended market for much of the electricity produced by proposed dams, 
especially Lao projects, Thailand plays a major role in driving the development of 
hydropower in the Mekong basin.  Thailand has very real reasons for importing 
electricity from neighbors, as it currently relies on natural gas to generate up to 70% 
of the national supply.  Most of this is imported from Myanmar, and other attempts 
to diversify away from natural gas have led to increases in production costs.13   
 
Given the associated socioeconomic, human and food security impacts of 
mainstream dams, decentralized hydro, so-called “smart” tributary development,† 
and other renewable sources such as wind and solar, or even nuclear energy all 
provide more attractive options to feed the growing demand for cheap and reliable 
electricity in Thailand and the rest of the region.   
 
Equally important, Thailand’s now quasi-private Electric Generating Authority 
(EGAT), overwhelmingly the main purchaser of electricity generated from dams in 
Laos, has been accused of habitually overestimating demand.  Although Vietnam is 
increasingly becoming a market for electricity produced in Laos and Cambodia, 
scores of dams are being constructed on its own tributaries and other rivers.  When 
Vietnam’s energy requirements are measured against its dependence on the other 
services provided by the Mekong, the need to build dams on the mainstream has yet 
to be established. 
 

                                                 
† “Smart” tributary development has been proposed by fisheries and hydrological experts as a means of balancing 
food security, human needs, and the electricity demands of a rapidly growing Mekong Basin.  This concept allows 
for hydropower projects on specifically identified tributaries where their impacts on fisheries, water flows, and silt 
transportation are acceptable.  Other tributaries, and most importantly, the mainstream, would remain undeveloped. 
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ELUSIVE SUPPORT FOR COOPERATIVE WATER MANAGEMENT 
Cooperative water resources management in the Mekong Basin has remained an 
elusive goal. The Mekong River Commission (MRC), established in 1995 by 
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam, with support from multinational aid 
donors, has made little real progress towards its goal of fostering cooperation. Only 
in 2006, two decades after its establishment, did the four MRC countries finally 
agree on procedures to maintain wet and dry season flows into the Tonle Sap River 
and Great Lake within “acceptable” high and low ranges.  There still are no 
enforceable rules and MRC countries seem unlikely to adopt them under current 
circumstances. 
 
Efforts to promote cooperative and sustainable water resources management have 
been stymied by two basic problems.  One is jealously over recently acquired or 
recovered sovereignty, vast differences of economic and military power, stages of 
development and geographic advantage.  The other is the practical impossibility of 
equitably dividing and developing a shared water resource whose immense 
productivity of aquatic life and agricultural bounty is dependent on the maintenance 
of a signature “flood pulse” hydrology that has evolved over millions of years. 
 
In 2006, the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank joined forces to 
formulate an ambitious new Mekong Water Resources Assistance Strategy 
(MWRAS), oriented towards large-scale hydropower, irrigation, and water transfer 
projects. Environmental groups have strongly criticized the initiative both for its 
pro-hydropower orientation, and the MRC’s subsequent replacement of its charter 
objective of “environmentally sustainable development” with “balanced 
development,” a lower standard.14 
 
The limitations of existing regional institutions, specifically the Mekong River 
Commission and the Asian Development Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion 
(ADB-GMS) Program, are contributing to an uncoordinated and uncooperative 
process.  The MRC is ultimately an advisory body, with no independent legal 
authority to coordinate, plan, or oversee projects.15  Because of a long term lack of 
trust, concerns about sovereignty and the high priority given to the exploitation of 
“national” resources for development aspirations, one country’s interests often 
trump those of its neighbors or the region as a whole.  It would be difficult if not 
impossible to find one example where one country’s decisionmaking took into 
consideration the potential damage to a neighbor, let alone carried out prior 
consultation.   
 
Under current conditions, the goal of truly cooperative, equitable, and sustainable 
use and development of the Mekong may be moot because China, along with 
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Myanmar,‡ has declined to join the MRC.  Beijing refuses to share either significant 
information about its dams or the results of its own environmental and hydrological 
studies.  China did commit in 2002 to provide daily data on upper Mekong water 
levels during the flood season, but only from two monitoring stations.  At a 
minimum, China should join the MRC and agree to operating rules for its own dams 
that give priority to maintaining predictable water levels and preserving the river’s 
natural flood-drought extremes.   
 
The Chimera of Community Consultation and Input 
As in most regions of the developing world, the lack of effective consultation with 
or input from affected communities can fairly be judged the biggest failure in 
hydropower and other major infrastructure development projects and the greatest 
gap between the articulated principles of multinational development banks and 
bilateral aid donors and the reality.  The biggest obstacles to effective community 
participation in hydropower decisionmaking are twofold. 
 
First, community input on transboundary projects has practical limitations. The 
concerns of affected communities are inherently local, and one affected community 
may be little concerned with the impact of the same project on another.  
Consultation may provide useful insight into community feeling and enhance 
knowledge about local impacts and needs, but the tacit mission of the officials 
organizing the consultations, especially those employed by the decisionmaking 
ministries, is to assuage local feeling and minimize opposition.  In most cases, the 
decision to carry out the project has already been made and community consultation 
is a mere formality.   
 
Second, and related to the first, all of the Mekong countries are essentially 
bureaucratic states with generally clear hierarchies.  Decisions about national level 
projects are made in national capitals, and in some cases, by the ministries of energy 
or industry who have much more political sway than, say, environment or 
agriculture ministries. Formally, all but Cambodia and Thailand are dominated by a 
single ruling party.  In Thailand, projects with major environmental or 

                                                 
‡ Myanmar or Burma?  In 1989 the ruling military junta changed the name of the country from Burma, a British 
colonial transliteration of one version of one indigenous language name to Myanmar, in the same fashion as Ceylon 
became Sri Lanka and Bombay became Mumbai.  The United Nations, ASEAN and most countries have accepted 
the change but the United States and several other western countries continue to use Burma as the country’s official 
name.  The U.S. Department of State explains its rationale in this way:  The Union of Burma is ruled by a military 
regime called the "State Peace and Development Council" (SPDC). The SPDC changed the name of the country to 
"Myanmar," but some members of the democratic opposition and other political activists do not recognize the name 
change and continue to use the name "Burma." Out of support for the democratic opposition, the U.S. Government 
likewise uses "Burma." (U.S. Department of State, Background Note:  Burma.) The U.S. State Department 
sometimes uses the alternate form “Burma (Myanmar).   Because it seeks to influence decisions in the Mekong Basin 
countries and promote wider regional and global understanding of the issues at stake, this report uses “Myanmar.” 
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socioeconomic impact are usually the subject of very active civil society and 
political debates.  In Cambodia, the Prime Minister normally has the last word on 
any decision of national importance.  In Vietnam and Laos, decisions of national 
importance are generally made by the top party leadership who, as in China, occupy 
the top government posts simultaneously. Centralized political and bureaucratic 
decisionmaking does not always reach to provincial and local levels.  In some 
Mekong countries with weak governmental capacity and opaque politics, powerful 
provincial officials may drive projects.  In these cases locally powerful people may 
make the decisions, sometimes from behind the scenes and with little community 
knowledge and involvement. 
 
The biggest obstacle to community consultation and input is the absence of popular 
political participation and representative government.  The multilateral development 
banks and influential NGOs can organize all the stakeholder meetings that 
governments will allow, but at the end of the day most of these efforts – except in 
some instances in Thailand, the Mekong country with the most open and democratic 
political system – are doomed to failure.  Even in Thailand, however, the formal 
decisionmaking process is normally dominated by stakeholders other than those in 
the affected communities. 
 
Consultation with local communities and civil society groups is increasing, most 
often under the auspices of the MRC or the multilateral banks, but getting actual 
local input into the process at an early enough stage to influence policy has been 
extremely difficult, both because of the political constraints and the logistical and 
other practical difficulties of gaining community input already discussed. 
 

DEFINING DEVELOPMENT IN LAOS: THE CASE OF DON SAHONG 
The proposed Don Sahong hydropower project slated for the Mekong mainstream 
in extreme southern Laos provides a stark example of the distortions of the concept 
of cooperative development that are introduced in a state with comparatively weak 
human capacity and the absence of sufficient consideration of the transboundary 
impact of national projects on downstream neighbors.  The Don Sahong dam is 
planned for the Siphandon – also known as Khone Falls – region of Champassak 
Province.  “Siphandon” literally means “four-thousand islands” and adequately 
describes an area where geology splits the Mekong into a series of channels or 
“hous,” only one of which is navigable during the height of the dry season for 
upstream fish migrations – that channel, Hou Sahong, is the location for the 
proposed Don Sahong project.  The dam is expected to supply the Thai and Lao 
grids with up to 360 MW of power,16 – a relatively small amount – but at the wildly 
disparate cost to food sources and the livelihoods and other economic pursuits of 
potentially millions up and down the river. 
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The economic importance of migratory fisheries in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam is 
huge and not replaceable in the short-to-medium term.  According to the Mekong 
River Commission, 
conservative first-sale 
estimates value the catch 
throughout the Lower 
Mekong Basin at US$2 
billion, and estimates of 
the total economic 
impact – including 
resale, processing, and 
other value-added 
activities – of more than 
US$9 billion.17  Wild 
fisheries have an 
important economic role 
in Laos, but in addition 
to their contribution to 
the national economy 
and livelihoods, this 
critical food source makes a vital informal contribution to social harmony. 
 
In addition to commercial and full-time fishers, most Lao households engage in 
part-time fishing activities, using their catch to supplement incomes and provide 
food for their families.  Laurence Smith, an agricultural economist, and others have 
described these supplementary fishing activities as part of a “diversified livelihood 
strategy.”18  The natural state of the river contributes to this livelihood strategy in 
two ways: through capture fisheries and small seasonal riverbank vegetable gardens.  
These activities will both be threatened by the impacts of mainstream hydropower. 
 
Wild-caught fish provide food at the family level, and when the catch is particularly 
good, the excess can be sold for income.  Riverside vegetable gardens are another 
example of this diversified livelihood strategy, and given the poor soil quality in the 
Mekong Basin they are very vulnerable to alterations of downstream silt flows.  
These two alternative food resources do not account for the primary source of 
income for a majority of Lao, but they do provide an economic safety net in lean 
times for a considerable part of the population, especially in the south. 
 
Milton Osborne, regarded by many as the “dean” of Mekong studies, suggested in a 
recent paper that Don Sahong is backed by a powerful local family.  He places the 
current proposal in the historical context of a larger 1990s plan to develop a resort 
with casinos, a golf course, and a dedicated airport in the Khone Falls area.19  That 
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scheme fell apart after the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, but the dam’s recent revival 
by a member of the same family begs the question – is Don Sahong really part of a 
comprehensive plan to lift rural communities out of poverty, or is it a part of a 
narrow goal to develop a resort that may employ a comparatively small number of 
locals while destroying the food resources of the wider community? 
 
The proposed Don Sahong Dam would differ from other mainstream dams by being 
comparatively low and narrow.  It would be a true “run of river” dam, with no 
significant storage capacity.  Unfortunately even a five meter high dam placed on 
the only channel that remains passable for upstream migrations at the height of the 
dry season poses an effective barrier to spawning runs for a sizeable portion of the 
Mekong’s valuable fish species. 
 
Laos’ development goals are only partly about generating electricity for domestic 
use.  With the region’s highest hydropower potential after China’s Yunnan Province 
and little alternative opportunities for industrialization, Laos aspires to be the 
“battery of Southeast Asia.”  Most of its hydroelectric power to date has been 
exported to Thailand to generate dollar earnings.  A large portion of energy 
produced by future projects is also planned for export to neighboring states.  
Because neither government policies nor its geography are favorable to 
industrialization, subsistence livelihoods will remain important for the foreseeable 
near-term, and agricultural production – including fisheries – will play an important 
economic role into the future.  These agricultural pursuits provide the foundation of 
the country’s economic pyramid, and evidence suggests they will continue to play 
such a role for many years to come. 
 
Arguably, the Siphandon area’s tourism potential, especially ecotourism, is more 
economically valuable than the hydroelectric potential of the Don Sahong dam.  The 
area is home to Laos’ only year round population of Irrawaddy dolphins, an 
underdeveloped and promising source of tourist income.  The proposed dam would 
threaten the food source of these dolphins and the deep holes in which they wait out 
the dry season.  The Don Sahong project would also block the only channel 
navigable to the river’s famous Mekong Giant Catfish which migrates long 
distances as part of its life-cycle.  An option to further develop the attractiveness of 
the area for ecotourism while also protecting its natural beauty and function would 
be through accession to the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International 
Importance.  The Lao government is believed to be considering such a move, but it 
is not clear what impact the dam, if built, will have on this effort.20 
 
More Transparency and Cooperation Needed 
The lack of transparency surrounding many proposed hydropower projects in Laos 
has already become a sensitive issue in regional relations.  The fact that at least four 
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of the 11 or more proposed dams would be built by Chinese companies with 
Chinese and other foreign financing adds another element of concern, especially in 
Vietnam, given the long history of Sino-Vietnamese conflict and suspicion.  To 
date, very little specific information has been publicly available regarding plans to 
use the power for local development or exactly how the revenues from electricity 
exports will specifically be allocated to poverty alleviation.  A website established 
by the Lao Department of Energy Promotion and Development under the Ministry 
of Energy and Mines, Powering Progress, is a potential portal for increasing 
transparency on these issues.  Given that the website is only available in English, 
and the simple fact that it is an online resource in a country with relatively low 
levels of internet access, especially in the areas directly affected by these proposals, 
starkly illustrates its limitations for educating local constituencies and facilitating a 
legitimate feedback loop for decisionmaking.21 
 
The Lao government would benefit from increased transparency in several ways.  
First, transparent plans and goals widely disseminated would provide local 
communities with more information, allowing them to better prepare for future 
impacts.  This in turn could help move the country closer to its stated poverty 
alleviation and development goals by giving communities a chance to adapt their 
livelihood strategies to new realities.  To date, most plans for relocation and 
alternative livelihoods have been top down.  More transparency might also help the 
Lao government deal with the fast rising, and to date unprecedented, signs of 
popular unrest over China’s growing role and influence.  Finally, it would 
encourage new sources of foreign direct investment, possibly from Western interests 
that would increase local employment and training, adhere to higher levels of 
engineering standards, and likely provide more attractive financial terms. 
 
Almost all infrastructure and development decisions require difficult tradeoffs, but 
given the information currently available, the Don Sahong project does not seem to 
withstand even the most cursory cost-benefit analysis.  It appears that many more 
lives would be disrupted and livelihoods threatened or destroyed, than would benefit 
from the electricity export revenues generated by Don Sahong. 
 
Despite much criticism of the World Bank and regional development bank projects, 
the Don Sahong dam as currently conceived would never meet their environmental 
or socioeconomic standards.  Without the near-immediate creation of alternative 
employment opportunities, many households and villages will be confronted with 
the twin challenges of lost income and reduced food security. 
 
When these challenges are extrapolated beyond the localized impacts to 
communities in the Khone Falls area to also include the populations that will be 
affected hundreds of kilometers up and downstream, and in neighboring countries, 
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the problems posed by this one project grow exponentially in magnitude.  It is not a 
stretch to suggest that the Don Sahong Project, in exchange for 360MW of 
electricity, could pose a serious threat to regional economic growth, stability, and 
peace. 
 

INADEQUACY OF CURRENT INSTITUTIONS FOR REGIONAL 

COOPERATION AND SUSTAINABLE RESOURCES MANAGEMENT 
 
The Mekong River Commission 
The Mekong River Commission (MRC) provides a valuable scientific resource and 
cooperative platform for its member countries – Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and 
Vietnam.  It began as the Mekong Committee, which was founded by the United 
Nations in 1957 as an overt effort to harness the river for energy and 
industrialization.  A cascade of dams quite similar to that currently proposed, was 
promoted in part by the US and its Cold War allies to promote rapid economic 
development and reduce the attractiveness of the communist model.  The current 
incarnation of the MRC was created in 1995 when four of the lower Mekong 
countries signed The Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable 
Development of the Mekong River Basin.  This agreement established agreed to 
norms for water use, flow maintenance, environmental protection, and areas of 
cooperation, to name a few.  It eventually led to the establishment of four 
institutional goals for the MRC:22 
 

1. To promote and support coordinated, sustainable, and pro-poor 
development; 

2. To enhance effective regional cooperation; 
3. To strengthen basin-wide environmental monitoring and impact 

assessment; 
4. To strengthen the Integrated Water Resources Management capacity and 

knowledge base of the MRC bodies, National Mekong Committees, Line 
Agencies, and other stakeholders. 

 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) is a science-based participatory 
planning and implementation process that brings national stakeholders together to 
determine how to meet long-term needs for water and coastal resources while 
maintaining existing essential ecological and economic benefits.23  Jeremy Bird, 
CEO of the MRC, has stated that IWRM is at the heart of the 1995 agreement and 
all member countries are committed to the IWRM approach.24 
   
In reality, there is reason to question the full commitment of the MRC countries to 
IWRM principles, especially in regard to mainstream dams.  The MRC is working 
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to bring stakeholders together and provide a platform for discussion, but there is 
little evidence that national decisions take these discussions into account.  The tone 
of the October 2009 Mekong River Commission’s Basin Development Plan 2nd 
Stakeholder Consultation held in Chiang Rai, Thailand was one of frustration on the 
part of the non-official and even some of the official participants.  Regional and 
international NGOs were for the most part highly dubious of explanations by MRC 
experts and national ministry officials.  Most vocal in opposition to proposed 
mainstream hydropower were local village and community representatives, 
especially from Thailand. 
 

The MRC Chief Executive 
Officer plays an important role 
in shaping the research scope 
and institutional agenda, 
through which they are able to 
influence regional and national 
dialogues regarding the river.  
Since assuming the position in 
March 2008, Jeremy Bird has 

focused the Commission’s research and activities specifically on the pressing and 
urgent issue of mainstream dams.  Under his leadership, the MRC has focused 
considerable effort on the implications of these proposed dams for the life-cycles of 
the critically important wild fish population.  To this end the MRC has increased 
engagement with civil society, NGOs, industry representatives, government 
officials, academics, and other concerned parties through “Stakeholder 
Consultations” and other venues for exchanging ideas, interests, and concerns. 
 
The continuation of this process could be in doubt when Mr. Bird completes his 
three-year term in March 2011 and, as widely expected, he is succeeded by a 
national of one of the four MRC member countries.  This probable transition leads 
to many questions of not only of how his successor will be chosen, but also the next 
CEO’s ability to navigate the varied interests and drivers of mainstream hydropower 
development.  There is speculation that the new CEO could be more susceptible to 
various influences that would constrain the independence of the MRC and impact its 
research agenda.  A strong and independent Mekong national serving as CEO could 
further improve regional cooperation, but a weak leader could prove divisive and 
further weaken the already marginal coordinating role played by the MRC. 
 
China and Myanmar have resisted calls for full MRC membership, though they 
remain dialogue partners.  Whether new MRC leadership with a lower Mekong 
CEO at the helm would make any difference is an open question.  Myanmar’s 
participation is of little real importance as the river only briefly touches its territory 

Food is more important than energy, 
and if the Government is planning to 
help the poor, food should come first. 
– Thai Community Representative 
Chiang Rai, Thailand October 2009 
(translated from Thai) 
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and its contribution to the Mekong watershed is relatively small.  Nonetheless 
Myanmar’s full participation in the Commission could be an important contribution 
to regional cooperation and integration.  Of greater consequence is China’s refusal 
to fully join the Commission, given its twin status as the most powerful Mekong 
country and its location at the river’s headwaters. 
 
The Asian Development Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion 
Program 
In theory, the ADB’s Greater Mekong Subregion cooperative development program 
could, for a variety of reasons, provide the ideal venue for Mekong mainstream 
hydropower planning.  Formed in 1992 under Japanese leadership at the end of the 
Cambodian civil war, the GMS includes all six countries of the region.  Thus far the 
organization has a good record of cooperation on major infrastructure programs, 
since most of the benefits – if not the negative environmental consequences – are 
mutual, and most of the funding comes from outside the region, specifically the 
ADB and Japan.  The initiative’s highest profile projects are roads, bridges, and 
other economic infrastructure, but it also contributes to human resource 
development, promotion of tourism, trade and investment. 
 
The most visible GMS projects are road and rail linkages connecting the Lower 
Mekong countries to each other and to China via Kunming, the capital of Yunnan 
Province.  The construction of an integrated regional power grid that will connect 
many existing and proposed hydropower plants is one of the top four projects of the 
GMS in terms of cost.  The goal is to promote greater efficiency through power 
sharing to meet changing power demands.   
 
Unfortunately, one glaring omission from the GMS program is any significant 
initiative to promote cooperative water management.  China, which benefits hugely 
from the other GMS programs, especially the establishment of a modern highway 
system connecting Kunming to Hanoi and to Bangkok via Laos, blocked the 
inclusion of development projects involving the very river that gives its name to the 
GMS.25 
 
This puts the ADB in the awkward position of remaining outside the hydropower 
decisionmaking process, while working to connect controversial dams to the 
regional grid it is developing.   In fact, both the ADB and the World Bank are in 
serious danger of becoming marginalized in the hydropower discussion, unable to 
positively influence the planning, construction, or operating phases due to the 
willingness and ability of China and its state-owned companies to finance and build 
the proposed projects.  Their awkward situation has been compounded by their own 
championing of “clean” and “renewable” energy, an incorrect characterization of 
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hydropower that is seldom challenged, except by environmentalists and those who 
truly understand which sources of energy are clean and which are not.26 

 

HOW GREEN IS TROPICAL HYDROPOWER? 
At a time when global warming is at the forefront of international debate, many 
promote hydropower as a clean alternative to fossil fuel power plants.  Developing 
countries are in a particularly difficult situation when considering their energy needs 
and the options for meeting them.  Growing economies require reliable and 
inexpensive energy, but the global system is increasingly moving away from older 
polluting technologies, toward clean energy sources that are often more expensive.   
 
Hydropower is frequently held up as an energy source that is reliable, well studied, 
relatively inexpensive, and clean.  The reality, especially in the case of large dams 
and reservoirs in tropical climates, is actually much different.  With such intense 
focus on the coming impacts of climate change, and the need to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, it is paramount that science truly informs policymaking to the furthest 
possible extent. 
 
Scientific studies of existing hydropower projects in tropical areas suggest that large 
dams in these climates are considerable emitters of many greenhouse gases.  These 
gases are created through: 
 

 the decomposition of vegetation and other organic material inundated by 
the reservoir;   

 organic matter discharged into the river upstream of a dam, or from human 
activities (such as farming and sewage) around the reservoir; 

 algae blooms and bacterial processes.  
 
Even if the reservoir site is cleared of trees and other vegetation, significant amounts 
of remaining plant and other organic material will be flooded and left to decompose.  
Even in the best prepared reservoir sites, lush tropical vegetation is very costly, time 
consuming, and difficult to completely remove.* Also, if pollution controls, waste 
water management practices, and infrastructure are inadequate, carbon dioxide, 
methane, nitrous oxide, and other greenhouse gases will be created when organic 
matter is discharged into waters upstream from the dam or from human activities 
around the reservoir. ** 
 

 
*See also: McCully, Patrick.  “Tropical Hydropower is a Significant Source of Greenhouse Gas Emissions: 
A Response to the International Hydropower Association.”  International Rivers Network, Berkeley, 
California (December 2004) (Accessed February 19, 2010) http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/ 
TropicalHydro.12.08.04_0.pdf 

 
** “Dirty Hydro: Dams and Greenhouse Gas Emissions.”  International Rivers.  Berkeley, California 
(November 2008) (Accessed February 21, 2010) p 3 http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/ 
dirtyhydro_ final_lorez.pdf. 
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Globally, China has already eclipsed the World Bank as the largest funder of large 
dams – technically, any dam higher than 15 meters or any dam with a reservoir 
capacity of at least 3 million cubic meters.27  By one count Chinese banks and 
companies are engaged in the construction of 216 dams in 49 countries, principally 
in the Amazon, Africa and Southeast Asia.  China, with the worst record of dam 
safety itself, has some 25,000 dams – half the world’s total.28   
 
On the one hand, Multilateral Development Bank (MDB) officials aver that they 
have plenty of other projects.  On the other hand, in their desire to remain relevant 
to the most important priorities of Lower Mekong countries, the Banks could 
acquire the unsavory role of cleaning up the environmental and socioeconomic 
“mess” from projects that do not come close to meeting their own environmental 
and socioeconomic impact standards. 
 
This appears already be the role of the MDBs in the case of the highly controversial 
Nam Theun 2 hydropower project on the Nam Theun River in Laos, which has a 20 
year power purchase agreement with Thailand’s EGAT.  In 1995 the ADB and 
World Bank declined to fund the NT2 project, reportedly because of the 
disproportionate environmental and socioeconomic impact.  The 1997-98 Asian 
financial crisis temporarily sidelined the project but in 2005 the Banks reluctantly 
reversed their previous position and agreed to assume the risk of insuring 
commercial loans and to provide millions of dollars in additional funding for 
population relocation and environmental mitigation activities.  The original 
compensation and relocation plans for villagers forced to move from the project 
area proved inadequate as the project progressed, which led to unforeseen additional 
costs. 
 
Among several reported reasons for the Banks policy reversal was China’s 
readiness to finance the project if they would not.  In the end, the project was 
primarily financed with international and Thai financial syndicates, substantial 
funds from the European Investment Bank (EIB), the Nordic Investment Bank 
(NIB) and other bilateral institutions.  The ADB provided a US$50 million political 
risk guarantee.29  World Bank lending agencies committed a total of US$171 
million for full and partial loan risk guarantees and US$20 million for managing 
social and environmental impacts and independent monitoring and evaluation.30  
Although their obligations in this case were much more limited and clear-cut, most 
projects are now commercially financed and constructed.   Given the regional role 
played by the ADB and WB, it is likely that they would be compelled to help fix 
similar situations associated with projects financed by private companies or external 
state investors like China. 
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CHINA’S DAMS:  GEOPOLITICAL AND GEOSTRATEGIC 

IMPLICATIONS  
The achievement of peace in the Mekong region of Southeast Asia touched off a 
rush to build dams on tributaries of the river starting in Vietnam and Laos, but 
China’s construction of eight large- to mega-sized dams on the upper half of the 
river in Yunnan Province was the critical step to reviving the idea of damming the 
Lower Mekong.  The Mekong Committee’s dream of constructing a cascade of 
multi-purpose dams on the lower half of the river’s mainstream with as much as 
23,000 MW of output had been interrupted by the Vietnam War, but a political 
decision to abandon the construction of a high dam at Pa Mong on the mainstream 
just above Vientiane, Laos, was the final blow to the commercial viability of as 
many as nine dams envisioned for the river south of Vientiane in Laos and 
Cambodia.  
 
China, by far the largest and most powerful country in the region, commands both 
the source of the river and the part with the largest hydropower potential.  The 
energy and transportation potential of the longest river in Southeast Asia has long 
served to both inspire dreams and destroy them.  The French colonial occupiers 
dreamed of a “river road to China” but their advance up the Mekong was blocked 
by the Khone Falls and other natural obstacles, as well as rebellions and wars.  The 
Chinese have long dreamed of unimpeded navigation from Yunnan to the South 
China Sea.31 
 
In addition to China’s Lancang cascade, there are plans by Laos, Cambodia, and 
Thailand to build a string of eleven dams on the lower half of the river, as well as a 
possible move by Thailand to divert water from the Mekong to its relatively parched 
northeast. Taken separately or together these projects will alter or destroy the river’s 
natural hydrology and ecology, with extreme consequences for human and food 
security, and the very viability of Vietnam’s Mekong Delta, already one of the 
world’s three river deltas that are most threatened by climate change and rising sea 
levels.  
 
Concern both within and outside Southeast Asia about the threats posed by 
Beijing’s emerging regional hegemony and the impact of short-sighted and 
potentially catastrophic efforts to harness the energy potential of the Mekong River 
have been sufficient to cause the United States to emerge from its post-Vietnam 
geopolitical torpor.  US concerns have increased due to the impact of the global 
financial and economic crisis that began in mid-2008, which has increased the 
disparity of economic power between the Mekong countries of Southeast Asia and 
China.  The economic crisis, in particular, has made clear that the growing disparity 
between China and its neighbors poses a global leadership challenge that must be 
met in some way. 
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China recently completed construction and has begun filling the fourth of a massive 
eight-dam cascade at Xiaowan, west of Kunming, the provincial capital.  The 292 
meters-high Xiaowan Dam, the world’s highest compound concrete arch dam, 
would tower 71 meters over the Hoover Dam.  Most importantly, the reservoir at 
Xiaowan will hold 15 billion cubic meters of water, enough to regulate the river for 
the benefit of China’s hydropower production, water storage, and continuity of 
navigation in the dry season, when the river is often only inches deep in many 
places.  China has also begun to construct other dams upstream of Xiaowan, as well 
as one downstream, Nuazhadu, that will multiply its already massive cumulative 
storage capacity.  Although China will not be able to completely turn off the water 
to downstream countries, it will regulate the resource to suit its needs first, and this 
will impact everything from fish migration triggers to agricultural cycles, and the 
shipping operations of Southeast Asian companies especially in Thailand and Laos. 
 
China has several goals in constructing a massive dam cascade in Yunnan.  First, 
the Upper Mekong, which the Chinese call the Lancang, has nearly the energy 
potential of the Three Gorges Dam, heretofore China’s largest construction project.  
China sees the exploitation of the river’s energy potential as the key to its “Go 
West” infrastructure development project, now Beijing’s most expensive and 
highest priority national endeavor.  Second, China wants to maximize the navigation 
potential of the river as far south as the Khone Falls, the only really large 
geographic obstacle between Yunnan and the Mekong Delta, where the river 
disappears into the South China Sea.  Third, despite growing recognition of the 
human and environmental cost of past infrastructure projects, China continues to 
suffer from a mind-set that is strongly biased towards harnessing nature for 
development.  Fourth, China is determined to incorporate the natural resources of 
the Mekong Basin into its manufacturing supply chain and expand its political and 
economic influence. 
 
China’s military actions in the South China Sea, its break-neck economic 
development, and geopolitical objectives pose the most important but by no means 
the only threat to human security and regional stability in the Mekong Basin.  To 
varying degrees the former warring countries of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and 
Vietnam also are pursuing short sighted, environmentally unsustainable 
development policies. In the cases of Laos and Cambodia, this is being done in 
conjunction with Chinese ambitions for regional economic integration. 
 
The plans of Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia to build up to 13 dams on the 
mainstream of the lower half of the river are, if anything, even more immediately 
threatening to the human and food security and livelihoods the population.  Two 
dams in particular – Laos’ Don Sahong project in the Siphandon area on its border 
with Cambodia and Cambodia’s plan to build a broad dam across the river at the 
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Sambor Rapids, roughly equidistant between Laos to the north and Phnom Penh to 
the south – will be especially damaging.  These two dams, more than others planned 
further north, threaten critical migratory paths for 70 percent of the most 
commercially valuable species of wild fish.   
 
If completed as planned, the mainstream dams in both the Upper Mekong in China 
and the Lower Mekong in Laos, Thailand, and Cambodia will have an incalculable 
impact on human and food security and livelihoods in the whole Mekong Basin.  
These projects also pose a direct threat to the hard earned peace and stability of the 
Mekong Region and mainland Southeast Asia. 
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PRAGMATIC STEPS 
 
The goals outlined in the text can be resolved into several specific pragmatic steps. 
 
1)  MORATORIUM ON NEW MAINSTREAM DAMS: 
During the two years that the MRC has focused its attention on the impact of 
mainstream dams on fisheries in the Lower Mekong, concern about the devastating 
impact of these projects has only grown. Fisheries experts are unanimous in judging 
that mainstream dams will devastate migratory fisheries and are skeptical of 
technical solutions making fisheries and mainstream hydropower compatible.   
 
Any hope on the part of government or non-government proponents that somehow 
the inherent conflict between mainstream dams and fisheries could be mitigated has 
been roundly crushed.  Experts note that there is no practical way to move vast 
populations of migrating Mekong fish past dams.  Some fish species may find 
alternative spawning grounds and cycles, but as many as 70 percent of the current 
migratory populations are directly threatened.32  Existing reservoir fisheries in the 
Mekong have been able to account for no more than 10 percent of fish production, 
and are very unlikely to even come close to replacing the lost wild fish population.33 
 
Under these circumstances the MRC countries should agree to a moratorium on 
dam construction on the mainstream and tributaries that are critical to fish 
reproduction pending:   

 
An Agreed Basin-Wide Standard for Environmental and 
Socioeconomic Impact Studies 
Thailand’s Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva appeared to endorse this approach in a 
meeting with representatives of the “Save the Mekong Coalition,” a group of some 
twenty NGOs opposing dam construction on the Mekong mainstream.  The prime 
minister told the delegation “that he will take up the issue of dam construction on 
the Mekong River for discussion at the bilateral, regional and international levels, 
whether with the Mekong River Commission, with Thailand’s fellow ASEAN 
members, or with ASEAN’s dialogue partners.”34 
   
In his response, Abhisit also told the delegation that he had directed EGAT and 
other agencies to reexamine the country’s electricity needs after the passing of the 
current global economic crisis, which has depressed demand from pre-crisis levels.  
The intent of the prime minister’s comment was not entirely clear, but EGAT has 
long been blamed by environmental NGOs, taxpayer organizations and electric 
power consumers who must pay higher rates for grossly overestimating future 
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demand to gain approval to build more power projects in Myanmar and Laos.  
While emphasizing that Thailand alone could not “agree or disagree” to projects 
proposed for an international river, he suggested that the construction of dams 
should take place only after “consultation … based on data obtained from surveys 
that conform to international standards and are acceptable to all parties involved.”35 
  
Prime Minister Abhisit brought this new perspective to a meeting in Hanoi with 
Vietnamese leaders on July 12, 2009.  In a joint statement, Abhisit and Vietnamese 
Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung pledged to work with each other and other 
countries in the Mekong basin to both tap and protect water resources of the 
Mekong River in order to protect legitimate and long-term rights of all downstream 
and upstream countries for the sake of common sustainable development in the sub-
region. 
 
Thus far there has been no public indication of support for the proposal from any 
official quarters outside the Thai and Vietnamese governments. 
 

Full Cost-Benefit Analysis (e.g. including negative impacts on 
fisheries, agriculture, tourism, etc.) 
To date there has never been a holistic cost-benefit analysis of any mainstream 
Mekong dam proposal. The most extensive environmental and socioeconomic 
impact assessments, and the only transboundary assessment to date, have been 
carried out for the Nam Theun 2 dam on a major tributary of the Mekong in Laos as 
a requirement for World Bank and ADB support for the project, which is mostly 
commercially financed.  The results have been criticized but the assessments go 
well beyond anything done previously.  The Banks expressed the hope that Laos 
would apply the new standards to all future projects, but the Lao government’s 
determination to build the Don Sahong and eight other mainstream dams indicates 
otherwise.  
 

Effective Planning for Alternative Livelihoods and Food Security 
Incredibly, there is no evidence that any country planning to build mainstream dams 
has made any provisions for alternative livelihoods or new sources of food security.  
The impacts are likely to occur rapidly, especially the impact on wild fish stocks.  
Most of the power will be exported.  The development of light manufacturing and 
service sectors that might employ large numbers of workers will take years, even if 
already lagging economic policy reforms are adopted.  The reality seems to be that 
Lao hydropower will further boost industrialization in Thailand, leaving Lao 
citizens to work across the border, many illegally, or alter their livelihood strategies 
to cope with the new circumstances. The same can be expected in Cambodia. 
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Given the importance of wild-caught fish to diets throughout the region, this protein 
source will need to be replaced very quickly with an alternative.  There is limited 
space and suitable grazing land for a large increase in cattle production.  Poultry 
farms on an industrial scale bring a whole host of new problems that would threaten 
the region’s environment – especially nitrogen-rich manure runoff that has led to 
massive offshore dead zones in waterways in the United States and elsewhere.  The 
most likely source will be fish or other animal protein sources imported from other 
countries, which could potentially cost more to the national exchequer than the 
earnings from power exports. 
 

2) FULL MEMBERSHIP OF CHINA AND MYANMAR IN THE MRC 

AND/OR MAKING COOPERATIVE MANAGEMENT OF THE MEKONG 

MAINSTREAM PART OF THE GMS AGENDA 
Efforts towards truly cooperative, sustainable, and equitable development of the 
shared Mekong River would benefit greatly from the full membership of China and 
Myanmar in the MRC.  While Myanmar constitutes only a tiny fraction of the 
Mekong watershed, its membership would strengthen regional ties and would be yet 
one more avenue for its neighbors to engage with the reclusive regime.  Full 
membership of China should be the primary goal of the MRC, whose credibility and 
very future may hang in the balance. 
 
If China is able to continue to effectively ignore the MRC, the legitimacy of the 
Commission will continue to erode.  China refuses to share data gleaned from 
internal studies with downstream countries or the MRC.  Instead, it has only shared 
broad research conclusions that sometimes contradict the findings of more 
transparent studies conducted by the MRC or the World Bank.  For instance, instead 
of providing the necessary data, China simply declares that its Yunnan cascade will 
not have any significant downstream impact save for what it considers the benefit of 
more water during the dry season.36  On the other hand, the CEO of the MRC 
Secretariat, Jeremy Bird, contends that “the Mekong is a valuable but fragile 
resource” and that,  “The MRC is faced with perhaps its most important strategic 
challenge since the Mekong Agreement was signed in 1995 because of increased 
interest in building hydropower dams in the mainstream of the lower Mekong River 
Basin.”37  
 
Chinese membership in the MRC would overcome instances of conflicting 
information such as this because China would be required to share the data it 
collects in Tibet and Yunnan.  This would allow for transparent MRC or third-party 
analysis and create a common unified scientific language from which decisions can 
be made.  When decisions are made with imperfect or conflicting information and a 
lack of transparency, cooperative and equitable solutions become elusive if not 
impossible to identify, let alone implement. 
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But there is also some risk.  China’s decision to join the MRC or accept some other 
mechanism for basin-wide cooperative water management would likely make a 
huge difference, which could either provide a critical boost for multilateral 
cooperation or, depending on the institutional rules and provisions for equity, work 
to strengthen China’s downstream influence over individual MRC countries. 
 
3) GREATER REGIONAL “OWNERSHIP” AND SUPPORT OF MRC 
The MRC Chief Executive Officer (CEO) plays an important role in shaping the 
research scope and institutional agenda through which it is able to influence regional 
and national dialogues regarding the river.  Since assuming the position in March 
2008, Jeremy Bird has focused the Commission’s research and activities specifically 
on the pressing and urgent issue of mainstream dams.  Under his leadership, the 
MRC has focused considerable effort on the implications of these proposed dams 
for the life-cycles of the critically important wild fish population.  To this end the 
MRC has increased engagement with civil society, NGOs, industry representatives, 
government officials, academics, and other concerned parties through “Stakeholder 
Consultations” and other venues for exchanging ideas, interests, and concerns. 
 
The continuation of this process could be in doubt when Mr. Bird completes his 
three-year term in March 2011 and, as widely expected, he is succeeded by a 
national of one of the four MRC member countries.  This transition leads to many 
questions not only of how his successor will be chosen, but also the next CEO’s 
ability to navigate the varied interests and drivers of mainstream hydropower 
development, including differing national perspectives within the MRC Council and 
Joint Committee and the political decisonmakers in the four member countries.  
Some speculate that the new CEO could be more susceptible to various influences 
that would constrain the independence of the MRC and impact its research 
agenda.38  A strong and independent Mekong national serving as CEO could further 
improve regional cooperation, but a weak leader could prove divisive and further 
weaken the already marginal coordinating role played by the MRC. 
 
Continuing support by the MDBs and the donor community, including the United 
States, will be critical to maintaining and increasing the role of the MRC.  Ideally a 
combination of greater regional ownership and increased international support to 
capacity building and technical assistance will increase the MRC’s effectiveness 
and ability to promote regional cooperation.  Importantly, an “Asian” MRC will 
also make China more obligated to join or cooperate. 
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4) EMPOWER MRC TO: 
Integrate Chinese Data into Lower Mekong Studies and Planning 
While China’s plans on the Upper Mekong have been widely known to lack 
transparency and data sharing, the revelation of the plans for 11 Lao, Lao-Thai, and 
Cambodian dams on the Lower Mekong took many observers by surprise.  As 
recently as 2006, before Laos’ revelation of its plans, a study prepared for the World 
Bank and the ADB developed several development scenarios for the river, including 
a “Chinese scenario,” but dismissed the idea of dams on the Lower Mekong as 
having unacceptable environmental and socioeconomic costs. This will require a 
major international effort, as initiated by the Save the Mekong Coalition, hard 
diplomacy among the regional riparians, and a paradigm shift regarding large and 
mainstream dams on the part of the MDBs the UN Environment Program (UNEP), 
and major donor countries. 

 
Public Release of All Impact Studies 
As previously noted China has not shared the results of its hydrological studies and 
EIAs on the downstream impact of its Yunnan dams and its operating plans.  Many 
studies carried out by the MRC Secretariat, either basin-wide or for national 
governments also are not publicly available.  This is a sensitive issue because 
individual MRC countries do not want their neighbors to know about their plans let 
alone environmental NGOs and affected communities.  Nonetheless, the public 
release, or at least the sharing of data among the member governments, is an 
essential step towards cooperative, integrated and sustainable development of the 
basin’s water resources, especially at a time when water scarcity is becoming an 
increasingly important source of tension.  

 
Advance Best Practices through International Engagement 
The MRC already has considerable latitude to engage in international cooperation, 
but the signing of the LOI on US-MRC cooperation in July 2009 could prove to be 
an important milestone and possible harbinger of new thinking about the connection 
between hydropower projects and geopolitics.   To date, most MRC engagement 
with the international community has been through the ADB and the World Bank, 
and donor governments.  The LOI with the United States appears to create a 
relationship that is more akin to a partnership than a donor-recipient relationship. 
   

5) REFOCUSING SUPPORT FOR CLIMATE CHANGE STUDY AND 

ADAPTATION 
Climate change appears certain to have significant effects on the river system that 
will require expensive and socially disruptive adaptation.  These include changing 
rainfall patterns, decreased water flows from the Tibetan Plateau as a result of a 
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shrinking winter snowcap and receding glaciers.  The river is currently in a 
prolonged period of drought.  Whether this is primarily a cyclical phenomenon that 
may self-correct or a long term trend remains to be seen.  Sea level rise will be a 
growing threat to the Mekong Delta. 
 
While these issues are of great importance what is often lost in the debate is the 
negative interaction of major economic infrastructure like dams and coastal 
structure.  In general, dams in the Mekong Basin tend to exacerbate and advance the 
expected onset of climate change.  Dams hold back the silt needed to rebuild the 
Mekong Delta each flood season and create fundamental hydrological changes that 
affect where silt is distributed.  China and some other countries with major water 
deficits see storage as partial solution.  Eventually, however, any prolonged water 
deficit will make storage futile.   
 
China’s Yunnan dams are planned to remain in service for fifty to one-hundred 
years, but current rates of siltation in the Manwan Dam, which became operational 
in 1993, are double the anticipated rate,39 suggesting that dams on the Upper 
Mekong may be sufficiently silted up in as few as 20 years to the point of requiring 
expensive dredging operations to prevent output reductions.  If some extreme 
forecasts predicting that water flows from Tibet could dry up in as few as 30 years 
prove true, China will essentially be building a staggeringly expensive cascade of 
“white elephants.” The same holds true of proposed mainstream dams on the Lower 
Mekong that are almost entirely fed by seasonal rainfall. 
 
These considerations suggest that research on climate change adaptation must begin 
by examining the longer term impact of mainstream dams.   Jeremy Bird has stated 
that “the impact of the dams is probably going to be greater than the impact of 
climate change.”40 What urgently needs to be addressed is interaction of 
mainstream dams with climate change.   
 
US  POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 
Goals, Ways and Means 
Even after the signing a Letter of Intent (LOI) with the MRC in the wings of the 
July 2009 ASEAN ministerial meeting in Phuket, which the State Department now 
calls Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI), the Obama Administration has given no clear 
direction of its intent regarding Mekong hydropower and related infrastructure 
issues and funding for the overall initiative is miniscule.  The State Department has 
identified four “pillars” of the LMI – environment, health, education and 
infrastructure.  As of this writing the first three pillars primarily represent a 
repackaging of existence aid project, while the infrastructure pillar as yet has no 
identifiable substance.  
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To date the United States has not had a visible role in Mekong hydropower issues.  
The US executive board members who function under the authority of the Treasury 
Department have normally had to abstain or vote against WB and ADB loans on 
environmental grounds.  The American stance has had little impact as the United 
States is  routinely outvoted by Japan, China, and the EU, even when its positions 
are shared by some other like minded countries or voting blocs.  
 

Goals 
If the Obama Administration can formulate a comprehensive plan and obtain the 
necessary financial resources from Congress, it would be in a strong position to give 
substance to Secretary of State Clinton’s declaration in Phuket last July that the 
United States was “back” in Southeast Asia.  Secretary Clinton’s reference of course 
was not to the Vietnam War but to the much commented upon decline in US 
involvement in the region save for the strong and remarkably successful post-9/11 
emphasis on counter-terrorism. 
 
The United States has two kinds of advantages if it chooses to become more 
involved in helping the Lower Mekong countries make wiser choices about 
developing the Lower Mekong and addressing coming challenges from climate 
change.  The first is geopolitical.  The United States alone has the ability to restore 
the geopolitical power balance needed to support a new development paradigm in 
Southeast Asia that can meet the growing nontraditional and transboundary 
challenges to the environment and human security, especially in a context that 
emphasizes sustainable and broad base economic development.   
 
In fact, Southeast Asian countries, especially those in Mekong region, generally 
have applauded the renewal of US regional involvement precisely because of the 
geopolitical implications.  Neither the Mekong countries of Southeast Asia nor the 
rest of ASEAN want to find themselves alone in the region with an increasingly 
powerful and assertive China, and one whose foreign policy emphasizes bilateral 
relations with individual countries and rejects initiatives to promote multilateral 
dialogue.  They also have no desire to find themselves in the middle of an open US-
China rivalry, let alone a conflict, but to varying degrees most of the ASEAN 
countries, including even Myanmar, welcome an American counterweight to 
China’s growing power, presence and influence.    
 
Second, having been absent from the main development currents in the region, the 
United States has fewer commercial and economic “equities” that otherwise could 
compromise a clearly calculated strategy.  US companies are small players in 
Mekong Basin hydropower compared to Japan, a number of European countries, 
China, and Malaysia.  Every other major actor in Mekong Southeast Asia has a 
stake in exploitation of the region’s water, forests, minerals and other natural 
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interests.  The ADB and the World Bank, for their part, have severe political limits 
on their ability to promote more sustainable and equitable development projects that 
would put primary emphasis on improving the incomes and living standards of 
people where they actually live and work, rather than uprooting them for the sake of 
favored urban elites.  In addition to the desire to support the priorities of their 
recipient clients, China stands ready to support whatever projects the Banks reject 
because of excessive environmental or socioeconomic costs. 
 
Ways 
There are two very critical needs that are not likely to be met without American 
involvement and support under the Lower Mekong Initiative: 
 
First, the United States could provide human capacity building and technology to 
support the MRC and help its member countries carry out cost-benefit studies that 
include the full environmental and socioeconomic impacts, as well as a better 
appreciation of both the upstream and downstream consequences of their proposed 
projects on fisheries and the river’s natural hydrology.  No such studies have been 
carried out thus far, and because the ADB and World Bank cannot support 
mainstream projects, they have little leverage to persuade Lower Mekong countries 
to require them.  Again, however, because of the geopolitical issues at stake and 
lack of governmental capacity, an American offer to support such holistic cost-
benefit research may gain more traction with the four MRC governments and their 
relevant line agencies and departments. 
 
Second, the considerable hydrological changes that result from upstream 
hydropower projects will make obsolete current historical baselines for research on 
rising sea levels and other manifestations of expected climate change.  Probably the 
single most important contribution the United States could make would be to make 
its research tools available to the MRC or Vietnam to model the hydrological 
changes that will be caused by current and future upstream dams.  This research will 
not only assist Vietnam to adapt to accelerated and more extreme climate change 
manifestations, but may cause upstream countries to rethink their plans based on a 
better appreciation of their consequences.  The US Geological Survey is already 
involved with climate adaptation training in Vietnam and hydrological modeling 
and other wetlands research with Can Tho University, in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta.  
These initiatives should be expanded and offered both to the MRC and the other 
member governments. 
 
Means 
Finally, the Obama Administration can accomplish little without support and 
adequate funding from Congress.  Because the Lower Mekong Initiative originated 
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in the Bureau of East Asia and the Pacific at the State Department, which normally 
does not have a significant budget for projects, the initiative is currently 
underfunded in the extreme and neither the State Department, USAID or the USGS 
can reasonably expect to obtain significant new funds until the FY 2012 budget, 
which covers the 12 month fiscal year that begins October 1, 2011.  Congress needs 
to authorize and appropriate any new funds for this or other foreign operations 
activities.  In the nearer term, Congress also has the ability to be support the 
Mekong initiative by agreeing to reprogram existing funds from other foreign 
operations or USGS accounts, if requested by the administration, or by inserting 
new funding in a supplemental appropriation request for the current fiscal year.  It is 
not too late for the administration to seek such funding or for the Congress to 
provide it, either upon request or on its own initiative. 
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APPENDIX 2: MAINSTREAM DAMS PROPOSED IN 

THE LOWER MEKONG BASIN 
 

Source: Lao National Mekong Committee and MRC databases1

MOU – Memorandum of Understanding
PDA – Project Development Agreement
* Promotor

Mainstream Dams Proposed in the Lower Mekong Basin
Project

Pak Beng

Luang Prabang

Xayaboury

Pak Lay

Sanakham

Pak Chom

Ban  Khoum

Lat Sua

Don Sahong

Stung Treng

Sambor (Option 1)

Country

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Thailand

Lao PDR

Thailand

Lao PDR

Lao PDR

Cambodia

Cambodia

Province

Oudomxay

Luang Prabang

Xayaboury

Xayaboury

Vientiane

Vientiane

Loei

Champassak

Ubon Ratchathani

Champassak

Champassak

Stung Treng

Kratie (Sambor)

Capacity1

1,230 MW

1,410

1,260

1,320

 570

1,079

2,000

 800

 360

 980

2,600

Status

MOU 8/29/07

MOU 10/14/07

MOU 5/4/07

MOU 6/11/07

MOU 12/11/07

MOU 3/25/08

MOU 4/2/08
MOU 3/23/06
PDA 2/13/08

Developer

Datang International Power 
Generation Co. Ltd. (Hong Kong)

PetroVietnam Power  
Corporation (Viet Nam)

Ch. Kanchang & PT (Thailand)

CIEC & Sinohydro (China)

Datang International Power
Generation Co. Ltd. (Hong Kong)

*Dept. of Alternative Energy 

MoE (Thailand)

Italian-Thai Development PLC &
Asia Corp, Holdings Ltd.  
(Italy-Thailand)

Charoen Energy and Water Asia 
Co. Ltd. (Thailand)

Mega First Corporation Berhad
(Malaysia)

Height

62.1 METERS

68

53

54.5, 45.5

38

55

53

10.6, 8.2, 8.3

22

54
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APPENDIX 3:  LANCANG JIANG  
HYDROPOWER IN YUNNAN PROVINCE 

 

Source: Yunnan Hydropower Expansion, Chiang Mai University’s Unit for Social & 
Environmental Research & Green Watershed, Kunming, PR of China (March 2004)

Lancang Jiang Hydropower in 
Yunnan Province

Gonguoqiao

Xiaowan

Manwan

Dachaosha

Naozhadu

Jinghong

Galanba

Mengsong

Total Capacity

Capacity

 750 MW

4,200 

 1,500

 1,350

 5,500

 1,500

250

 600

15,650

Height

130 M

300

126

118

254

118

Status

Designed

Building 2001-2010

Built 1988-1996

Built 1996-2003

Designed

Building 2003-2010

Designed

Designed
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The 1991 Paris Peace Accords on Cambodia signaled the end of four decades 
of bitter conflict in the Mekong region of Southeast Asia and created 

new opportunities for broad-based economic and social development.  The 
governments of China and the five downstream Southeast Asian countries that 
share the Mekong River are making development decisions now that, unless halted 
or significantly modified, will severely jeopardize the food security and livelihoods 
of some 60 million people, most of them in the former warring countries of 
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam.  

Eight large-to-mega-sized dams completed or under construction by China on 
the upper half of the river in Yunnan will seriously degrade the natural hydrology 
and ecology of a river some experts call the world’s most productive inland fresh 
water fishery.  Equally if not more threatening, nine dams planned for the Lower 
Mekong that would be financed and constructed by Chinese, Thai, Vietnamese and 
other developers will block the spawning migrations of as many as 70 percent of 
the most important commercial fish species.  Especially because of the already 
evident effects of climate change, including rising sea levels and a prolonged and 
unusually severe drought, the dams could foster domestic political instability and 
put increasing stress on regional relationships. 

In the absence of any effective mechanism for basin-wide cooperative and 
sustainable water management, the coming dependent relationship of the 
downstream countries on China’s ability to regulate the river’s seasonal flows 
creates an inherent and unhealthy geostrategic advantage for Beijing.  A “water 
war” between China and its neighbors is almost unimaginable, but the downstream 
countries have long histories of conflict among themselves over the Mekong 
Basin’s land and resources.

This report and the accompanying documentary film “Mekong Tipping Point” find 
that bad decisions are being made in large part because of a “science-policy gap” 
and, especially in the Southeast Asian countries, self-defeating nationalism and 
absence of cost-benefit studies that adequately account for environmental and 
socioeconomic damage that may far exceed the revenues generated by the dams.  

The report proposes a series of “Pragmatic Steps” on the part of the Mekong 
countries, international financial institutions, regional organizations and ODA donor 
countries to avert a destabilizing catastrophe.  The report also notes that despite 
our checkered history of involvement in Mekong Southeast Asia, the United States 
remains the one country that can best help create a different and better outcome.  

1111 19th Street, NW | 12th Floor 
Washington, DC 20036
p 202.223.5956 | f 202.238.9604
www.stimson.org
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