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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2015, humans are facing freshwater quality and accessibility challenges that are 

arguably unique in human history. From the degradation of water quality in streams, to seawater 

intrusion in freshwater aquifers, to the millions of gallons of water lost each year in leaky pipes 

pumping water to irrigate agriculture, we are now confronted with critical, urgent questions: Will 

we have enough clean water to drink and feed ourselves? Will we have enough water to sustain 

our current consumption patterns and drive economic growth in countries that are desperately 

seeking to lift themselves from poverty? What are the consequences if we fail? 

These challenges, which manifest at the local river basin level and are repeated 

throughout the world’s river basins, are a platform to explore larger questions of international 

relations theory, particularly power relationships between and among groups of states.  

This paper is guided by several questions. First, what explains the lack of militarized 

interstate conflicts over freshwater resources? Second, what role does power asymmetry play in 

the creation of a rational, efficient, and equitable water distribution system in a river basin? 

Third, what types of power influence river-basin dynamics? I also explore questions of how the 

role of multilateral institutions, how less powerful states can cooperate with each other to 

increase their leverage, and how the creation of an efficient and equitable water distribution 

system can work in an international river basin. 

In this paper, I argue that the lack of militarized interstate disputes can be primarily 

attributed to power asymmetries that disincentivize weaker states from engaging in military 

conflicts with their more powerful neighbors. I also argue that there are two major types of 

power that influence dynamics in international river basins: riparian power, that is, power that 

derives from an upstream position and traditional sources of power, that is military and 

economic power. Other types of power in river basins derive from these two sources and while 

important, are less influential. 
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This paper reviews the Mekong River Basin as a case study of power asymmetry and 

power dynamics within an international river basin. The six countries that share the Mekong 

River are China, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam. China, as the most 

upstream country and also the most traditionally powerful, wields tremendous influence in the 

basin and is exercising its ability to unilaterally make decisions affecting the more than 60 

million who live in the basin. Other Mekong countries are also following suit, leading this 

situation to become a tragedy of the commons. Without concerted multilateral action in the next 

few years, the Mekong River has the potential to lose its riches, and in the process jeopardize 

the life and livelihoods of millions, forever. 

The findings of this case study are relevant beyond the Mekong River Basin. China is 

the source of every major river system in mainland Asia, with the exception of the Ganges – 

meaning that China’s behavior in the Mekong may indicate what lies in store for the other basins 

in which it is a riparian state. Additionally, Water is becoming important to both national and 

human security throughout the world.  

This paper is organized into six chapters. Chapter Two is an explanation of the 

methodology used to arrive at and research the questions stated above. Chapter Three includes 

an overview of global water resources and a literature review on water’s role as a catalyst for 

conflict and cooperation. I also review the key works on the emerging concept of hydro-

hegemony. Chapter Four is a case study of the Mekong River Basin and provides an overview 

of each of the region’s six countries and the multilateral institutions in which they engage. In 

Chapter Five, I present a case for why two types of power, riparian position on a river and 

traditional power, are the most important and influential types of power in a river basin, from 

which all other types derive. I also include a short summary of policy recommendations for 

China and other international actors in the Mekong. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

 This paper began as a comprehensive research study of violent international and 

intranational conflict over freshwater resources, but evolved as a result of my research findings.  

I originally aimed to identify a set of common conditions or patterns in water conflicts that led to 

state-level violence or military confrontations, with the goals of forecasting and preventing such 

conflicts in the future. I started by reviewing three databases that compile information and 

analysis on conflicts between and within states. 

First, I turned to the well-known Correlates of War Project (COW) created by political 

scientist J. David Singer. Established in 1963 at the University of Michigan, its “original and 

ongoing goal has been the systematic accumulation of scientific knowledge about war” (COW 

website). The project focuses on quantitative data and facilitates its collection, dissemination, 

and use. Since Singer’s retirement in 2001, the project has continued at Pennsylvania State 

University. On its free and publicly accessible online website, COW has dozens of data sets 

available on topics ranging from state membership in intergovernmental organizations to formal 

alliances between and among states. 

I examined the “Militarized Interstate Dispute” (MID) data set, version 31, which has 

cataloged “all instances” of MIDs between the period 1816-2010. MIDs are defined as: 

“United historical cases of conflict in which the threat, display or use of military force 
short of war by one member state is explicitly directed towards the government, official 
representatives, official forces, property, or territory of another state. Disputes are 
composed of incidents that range in intensity from threats to use force to actual combat 
short of war” (Jones, Bremer, and Singer 163). 

 
At the time of my research, the MID dataset contained information on 4,344 MIDs from 1816-

2001, with each incident assigned a “dispute number.” The dataset did not categorize disputes; 

                                                           
1 MID3 was released in 2010 and this paper began in 2011. Since then, the most current version of the 
MID dataset is version 4.1, which covers the period 1816-2010.   
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therefore, to determine if a conflict was about water, I would need to independently research all 

4,344 incidents. The scale of such a task falls outside the boundaries of a master’s thesis. 

Second, I turned to the Issue Correlates of War (ICOW) dataset. The MIDs in this 

dataset are taken from the COW, but ICOW divides issues into specific groups: territorial claims, 

maritime claims, regime claims, and river claims.  ICOW defines a “river claim” as “explicit 

contention between two or more nation-states over the use or abuse of a specific river (or river 

system). Official government representatives must make explicit statements contesting the 

usage of that river, typically involving concerns of water quality, water quantity, or navigation 

along the river” (Hensel). Although ICOW’s “river claim” category seemed promising for my 

research, data were only available for the Western Hemisphere, Western Europe, and the 

Middle East. Information for Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceania was being gathered, but 

not yet part of the dataset. South America was excluded from the project. Thus, ICOW’s limited 

information was insufficient for a comprehensive global study of violent water conflicts. 

Third, I reviewed the conflicts listed in the “Water Conflict Chronology,” a comprehensive 

database maintained by the California-based Pacific Institute2. At the time, the database 

cataloged 225 water conflicts from 3,000 BC to 2011. Entries in this database are sourced from 

the public; academics, journalists, and others are invited to submit contributions to the 

chronology, provided they also include citations and supporting information. The chronology 

includes conflict over water and categorizes each conflict into one of the following categories3: 

• Military Tool – These events are where water resources, or water systems 

themselves, are used by a nation or state as a weapon during a military action. 

For example, during the Vietnam War, the US attempted “cloud-seeding” in an 

attempt to stop the movement of military materials and equipment.  

                                                           
2 I utilized the “World’s Water Volume 7,” updated in 2010-2011. The most recent version is “The World’s Water 
Volume 8,” published in 2014. 
3 All definitions are from the Water Conflict Chronology 
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• Military Target – These events are where water resources or water systems are 

targets of military actions by nations or states. For example, during the Gulf War, 

Iraqi forces destroyed Kuwaiti desalination plants. 

• Terrorism – Where water resources, or water systems, are the targets or tools of 

violence or coercion by non-state actors. This includes cyber-terrorism, however 

a distinction is drawn between environmental terrorism and eco-terrorism4. For 

example, in 2000, an Australian man was arrested for taking remote control of a 

Queensland city wastewater system and releasing sewage into parks, rivers, and 

property. 

• Development Disputes – Where water resources or water systems are a major 

source of contention and dispute in the context of economic and social 

development. For example, in 2009, “tens of thousands of farmers” in China 

staged a protest against the construction of a new dam in Sichuan Province. 

According to a Voice of America article, government troops shot and killed “a 

number of residents,” with one anonymous witness saying it “was impossible to 

know exactly how many people were killed. … Maybe more than 10,000 died” 

(2009).5 

                                                           
4 In a 2006 Water Policy article, Peter Gleick elaborates on the difference between environmental 
terrorism and eco-terrorism. He states “The term ‘environmental terrorism’ should exclusively refer to the 
unlawful use of force against environmental resources or systems with the intent to harm individuals or 
deprive populations of environmental benefit(s) in the name of a political or social objective. This 
distinguishes it from ‘eco-terrorism’, which should only be considered the unlawful use of force against 
people or property with the intent of saving the environment from further human encroachment and 
destruction. The professed aim of eco-terrorists is to slow or halt exploitation of natural resources and to 
bring public attention to environmental issues” (484). 
5 Since 2011, the database now also includes two new categories: “Control of Water 
Resources,” where water supplies or access to water is at the root of tensions; and “Political Tool,” where 
water resources or water systems themselves, are used by a nation, state, or non-state actor for a 
political goal.   
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Peter Gleick, the president of the Pacific Institute, acknowledges that “these definitions are 

imprecise and that single events can fall into more than one category, depending on perception 

and definitions” (WorldWater.org).  

 I applied the MID definition to the conflicts listed in the database from 1945 onward. The 

conflicts that met the criteria for an MID are listed below. All year, state, and incident data are 

taken from the Water Conflict Chronology. (See next page for figure) 
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Figure 1: Militarized Interstate Disputes over Freshwater Resources 1945-2010 
Year States Incident 
1951 Israel, Jordan, Syria Jordan makes public its plans to irrigate the Jordan Valley by tapping the 

Yarmouk River; Israel responds by commencing drainage of the Huleh 
swamps located in the demilitarized zone between Israel and Syria; 
border skirmishes ensue between Israel and Syria. 

1953 Israel, Jordan, Syria Israel begins construction of its National Water Carrier to transfer water 
from the north of the Sea of Galilee out of the Jordan basin to the Negev 
Desert for irrigation. Syrian military actions along the border and 
international disapproval lead Israel to move its intake to the Sea of 
Galilee. 

1958 Egypt, Sudan Egypt sends an unsuccessful military expedition into disputed territory 
amidst pending negotiations over the Nile waters, Sudanese general 
elections, and an Egyptian vote on Sudan-Egypt unification; Nile Water 
Treaty signed when pro-Egyptian government elected in Sudan. 

1962-
1967 

Brazil, Paraguay Negotiations between Brazil and Paraguay over the development of the 
Paraná River are interrupted by a unilateral show of military force by 
Brazil in 1962, which invades the area and claims control over the Guaíra 
Falls site. Military forces were withdrawn in 1967 following an agreement 
for a joint commission to examine development in the region. 

1964 Israel, Syria Headwaters of the Dan River on the Jordan River are bombed at Tell El-
Qadi in a dispute about sovereignty over the source of the Dan. 

1965-
1966 

Israel, Syria Fire is exchanged over “all-Arab” plan to divert the Jordan River 
headwaters (Hasbani and Banias) and presumably preempt Israeli 
National Water Carrier; Syria halts construction of its diversion in July 
1966. 

1967 Israel, Syria Israel destroys the Arab diversion works on the Jordan River headwaters. 
During Arab-Israeli War Israel occupies Golan Heights, with Banias 
tributary to the Jordan; Israel occupies West Bank. 

1969 Israel, Jordan Israel, suspicious that Jordan is over-diverting the Yarmouk, leads two 
raids to destroy the newly-built East Ghor Canal, Secret negotiations, 
mediated by the US, lead to an agreement in 1970. 

1974 Iraq, Syria Iraq threatens to bomb the al-Thawra (Tabaqah) dam in Syria and 
massed troops along the border, alleging that the dam had reduced the 
flow of Euphrates River water to Iraq. 

1975 Iraq, Syria As upstream dams are filled during a low-flow year on the Euphrates, 
Iraqis claim that flow reaching its territory is “intolerable” and asks the 
Arab League to intervene. Syrians claim they are receiving less than half 
the river’s normal flow and pull out of an Arab League technical 
committee formed to mediate the conflict. In May Syria closes its airspace 
to Iraqi flights and both Syrian and Iraq reportedly transfer troops to their 
mutual border. Saudi Arabia successfully mediates the conflict. 

1975 Angola, South 
Africa 

South African troops move into Angola to occupy and defend the 
Ruacana hydropower complex, including the Gové Dam on the Kunene 
River. Goal is to take possession of and defend the water resources of 
southwestern Africa and Namibia. 
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1992 Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary 

Hungary abrogates a 1977 treaty with Czechoslovakia concerning 
construction of the Gabčíkovo/Nagymaros project based on 
environmental concerns. Slovakia continues construction unilaterally, 
completes the dam, and diverts the Danube into a canal inside the 
Slovakian republic. Massive public protest and movement of military to 
the border ensue; issue taken to the International Court of Justice. 

 

The above table indicates problems with the Water Conflict Chronology’s suitability for 

my research question. First, as acknowledged by the Pacific Institute’s president, the 

chronology does not apply a strict methodology for incidents to be included. Its open 

methodology means that all conflicts involving water are included, regardless of whether water 

is truly the source of the conflict or not. It was not possible to conclusively determine whether 

the conflict was centered on freshwater resources or if it was part of a larger conflict. In fact, one 

can confidently assume that the six conflicts Israel had with its neighbors were part of larger 

Arab-Israeli tensions and not solely about freshwater resources.  

My list of the Water Conflict Chronology incidents that met the criteria for MIDs yielded 

results similar to Aaron Wolf’s “Acute International Water Conflict” listing, published in 1998. 

(See next page for figure) 
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Figure 2: History of acute international water conflict 
1948 --  Partition between India and Pakistan leaves the Indus basin divided in a 

particularly convoluted fashion.  Disputes over irrigation water exacerbate 
tensions in the still-sensitive Kashmir region, bringing the two riparians "to the 
brink of war."  Twelve years of World Bank led negotiations lead to the 1960 
Indus Waters Agreement. 

Feb. 1951- 
Sept. 1953 

Syria and Israel exchange sporadic fire over Israeli water development works in 
the Huleh basin, which lies in the demilitarized zone between the two 
countries.  Israel moves its water intake to the Sea of Galilee. 

Jan. - 
April 1958 

Amidst pending negotiations over the Nile waters, Sudanese general elections, 
and an Egyptian vote on Sudan-Egypt unification, Egypt sends an unsuccessful 
military expedition into territory in dispute between the two 
countries.  Tensions were eased (and a Nile Waters Treaty signed) when a pro-
Egyptian government was elected in Sudan. 

June 1963- 
March 
1964 

1948 boundaries left Somali nomads under Ethiopian rule.  Border skirmishes 
between Somalia and Ethiopia are over disputed territory in Ogaden desert, 
which includes some critical water resources (both sides are also aware of oil 
resources in the region).  Several hundred are killed before cease-fire is 
negotiated. 

March 
1965- 
July 1966 

Israel and Syria exchange fire over "all-Arab" plan to divert the Jordan River 
headwaters, presumably to preempt Israeli "national water carrier," an out-of-
basin diversion plan from the Sea of Galilee.  Construction of the Syrian 
diversion is halted in July 1966. 

April- 
Aug. 1975 

In a particularly low-flow year along the Euphrates, as upstream dams are being 
filled, Iraqis claim that the flow reaching its territory was "intolerable," and 
asked that the Arab League intervene.  The Syrians claim that less than half the 
river's normal flow is reaching its borders that year and, after a barrage of 
mutually hostile statements, pull out of an Arab League technical committee 
formed to mediate the conflict.  In May 1975, Syria closes its airspace to Iraqi 
flights and both Syria and Iraq reportedly transfer troops to their mutual 
border.  Only mediation on the part of Saudi Arabia breaks the increasing 
tension. 

April 1989- 
July 1991 

Two Senegalese peasants were killed over grazing rights along the Senegal 
River, which forms the boundary between Mauritania and Senegal, sparking 
smoldering ethnic and land reform tensions in the region.  Several hundred are 
killed as civilians from border towns on either side of the river attack each 
other before each country uses its army to restore order.  Sporadic violence 
breaks out until diplomatic relations are restored in 1991. 
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Wolf included two conflicts that I did not: the 1948 conflict in Pakistan and the 1989-1991 

conflict in Senegal. Neither of these conflicts was listed in the Water Conflict Chronology. 

Moreover, I included three conflicts that Wolf did not: the 1962 dispute between Brazil and 

Paraguay, the 1975 dispute between Angola and South Africa, and the 1992 dispute between 

Czechoslovakia and Hungary. It was unclear why this discrepancy between the two lists existed. 

The problem of finding a suitable database that contains information on water conflict 

has been acknowledged in the literature by Lucia De Stefano and a team of researchers, 

including Aaron Wolf, in Oregon State University’s Department of Geosciences. They note that 

existing datasets focus on diplomatic, military, and other conflictive types of behavior. They also 

state that “none of the existing event datasets code specifically for water resource issues and 

many are limited by the small number of countries included or the time periods covered” (De 

Stefano et. al 872). 

My analysis of these databases concluded that although violent conflict over water 

appears to be increasing, particularly within states, interstate violent conflict continues to be 

extremely rare. Individual incidents between states are often manifestations of a larger, ongoing 

conflict. In the few cases of identifiable violent incidents, conflict over water was intimately 

connected with a large-scale, ongoing issue such as the Israel-Palestine conflict. I concluded 

that there were not sufficient, documented examples of violent international water conflict to 

continue with a research paper on that subject. In his award-winning 2013 book Water: Asia’s 

New Battleground, Professor Brahma Chellaney explains that water conflicts need not be violent 

to be consequential: 

This is a reminder that once water becomes a political and diplomatic battleground, it 
begins to exact geopolitical costs insidiously, in ways not very different from armed 
action. Water wars are very damaging to regional stability and cooperation, whether they 
are waged with or without the resort to force. So make no mistake: There are real and 
present dangers in Asia” (7). 
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 At this juncture, I narrowed my research to ask why there was not more violent conflict 

on water, despite the constant media hype of “water wars.” This question led me to the literature 

on power asymmetry in river basins and the emerging body of work on hydro-hegemony. 

Political scientists who focus on hydro-hegemony argue that one of the primary explanations for 

the lack of violent conflict in river basins is the role of power – not simply traditional military 

power, but different forms of power interacting with each other. I concluded that a case study 

approach would be the most appropriate way to answer this question. 

 One of the widest gaps in this growing body of literature on power dynamics in river 

basins is in the Mekong River Basin, which is this paper’s case study. The political and 

geostrategic importance of the six countries in the Mekong River Basin: China, Myanmar, Laos, 

Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam, coupled with explosive regional development presents 

serious challenges to the region’s food, energy, and water security, with powerful implications 

not just for continental Asia, but the entire world. As a result, this case presents a rich, layered 

look at the complex, interconnected issues of power within a river basin.   

 Although this paper focuses on the Mekong River Basin in its entirety, much of the 

discussion centers on China and its role as the upstream and most powerful country in the 

basin. China, or more accurately Chinese-controlled Tibet, is the source of nearly every major 

river system in continental Asia. Thus, China’s behavior toward and its interactions with its 

neighbors in the Mekong may indicate how China could act in another one of its river basins. 

 It is important to note what this paper does not address. Invariably, discussions on 

freshwater conflict raise questions on supply-side increases through desalination, or reducing 

water demand by improving crop yields through more efficient irrigated agriculture. While these 

methods are essential to a holistic conversation on water management, they fall outside the 

scope of this paper. Similarly, one of the most important conversations in the water community 

today includes “virtual water.” In practice, this concept suggests that water-poor countries 

purchase water-intensive products and crops on the international market, using trade to 
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effectively remedy water global water imbalances. Such tactics are also not addressed in this 

paper. 
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CHAPTER 3 

WATER: GLOBAL RESOURCES, CONFLICT, COOPERATION, AND POWER 

 Clean, fresh water is the world’s most valuable natural resource. There are no 

substitutes for water, which is used for everything from drinking and bathing, to agriculture, to 

energy generation. This section outlines the world’s water supply and reviews the literature on 

freshwater conflict, cooperation and power. 

Overview of the World’s Water Supply 

The world appears to have an abundance of water located in the oceans that cover 71 

percent of the planet (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration). In fact, the 

overwhelming majority of the total volume of water on Earth – approximately 96.5 percent -- is 

salt water (US Geological Survey). The remaining 3.5 percent of the planet’s water is fresh 

water, but much of this is inaccessible or impractical for human use. Of the world’s freshwater 

supply, 70 percent is locked in glaciers, ice cover, and mountainous snow. Nearly 30 percent is 

groundwater, which is stored in aquifers and can be accessed through wells or drilling (US 

Geological Survey). Groundwater is pumped, extracted, or otherwise “discharged” throughout 

the world for personal consumption and crop irrigation, but needs time to be “recharged” or 

replenished through rainfall or other moisture. Overuse can deplete aquifers and lead to 

troubling outcomes, such as cities in China that are literally sinking because of drained aquifers 

(China Daily, December 2003)6. The final .3 percent of the world’s freshwater is readily available 

to humans in the form of freshwater rivers and lakes. 

Fresh water is intimately bound with food production and energy generation, a 

phenomenon called the water, food, and energy nexus. In fact, the majority of worldwide water 

usage (approximately 70 percent) is used for irrigated agriculture (Aquastat). That number 

varies throughout the world, but some estimates indicate that as much as 90 percent of water in 

                                                           
6 This phenomenon is also occurring in California, which is facing severe drought of its own. See 
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/08/140819-groundwater-california-drought-aquifers-
hidden-crisis/. 
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Asia is being used for food production (Chellaney). Asia is home to more than half of the world’s 

people and as the population increases, worries increase about the ability of the continent to 

sustainably feed itself. If there was a large-scale, widespread famine in Asia, this could 

potentially destabilize global food markets. Thus, the availability of fresh water is critical to 

global food security. 

The second major water user is industry. Globally, approximately 19 percent of water is 

used by industry, including water used in energy production (Aquastat). Water is critical in the 

energy development process, whether pushed through turbines in dams to generate 

hydropower or to cool rods used in creating nuclear energy. In Asia, which has experienced 

tremendous economic growth, energy demand is escalating, leading governments and the 

private sector to increase production and diversify their energy portfolios. 

Domestic, or municipal, use of water, such as for drinking and bathing, represents the 

smallest use of water globally. Making up just 11 percent of world water withdrawals (Aquastat), 

demand for domestic water is increasing in Asia because of the water-intensive products that 

the emerging middle class now consumes.  

 There is a robust body of literature that examines international water politics. Among 

academics, there is considerable disagreement about whether water is a source of conflict, 

cooperation, or both. The following section reviews these perspectives and explores how power 

manifests itself in river basins. 

Water as a Catalyst for Conflict 

Although popular discourse and the international news media suggest that “water wars” 

are imminent, this extreme position is not supported in the literature. There are academics, 

however, who argue that freshwater resources are a source of or catalyst for conflict. In a 2000 

Political Geography article, Hans Petter Wollbaek, Nils Petter Gleditsch and Havard Hegre 

concluded that a “joint river does indeed increase the probability of militarized disputes and 

armed conflict over and above mere contiguity” (972).  In addition to finding an association 
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between water scarcity and conflict, the authors also found that “the upstream/downstream 

relationship appears to be the form of shared river most frequently associated with conflict” 

(972). 

In a paper presented to both the International Studies Association in 2007 and the 

American Political Science Association in 2008, Paul Hensel of the University of Texas and 

Marit Brochmann of International Peace Research Institute in Oslo (PRIO), contend that “river 

claims are more likely to begin, and more likely to become militarized once begun, where water 

resources are less plentiful” and “where demands on water resources are greater” (7).  They 

base this hypothesis on a systematic examination of the management of “all shared rivers in the 

Americas, Western Europe, and the Middle East” (1).  

Hensel and Brochmann also argue that the presence of one or more river treaties has a 

“mixed effect” on what they term “river claim onset,” or the decision by one state to declare that 

it has specific rights regarding a river.  Their study found that specific types of treaties, such as 

water allocation agreements, significantly increased “the risk of river claims over water quantity” 

(24).  Treaties focusing on water quality and navigation, however, “almost perfectly prevent the 

onset of river claims over their general subject matter” (24).  

 Interstate conflicts have roots that extend beyond just water, including religious tensions, 

ideological differences, border and territorial disputes, and economic competition (Gleick 1993 

84). Gleick notes that “it is difficult to disentangle the many intertwined causes of conflict” (84). 

Dams and Hydropower: Catalysts for Conflict 

Dams have been used for water storage and flood control for thousands of years, but 

their increasing numbers and size have been at the root of many conflicts. Dams have been 

credited with increasing the world’s secure water supply by 28 percent and that number is 

projected to grow to 34 percent by 2025 (Kummu and Varis 275). Dams are also increasingly 

being built for their hydropower capabilities. 
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In the last century, the United States and other Western countries aggressively built 

more and bigger dams. The International Rivers Network estimates that there are more than 

50,000 “large dams” globally, defined as dams taller than 15 meters. Nearly half these dams are 

in China7. Concerns about environmental damage and disruption have shifted the Western 

paradigm away from building such large dams. After the 1992 UN Conference on Environment 

and Development in Rio de Janeiro, also known as “The Rio Conference,” or the “Earth 

Summit,” dams began to fall out of favor in the West. Gavan McCormack described this 

changing attitude as a shift away from a “modern” paradigm to “something nameless, as yet, but 

distinctly post-modern, without being ‘post-modern’” (2001). 

Large dams began to be seen as based on a flawed model and a process of dam 

removal or “decommissioning” took place throughout the world, including in the United States 

(McCormack 6). The shift away from large dams centers on water quality degradation, the 

blocking of flow sediment that helps form healthy downstream river systems, and, of particular 

importance to the Mekong River Basin, the inhibition of fish and marine life movement. The 

building of dams and channelizing of river beds inhibits, or altogether blocks, fish from migrating 

upstream and downstream, which is a critical component of their life cycles. 

Large dams also come with large concerns. Massive sitting pools of water lead to 

evaporation, which means precious water is lost before going through various stages of the 

water cycle. Former US Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt noted that the Hoover Dam lost 

enough water through evaporation each year to supply a Los Angeles-sized city (McCormack 

7). In extreme cases, and with increased frequency, large dams have also been linked to 

earthquakes due to “reservoir-induced seismicity.” This is defined by the USGS as “the 

triggering of earthquakes by the physical processes that accompany the impoundment of large 

reservoirs” (USGS Report 96-0011). In laymen’s terms, water sitting in a dam reservoir weighs 

                                                           
7 In comparison, the United States has approximately 5,500 large dams, according to IRN estimates. 
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on the rock below and the resulting increase in pressure can cause pre-existing fault lines to slip 

(Naik and Oster 2009). The result is an earthquake. 

The recognition of the need for further research on large dams reached its zenith in 

1997, when the World Bank and World Conservation Union created the World Commission on 

Dams (WCD). This was a task force commissioned to research the environmental, economic, 

and social effects of large dams throughout the world. The 12-member group issued a 356-page 

report titled “Dams and Development: A New Framework for Decision-Making” in November 

2000. The report offered comprehensive guidelines for future dam building, in addition to an 

analysis on the impacts of large dams. The report was controversial, but represents the best 

and largest international effort to date to tackle the dam issue. Although the WCD 

recommendations have been implemented in some countries, the World Bank’s refusal to 

require their implementation by aid-seeking states has severely crippled its impact and hurt their 

legitimacy. 

Although the construction of large dams has virtually ended in the United States, it is 

escalating throughout Asia (McCormack 8). In particular, China has been building massive 

dams, such as the well-known Three Gorges Dam, and now “stands sharply opposed to the 

emerging ‘post-modern’ global consensus on water” (McCormack 8). When the Three Gorges 

Dam was constructed, an estimated 1.2 million people were permanently displaced from their 

homes to make ways for the dam. Thirteen cities, 140 towns, and 1,350 villages were also 

destroyed to make way for the project (International Rivers – Three Gorges Dam). In April 2012, 

Canadian NGO Probe International stated that nearly half of China’s planned dam projects are 

in high to very high seismic risk zones (Lewis 2013). In December 2008, Geology and 

Seismology, a Chinese journal, published an article authored by Chinese scientists that linked 

the Zipingpu Dam with the 2008 Wenchuan 7.9 magnitude earthquake that killed 80,000 people 

(Naik and Oster 2009). The dam was built 5.5 kilometers away from the quake’s epicenter and 

the weight of the water in the dam’s reservoir affected seismic activity. An independent 



18 
 

researcher at Columbia University estimated that the water weighed approximately 320 tons 

and “amplified the strain on the earth’s crust,” altering the sub-surface geology (Naik and Oster 

2009).  There are also other risks associated with dams. In 1975, 230,000 people were 

estimated to have died as a result of Chinese dam failures (Liebman 294). 

China’s dam-building activities are not limited to its domestic waterways and there is a 

correlation between water-resources development and conflict.  

 Water as Inducement to Cooperation 

One of the most prolific and widely cited water conflict and cooperation researchers is 

Dr. Aaron Wolf, Professor of Geography in the College of Earth, Ocean, and Atmospheric 

Sciences at Oregon State University. Dr. Wolf has published a large body of literature on water 

cooperation. In a 1998 Water Policy article titled “Conflict and cooperation along international 

waterways,” Wolf states that in the majority of cases, the importance of water necessitates 

cooperation among riparian entities. He posits four arguments attacking the idea of “future 

‘water wars’” (252).  First, he argues that there is an apparent historical lack of acute, water-

based conflict.  Utilizing the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) dataset8, Wolf concludes that 

between 1918 and 1994, there were only seven incidents of international water conflict9.  The 

problem with utilizing the ICB dataset in assessing water conflict, however, is that not all water 

conflicts meet the ICB criteria for “crisis” situations.  There are many conflicts over water that do 

not threaten basic national values, require decision-making in a compressed time frame, or 

have a high probability for military hostilities. Wolf concedes that there is a “history of water-

related violence,” particularly intranationally, but concludes that “the lack of clean freshwater has 

led to occasionally intense political instability and that, on a small scale, acute violence can 

result” (255). 

                                                           
8 The International Crisis Behavior (ICB) dataset is a project of the University of Maryland. The ICB 
catalogs and analyzes interstate crises between 1918 and 2001. ICB defines an international crisis as 
one that meets the following four criteria: (1) Basic national values are threatened, (2) Time for making 
decisions is limited, and (3) the probability for military hostilities is high  (Wolf 254). 
9 This list is included on Page 9 of this paper. 
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Second, Wolf  argues that water conflicts do not help a state achieve its foreign policy 

objectives.  He asserts that “an upstream riparian would have no cause to launch an attack and 

a weaker state would be foolhardy to do so” (256).  Wolf therefore assumes that, “the aggressor 

would have to be both downstream and the regional hegemon” (256).  He argues that it is 

strategically unwise to attack another state, because the attacked state could retaliate by 

tampering or diverting the quality of the water that the aggressor needed (256). Third, Wolf 

contends that water has a unique quality which “tends to induce cooperation, even among 

riparians which are hostile over other issues” (257).  In a review of existing treaties, Wolf argues 

that the language of existing treaties indicates “sometimes exquisite sensitivity to the unique 

setting and needs of each basin” (257). Fourth, Wolf argues against future water wars by citing 

“institutional resiliency” (258).  He states that “once cooperative regimes are established through 

treaties, they turn out to be remarkably resilient over time, even between otherwise hostile 

riparians, and even as conflict is waged over other issues” (258).  

Water as a Source of Cooperation and Conflict 

In a 2009 Global Environmental Politics article, Florida International University Assistant 

Professor Shlomi Dinar theorizes that there is “an inverted U-shaped curve between levels of 

treaty cooperation and water scarcity” (Dinar et al, 9).  When water supplies are abundant, 

riparians do not have a need for cooperation.  As water supplies dwindle, however, the need for 

cooperation increases (the top of the curve).  When water becomes scarce, riparians have less 

incentive to cooperate and the creation of a treaty becomes less likely.    

The Role of Institutions in Water Conflict and Cooperation 

The role of bilateral and multilateral institutions at the local, river-basin, and global levels 

is an important consideration in analyzing conflict and cooperation over freshwater. Institutions 

potentially have the power to facilitate treaties among the parties, enforce agreements, and, 

particularly at the global level, create and promote normative standards.  
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John Waterbury states that “To date the most effective agents of induced cooperation 

have been multilateral funding institutions, particularly the World Bank” (44).  Waterbury argues 

that the Bank has made efforts “to condition its financing of large hydraulic projects in 

international river basins on the prior negotiation of cooperative agreements among the riparian 

states” (44).  Waterbury cites the success of the 1959 Nile Agreement as an example. 

In an exhaustive study of the Issue Correlates of War database, Jaroslav Tir and 

Douglas M. Stinnett determined that the majority of international river conflicts are based on 

issues of water quantity, water quality, and navigation.  They found that “compared to all the 

other issues that are addressed by river treaties – these three issues are particularly difficult 

politically” (4).  When negotiating treaties, signatories may anticipate implementation and 

compliance difficulties, prompting them to add four institutional features to their agreements: 

monitoring, enforcement, conflict management, and the delegation of authority to an 

intergovernmental organization (9).  Tir and Stinnett concluded that “issue area is a more 

important determinant of institutionalization than geographic, economic, governance, power and 

security-related contextual factors. Thus, states will often establish institutions in those 

situations where other factors might discourage cooperation” (21).     

Water and Power: Hydro-hegemony 

To understand the emerging concept of hydro-hegemony, it is important to first 

understand the concept of hegemony as it used in international relations. Robert Keohane and 

Joseph Nye defined hegemony as a situation in which “one state is powerful enough to maintain 

the essential rules governing interstate relations and willing to do so” (Keohane and Nye, 1977, 

p. 4). Keohane, in his seminal book After Hegemony, argued that “[Order] in world politics is 

typically created by a single dominant power. Since regimes constitute elements of an 

international order, this implies that the formation of international regimes normally depends on 

hegemony” (31).  
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The theory of hegemonic stability builds on the concept of hegemony. Duncan Snidal 

summarized the theory as “the presence of a single, strongly dominant actor in international 

politics [which] leads to collectively desirable outcomes for all states in the international system. 

Conversely, the absence of a hegemon is associated with disorder in the world system and 

undesirable outcomes for individual states” (579). Stated differently, “the maintenance of order 

requires continued hegemony” (Keohane 31). Keohane concluded that: 

There is some validity in a modest version of the first proposition of the theory of 
hegemonic stability – that hegemony can facilitate a certain type of cooperation—but 
there is little reason to believe that hegemony is either a necessary or a sufficient 
condition for the emergence of cooperative relationships. Furthermore, and even more 
important for the argument presented here, the second major proposition of the theory is 
erroneous: cooperation does not necessarily require the existence of a hegemonic 
leader after international regimes have been established. Post-hegemonic cooperation is 
also possible” (Keohane 31).  
 

The application of the concept of hegemony in explaining power dynamics in the water-

focused interactions between and among states is beginning to be called “hydro-hegemony.” 

The concept developed as a result of observing transboundary water issues in the Middle East 

and North Africa (Cascao and Zeitoun 27), and was first articulated and “thoroughly 

conceptualized” in a 2006 Water Policy article by Mark Zeitoun and Jeroen Warner (Zeitoun and 

Warner 436). The authors sought a conceptual framework that could explain the dynamics of 

power play and absence of state-level violent water conflict in river basins, but was more 

sophisticated than the prevailing “water compels cooperation” discourse.  

A fully developed and useful concept of hydro-hegemony begins with a clear articulation 

of what hegemony is. Zeitoun and Warner acknowledge that the terms “hegemony” and 

“domination” lack clarity because they are often conflated. They point out that the terms are 

used differently in North America and Western Europe, with international relations theorists in 

the former using the term in a “dominative” and “subjugative” sense (437-438). As a result of the 

conflation and differences in usage of the term hegemony, it follows that the hydro-hegemony 
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concept will suffer from the same. It is unclear from which definition of hegemony Zeitoun and 

Warner are operating. 

Additionally, Zeitoun and Warner acknowledge that the term “hydro-hegemony” has 

been used casually and loosely used by others. They state that “it is often a convenient epithet 

to lambaste the behavior of regional great powers with respect to their co-riparians, accurately 

or not. Thinking on hydro-hegemony is also prone to be bound up with hydraulic power politics 

primarily at the level of international river basins.” (437). 

Zeitoun and Warner argue that a full conceptualization of a complete hydro-hegemony 

framework needs to remedy the “under-consideration” of two factors. First, there are varying 

intensities of water conflicts. They cite the “Water Event Intensity Scale,” first developed by 

Edward Azar for his Conflict and Peace Databank and later modified by Shira Yoffe and Kelli 

Larson for Oregon State University’s “Basins at Risk” project. (See Figure 3 on next page, which 

is taken directly from Yoffe and Larson) 

  



23 
 

 

Figure 3: Basins at Risk (BAR) Scale (Water Event Intensity Scale) 
BAR 
SCALE 

EVENT DESCRIPTION 

-7 Formal Declaration of War 
-6 Extensive War Acts causing deaths, dislocation or high strategic cost: Use of nuclear weapons; 

full scale air, naval, or land battles; invasion of territory; occupation of territory; massive bombing of 
civilian areas; capturing of soldiers in battle; large scale bombing of military installations; chemical or 
biological warfare. 

-5 Small scale military acts: Limited air, sea, or border skirmishes; border police acts; annexing territory 
already occupied; seizing material of target country; imposing blockades; assassinating leaders of 
target country; material support of subversive activities against target country. 

-4 Political-military hostile actions: Inciting riots or rebellions (training or financial aid for rebellions); 
encouraging guerilla activities against target country; limited and sporadic terrorist actions; kidnapping 
or torturing foreign citizens or prisoners of war; giving sanctuary to terrorists; breaking diplomatic 
relations; attacking diplomats or embassies; expelling military advisors; executing alleged spies; 
nationalizing companies without compensation. 

-3 Diplomatic-economic hostile actions: Increasing troop mobilization; boycotts; imposing economic 
sanctions; hindering movement on land, waterways, or in the air; embargoing goods; refusing mutual 
trade rights; closing borders and blocking free communication; manipulating trade or currency to cause 
economic problems; halting aid; granting sanctuary to opposition leaders; mobilizing hostile 
demonstrations against target country; refusing to support foreign military allies; recalling ambassador 
for emergency consultations regarding target country; refusing visas to other nationals or restricting 
movement in country; expelling or arresting nationals or press; spying on foreign government officials; 
terminating major agreements. Unilateral construction of water projects against another country's 
protests; reducing flow of water to another country, abrogation of a water agreement. 

-2 Strong verbal expressions displaying hostility in interaction: Warning retaliation for acts; making 
threatening demands and accusations; condemning strongly specific actions or policies; denouncing 
leaders, system, or ideology; postponing heads of state visits; refusing participation in meetings or 
summits; leveling strong propaganda attacks; denying support; blocking or vetoing policy or proposals 
in the UN or other international bodies. Official interactions only. 

-1 Mild verbal expressions displaying discord in interaction: Low key objection to policies or 
behavior; communicating dissatisfaction through third party; failing to reach an agreement; refusing 
protest note; denying accusations; objecting to explanation of goals, position, etc.; requesting change 
in policy. Both unofficial and official, including diplomatic notes of protest. 

0 Neutral or non-significant acts for the inter-nation situation: Rhetorical policy statements; non-
consequential news items; non-governmental visitors; indifference statements; compensating for 
nationalized enterprises or private property; no comment statements. 

1 Minor official exchanges, talks or policy expressions--mild verbal support: Meeting of high 
officials; conferring on problems of mutual interest; visit by lower officials for talks; issuing joint 
communiques; appointing ambassadors; announcing cease-fires; non-governmental exchanges; 
proposing talks; public non-governmental support of regime; exchanging prisoners of war; requesting 
support for policy; stating or explaining policy. 

2 Official verbal support of goals, values, or regime: Official support of policy; raising legation to 
embassy; reaffirming friendship; asking for help against third party; apologizing for unfavorable actions 
or statements; allowing entry of press correspondents; thanking or asking for aid; resuming broken 
diplomatic or other relations. 
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3 Cultural or scientific agreement or support (non-strategic): Starting diplomatic relations; 
establishing technological or scientific communication; proposing or offering economic or military aid; 
recognizing government; visit by head of state; opening borders; conducting or enacting friendship 
agreements; conducting cultural or academic agreements or exchanges.Agreements to set up 
cooperative working groups. 

4 Non-military economic, technological or industrial agreement: Making economic loans, grants; 
agreeing to economic pacts; giving industrial, cultural, or educational assistance; conducting trade 
agreements or granting most favored nation status; establishing common transportation or 
communication networks; selling industrial-technological surplus supplies; providing technical 
expertise; ceasing economic restrictions; repaying debts; selling non-military goods; giving disaster 
relief. Legal, cooperative actions between nations that are not treaties; cooperative projects for 
watershed management, irrigation, poverty-alleviation. 

5 Military economic or strategic support:Selling nuclear power plants or materials; providing air, 
naval, or land facilities for bases; giving technical or advisory military assistance; granting military aid; 
sharing highly advanced technology; intervening with military support at request of government; 
concluding military agreements; training military personnel; joint programs and plans to initiate and 
pursue disarmament. 

6 International Freshwater Treaty; Major strategic alliance (regional or international): Fighting a 
war jointly; establishing a joint military command or alliance; conducting joint military maneuvers; 
establishing economic common market; joining or organizing international alliances; establishing joint 
program to raise the global quality of life. 

7 Voluntary unification into one nation:Merging voluntarily into one nation (state); forming one nation 
with one legally binding government. 

 

Zeitoun and Warner argue that the Basins at Risk Scale demonstrates that “even the less 

intense conflicts, are still forms of conflict. In other words, the absence of war does not mean 

the absence of conflict” (441). This analysis is critical in weakening the argument that the 

absence of water wars indicates that most water interactions are cooperative. 

 The second factor in understanding and explaining hydro-hegemony is a recognition that 

power asymmetries play a role in river-basin dynamics.   
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Zeitoun and Warner ultimately define hydro-hegemony as “hegemony at the river basin 

level” which is “achieved through water resource control strategies such as resource capture, 

integration, and containment” (435). The theory “posits that the hydro-hegemon can establish 

the form of interaction over transboundary waters that it prefers” (455).  

Figure 4: 2006 Model of Hydro-Hegemony 

 

 

The three pillars that support hydro-hegemony are riparian position (upstream or 

downstream); power in the first, second, and third dimensions; and exploitation potential 

(Zeitoun and Warner 451). The definitions are: 

• Upstream/Downstream Power: The location of a state relative to other states in a river 

basin. Upstream states have more power to exercise unilateral control over a river than 

do downstream states. This is a static and enduring form of power, which, barring 

territorial conquest is unlikely to change. 

Zeitoun, Mark and Jeroen Warner. “Hydro-hegemony – a Framework for Analysis of 
Transboundary Water Conflicts.” Water Policy 8.5 (2006): 435-460. 
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• Power in the First Dimension: The most visible form of power, which “lies with the 

state able to possess and to mobilize capabilities, including military might, economic 

strength, modes of production, access to knowledge, as well as political support and the 

rather more enduring features such as riparian position, size and value of territory, and 

so on” (Zeitoun and Warner 442). 

• Power in the Second Dimension: “Control of the rules of the game.” Zeitoun and 

Warner cite Bachrach and Baratz’ “second face of power, which consists essentially of 

stripping the weaker party of the ability to choose between compliance or non-

compliance with the stronger party’s commands” (Zeitoun and Warner 442). 

•  Power in the Third Dimension: “Securitization” is the practice of elevating an issue to 

a national security concern, which legitimizes “exceptional” state action (Zeitoun and 

Warner 448). “Sanctioned discourse” is the discourse that is promoted and “heard above 

the others” (Zeitoun and Warner 448). This technique can be used to “veil certain 

aspects of riparian relations (e.g. inequitable distribution), while emphasizing others (e.g. 

the merits of technical cooperation” (Zeitoun and Warner 448). 

• Infrastructure: The ability to finance, or secure access to financing for, river 

development projects. This also includes access to powerful allies in the international 

system. 

• Technical capacity: This was not specifically defined in the article, but one can infer 

that this would be the technical knowledge and resources that a state possesses or has 

access to in order to develop its water resources.  

The spectrum of hydro-hegemony falls between a “positive, leadership form,” where “a 

guiding hegemon’s actions may be for the good of all or most under its sphere” and a “negative, 

dominative” form,” which “results in an ever-growing inequity between the powerful and the 

weak within the hegemon’s domain” (Zeitoun and Warner 439). Zeitoun and Warner state that 
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“most configurations of hydro-hegemony, of course, fall somewhere between the poles of 

enlightened leadership and oppressive domination” (439). When applying this concept to river 

basins, researchers arguing from realist perspectives assert that when the upstream state is 

also the hegemon, cooperation is unlikely to materialize (Dinar 331) because these states do 

not have incentives to cooperate. 

Building on the hydro-hegemony model of Zeitoun and Warner, Ana Elisa Cascao and 

Mark Zeitoun, one of the model’s original creators, proposed the following four-pillared model of 

hydro-hegemony in a 2010 chapter published in the “Transboundary Water Management: 

Principles and Practice” book.  

Figure 5: 2010 Model of Hydro-Hegemony 

 

 

The model is supported by geography, material power, bargaining power, and ideational 

power. The definitions are: 

“Revised Pillars of Hydro-Hegemony.” Page 32, Cascao and Zeitoun. 
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• Geographical power emphasizes the importance of a state’s position on a river 

and the favored role of upstream states, which have the power to control river 

flows. 

• Material power is “the most visible form of power” and includes economic power, 

military strength, technological capabilities, and international political and 

financial support. 

• Bargaining power is the “capability of actors to control the rules of the game 

and set agendas, in the sense of their ability to define the political parameters of 

an agenda” (Cascao and Zeitoun 31). “Bargaining power also includes the ability 

of actors to influence the terms of negotiations and agreements, through the 

ability to provide and/or influence the incentives that may encourage weaker 

parties to comply” (Cascao and Zeitoun 31-32).  

• Ideational power, or the power of ideas, “which represents the capacity of a 

riparian to impose and legitimize particular ideas and narratives” (Cascao and 

Zeitoun 31). “Ideational power may be exercised through knowledge structures, 

sanctioned discourse and the imposition of narratives and storylines” (Cascao 

and Zeitoun 31). “Hegemonic riparians may manipulate the interaction with the 

neighboring riparians through a number of tools, including lack of knowledge and 

data sharing, or the use of time, silence or ambiguity” (Cascao and Zeitoun 32). 

The authors cite the example of Israel failing to share information on water use 

by Israeli settlers in West Bank as exercising ideational power. 

The 2010 revised framework differs significantly from the original hydro-hegemony 

framework proposed in 2006. Although the 2010 model expanded to four pillars, the framework 

has been simplified and streamlined. The “geography” and “material power” resources remained 

the same; however the exploitation pillar was discarded and replaced with bargaining power and 
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ideational power. Citing Lasswell 1936, the authors “assert that power asymmetries determine 

to a significant (not total) extent the fundamentally political distributional issue of ‘who gets what, 

when, where and why.” (Cascao and Zeitoun 28).  

 Although these nascent models are helpful in constructing an understanding of the types 

of power and power asymmetries in river basins, there is not enough additional research or 

literature to deem them the “definitive” framework in which to think about these issues. I further 

explore the value and limitations of these frameworks in Chapter Five, which is devoted to 

analysis and conclusions. 

The Global Water Regime: International Frameworks to Encourage Cooperation 

 The issues of sharing and managing freshwater resources across political borders are 

faced in the majority of the world’s river basins. There are 263 transboundary river and lake 

basins in the world and 145 nations have part of their territory in an international river basin (UN 

Water). As such, there is a developing global water regime and a set of international 

agreements and frameworks that is supported by an emerging set of norms and best practices. 

The Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses, 

also known as the UN Watercourses Convention, is the major international legal document 

governing the use of freshwater. No countries in the Mekong Region have signed the 

convention, nor has the United States. The Convention was passed by the United Nations 

General Assembly in 1997 and required 35 signatures to enter in force. Seventeen years later, 

the 35th signature was received on May 19, 2014 and the Convention entered into force 90 days 

later on August 17, 2014. 

One of the three countries to have voted against the UN Watercourses Convention was 

China. Gao Feng, the Chinese plenipotentiary, stated that the convention did not “reflect the 

principle of the territorial sovereignty of a watercourse State. Such a State had indisputable 

sovereignty over a watercourse which flowed through its territory” (Liebman 295). 
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Stephen McCaffrey, writing on behalf of the United Nations, argued before the 

Convention entered into force, that “The Convention and its preparatory work have had 

significant influence…In part because of its provenance, the Convention is widely viewed as a 

codification of customary international law with respect to at least three of the obligations it 

embodies, namely equitable and reasonable utilization, prevention of significant harm, and prior 

notification of planned measures” (McCaffrey 2013). 

The leading, best-practices model for freshwater resource management is currently the 

“Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)” framework. IWRM was proposed at the 

1992 International Conference on Water and the Environment in Dublin, Ireland and is defined 

as: 

“A process which promotes the coordinated development and management of water, 
land and related resources in order to maximize the resultant economic and social 
welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital 
ecosystems. IWRM emphasizes integration of the management of land and water 
resources, of surface water and groundwater, of upstream and downstream uses, of 
sectoral approaches, of economic production and environmental sustainability, and of 
the state and non-state stakeholders” (Global Water Partnership 2000).  

 
 
The five key concepts that underpin the IWRM framework are: 

• Multiple uses. Water is a resource for drinking and washing, but is also necessary for 

livelihoods. 

• Holistic management. Both the supply of and the demand for water should be 

considered when creating management strategies. 

• Multiple perspectives. Water is an economic, social, and environmental good. 

• Participatory approach. Local communities must help make decisions about their 

resources. 

• Women involvement. The role of women in collecting, distributing, and managing water 

must be recognized (GWP.org). 
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Figure 6: The IWRM Planning Cycle 

 

 

 

Although IWRM is part of a best-practices river basin management program and the five key 

concepts are without controversy, the paradigm provides no practical guidance on how to 

execute the tactics necessary to implement IWRM. Presumably, local and state governments, 

along with river basin institutions, are free to take IWRM’s goals and determine how to best 

implement them in their jurisdictions. However, Masao Imamura notes that “lack of articulation 

and argumentation is evident in the way management paradigms come and go one after 

another” (Imamura 1) and that “IWRM is the latest of such a paradigm which has been 

effectively reduced to a catch-all phrase and empty motto.” Imamura argues that “the trouble 

with IWRM is not that there is something specifically wrong with it, but rather that it is so vague 

Source: Global Water Partnership, GWP.org 
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and generic that it is so difficult to point out specifically what is right or wrong and that it is thus 

hardly useful in practical and operational contexts” (Imamura 2).  
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CHAPTER 4 

CASE STUDY OF THE MEKONG RIVER BASIN 

“I am convinced that most foreigners to the region who, like myself, have not grown up with the 
river and who have not, following the example of anthropologists, totally immersed themselves in 
the ways of life it supports, are not able to grasp the full significance of the river. However, 
through enjoying the view of the broad, slow movement of its massive volume of water, 
experiencing the glitter of reflected sunsets on its surface, and interacting with and observing the 
way of life of the people who live by the river and on the river, it is possible to at least begin to 
appreciate the great value of the river for the people whose life is so intimately bound to it.” 

- Jeorn Kristensen, Chief Executive Officer, Mekong River Commission 
 

The Mekong River is one of Asia’s most vital and important river systems, and the 

largest waterway in Southeast Asia. Hundreds of millions of people in China, Myanmar, Laos, 

Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam depend on the Mekong as a source of clean water, food, and 

increasingly, energy. As the economies of the region accelerate and populations grow, the river 

and its resources are being increasingly exploited. The intensifying effects of climate change 

amplify the problem. Now, the river and those who depend on it are being imperiled. These 

issues of energy, food, and freshwater security are occurring within the context of larger political 

issues in the basin and throughout the larger Southeast Asian and Asia-Pacific regions. 

There is widespread, though not universal, acknowledgment within the Mekong Region 

and in the international community about the stakes of this problem. The countries themselves 

have set up and organized multilateral institutions, foreign governments have come in to provide 

technical expertise, and international NGOs have established a presence in the region seeking 

to provide technical support and expertise. Although these measures have been somewhat 

effective, the Mekong River still lacks a basin-wide treaty or agreement and accompanying 

enforcement mechanisms – a key component of any successful river basin organization. 

The solutions are elusive. Organizing the various needs of public and private sector 

stakeholders, as well as balancing their short- and long-term interests is a task of herculean 

proportions. When issues surrounding the Mekong River are pieced into the broader puzzle of 
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Southeast Asia’s geopolitical, economic, and historical issues, the task becomes almost 

paralyzing. Perhaps more than any other issue in the region is the vital need to get this right.  

This case study provides a geographical, political and institutional context in which to 

examine the issues of asymmetrical power and conflict and cooperation. It begins with an 

overview of the Mekong River Basin’s geography and hydrology, and then addresses the major 

security and political issues. The basin’s six countries: China, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, 

Thailand, and Vietnam are briefly summarized. This chapter then reviews the major multilateral 

institutions in the region, including venues that are not strictly specific to the Mekong River. 

Figure 7: Map of the Mekong River Basin 

Source: Great Rivers Partnership, “Mekong River Basin.” 
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Source: Great Rivers Partnership, “Mekong River Basin.” 

Definition of Terms, Hydrology, and Biodiversity 

Like nearly all of Asia’s most important river systems, the Mekong originates in the 

eastern Tibetan highlands – an area known as Asia’s Water Tower. By controlling this area at 

4,970 meters above sea level, the Chinese central government wields incredible power on the 

fortunes and futures of hundreds of millions people in the six countries it flows through: China, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam (Kummu and Varis 2007). The river is called 

different names in different areas: Za Chu (water of stone) to the Tibetans, Lancang Jiang 

(turbulent river) to the Chinese, Mae Nam Khong (Mother of Rivers) to the Thais, and Cuu Long 

(nine-tailed dragon) to the Vietnamese (Chellaney 2011). 

There is no universal agreement on the length of the Mekong River, although it is often 

described as the 10th-longest river in the world. The Chief Executive Officer of the Mekong River 

Commission has stated that it is 4,350 kilometers long (Kristensen 2000), while the Mekong 

River Commission states it is 4,909 kilometers10. The flow of the Lower Mekong is from 

upstream water and is supplemented by tributaries. 

The Mekong River Basin drains a massive 795,000 square-kilometer area in Southeast 

Asia that includes some of the region’s principal geographic features. The basin is generally 

divided into two areas: the Upper Mekong and the Lower Mekong. In the Upper Mekong Basin, 

which is Chinese and Myanmar territory, are the Tibetan Plateau, Three Rivers Area, and 

Lancang Basin. In the Lower Mekong Basin, which is situated in Laotian, Thai, Cambodian, and 

Vietnamese territory, is the Northern Highlands, Khorat Plateau, Tonle Sap Basin, and the 

Mekong Delta. In 2009, the Lower Mekong Basin area was home to an estimated 65.7 million 

people, many of whom depend on the functioning river system for their livelihoods (Mekong 

                                                           
10 The variance may be due in part to technological advances allowing for a more precise way to 
measure the river’s length.  
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River Commission Secretariat 2010). Projections indicate that by 2020, that number will 

increase to 90 million (Mekong River Commission Secretariat 2010). 

Table 1: Mekong River Basin 
Country Area of Basin in km-

squared 
Percentage of Total 
Basin Area in Country 

Laos 198,000 25.14 
Thailand 193,900 24.62 
China 171,700 21.79 
Cambodia 158,400 20.1 
Vietnam 38,200 4.84 
Myanmar 27,600 3.51 
Data from Oregon State University, Transboundary Waters Project 

 

Beyond its use as a source of fresh water, the Mekong River Basin is home to a rich, 

ecologically productive ecosystem that is second only to the Amazon River in its diversity of 

unique plants and animals (Mekong River Commission website). The Worldwide Fund for 

Nature describes the Greater Mekong region as a place of “irreplaceable riches” that contains 

“some of the most biologically diverse habitats in the world.” There are at least 1,100 species 

that find their home in the region, including the critically endangered Mekong giant catfish, which 

at 660 pounds holds the record for the world’s largest freshwater fish. 

The Mekong’s wetlands are also home to an incredible array of plants and animals, which 

provide critical ecosystem services. According to the Mekong River Commission, “wetlands 

provide productive environments for rice cultivation, freshwater capture fisheries, other forms of 

agriculture and aquaculture and tourism” (MRC website). Natural wetlands absorb floodwaters 

in the wet season. Additionally, mangroves trap nutrients that are essential to agricultural 

production and the health and vitality of fisheries (MRC website).   

The Mekong Region, particularly the Lower Mekong countries, relies on annual flooding 

as a critical component in the health and vitality of agricultural output, fisheries productivity and 

biodiversity. According to the Mekong River Commission, “the environmental, social, and 
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economic benefits of flooding in the LMB are greater than in any other river basin in the world” 

(MRC Flood and Drought). Flooding provides enormous economic benefits to the region. The 

Mekong River Commission estimates that the average yearly value of flood benefits is US$ 8-10 

billion. Despite the many positives associated with flooding, there are also problems with flood 

control and flood destruction. Each year, there is approximately US $60-70 million in flood-

related consequences, with Cambodia and Vietnam typically being the hardest hit (MRC Flood 

and Drought). 

The Mekong River is also a cornerstone of the region’s food security. It is home to the 

world’s largest inland fishery and accounts for nearly one-quarter of the world’s annual 

freshwater fish supply (WWF website). The value of the Mekong’s fisheries is worth an 

estimated $2.5 to $3 billion per year (Mekong River Commission Secretariat 2010). According to 

estimates by the Mekong River Commission and FAO, fish and aquatic animals compose more 

than 80% of the protein of the diets of Cambodians (Mekong River Commission Secretariat 

2010).  

Currently, the principal driver of conflict over the Mekong is the building of dams, which 

are being used for flood control, water storage, and most importantly, energy generation. 

Historically, the Mekong River had been one of the least-dammed rivers in the world, but that is 

changing rapidly. The six countries within the river basin are all emerging economies, with large 

and growing energy demands. Throughout the region, hydropower is seen as a clean source of 

energy.  

States in the Region 

China 

Any discussion on conflict and cooperation in the Mekong River Basin begins with 

China. By all definitions, China is the largest and most powerful country in both the Mekong 

Region and continental Asia. In terms of land mass, it is the world’s fourth largest country 
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occupying 9.597 million square kilometers11 and is the world’s most populous country with 1.35 

billion people (CIA Factbook). 

In practice, however, there is no single monolithic “China.” In this discussion, I use 

“China” to refer to the Chinese state which is controlled and operated by the Beijing central 

government. One can assume that the people who compose the Chinese government are 

seeking continued national economic growth, internal political stability, and national security. In 

the energy industry, there are also state-owned enterprises that act as private corporations but 

are ultimately responsible to the government. It is also critical to consider that China is ultimately 

made up of its citizens – all 1.3 billion of them. Even among civilian Chinese, however, there are 

stark differences in benefits and consequences of Mekong hydropower projects. Urban 

residents, particularly in population centers like Beijing and Shanghai, will be the primary 

beneficiaries of energy generated in the Mekong. In contrast, rural Chinese, like those who live 

in Yunnan Province where damming activities are occurring, can lose their river-based 

livelihoods or be displaced from their homes entirely due to the dams’ construction. 

China’s water crisis is deeply interconnected with the country’s food and energy, which 

presents a complex, multi-dimensional national security challenge to China’s leadership. The 

Chinese central government is working to both increase the supply of water and to manage its 

demand. In terms of volume of fresh water, China has the fifth-largest supply of renewable 

water resources in the world, after Brazil, Russia, Canada, and Indonesia. Demand, however, 

far exceeds supply.  

There are four major problems with Chinese freshwater supplies. First, household and 

personal consumption, both directly and indirectly, are straining water resources. The 

emergence of a middle class in China is sapping China’s fresh water, as modern lifestyles and 

consumption habits increase. Water-intensive consumer goods such as washing machines and 

dishwashers dramatically increase the demand for water.  
                                                           
11 The CIA Factbook lists China as the world’s fourth-largest country.  
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Second, China relies heavily on groundwater pumping, an unsustainable and non-

renewable water resource. By pumping water from deep aquifers, China is borrowing 

tomorrow’s water to meet today’s needs.   

Third, fresh water continues to be degraded and polluted. According to the English-

language Shanghai Daily, 75 billion tons of sewage and wastewater were discharged into 

China’s waterways in 2011, “seriously” polluting up to 40 percent of the country’s rivers (Yang). 

The same article quoted Hu Siyi, vice minister of the Ministry of Water Resources, who stated 

“The deterioration of water quality has threatened the safety and health of people, while the 

water quality problem has limited the economic and social development of people’s lives” 

(Yang). Hu also said that approximately 20 percent of Chinese rivers “were so polluted their 

water quality was rated too toxic even to come into contact with” (Yang). 

Fourth, the location of China’s existing water resources is not near population centers 

where demand is greatest. Approximately 70 percent of China’s groundwater resources are 

located in the south and the remaining 30 percent are located in the north (Aquastat). To help 

alleviate this problem, China is engineering a massive network of pipelines to deliver water from 

the south and west to the country’s population and farming centers in its parched north. The 

South-North Water Diversion Project, also called the South-North Water Transfer Project, is 

nearing completion of its first phase. When finished, the system will divert 44.8 billion cubic 

meters of water from the Yangtze River in the south to the Yellow River in the north. Project cost 

estimates range between USD 62 billion (International Rivers Network) and USD 65 billion 

(Moore). The latter estimate has been called “almost certainly too low” (Moore). 

The food production for and eating habits of the world’s most populous country also 

tremendously strain water supplies. China’s is the world’s largest food consumer in terms of 

volume and conventional wisdom holds that China will rely on food imports to feed its citizens 

(Zhou et al viii). Between 2000 and 2010, the consumption of higher-value, animal-derived 

foods including dairy products and poultry meat increased in China (Zhou et al ix). The Chinese 
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central government, aware of how diet choices can impact water resources, is already 

encouraging shifts away from these diet patterns. In January 2015, the China Daily reported that 

Chinese economic planners were encouraging the public to adopt the potato into their diet, 

which is a less water-intensive crop than rice or wheat. Potatoes are set to become a major 

ingredient in Chinese staples such as bread, steamed buns, and noodles, with the goal of 

having potatoes compose up to 30 percent of these products (Wang and Zhong 2015). "As 

many compound food products have already been made and tested, the potato will soon be 

Chinese people's newest staple food, after rice, wheat and corn," said Xu Shaoshi, minister of 

the National Development and Reform Commission (Wang and Zhong 2015). 

The final piece of China’s water puzzle is its insatiable demand for energy. China is the 

world’s largest energy consumer and its demand heavily influences global energy markets (US 

Energy Information Administration). China is the second-largest consumer of oil in the world, 

behind the United States, and China’s oil consumption growth represented half of the world’s 

total in 2011 (US Energy Information Administration). China is working to diversify its energy 

sources in an effort to increase its energy security and ensure continued economic growth. The 

country is aiming to generate 120,000 megawatts of renewable energy by 2020 and is planning 

to meet much of this goal with hydropower – building massive dams throughout the country. 

Tibet, which is controlled by China, is known as “Asia’s water tower” and is the source of 

many of Asia’s largest, most important rivers: the Brahmaputra, Indus, Yangtze, Yellow, and 

Mekong. In fact, the Ganges is the only major river system in Asia outside the control of the 

Chinese Communist Party (Moynihan 2013). In his book, Water, Brahma Chellaney writes, “No 

other country in the world matches China’s position as a multidirectional, transboundary water 

provider. But, significantly, the important international rivers in China all originate in ethnic-

minority homelands, some of which are racked by separatist movements” (3). Three billion 

people in 11 countries depend on the water that originates in the Tibetan highlands, which 

makes this contested region even more vitally important to the Chinese government.  
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Despite containing the source of so many critical international waterways, China does 

not have any serious water-sharing agreements or water-governing institutions with any 

neighboring states. China’s avoidance of multilateral negotiations and preference for bilateral 

talks is well-known in the foreign and security policy community, but even bilateral 

arrangements with other states are non-existent. The need for such agreements becomes even 

more urgent as China’s demand for resources continues to grow at unprecedented rates. 

Managing China’s water resources has always been a problem for the government, well 

before the country’s modern rise. Throughout its history, China’s leaders have struggled to 

manage the seasonal variability and fluctuations of its water supply. In fact, the link between 

governance and water management is so strong that the Chinese character for “politics” is 

rooted in the character for “flood control” (Solomon 2011). Many of China’s leaders have been 

hydrologic engineers by training, including former president Hu Jintao. This may be partially 

responsible for the attitude that China can discover a technological or engineering solution to its 

water challenges. Robert Gusentine, writing for the Washington Times, stated that 

“understanding China’s water policy is as crucial to fostering world peace and international 

relations in the 21st century as arms treaties and diplomatic missions” (2015).  

In addition to its upstream position, China is also the most powerful country in the basin 

by all definitions. Economically, China is the world’s second-largest economy with a GDP of 

USD 12.61 trillion. It is deeply interconnected with the United States, Japan, and South Korea, 

and it is an important trading, investment, and aid partner for its Mekong neighbors.  

The Chinese government maintains the world’s largest military, the People’s Liberation 

Army, with 2.285 million members and five branches: the Air Force, Ground Forces, Navy, 

Reserve Forces, and Second Artillery Corps. China has embarked on a process of military 

modernization, acquiring new weapons systems and defense technologies in an effort to 

position itself as a more competitive air, land, and sea power. In the past several years, China 

has also become more aggressive and defiant with its neighbors in East and Southeast Asia. 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/topics/china/
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In addition to its traditional hard power resources, China also possesses “soft power,” 

defined by the concept’s inventor Joseph Nye as, “the ability to get what you want through 

attraction rather than coercion or payments” (Gill and Huang 17). Although many analysts have 

been dismissive of China’s soft power, Bates Gill and Yanzhong Huang have argued that the 

country’s “soft power resources are considerable and demand scrutiny” (17). They cite Chinese 

culture and civilization, as well as China’s historical position as Asia’s major power, as having 

“created abundant reserves of soft power for contemporary use” (18). Gill and Huang also state 

that “foreign policies can contribute to soft power when they are seen as legitimate and having 

moral authority, and when they enhance the ability to manipulate agendas in a manner that 

‘makes others fail to express some preferences because they seem to be too unrealistic’” (21). 

China’s Dams 

 China’s push for dams needs to be placed in the larger context of China’s energy and 

environmental needs. Currently, China obtains most of its energy from coal. The country’s air 

pollution is notorious and affects its economic growth prospects. In a 2014 survey conducted by 

the American Chamber of Commerce for Beijing and Northeastern China, 48 percent of 

respondents said that “they had difficulties recruiting or retaining senior executives in China due 

to the air pollution” (Lin and Khan). Of Chinese with a net worth of USD 1.6 million or higher, 

nearly two-thirds said they had left or were planning to leave China, with environmental 

concerns cited as the top reason (Lin and Khan). 

 China, the world’s largest carbon emitter, is quickly working to clean up its environmental 

act. According to a March 2015 Bloomberg article, Beijing closed three of its largest coal-fired 

power plants, with the fourth scheduled to close in 2016 (Shen). The closure of these plants will 

reduce annual coal consumption by 9.2 million metric tons. Considering that coal is one of the 

leading sources of carbon-dioxide emissions, this is anticipated to have a “clear impact” in 

reducing emissions in Beijing and improving air quality (Shen). All four of the coal-fired plants 
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will be replaced by gas-fired power stations. The electricity generated will be more expensive, 

but will release significantly fewer pollutants. 

The United States Embassy in Beijing was also an additional, if unexpected, catalyst for 

cleaner air in the Chinese capital city. In 2008, the Embassy placed an air-quality monitoring 

device on its roof. Tweeting from the handle @BeijingAir, the devices sent out hourly readings 

of PM 2.5, an air pollutant that Wired magazine describes as “small enough to penetrate your 

lungs and even enter your blood stream, causing serious cardiovascular and respiratory 

ailments” (Roberts). U.S. expatriates in Beijing, as well as Chinese citizens, viewed the tweets 

from apps that circumvented China’s notorious firewall (Roberts 2015). People perceived the 

data as reliable and impartial, and it became a crucial factor in mobilizing public support for 

cleaner air (Roberts). The Chinese government at first declared that the Embassy’s device and 

tweets were illegal, however they retreated in the face of mounting pressure by Beijing citizens. 

The government was forced to acknowledge the severity of air problems and by 2013, had 

installed approximately 500 PM 2.5-monitoring systems in 70 cities throughout the country 

(Roberts). 

Improving air quality in Beijing, however, comes at a price for the Chinese citizens who 

live in areas near dam sites.    

Internationally, the core of the conflict over the Mekong River is China’s dam-building 

projects. China has embarked on a massive dam-building spree as a method of water storage, 

flood control and hydropower. In the past 60 years, China has built 22,000 dams larger than 15 

meters tall, representing about half of the world’s large dams (Lewis 2013). China sees 

hydropower as a form of clean energy and believes that is a critical part of ensuring the 

country’s energy security. On the Mekong alone, there are four massive dams in operation 

(Chang 284). 

 What separates Chinese dam-building projects from others is that it has the financial and 

technological resources to build these projects unilaterally, and has declined to consult with 
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relevant stakeholders. Previously, and elsewhere in the world, international financing operations 

such as the World Bank refused to finance dams and other water-resource development 

projects unless all affected countries within a river basin had consented to the project. These 

international funding agencies required developers to adhere to a set of established global 

norms and best practices regarding water usage. These restrictions helped slow dam building in 

the developing world and are at least partially responsible for why upstream Nile countries did 

not build dams that diverted water away from Egypt – the downstream regional hegemon. 

Because Chinese banks and corporations have the ability to pay for or finance these projects 

without the assistance of the international community, however, they are free to develop the 

country’s water resources without any external input.  

 Realists may argue that because a resource is located within its borders, Chinese 

sovereignty allows it to utilize the river as it wishes. But, as is so frequently cited in water policy 

discourse, nature does not respect political geography and those downstream have relied on 

the Mekong’s riches for millennia. China’s unilateral development raises questions of both 

fairness and responsibility.  

The Lancang Cascade 

 The Yunnan Province is an ethnically and culturally diverse area that has 51 of 55 of 

China’s recognized minority ethnic groups (Dore, Yu, and Li 56). In this province, there are over 

600 rivers that contribute to six major river basin systems: Irrawaddy (Dulong), Salween (Nu), 

Yangtze (Jinsha), Pearl (Zhu), and Honghe/Lixian Jiang (Dore, Yu, and Li 56). Yunnan Province 

is also home to the upper reaches of the Mekong River. Here, China is nearly halfway complete 

with building a series of eight dams called the “Lancang Cascade.” 

The Lancang Cascade is the project which most concerns downstream neighbors for its 

direct effects, but also for the dangerous precedent that it has set within the region – unilateral 

development will proceed, regardless of the cost to downstream stakeholders. In 2009, a United 

Nations report stated that the cascade “may pose the single greatest threat to the river.” Yunnan 
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Province is claimed to have more hydropower potential than any other country in the Mekong 

region (Dore, Yu, and Li) and the cascade is projected to generate nearly 15,000 MW of power. 

Three dams have already been completed and are currently in use: the Manwan, 

completed in 1993 and generating power since 1996 (Kummu and Varis 2007); Daochosan, 

completed in 2003; and Xiaowan, which became operational in 2010. The Xiaowan Dam is the 

second-largest dam in China, after the Three Gorges Dam. It is nearly 1,000 feet high, or 

roughly the height of a 66-story building. It serves as a water storage reservoir to ensure that 

hydropower will be generated by downstream dams throughout the year (J. Li et al 95). 

Since beginning its operations, the negative effects of the Xiaowan dam have been well 

documented. A study published in a 2013 issue of Ecological Indicators concluded that 2008 

measurements of fish fauna in the middle reaches of the Mekong were “healthy and showed 

little indication of anthropogenic disturbance” (J. Li et all 100). After the dam was built, “the 

aquatic habitat was profoundly altered” with decreased flow rate and “significant” changes in the 

water’s “temperature, velocity, transparency, [and] level of suspended substances” (J. Li et al 

200). The authors stated that “the results of this study also verified the assumption that the 

damming had significant effect on the composition of fish habitats” with a “clearly demonstrated” 

loss of fish diversity (J. Li et al 101). The study also noted that fish populations along 

longitudinal gradients are a good indicator of river ecosystem health. Fish movement indicates 

the ability of energy and other materials, such as nutrient-rich sediment, to travel both upstream 

and downstream the river. The study indicated that the longitudinal variation declined (J. Li et al 

100). The Chinese, however, have not been forthcoming about sharing their own data about the 

river, including how much water is being used. A development specialist at the Center for 

Southeast Asian Studies at Northern Illinois University told USA Today that “The Chinese must 

come clean on how much water they are diverting at Xiaowan and, in the future, at Nuozhadu” 

(MacLeod 2010). 
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The long-term impact of these dams on the environment is still to be determined, but this 

hinges on both data collection and a willingness to share that data transparently. Beginning in 

2002, China began sharing selective information in real time during the flood seasons from June 

15th to October 15th with the Mekong River Commission from two hydrological stations located 

on the Lancang (China Internet Information Center). In November 2013, China signed the 

Agreement on the Exchange of Hydrological Data with the Mekong River Commission. 

According to the MRC, this has allowed Lower Mekong countries “to strengthen their river 

water-level monitoring and improve the accuracy of flood forecasting as well as mitigate the 

negative effects of flooding” (Mekong River Commission). The 2013 agreement increased the 

period of data sharing by 30 days, from June 1 to October 31 every year (Mekong River 

Comission). The frequency of data sharing has also been increased from once per day to twice 

per day. The same press release stated that “China has expressed its willingness to share the 

data during the dry season,” when emergency conditions such as extreme drought occur 

(Mekong River Commission). 

There is strong, but not conclusive, evidence to indicate that China’s dam activities are 

responsible for reduced downstream water flow. Despite reports that linked the filling of Chinese 

dams to lower water levels, the MRC has been unable to conclusively prove this (Chang 290). 

Until China is prepared to share more information, it will be difficult for countries downstream to 

prove the river’s negative effects. Thus, it would seem that China has no incentive to provide 

data or join the river-focused multilateral institutions set up by downstream countries, because 

this would force China to recognize its role in these problems and possibly force it to change its 

behavior. 

Downstream opposition to the dams is widespread, but not universal. In fact, Cambodia 

and Laos are planning massive dam-building projects themselves. Carlyle Thayer, a professor 

at the Australian Defense Force Academy told Thanh Nien News that “Security analysts are 

increasingly concerned that China is using its geostrategic advantage to unduly influence the 
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government in Laos and Cambodia. Their future livelihood is largely in China’s hands.” He also 

noted that “China condemns great power bullying of smaller countries, but a close look at 

China’s behavior in the Greater Mekong Sub-region indicates that it is Beijing (that is) acting like 

a hegemon” (Thanh Nien News). As a result of these countries’ projects, many Chinese have 

come to view Southeast Asian attempts to slow hydroelectric development as (Chang 291). 

Myanmar 

 Of the six Mekong River riparians, Myanmar has the smallest claim to the river’s 

resources. Just 3.21 percent of the Mekong’s total basin area is located in Myanmar, which may 

be one reason that Myanmar is not a member of the Mekong River Commission. Like its 

upstream neighbor China, it is not a member of the Mekong River Commission, but is instead a 

“dialogue partner.” Myanmar has become a member of the US-led Lower Mekong Initiative, 

which is discussed later in this chapter. Currently, there are no large dam projects planned on 

the Myanmar portion of the Mekong River, which has much to do with the state’s insecurity in 

that part of the country (Chang 285). Myanmar is looking to develop hydropower on the 

Irrawaddy, Mali, and N’Mai Rivers (Chang 285).  

Laos 

 Laos is striving to become a major energy exporter in Southeast Asia, a move that its 

government believes will help to supercharge its economy, lift millions out of poverty, and 

increase foreign currency reserves. A country of 6.7 million people, Laos is on the UN’s “least-

developed list” and has been described by the CIA as having an “underdeveloped 

infrastructure,” designations it is seeking to outgrow by 2020. Currently, Laos’ primary 

commodity exports are wood products, coffee, and electricity, and its largest export destinations 

are Thailand, China, and Vietnam. The Laotian Government, however, is seeking to transform 

its economy and plans to achieve this with the development and export of hydropower.  

As part of its energy ambitions, Laos is planning and developing a series of nine dams 

on the Mekong River. Combined with two planned dams in neighboring Cambodia, these 11 
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initiatives are projected to produce approximately 8 percent of Southeast Asia’s power by 2025 

(Le 2013). – a clear violation of its previously agreed on obligations under the Mekong River 

Commission, where it stated that it would consult other riparian states before proceeding on 

large-scale projects. The Laotian deputy energy minister told the Asian Wall Street Journal that 

the agreement is not “a right to veto the use of the river” (Otto). 

The first and most controversial such project, the Xayaburi Dam, began construction on 

November 7, 2012. The dam will be 32 meters high and generate 1,285 megawatts of power. 

Once completed, it will be the first large-scale dam on the Mekong River south of China (Chang 

286). Laos is the first of the MRC members to push forward with such a massive project and, 

compared to downstream countries, faces the least amount of damages to its fisheries (Baker 

19). 

Laos is building the dam with Thai expertise and financing. Estimates place the cost of 

building the dam between $3.5 billion (Le 2013) to $3.8 billion (Otto 2012). Thai construction 

company Ch. Karnchang is building the dam and the project is financed by Thailand’s four 

largest banks (The Economist). A Zurich-based Finnish company, Poyry Energy, is supervising 

both the design of the dam and its construction (The Economist).  

The dam is extremely controversial and there is significant discord among Mekong River 

riparians, as well as internal domestic disagreement on how to proceed. In neighboring 

Thailand, to where nine-tenths of the dam’s energy would be exported, opinion is also divided. 

Commercial interests in Thailand are providing both the technical expertise and funding to bring 

Xayaburi to fruition, because Thailand’s energy needs demand new and diverse sources. 

According to a 2011 Asian Wall Street Journal article, purchasing this energy is seen as a way 

to “bypass more controversial alternatives at home,” since Thailand’s environmentally conscious 

residents oppose coal-fired and hydropower projects (Barta 2011). 

Other Thai residents, including government officials, are strongly against the dam, the 

precedent it will set, and the unknown consequences that may unfold. "If we allow them to have 
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Xayaburi, then they will have another 10 dams in this river, and that will destroy all the ecology 

and fishing, and also all the agriculture along the river…Everything will be destroyed." Thai 

Senator Prasarn Marukkapitak told an Asian Wall Street Journal reporter in 2012 (Otto). 

Representatives from Mekong River Commission countries have also expressed serious 

concern about the dam and its consequences. In July 2012, The Economist noted that “Failure 

to halt the dam at Xayaburi would deal an enormous blow to the credibility of the MRC. Its 

authority depends on the possibility of enforcing co-operation between its members. Moreover 

the dam’s construction could trigger a major diplomatic rift between the four states themselves.” 

The Economist also reported that a 2011 study concluded that it would take decades of 

research to ensure that the Xayaburi’s fish-passage structures “actually meet the needs of these 

diverse fisheries of the Mekong.” A senior project manager for the Finnish consulting company 

told The Economist in the same article that “whether the fish get across [the dam], you’ll only 

see when it is built” (The Economist). 

Organized opposition by affected residents and other stakeholders has been fierce. 

Radio Free Asia reported in 2012 that a grassroots organization called the Thai People’s 

Network in Eight Mekong Provinces asked a Bangkok court to stop the Electricity Generating 

Authority of Thailand (EGAT) from buying Xayaburi-produced energy (Radio Free Asia). The 

villagers argued that an environmental assessment should have first been completed before the 

Thai government allowed EGAT to sign an agreement with the Xayaburi Power Co (Radio Free 

Asia) to purchase 95 percent of the energy generated by the dam.  Prior to the lawsuit, one of 

the Thai People’s Network representatives told Radio Free Asia that “We made appeals to all 

parties concerned – the four Thai banks, Ch. Karnchang Co., the Lao Embassy in Bangkok – 

and we submitted a petition to the Thai Prime Minister’s office” (Radio Free Asia). 

In July 2012, Reuters reported that Laos “confirmed” on Friday, July 13, 2012 that work 

had been suspended on the Xayaburi, the first such instance where the government publicly 
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declared that the project was halted. Laotian Foreign Minister Thongloun Sisoulith told reporters 

that “The Lao government decided to postpone it. We have to do further studies” (Thul). 

Other regional actors also affirmed their support for the need for further research. A 

deputy press secretary at Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs told Reuters that “If the 

Commissioner of the Mekong River is going to produce a plan to conduct the scientific 

environmental survey, I think Japan has already made it clear that it is ready to positively 

consider assistance” (Thul). 

Laos’ disregard of its obligations under the Mekong Agreement was systemically 

identified by International Rivers Network (IRN), a non-governmental organization that describes 

itself as “at the heart of the global struggle to protect rivers and the rights of communities that 

depend on them.” IRN issued a report in January 2013 titled “Xayaburi Dam: How Laos Violated 

the 1995 Mekong Agreement.” As the report’s title indicates, IRN argues that a review of the 

Mekong Agreement shows that the Laotian government has “misinterpreted” the multilateral 

instrument that it signed with its neighbors and “failed to comply with several key provisions” 

(Herbertson). The table below is adapted from the International Rivers report and highlights the 

Mekong Agreement provisions and whether the Xayaburi Dam project complied. (See next 

page) 
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Figure 8: Summary of Laos' Non-Compliance with Mekong Agreement 
What does the treaty require? Did the Xayaburi Dam comply? 
Laos is required to seek agreement with its neighbors 
before beginning the project. To balance the rights of 
upstream and downstream countries, the Mekong Agreement 
requires all four governments to make a "good faith" effort to 
reach agreement on whether a project goes forward. 
Sources of law: Mekong Agreement art. 5; Vienna Convention 
on the Law of Treaties; international water law as stated by the 
UN International Law Commission. 

Did not comply. Instead of trying to reach an 
agreement, Laos claimed that it only must 
consider comments of the other governments. 
Laos made no efforts to compromise on its 
position or to reach a mutually agreeable 
solution. 

Laos must provide other governments with opportunity to 
evaluate the project's impacts. The MRC's "prior 
consultation" is the process where the four governments try to 
reach an agreement. The primary purpose of the prior 
consultation is to provide the governments with an opportunity 
to evaluate the project's transboundary impacts. 
Sources of law: Mekong Agreement, chp. II "prior consultation"; 
PNPCA procedures 5.2.1; international water law as stated by 
the UN International Law Commission. 

Did not comply.Laos did not provide 
neighboring governments with an opportunity to 
evaluate the project's transboundary impacts. 
Laos did not assesss the transboundary 
impacts before starting the prior consultation in 
September 2010. 

Laos is not permitted to implement the project while 
consultations are still underway. International law and the 
Mekong Agreement prohibit the governments from 
implementing a project while the governments are still 
discussing the project -- this is part of the obligation to 
negotiate "in good faith." 
Sources of law: PNPCA procedures 5.4.3; international water 
as stated by the UN International Law Commission. 

Did not comply. Laos and developer Ch. 
Karnchang began implementing the Xayaburi 
Dam in late 2010 before the MRC governments 
even met to discuss the project. Later, Laos 
incorrectly claimed that "preparatory work" was 
allowed under the Mekong Agreement. 

Laos is required to study the project's transboundary 
impacts before consultation can take place. Under 
international law, governments are required to take "all 
appropriate masures" to prevent significant harm to other 
countries. This includes setting aside enough time to assess 
the project's transboundary impacts. 
Sources of law: Mekong Agreement art. 3; international law as 
tated by the International Court of Justice and the UN 
International Law Commission. 

Did not comply. After failing to assess the 
transboundary impacts itself, Laos refused to 
delay project implementation after Cambodia 
and Vietnam requested these studies during 
the prior consultation. Instead, Laos claimed 
that untested technologies proposed by 
consulting company Poyry were sufficient to 
mitigate any harm. 

Cambodia, Vietnam, and Thailand have a right to extend 
the prior consultation's time frame. The default timeframe 
for the prior consultation is six months, but under international 
law the downstream governments have a right to extend it. 
Sources of law: PNPCA procedures 5.5; international water law 
as stated by the UN International Law Commission. 

Did not comply. Laos claims that the prior 
consultation ended automatically after six 
months. During this initial six-month period, 
Laos failed to provide the information that other 
governments needed to evaluate the project's 
impacts. This undermined the primary purpose 
of the prior consultation. Laos also began 
project implementation during this initial period. 
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Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam have a right to seek 
compensation for any harm caused. Laos has an obligation 
under international law to stop the project immediately if it 
causes harm to neighboring countries. Downstream 
governments Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam can seek 
compensation for any harm that the dam causes. 
Sources of law: Mekong Agreement art. 7; international law as 
stated by the UN International Law Commission. 

Did not comply. Cambodia, Thailand, and 
Vietnam will have difficulty seeking 
compensation, because there is insufficient 
baseline data at this time to measure how the 
Xayaburi Dam will change the Mekong River. 
All three countries now face the difficult task of 
closely monitoring the impacts caused by the 
dam. 

 

The Laotian government, however, has dismissed concerns from its downstream 

neighbors. In a 2012 briefing for the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, an influential 

Singapore-based think tank, Christopher G. Baker stated that assurances from the Lao PDR 

government that the dam will not impact Lower Mekong countries are “simply not credible” 

(Baker 10). In fact, as noted above, the Laotian government did not begin the environmental 

assessment process until after it began the consultation process with its neighbors. 

 Further indicating the lack of both enforcement and cooperation on these issues, the 

MRC did not even consider the Xayaburi Dam issue at its January 2013 meeting (Chang 291). 

 According to a 2010 International Centre for Environmental Management (ICEM) Report, 

Laos will receive the most benefits of Mekong mainstream hydropower. The report estimated 

that Lao was likely to receive 70 percent of the benefits, with Cambodia and Thailand receiving 

11-12 percent of the benefits, and Vietnam receiving 5 percent (ICEM 12). The report’s first, and 

most widely cited recommendation, was that “decisions on mainstream dams should be 

deferred for a period of 10 years with reviews every three years to ensure that essential 

deferment-period activities are being conducted effectively” (ICEM 24). The report also 

recommended that the “Mekong mainstream should never be used as a test case for proving 

and improving full dam hydropower technologies (ICEM 24). The report stated that greater 

understanding and further investigation was necessary to avoid losses which would affect the 

region’s well-being (ICEM Report 25).  

 In late September 2013, Laos announced that it was building its second Mekong 

mainstream dam, the Don Sahong. 
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Cambodia 

Cambodia has one of the least-developed power systems in the world, with only 26 

percent of the population having access to electricity (World Bank 2011). The limited and 

unreliable supply of energy contributes to its high cost. Cambodia relies on a series of 

unconnected diesel power generators that run on oil, making it particularly vulnerable to global 

oil prices (Chang 288). The Royal Cambodian Government is aiming to have 70 percent of 

Cambodian households have affordable and reliable electricity by 2030 (World Bank 2011). 

Like its Southeast Asian neighbors, Cambodia has high aspirations for the hydropower 

potential of its river resources. One of the most controversial projects is the proposed Lower 

Sesan 2 dam, located on the Sesan River, a major tributary to the Mekong mainstream that 

contributes to one-quarter of its flow. The Sesan River is part of a Mekong tributary system that 

is home to 329 different fish species or about 42 percent of the fish stocks in the Mekong 

mainstream (Win 2013).  

The Thomson Reuters Foundation has stated that the Lower Sesan 2 “stands out as one 

of the worst proposed dams on the lower Mekong basin” and having potential effects “likely to 

be felt as far away as the Mekong Delta in Vietnam” (Win 2013). The dam, which is projected to 

generate 400 megawatts of power, will submerge seven villages in an area “half the size of 

Singapore” (Win 2013) and flood more than 30,000 hectares of agricultural farmland (Oxfam 

Australia – Lower Sesan 2). Oxfam Australia estimates that approximately 5,000 people will 

need to be resettled and an area environmentalist estimated that up to 50,000 people would be 

affected by the project (BBC Nov 2012). One study cited by The Cambodia Daily estimated that 

100,000 people upstream and downstream could be affected (Naren 2013). Ten million dollars 

has been earmarked to compensate displaced families and $19.34 million will be spent on home 

construction (Naren 2013). An additional $1.98 million is set aside for income rehabilitation and 

$3.23 million on new irrigation systems (Naren 2013). Additionally, a Leeds University 

researcher estimated that the Lower Sesan 2 dam would reduce Mekong migratory fish stocks 
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by 10 percent which would have an effect on the Mekong larger than six other large dam 

projects, including the Xayaburi, combined (Win 2013). 

The project is estimated to cost $781 million and take three years to complete. It is a 

project that is financed by Cambodia’s Royal Group and China’s Hydrolancang International 

Energy Company. In the early stages of the project, Electricity Vietnam International was 

reported to hold a nominal 10 percent stake in the project, but withdrew its support, citing 

Vietnam’s desire to curb spending. ““A lot of investment in Vietnam has been narrowed down,” 

Vietnamese Embassy counselor Nguyen Chi Dzung told The Cambodia Daily (Chen and Naren 

2012). “Vietnam is under restructuring of the economy, so it is understandable that the company 

has to do this” (Chen and Naren 2012). Despite this, Cambodian representatives have stated 

otherwise. In the same Cambodia Daily article, the Royal Group Chairman Kith Meng stated 

“They [The Vietnamese] are part of the project. They own 10 percent of the project” (Chen and 

Naren 2012). 

Lower Sesan 2 is expected to be operational in 2017, and, will be privately operated for 

40 years, at which point the Cambodian government will assume control (Chen and Naren 

2012). In case the project fails, the government will bail out the managing company (Naren 

2013). 

In 2008, Vietnam’s Power Engineering Consulting Company 1, the organization 

responsible for conducting the dam’s feasibility study, released the Environment Impact 

Assessment for Feasibility Study of Lower Sesan 2 Hydropower Project to widespread 

condemnation from NGOs. A 2009 report by the River Coalition in Cambodia reviewed the 

process of preparing Lower Sesan 2’s environmental management plan and concluded that it 

“failed to meet even minimum standards for public participation” (International Rivers Network, 

Proposed Lower Sesan 2 Dam). RCC stated that “the study neglected to consult with 

communities located upstream and downstream of the dam site and those located inside the 

planned reservoir were not provided substantial information regarding the dam’s impacts. The 
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process was not participatory and did not promote open and meaningful dialogue” (International 

Rivers Network, Proposed Lower Sesan 2 Dam). There is significant local and regional 

opposition to the project, but protests by Cambodians have been muted by fear of government 

reprisals.   

In June 2013, as part of a larger joint statement, the Mekong River Commission’s 

Development Partners urged the Cambodian government to “reconsider the project’s design” 

(MRC joint development statement June 28 2013). The statement specifically noted the 

potentially devastating effects on fish migration, sediment flow, and human resettlement impacts 

(MRC joint development statement June 28 2013). The Development Partners also “stand ready 

to support the Royal Government of Cambodia’s efforts to improve the performance and 

sustainability of this project” (MRC joint development statement June 28 2013). 

Despite local and international opposition, and offers of support and assistance from the 

international community to remedy the problem, Cambodia continues on a path to constructing 

this dam. Like its upstream neighbor Laos, this pursuit of the dam cripples downstream 

cooperation.  

Thailand 

 Thailand was one of the first countries in the Mekong River Basin to start constructing 

dams for hydropower. In the 1950s, the World Bank, USAID, and other international financial 

institutions sought to develop Southeast Asian economies to stem the influence of communism 

(Greacen and Palettu 96). As a result, Thailand began creating power plants, including dozens 

of hydroelectric dams (Greacen and Palettu 96). As a result of this early development, much of 

the country’s hydropower potential has already been realized (Greacen and Palettu 97). 

Moreover, Thai citizens have had time to witness the destructive effects of dams, such as the 

displacement of people and loss of farmland, to have organized resistance against future dam 

projects.  



56 
 

Today, there is widespread opposition to upstream river development, particularly within 

the country’s civil society. The Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) has had 

difficulty starting new dam projects, because of strong community opposition (Greacean and 

Palettu 4). Thailand has a number of its own river basin committees that promote participatory 

planning of the country’s water resources. Such participatory approaches have been “initiated in 

almost all the LMB sub-basins in Thailand” (Mekong River Commission Secretariat 2010). The 

Mekong River Committee is working to integrate these national-level efforts into a larger 

Mekong River Basin development strategy.  

Vietnam 

 Vietnam lies at the end of the Mekong River mainstream and includes an area known as 

the Mekong Delta. Nearly 18 million people live in the Mekong Delta area and this part of the 

country is responsible for half of Vietnam’s rice production, earning the nickname “rice bowl” 

(Dao Trong Tu 2011). The rich and vibrant Mekong Delta – an area described by the World 

Wildlife Fund as a “biological treasure trove” is home to hundreds of species of plants and 

animals, with scientists discovering on average two species per week (Fantz 2008). 

 What makes the Mekong Delta such an incredible and productive area is its seasonal 

flooding. Each year, between August and November, monsoon rains flood the Mekong Delta. 

Nutrient-loaded silt is carried throughout the region and the biological activity of the area 

increases. The NASA images below show the dramatic topographical difference in the Mekong 

Delta before and after its annual flooding.  
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Figure 9: Vietnam Before and After Seasonal Flooding 

 

 

 

The potential dangers to Vietnam from upstream damming are many, with potentially 

devastating consequences. Upstream damming means that the overall volume of water 

available in the Mekong Delta is likely to decrease. Without freshwater, salt water may move 

into freshwater aquifers, rendering the water unfit for agriculture and human consumption, in a 

process known as saltwater intrusion. Dams are also likely to restrict alluvium deposits and 

sedimentation, which help ensure agricultural productivity.  Fisheries are also likely to suffer. 

During flood season, fish migrate to the Vietnamese section of the Mekong River. The presence 

of dams will likely impede the flow of fish and reduce their numbers in the region. Subsistence 

and commercial fisheries will be impacted, threatening the food and economic security of 

millions. Additionally, any damming errors or miscalculations can have potentially ruinous 

consequences for all downstream nations, especially Vietnam. 

Left: An image acquired by NASA’s Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer, taken on July 5, 2004 (pre-flood 
season). The image is in false color, to highlight the difference between land, sea, and freshwater. Right: An image 
acquired on Sept. 21, 2004, after flooding. Images  from NASA Earth Observatory.  
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Vietnam's deputy prime minister has called for Mekong riparians to ratify the 1997 UN 

Watercourse Convention, but it is unlikely that they will do so now. Alex Liebman suggests that 

if the navigability of the Mekong River was improved, Vietnam may have leverage over China 

because it could “in theory” prevent Chinese ships from using the river (Liebman 290). 

Vietnam is not immune to the demand for increased energy supply and the desire to 

grow its economy, but it is practicing what it preaches. It recently canceled two planned dams 

after environmental assessments, in addition to strong local opposition, made the project 

unfeasible going forward. 

 Vietnam is strongly suspicious of China and is engaged in several South China Sea 

territorial disputes with its fellow Mekong riparian country (Economist, Oct. 9, 2013). Vietnam 

and China dispute each other’s claims to the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea. Brunei, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, and Taiwan also claim the islands, reefs, and other marine features 

that are suspected to hold oil and natural gas deposits. Moreover, China, Vietnam and Taiwan 

also lay claim to the Paracel Islands, which is a group of about 130 coral reefs and atolls. The 

Paracel Islands also hold suspected oil and natural gas deposits. 

Multilateral institutions – international engagement in the Mekong 

 The six Mekong countries engage with each other, and external actors, in a number of 

multilateral institutions and formats. This section addresses the more robust methods of 

engagement. 

The Mekong River Commission 

The Mekong River Commission, which is the river’s principal governing organization, 

originated as the United Nations-established Mekong Committee. In 1957, the UN recognized 

the need for a multilateral institution to protect the common interests of the countries in the 

Mekong Region. As a result, it established the Mekong Committee, which was the then-largest 

development project by the still-young United Nations (MRC). Even at this early stage, China 

was not a member. The Committee was followed by the Interim Mekong Committee in 1978 and 
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the current iteration of this institution is the Mekong River Commission (MRC), which was 

established by the 1995 Mekong Agreement. 

Today, the MRC counts four of the six Mekong riparian countries as members: Laos, 

Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam. Although China and Myanmar are “dialogue partners” and 

not full members, the MRC describes their interactions as a “successful alliance and working 

relationship.” The mission of the MRC is “[t]o promote and coordinate sustainable management 

and development of water and related resources for the countries' mutual benefit and the 

people's well-being” (MRC). The MRC envisions “an economically prosperous, socially just and 

environmentally sound Mekong River Basin” and “a world class financially secure International 

River Basin Organization serving the Mekong countries to achieve the basin Vision” (MRC). 

The MRC attempts to organize and facilitate dialogue among the basin states, and to 

create consensus-based action plans for the development of the river. In 2011, the MRC 

endorsed the Basin Development Strategy, based on the concept of Integrated Water and 

Related Resources Management, and the 2011-2015 Strategic Plan, which was based on the 

consensus of all MRC parties. The agreement includes feedback from stakeholders, “to the 

greatest extent possible.” (See next page) 
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Figure 10: Mekong River Commission Governance Structure 

 

 

  

Source: Mekong River Commission Website (MRCMekong.org) 
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Figure 11: Mekong River Commission Secretariat Operational Structure 

 

 

  

Source: Mekong River Commission Website (MRCMekong.org) 
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Like other Southeast Asian institutions, the MRC makes decisions based on the 

consensus of its members. This may be due in part to the region’s traditional hesitation to cede 

authority to supranational bodies. Additionally, MRC members are not bound by MRC decisions 

and the organization does not have enforcement mechanisms to require its members to abide 

by its decisions. 

From 2000-2008, the MRC implemented the “Water Utilization Programme” (WUP) “that 

developed basin models, procedures and technical guidelines to implement the 1995 Mekong 

Agreement.” According to a mid-term evaluation, however, “the project was considered 

successful but incomplete” (Mekong Integrated Water Resources Management Project). 

Between 2008 and 2009, the MRC built upon this project with a new Mekong Integrated Water 

Resource Management Project, also known as M-IWRMP. The project received financial 

support from the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID); Policy and Human 

Resource Development Fund, Japan to World Bank (PHRD); and the World Bank. The project is 

a partnership between the Lower Mekong states, the Mekong River Commission, AusAID, and 

the World Bank. 

As the major institution focused on river governance issues, the MRC has attempted to 

facilitate dialogue among its members regarding new dam-building activities.  In October 2010, 

the International Centre for Environmental Management issued the 198-page “Strategic 

Environmental Assessment of Hydropower on the Mekong Mainstream.” This document, 

prepared specifically for the Mekong River Commission, was specifically prepared “to facilitate 

preparation of proposals of mainstream dams in the Lower Mekong Basin” (ICEM Report 2). 

The report, which took 16 months to complete, was the result of expert analysis and intensive 

consultations with Lower Mekong Basin stakeholders (ICEM Report 5). The report was spurred 

by a need to review the specifications and effects of 12 dam proposals in the Lower Mekong. 

 Although it is the principal river basin organization and enjoys varying levels of support 

from its member countries, the Mekong River Commission faces a number of problems in 
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attempting to achieve its mission. First, strong political support from member states is lacking, 

particularly when proactive leadership is necessary on controversial subjects (Dore 204). 

Second, and closely related to the first point, representatives to the MRC are not at a sufficiently 

high level to accomplish meaningful work. Le Dinh Tinh and others have suggested that part of 

the MRC’s problems may have to do with the “perceived political clout of its functionaries” (97). 

Representatives to the MRC are at the minister-level, but a higher-level of representative, such 

as prime ministers or deputy prime ministers could lead to “stronger policy impact and deeper 

political commitment” (Le 98). In the same article, Le points out that others have asked if non-

state actors should also be given a voice in the process. 

Third, domestic political constraints hamper international cooperation – an issue 

incumbent in all international organizations. Le argues that the state agencies responsible for 

administering the MRC are not built with international relations issues in mind. Bureaucratic 

infrastructures are more national than international in focus, a problem that Le states “is 

undoubtedly tied to the thorny problem of ceding sovereignty, a common dilemma in any effort 

to address trans-border issues” (98). 

Fourth, and most problematically, the MRC lacks support from the upstream nation and 

most powerful country in the basin and the continent – China. Although China has not provided 

an official answer for declining membership in the organization, one can infer likely reasons. As 

the upstream nation and most powerful country on the continent, China is able to unilaterally 

develop and exploit the Mekong River’s resources without fear of serious and immediate 

repercussions from its neighbors. Arguably, as a sovereign nation, China has the right to 

develop the resources located within its national borders – a point that China has tacitly raised 

by refusing to accede to the UN Watercourses Convention. Second, joining the Mekong River 

Commission may also set a precedent for international resource cooperation. China does not 

have any formal water-sharing agreements with its neighbors and joining the MRC may trigger 

China’s other neighbors to push for formal agreements or institutions. This may have the effect 
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of committing China to bilateral or multilateral consultation and engagement in future 

disagreements. Third, as described above, the water and energy needs of China are staggering 

and the country is pursuing multiple avenues to meet current and projected demand. As the 

scale of China’s needs continues to increase, Beijing may want to keep open all possible 

options for water and energy procurement, even at the expense of the welfare and stability of 

downstream nations. 

Lower Mekong Initiative 

The Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI) is the centerpiece of the United States’ engagement 

with Southeast Asia. In 2009, the US was growing concerned about “a period of comparative 

neglect” in the region, a full two years before announcing its foreign policy “pivot” to Asia 

(Stimson Center). This coincided with regional frustration of growing Chinese assertiveness. 

These sentiments “finally came to a head and the region began to actively seek sturdier ties 

with external powers to balance Chinese strength (Chang 295).” The LMI was established in 

2009 after then-US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton met with the foreign ministers of 

Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam in Phuket. 

The stated purpose of the LMI is “to create integrated sub-regional cooperation 

among the five Lower Mekong countries” (US Department of State). Others have suggested 

that this initiative is part of a larger US foreign policy push that seeks to maintain US 

relevance and power in the region, while containing and stemming Chinese influence. The 

Center for Strategic and International Studies has described the LMI as “part of a larger 

U.S. strategy that involves locking mainland ASEAN countries—Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 

Thailand, and Vietnam—into patterns of cooperation and capacity building supported by the 

United States, ASEAN, and other partners who can bring technology, expertise, and 

financial resources to the table” (Bower and Parameswaran).  
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Although the Mekong River and its development is part of the LMI’s remit, the 

organization focuses on a broader basket of issues. Members cooperate and respond to 

challenges in the following sectors: agriculture and food security; connectivity; education; 

energy security; environment and water; and health. The US provides leadership, funding 

assistance, expertise, and technical skills training. LMI has also worked on Forecast 

Mekong and LMI 2020. 

Despite not being a riparian country, the US is actively committed to the LMI. In its 

communications with the public, the US carefully frames this as a joint initiative and not one 

which the US leads. In a February 2015 Foreign Policy article, Secretary of State John 

Kerry stated that the LMI’s “goal is to create a shared vision of growth and opportunity that 

recognizes the river’s roles as an economic engine and respects its place in the 

environment.” The same article announced that the US and Laotian governments would be 

launching the Sustainable Mekong Energy Initiative, “a plan to encourage the countries of 

the region to develop programs that will redirect their investments to innovations in 

renewable energy and other sources that do not harm the environment.” The article noted 

that the LMI would be cohosting “a major meeting of senior officials” from all of the Mekong 

countries, the U.S., the EU, and private sector representatives “like the Asian Development 

Bank,” with the goal of working on a “blueprint for a sustainable future.” The notable 

exception was China. 

The United States maintains that the LMI is ultimately designed to encourage 

riparians to maintain and share the basin’s resources. In a January 2015 address to the 

Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for East 

Asian and Pacific Affairs Daniel Russel stated that the U.S. “support[s] environmental 

preservation and cleaner electricity, sustainable agriculture, and more through the Lower 

Mekong Initiative.” He described the LMI as helping countries in the region “plan and act 

http://www.lowermekong.org/pillar/health/background-and-approach/health-pillar
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together.”   In his Foreign Policy article, Kerry noted that the initiative was not about 

“dictating the path of development in these countries,” but “[rather], it is about the United 

States and other countries working alongside our partner to establish a consistent set of 

investment and development guidelines that ensure long-term environmental health and 

economic vitality all along the river’s path.” 

 Under the umbrella of the Lower Mekong Initiative is The Friends of the Lower 

Mekong. The US State Department describes Friends of the Lower Mekong as a “donor 

coordination group” (US Department of State). At a gathering of the “Extraordinary Meeting 

of the Friends of the Lower Mekong” in February 2015, representatives from the Mekong 

River Commission, the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank, and the European Union 

met with representatives from Laos, Burma, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam, as well as 

government representatives from Australia, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Japan, Korea, the 

Netherlands and Switzerland. Here, the United States announced that it will promote 

alternative energy use and “low-emission technologies,” and plans to send a “Sustainable 

Energy Business Delegation” to the region later in the year. The US delegation included 

representatives from the US Army Corps of Engineers, US Agency for International 

Development (USAID), the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Department of 

Energy. The US announced that it plans to collaborate with partners to support a natural 

energy grid in Laos to “help provide stable, reliable electricity to millions of people 

throughout the country” and that the two governments are already working on a “’smart 

hydro’ project that will increase the efficiency and environmental sustainability of its existing 

small hydropower assets and help build technical capacity in hydropower management.” 

(US Department of State).   
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Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program 

 The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Economic Program is described by its host 

organization the Asian Development Bank as a “natural economic area bound by the Mekong 

River, covering 2.6 million square kilometers and a combined population of around 326 million” 

(Asian Development Bank). The mission of the Manila-based Asian Development Bank is to 

reduce poverty in the region through “inclusive economic growth, environmentally sustainable 

growth, and regional integration” (Asian Development Bank). The bank is owned by its 67 

members, with Japan, the US, and China owning its largest shares. Because it represents the 

largest ownership stake, a Japanese national typically holds the presidency of the bank. GMS 

was formed in 1992 by all six Mekong states. At its most recent summit in December 2014, the 

heads of the GMS states discussed energy policy, transportation infrastructure, and deepening 

economic cooperation. In an indication of the seriousness with which China treats this initiative, 

the summit was attended by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang.  

ASEAN and the ASEAN Economic Community 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is Southeast Asia’s largest and 

most influential multilateral organization. The ASEAN bloc is China’s fourth-largest trading 

partner, after the European Union, United States, and Hong Kong. All of the Mekong River 

countries are members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), except China. 

The 10 members of ASEAN are set to form the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 

which will take effect on Dec. 31, 2015. The AEC will focus on the following four goals: 

• The creation of a single market and production base; 

• Becoming a highly competitive economic region 

• Becoming a region of fair economic development 

• Becoming a region that is fully integrated into the global economy (ASEAN Secretariat). 

http://www.adb.org/news/gms-countries-renew-efforts-boost-investments-natural-assets
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The formation of the AEC happened in 2007 when ASEAN leaders, who were meeting at a 

summit in Kuala Lumpur, decided to transform ASEAN into a “stable, prosperous, and highly 

competitive region with equitable economic development, and reduced poverty and socio-

economic disparities” (ASEAN Secretariat). The AEC Blueprint describes the AEC as “the 

realisation of the end goal of economic integration as espoused in the Vision 2020, which is 

based on a convergence of interests of ASEAN Member Countries to deepen and broaden 

economic integration through existing and new initiatives with clear timelines” (ASEAN 

Secretariat 5). This economy will be “consistent with multilateral rules as well as adherence to 

rules-based systems for effective compliance and implementation of economic commitments” 

(ASEAN Secretariat 5). 

Although China is not a member of ASEAN, it is a member of the ASEAN Plus Three 

(APT) group that facilitates cooperation between ASEAN and China, Japan, and South Korea. 

ASEAN and China also have the ASEAN-China Free Trade Agreement (ACFTA), which has 

been in effect since 2010. 

ASEAN also hosts an annual multilateral dialogue called the ASEAN Regional Forum 

(ARF). Established in 1994, the purpose is to “foster constructive dialogue and consultation on 

political and security issues of common interest and concern; and to make significant 

contributions to efforts towards confidence-building and preventive diplomacy in the Asia-Pacific 

region” (ASEAN). Currently, there are 27 participants in ARF participants (see next page): 
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Figure 12: ASEAN Regional Forum 
Members 

Australia 
Bangladesh 
Brunei Darussalam 
Cambodia 
Canada 
China 
Democratic People's Rublic of Korea 
European Union 
India 
Indonesia 
Japan 
Laos 
Malaysia 
Mongolia 
Myanmar 
New Zealand 
Pakistan 
Papua New Guinea 
Philippines 
Republic of Korea 
Russia 
Singapore 
Sri Lanka 
Thailand 
Timor-Leste 
United States 
Vietnam 

 

As with ASEAN, ARF makes decision by consensus and ascribes to the values of “incremental 

progress” and “moving at a pace comfortable to all.” (http://aseanregionalforum.asean.org) 

Other Initiatives 

Japan, a US alliance partner and the other major Asian regional power, has taken a 

keen interest and made active efforts in Southeast Asia as well. 
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There are many IWRM projects occurring within China and the Mekong region. The 

European Union has provided active support to these initiatives. From 2006-2012, the EU ran 

the “EU-China River Basin Management Programme” (RBMP), which aimed to share EU 

experiences and best practices of the EU Water Framework Directive with the Chinese. The 

program concluded with the creation of the China-Europe Water Platform (CEWP), which seeks 

to “promote policy dialogue between China and Europe about challenges, possible solutions 

and activities related to the water, food security and energy nexus. It will also encourage 

capacity-building, technical and business cooperation as well as joint research” (Delegation of 

the European Commission to China and Mongolia). 

Global Water Partnership (GWP), an international NGO created by the World Bank, UN 

Development Programme, and the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency to 

promote Integrated Water Resources Management, is active in China. GWP China maintains a 

close relationship with the Ministry of Water Resources, submits advisory reports to the Chinese 

government, and publicized IWRM concepts to the general public. GWP China has also been 

involved in a number of IWRM projects including     

Transnational Advocacy Networks and the role of civil society 

Citizens groups, national non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international 

NGOs are active lobbyists against large-scale hydropower development in the Mekong region. 

Pichamon Yeophantong, a Global Leaders Fellow in the Niehaus Center for Globalization and 

Governance at Princeton University, employs the concept of “transnational advocacy 

networks12” to frame the Mekong region’s “diverse cast of non-state, primarily civil society actors 

and their supporters” (Yeophantong 702).  This is a conscious choice of words, which 

Yeophantong asserts is a better description than a Mekong “civil society” (703). 

One of the larger, umbrella organizations is the “Save the Mekong Coalition.” There are 

26 organizations that compose the Coalition. The geographical breakdown is: 
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Figure 13: "Save the Mekong" -  
Home Countries of the 26 Member 

Organizations 
Mekong Region 
Thailand 5 
China  2 
Vietnam 2 
Cambodia 1 
Myanmar 1 
Asia Pacific 
Australia 4 
Japan 1 
Europe 
Netherlands 1 
Norway 1 
United Kingdom 1 
North and South America 
USA 4 
Canada 1 
Uruguay 1 
Undetermined 1 
TOTAL 26 

  

 
 The 26 official Coalition partner organizations from around the globe represent a variety of 

different interests, including TEAR Australia, “a movement of Christians in Australia responding 

to the needs of poor communities around the world,” and Mekong Watch, Japan, a Japanese 

government-funded NGO that addresses environmental problems created by development 

projects in the Mekong Region. “Non-governmental organizations, community groups, 

academics, artists and ordinary citizens” are invited to participate. The coalition was formed in 

response to growing public concern about the effects that Mekong dams would have on the 

river’s fisheries, food security, and livelihoods of those who depend on it. The coalition has two 

aims: “to raise further public awareness about the risks associated with damming such an 

important international river, and to persuade policymakers to adopt more sustainable ways of 

meeting people’s energy and water needs” (SaveTheMekong.org). 
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 There are two China-based NGOs that are part of the Coalition. China Development 

Brief is a “leading” Chinese non-profit whose mission is “[t]o empower China’s civil society 

through expert observation and analysis, and by facilitating the free flow of resources and views 

for NGOs” (ChinaDevelopmentBrief.cn).  China Development Brief describes itself as being 

“deeply rooted in the Chinese NGO community” and has a global list of “main partners” that 

includes the Ford Foundation, Henry Luce Foundation, and Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, 

all of which are based in the United States.  

 The other Chinese-based organization is Green Earth Volunteers. It was established in 

1996 and describes itself as “one of China’s oldest local environmental NGOs” 

(eng.greensos.cn). It was formally registered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 2007 under the 

name “Green Earth Environmental Scientific Research Center.” One of the Green Earth 

Volunteers’ projects is its “River Decade Project,” founded in 2006, “to study and oversee 

hydropower development” on six of China’s major rivers, including the Mekong, over a ten-year 

period.” Each year since 2006, a group of journalists travels to a specific area and conducts 

“investigations with local people, migrants, and experts” with the hope that the public can be 

informed about policy decisions, that the right to participate in policy-making can be promoted, 

and to encourage the sharing of information. 

Yeophantong notes that the transnational advocacy networks’ work against dam 

development has not necessarily led to significant policy changes:  

To say that civil society actors play a major role in contesting upstream dam 
development is different from asserting that they have had any influence on China’s 
hydropower policies. Given the restrictive political climate in China and Southeast Asia, it 
appears unlikely that we can attribute any policy changes by Beijing or Hydrolancang 
directly to activists. With civic engagement often circumscribed by governments that see 
these activities as potentially harmful to domestic order, it is not unreasonable to expect 
activists working on the Lancang dams issues to have only a limited effect on state and 
corporate behavior. (Yeophantong 717).   
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The Mekong River Basin is a fascinating case study of power asymmetry in a complex 

and fast-changing region. The vast power asymmetry that separates the basin’s upstream 

hegemon, China, from its downstream neighbors is similar only to the other international river 

basins which China also shares. China is not simply a more powerful country than its neighbors; 

it is in a position of unprecedented power due its status as one of the world’s largest economies, 

one of the world’s largest militaries, and having a seemingly endless cash reserve. Where other 

countries were previously constrained from embarking on massive, basin-changing projects in 

recent years because of the lack of financing, China’s wealth affords it unparalleled unilateral 

opportunities. Like all water conflicts, the issues in the Mekong are layered, multi-dimensional, 

and deeply affected by history. 

Why the Problem is Not Getting Solved: Factors that Hinder state cooperation  

There are three major factors that are hindering multilateral state cooperation in the 

Mekong River Basin. First, each country is contributing to the river’s exploitation in different 

ways and Lower Mekong countries are not united in their opposition to upstream projects. A 

superficial analysis of this situation would be to conveniently scapegoat China whose 

geographical size, upstream position, demand for fresh water, and number of dam projects 

make it a likely target of blame. Each Mekong state except Myanmar, however, is building or 

attempting to build large dams of its own.  

Second, the coordination of multiple, competing interests is difficult. The Mekong River is 

important to more than just states – individual citizens, non-governmental organizations, and the 

private sector each have their own set of competing interests. There are short-term profit and 

energy interests at stake alongside long-term interests such as sustainably preserving the river 

for future generations. The problem has become a “tragedy of the commons.” The concept was 

first articulated by economist Garrett Hardin who defined the commons as a common resource 
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utilized by a group of people. If each individual increasingly utilizes the commons solely for his 

or her benefit, the commons will be depleted to the detriment of all. Using the example of a 

herdsman who, in his own self-interest, continues to add cattle to a pasture (the commons), the 

gain of adding one more cow outweighs the negative effects (overgrazing) which are shared by 

all. Thus, the rational individual will continue to add additional cattle, contributing to a tragedy of 

the commons.  “Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without 

limit – in a world that is limited. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all” (Hardin 1244).      

Additionally, the number of stakeholders, particularly from the private sector, continues 

to increase, further complicating the situation. In an interview with the Stimson Center, Dr. Dao 

Trong Tu noted that the number of dams being built and companies involved leads to an 

increase in stakeholders in the region.  “A common agreement among and between these 

owners and governments for the coordinated operation of these reservoirs remains a fantasy” 

(Dec. 8, 2011).  

 Third, in highly asymmetrical basins like the Mekong River however, institutions are 

severely weakened if the hegemon refuses to cooperate. However, even if China were to 

become a full member of a multilateral institution such as the Mekong River Commission, there 

is no guarantee that it would suddenly have a desire to “play nice.” Membership in the 

commission could be solely symbolic. China, because of its power, may transfer its behavior 

from outside the MRC and behave the same way within the MRC, thereby weakening the 

institution. 

Are Water Wars Imminent? 

Despite the severity of problems in the Mekong, the prospects for state-level violence 

over water between the Lower Mekong countries and China are nearly non-existent. In terms of 

military capabilities, no downstream Mekong countries can realistically challenge the military 

supremacy of China. As a counterweight, it is unlikely that the US would become involved in a 

military-scale conflict against China over a water situation. The US does not have any formal 
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security agreements with Mekong River riparian states that require defense if attacked. Second, 

the historical record of conflict over water overwhelmingly shows that rarely do conflicts occur 

because of the issue of water itself. Rather, conflicts tend to be about larger bilateral or 

multilateral issues.  

Power Asymmetry: A Critical Component of River Basin Dynamics 

The 2006 Framework of Hydro-Hegemony and the 2010 Revised Pillars of Hegemony, 

introduced in Chapter Two, are not significantly conceptualized enough and have not been cited 

enough in the literature to solidify either as the definitive hydro-hegemony model. Both the 2006 

Framework and the 2010 Revised Pillars are useful as a point of departure in a comprehensive 

analysis of power, but the pillars that support each are unequal. 

In my analysis, the two most important and influential types of power are riparian 

position and traditional power. The 2006 Framework is supported by three pillars: riparian 

position, power in multiple dimensions, and exploitation potential. While exploitation potential is 

important, it is a derivative form of the two primary types of power: riparian position and 

traditional power. Stated differently, riparian position and traditional power lead to exploitation 

potential. The 2010 Revised Pillars are supported by geography, material power, bargaining 

power, and ideational power. Again, my analysis indicates that the two most important types of 

power are here geography, that is riparian position, and material power, which is traditional 

power. Bargaining power and ideational power are derivative of riparian position and material 

power. 

As the case study demonstrates, a state’s riparian position is important. The headwaters 

of the Mekong River are located within China’s borders and as a sovereign state, China is in a 

strong position to argue that it can make unilateral decisions without consulting any of its 

downstream neighbors. In fact, China’s position is very similar to the US position regarding its 

water-sharing arrangements with Mexico. Peter Gleick, of the Pacific Institute, neatly 

summarizes the Harmon Doctrine as the idea that “upstream water users have the right to do 
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whatever they want with water in their own ‘territory’ no matter what harm it causes to 

downstream users” (2009). Since then, Gleick states, the Harmon Doctrine has been 

“universally repudiated” in “international law13, in US law, and in any ethical or moral set of 

rules” (2009). Gleick also notes that the opposite is true – the idea “that upstream states have 

no right to use water that would flow naturally to downstream users (the concept of absolute 

territorial integrity) is also universally repudiated” (2009). 

Although countries downstream are creating their own dam-building projects, ultimately it 

is China who can make decisions that impact everyone else downstream. If China chooses to 

withhold water or release it, downstream countries have no choice but to accept this. Similarly, 

each country that is farther upstream than those below, also wields similar power. Ultimately, 

Vietnam, at the end of the Mekong, is subjected not just to the whims of China, but of every 

country that lies ahead of it on the river. 

Traditional sources of power, particularly economic and military power, are also critical in 

river basin dynamics.  This power appears to act as a deterrent to aggressive actions. 

Economically, China is an important trading partner to each of the Southeast Asian countries, 

both individually and as a bloc. Should one of these countries begin challenging China’s use of 

the river, China could retaliate by reducing its financial aid and bilateral trade. In terms of 

military power,   

In the case of the Mekong River Basin, China possesses both types of power. This is 

what allows China to continue to develop its resources unilaterally and to act without 

consequences. China, as a powerful, sovereign nation, is not violating any international laws or 

any of its own agreements. 

As it stands, China is the only nation who is powerful enough to control the Mekong 

River Basin agenda. Because China is damming its own rivers, the other countries in the basin 

appear to see resistance as futile – they may as well dam their rivers and reap the hydropower 
                                                           
13 I was unable to find to which sources of international law Gleick was referring. 
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gains themselves as well. If China were to decide that it would begin to enforce a more 

collaborative river regime, the other nations would have little choice but to follow China’s suit.  

Although there is a growing international water regime, based on the number of water 

conflicts throughout the world it would be difficult to argue that there is a highly established 

global water sharing. This is what makes the water security problem especially challenging – it 

is unique to each river basin. Unlike other international issues, such as air pollution, or 

international fisheries, the issue of water basin management is unique. 

Together, China’s riparian position and possession of traditional power, provide a 

powerful explanatory framework for why is there is no militarized interstate conflict in the 

Mekong Basin. The downstream Mekong countries cannot realistically challenge China’s 

supremacy and are therefore in a position where they must make the best of the existing 

situation.   

Alternatives and Solutions 

“An alternative to the commons need not be perfectly just to be preferable” (Hardin 1247).  

Why it’s in China’s best interest to act 

Although the China believes that it is its sovereign right to use the resources within its 

borders, it is ultimately in China’s long-term interest to cooperate on the Mekong River. While no 

country maintains a perfect and coherent foreign policy, there are a number of reasons why 

China should consider cooperating on the Mekong River. 

First, the position of most powerful country on the Asian continent is also accompanied 

by serious responsibility. If countries in Southeast Asia were to face drought or famine or other 

environmentally induced instability because of issues related to Mekong management, 

neighboring China would feel the effects hardest and would be the first line of defense. 

Insecurity among its neighbors does not increase China’s security. Additionally, these countries 

are important trading partners for China. 
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Second, there are enormous potential public relations effects if China manages its 

issues on the Mekong well. China has the opportunity to lead on this issue and be seen as a 

responsible international stakeholder, while expanding its soft power throughout the global. In a 

2012 Wall Street Journal op-ed, Joseph S. Nye, Jr., noted that despite spending billions of 

dollars on cultivating its soft power throughout the globe, China is received a “limited return on 

its investment” (Nye 2012). Nye cited a BBC poll that indicated negative perceptions of China in 

the US, Europe, Japan, South Korea, and India. Rather than continuing on a course of unilateral 

action, China has the opportunity to create a model for river basin management that it can 

export to the world. 

Third, China has the opportunity to create its own system of cooperation. One of the 

arguments used in the foreign policy and security studies community is that China has little 

reason to abide by the international community’s norms and regulations, which were developed 

by Western nations, seeing as how it had nearly no say in developing them. This is now an 

opportunity for China to develop an alternative model – one with distinctive Chinese 

characteristics – that it can offer to its own sphere of influence. While one may argue that China 

is in fact exporting its own model and doing it successfully, that is, unilateral dam-building action 

within a sovereign state, a better way, perhaps a middle way, could be developed and spread 

throughout the region. This has the potential to enhance China’s standing in the international 

community. 

River-basin institutions are imperfect, but important 

There is strong support for the creation of institutions to help manage water and conflict, 

and promote cooperation, in river basins. However, solid cooperation and strong institutions are 

almost tautological. The creation of a strong institution that is supported by regional 

governments and other stakeholders requires that common ground be established prior to its 

creation. Countries must find a way to resolve their differences and agree on a number of 

factors such as the format of the institution, what each country’s rights and responsibilities are, 
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and how the institution will enforce its wishes. Countries who can agree on these and thus 

create an institution are also more likely to abide by its rules. Thus, while institutions are 

important, it presumes a certain level of existing cooperation.  

Despite the level of cooperation required to establish a river-basin institution or other 

multilateral mechanism and although these institutions are imperfect, they are still an important 

first step in managing a river among multiple countries. My own research indicates that there is 

a correlation between the presence of multilateral institutions and mechanisms and lack of 

violent conflict. If states are able to agree on a joint mechanism of some kind – whether it’s an 

accord or an institution, the ability to agree and forge common ground provides an excellent 

starting point for further, more detailed negotiations. While agreements vary worldwide and are 

specific to the needs and political openness of each riparian within a basin, their presence 

matters. 

 Leadership is needed in the river basin. If the upstream, hegemonic country in the basin 

is not a participant in the multilateral institution, as is the case in the Lower Mekong, it becomes 

even more important for the institution to take a leadership role in the basin. As an independent 

organization, the institution is able to organize and coordinate the different interests and to help 

facilitate cooperation among competing interests. In this sense, an independent institution is 

better than having the basin hegemon controlling the agenda. 

In addition to the river basin organization, it is important for countries to engage in other 

multilateral venues. Dialogue through multiple channels on multiple issues can help to keep the 

communication lines open. 

Balancing power with power 

 A common-sense to remedying the vast power imbalance between China and lower 

Mekong countries would be to engage an external actor to rebalance the scales in the region. It 

would appear that in practice the United States, without directly stating so, is indeed using the 

Lower Mekong Initiative as a tool to both contain and balance Chinese influence in the region. 
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The United States is providing what appears to a comprehensive and robust approach to the 

problems in the Lower Mekong – a mix of aid, technical assistance, and also bringing in 

influential third parties. The message appears to be clear: if you join with us and play by our 

rules, we are prepared to help you. 

At first glance, it is puzzling that the Chinese would “allow” the US to engage with 

Southeast Asian countries in this manner without seeking to balance with an influence or create 

institutions of their own. After all, despite a well-established preference for bilateral negotiations, 

China has increasingly started to create regional multilateral institutions of its own, with the 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank as a prominent example. 

  Creating economic incentives 

To increase leverage, less powerful downstream states should work together to create 

economic incentives for more powerful upstream states to share water. Tony Allan argues that 

“major water scarcity problems are usually very effectively solved outside the river basin, the 

water sector and the realm of international law” (Allan 16). Thus, issues of water supply should 

be packaged as part of broader negotiations on other issues. 

The role of civil society 

 Civil society plays an important role in this process. Richard P. Cronin, Southeast 

Asia Program Director at the Stimson Center think tank, recently wrote: 

[T]here are a number of reasons for taking a cautiously less pessimistic view of the 
river’s future. The most important is the fact that unremitting opposition from NGOs 
and local civil society groups has not only raised local and international awareness 
of the environmental risks, but has also convinced downstream governments and a 
large group of donor countries, including the United States, of the transboundary 
danger the dams pose to food security and regional peace and stability. 

 
The Lower Mekong countries have had some, albeit limited, success in their anti-dam 

movements. China’s environmental movement is also growing. If state-level and river-basin 

level negotiations are not yielding effective results, transnational advocacy networks and 
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civil society may be able to place significant pressure on governments to stop their 

activities. 

 Groups, networks, and citizens who are not based in China may also be in a unique 

position to lobby and protest against the Chinese government, because there would be less 

fear of retaliation. 

Once cooperation is achieved, how do you keep working together? 

 The Mekong River Basin demonstrates that the creation of an institution is not the final 

stage of the process. To ensure quality cooperation, a river basin organization must have 

enforcement mechanisms. What is problematic for the Mekong River Basin, however, is that 

states here are fiercely protective of their sovereignty and are unwilling to cede state authority to 

larger, supranational bodies. This type of cultural resistance, based on the history of the last 

decade, is not specific to issues surrounding water and the environment. This is also at least 

partially responsible for the lack of a broader Asian security architecture in the style of NATO.  

Policy recommendations moving forward  

There is no quick, tidy solution to this problem, however both China and the downstream 

countries each have important parts to play in making incremental progress. First, China should 

increase sharing data about river flows. This could be an automated technological process that 

would encourage transparency and confidence in the data. Any future water-sharing 

agreements would need to be based on historical data about average flows, so the process of 

data-sharing would help this process. Although this process would require the Chinese to be 

honest about the amount of water they are diverting or storing, data sharing could also protect 

the Chinese in the event of reduced natural water flow. 

Second, the Mekong River Commission needs to establish meaningful enforcement 

mechanisms that would encourage compliance with its rules and administer penalties or other 

disincentives for non-compliance.  
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Third, smaller states should consolidate their power to increase their leverage.  The 

MRC needs to develop enforcement mechanisms. Lower Mekong countries should attempt to 

negotiate these issues in a basket. 

Lastly, China should become a full member of the Mekong River Commission. This 

would provide China with an established venue in which to communicate with other Mekong 

countries. 

The escalation of hydropower development in the Mekong River Basin is one of Asia’s 

most important security challenges. Six countries – each seeking to improve their constituents’ 

quality of life and expand their economies – are taking individual paths that place their own 

domestic needs ahead of long-term regional security and sustainability. The primary institutions 

set up to manage the river and coordinate divergent interests can only be effective up to a 

certain point without the participation and leadership of China. The dramatic power imbalance 

between upstream China and its downstream neighbors prevents widespread cooperation from 

taking place. 

 Unfortunately, it is unlikely that there is a perfect solution waiting to be discovered that 

meets all stakeholders’ needs. Thus, it is even more imperative that all countries in the Mekong 

recognize take steps to increase their cooperation.  Because this is such a well-known 

international conflict, other basins, especially those that China shares with other neighbors, are 

watching. This can yield important lessons for others. “Water is thus a key test of whether Asian 

leaders have it within their power and capacity to forge cooperative relations that benefit their 

people, basins, and continent” (Chellaney 2011 7).  

 

  



83 
 

WORKS CITED 

Allan, J.A. “Hydro-Peace in the Middle East: Why no Water Wars? A Case Study of the Jordan 

River Basin.” SAIS Review. 22.2 (2002): 255-272. 

Allan, J.A. and Naho Mirumachi. “Why Negotiate? Asymmetric Endowments, Asymmetric Power 

and the Invisible Nexus of Water, Trade and Power that Brings Apparent Water 

Security.” 2010. Transboundary Water Management: Principles and Practice. Ed. Anton 

Earle, Anders Jagerskog, and Joakim Ojendal. London: Earthscan, 2010. 13-26.  

Aquastat. “Water Uses.” Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2015. 

 4 April 2015. 

Asian Development Bank. “Greater Mekong Subregion.” N.d. 3 March 2015. 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations. “ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint.” 

 ASEAN Secretariat: Jakarta (2008). 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations. “Overview.” ASEAN Secretariat. N.d. 3 March 2015. 

Baker, Christopher G., 2012, Dams, power and security in the Mekong: A non-traditional 

Security assessment of hydro-development in the Mekong River Basin, NTS-Asia 

Research Paper No. 8, Singapore: RSIS. 

Barta, Patrick. “Southeast Asian Nations to Discuss Laos Dam.” The Wall Street Journal. 18 

 April 2011. 

Bower, Ernest Z. and Prashanth Parameswaran. “U.S. Moves to Strengthen ASEAN by 

Boosting the Lower Mekong Initiative.” Commentary. Center for Strategic and 

International Studies. 4 July 2012. 

British Broadcasting Corporation. “Cambodia approves Lower Sesan 2 hydroelectric dam.” 

 2 November 2012. 

Cascao, Ana Elisa and Mark Zeitoun. “Power, Hegemony and Critical Hydropolitcs.”  2010. 

Transboundary Water Management: Principles and Practice. Ed. Anton Earle, Anders 

Jagerskog, and Joakim Ojendal. London: Earthscan, 2010. 27-42.  



84 
 

Chang, Felix. “The Lower Mekong Initiative and U.S. Foreign Policy in Southeast Asia: Energy, 

Environment, and Power.” Orbis 57. 2 (2013): 293–294.  

Central Intelligence Agency. “China.” The World Factbook. N.d. 2 February 2015.  

Chellaney, Brahma. Water: Asia’s New Battleground. Washington: Georgetown University 

 Press, 2013.  

Chen, Dene-Hern and Kuch Naren. “Electricity Vietnam No Longer Involved in Lower Sesan 2 

Dam.” The Cambodia Daily 28 November 2012. 

China Daily. “Cities sinking due to excessive pumping of groundwater.” ChinaDaily.com 11 

December 2003. 

China Internet Information Center. “China to Offer Hydrological Data to Mekong River 

Commission.” China.org.cn. 12 June 2002.  

Conca, Ken. “Global Regime Formation or Complex Institution Building? The Principled Content 

Of International River Agreements.” International Studies Quarterly. 50 (2006): 263-285.  

Conca, Ken. Governing Water: Contentious Transnational Politics and Global Institution 

Building. Boston: The MIT Press, 2005. 

DeStefano, Lucia, Paris Edwards, Lynette de Silva, and Aaron T. Wolf. “Tracking cooperation 

and conflict in international basins: historic and recent trends.” Water Policy 12 (2010): 

871-884.  

Diehl, Paul F. “About the Correlates of War Project.” Correlates of War. Pennsylvania State 

University, n.d. 11 Feb 2011.   

Dore, John, Yu Xiaogang and Kevin Yuk-shing. “China’s energy reforms and hydropower 

expansion in Yunnan.” 2007. Democratizing Water Governance in the Mekong Region. 

Ed. Louis Lebel, John Dore, Rajesh Daniel, and Yang Saing Koma. Bangkok: Mekong 

Press. 55-92.   

Dinar, Shlomi. “Scarcity and Cooperation Along International Rivers.” Global Environmental 

Politics 9.1 (2009):109-135.  



85 
 

Delegation of the European Commission to China and Mongolia. “EU-China River Basin 

Management Programme.” European Commission. June 2012. 

Fantz, Ashley. “Mekong a ‘treasure trove’ of 1,000 newly discovered species.” CNN.com 

16 December 2008.  

Fredrickson, Terry. “Laos approves Mekong dam despite objections.” Bangkok Post 6 

November 2012. 

Gill, Bates and Yanzhong Huang. “Sources and Limits of Chinese ‘Soft Power.’” Survival 48.2 

 (2006): 17-36. 

Giordano, Meredith, Mark Giordano, and Aaron Wolf. “The Geography of Water Conflict and 

Cooperation: Internal Pressures and International Manifestations.” The Geographical 

Journal. 168.4 (2002): 293-312.  

Gleick, Peter. “Water and conflict.” International Security 18.1 (1993): 79-112. 

Gleick, Peter. “Water and terrorism.” Water Policy 8 (2006): 481-503. 

Gleick, Peter. “Water Conflict Chronology.” The World’s Water: Information on the World’s 

Freshwater Resources.” Pacific Institute, n.d. 12 Feb. 2011.  

Global Water Partnership. “What is IWRM?” 25 March 2010. 3 March 2015. 

Greacen, Chris and Apsara Palettu. “Electricity Sector Planning and Hydropower.” 2007. 

Democratizing Water Governance in the Mekong Region. Ed. Louis Lebel, John Dore, 

Rajesh Daniel, and Yang Saing Koma. Bangkok: Mekong Press. 93-126.  

Gusentine, Robert. “China’s water grab.” The Washington Times. 19 Feb. 2015. 20 Feb. 2015. 

Haftendorn, Helga. “Water and International Conflict.” Third World Quarterly. 21.1 (2000): 51-68.  

Hamner, Jesse H. “Patterns in International Water Resource Treaties: The Transboundary 

Freshwater Dispute Database.” Colorado Journal of International Environmental Law 

and Policy. 9 (1998): 157-177. 

Hardin, Garrett. “The Tragedy of the Commons.” Science 162.3859 (1968): 1243-1248 

Hensel, Paul R. “The ICOW River Claims Data Set.” The Issue Correlates of War Project, n.p., 



86 
 

n.d. 12 February 2011.  

Hensel, Paul and Marit Brochmann. “Peaceful Management of International River Claims.” 

PaulHensel.org. 22 February 2015. 

Herbertson, Kirk. “Xayaburi Dam: How Laos Violated the 1995 Agreement.” International 

 Rivers Network. 13 January 2013. 

Imamura, Masao. “Introduction: Water governance in the Mekong region.”  2007. Democratizing 

Water Governance in the Mekong Region. Ed. Louis Lebel, John Dore, Rajesh Daniel, 

and Yang Saing Koma. Bangkok: Mekong Press. 1-8.   

International Centre for Environmental Management. “Strategic Environmental Assessment of 

Hydropower on the Mekong Mainstream: Final Report.” October 2010. 

International Rivers Network. “Problems With Big Dams.” International Rivers Network, n.d. 

 13 March 2015. 

International Rivers Network. “Proposed Lower Sesan 2 Dam, Cambodia Fails to Uphold 

 Best Pratice.” 19 Aug. 2009. 

International Rivers Network. “Three Gorges Dam.” N.d. 15 March 2015. 

Jones, Daniel M., Stuart A. Bremer, and J. David Singer. “Militarized Interstate Disputes, 1816 

1992: Rationale, Coding Rules, and Empirical Patterns.” Conflict Management and 

Peace Science 15.2 (1996): 163-215. 

Keohane, Robert O. “After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political 

Economy.” Princeton University Press (2005).  

Keohane, Robert and Joseph Nye. Power and Interdependence. Boston: Little, Brown 

 and Company, 1977.   

Kerry, John. “From a Swift Boat to a Sustainable Mekong.” Foreign Policy. 2 Feb. 2015. 

Kristensen, Jeorn. “The Mighty Mekong and its Basin, Opportunities and Challenges – 

Summary of Key Issues and Best Practices/Lessons Learned: Presentation.” GEF 

International Waters Conference. 2 June 2014. 



87 
 

Kummu, Matti and Olli Varis. “Sediment-related impacts due to upstream reservoir trapping, the 

Lower Mekong River.” Geomorphology 85.3-4. (2007): 275-293. 

Le, Dinh Tinh. “Troubled Waters: Seeking Cooperation Along the Mekong.” Global Asia: 

 7.3 (2012): 95-99. 

Le, Nhina. “Xayaburi and the Mekong Critical Point: Over-Damming the Shared River and 

Bigger Threats to the Shared Future.” University of San Francisco Peace Review 25.2 

Lewis, Charlton. “China’s Great Dam Boom: A Major Assault on Its Rivers.” Environment 360. 4 

November  2013. 

Li, J. et al. “Effects of damming on the biological integrity of fish assemblages in the middle 

Lancang-Mekong River basin.” Ecological Indicators 34. (2013): 94-102. 

Liebman, Alex. “Trickle-down Hegemony?: China’s ‘Peaceful Rise’ and Dam Building on the 

Mekong.”  Contemporary Southeast Asia 27.2 (2005): 281-304.  

Lin, Liza and Natasha Khan. “China’s smog splits families as toxic pollution extracts costs.” 

 Bloomberg Business. 8 April 2014. 4 March 2015. 

MacLeod, C. “China’s new dam seen as a water hog.” USA Today. 2 April  2010.  

McCaffrey, Stephen. “Introductory Note: Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses 

of International Watercourses.” Audiovisual Library of International Law, Office of Legal 

Affairs, United Nations. N.d.  

McCormack, Gavan. ‘Water Margins: Competing Paradigms in China.” Critical Asian Studies. 

33.1 (2001): 5-30.  

Mekong Integrated Water Resources Management Project and Mekong River Commission 

Secretariat. “Inception Report.” Sept. 2010.  

Mekong River Commission. “Mekong River Commission and China boost water data exchange.” 

 30 Aug. 2013.  

Mekong River Commission. Flood and Drought. N.p., n.d. 25 March 2015.  

Mekong River Commission. “Joint Development Partner Statement: MRC Informal Donor 



88 
 

Meeting, 28 June 2013.” 28 June 2013.  

Mekong River Commission. “Vision and Mission.” N.d. 25 March 2015.  

 

Mekonnen, Dereje Zeleke. “The Nile Basin Cooperative Framework Agreement Negotiations 

and the Adoption of a ‘Water Security’ Paradigm: Flight into Obscurity or a Logical Cul-

de-sac?” The European Journal of International Law 21.2 (2010): 421-440. Print. 

Moore, Scott. “China’s Massive Water Problem.” The New York Times. 28 March 2013. 

Moynihan, Maura. “Asia’s Water Tower at Risk.” Epoch Times 4 September 2013. 

Naik, Gautam and Shai Oster. “Scientists Link China’s Dam to Earthquake, Renewing Debate.” 

The Wall Street Journal. 6 February 2009. 

Naren, Kuch. “Lawmakers Approve Lower Sesan 2 Dam.” The Cambodia Daily 18 February 

2013.  

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “Ocean.” United States Department of 

Commerce, n.d. 04 April 2015. 

Nye, Joseph. “China’s Soft Power Deficit.” The Wall Street Journal. 8 May 2012.  

Otto, Ben. “Laos Dam Kicks Off Controversial Mekong Plans.” The Wall Street Journal. 8 

November 2012. 

Oxfam Australia. “Lower Sesan 2 Dam.” 4 February 2015. 

Radio Free Asia. “Thai Villagers Sue Over Dam.” 7 Aug. 2012.  

Roberts, David. “Opinion: How the US Embassy Tweeted to Clear Beijing’s Air.” Wired.com.  

 6 March 2015. 

Russel, Daniel. “Remarks on the U.S.-Asia Rebalance and Priorities.” Cambodian Institute for 

 Cooperation and Peace, Phnom Penh. 27 Jan. 2015. Address. 

Shen, Feifei. “Beijing to Shut All Major Coal Power Plants to Cut Pollution.” 24 March 2015. 

 1 April 2015. 

Solomon, Steven. Water: The Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power, and Civilization. New York: 



89 
 

Harper Perennial, 2011.  

Stimson Center. “Spotlight: The US Lower Mekong Initiative.” 14 Jan. 2010. 

Thanh Nien News. “Dams portend grim future for Mekong Delta: experts.” 9 April 2010.   

Thul, Prak Chan. “Laos confirms it has suspended controversial Xayaburi dam.” Reuters. 13 

July 2012. 

The Economist. “Damming the Mekong: Fish-Friendly?” 7 Sept. 2013.  

The Economist. “The Mekong River: Lies, Dams, and Statistics.” 26 July 2012.  

Tir, Jaroslav and Douglas M. Stinnett. “The Institutional Design of Riparian Treaties: The Role of 

River Issues.” Journal of Conflict Resolution (2011). Web. 

Tu, Dao Trong. “A Vietnamese Perspective on Proposed Mainstream Mekong Dams.” Stimson 

Center 8 December 2011.  

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Transboundary waters. International 

Decade for Action ‘Water for Life.’N.d. 5 April 2015. 

USGS Auburn Project Review Team. Review of seismic-hazard issues associated with the 

Auburn Dam Project, Sierra Nevada foothills, California. 1996. 

United States Department of State. “Extraordinary Meeting of the Friends of the Lower Mekong.” 

 2 Feb. 2015. 

United States Department of State. “Lower Mekong Initiative.” N.d. 14 April 2015. 

United States Energy Information Administration. “Analysis: Energy Sector Highlights.” China. 

 US Department of Energy. 7 March 2015. 

United States Geological Survey. “How much water is there on, in and above the Earth?” The 

USGS Water Science School.14 March 2014. 5 April 2015.  

Voice of America. “China’s Sichuan Province Tense in Aftermath of Violent Dam Protests.” 29 

October 2009. 9 March 2015. 

Yang, Jian. “China’s river pollution ‘a threat to people’s lives.” Shanghai Daily. Feb. 17, 2012.  

Wang, Qian and Nan Zhong. “Move over rice – the potato is taking root.” ChinaDaily.com. 01 



90 
 

January 2015. 

Waterbury, John. “Transboundary Water and the Challenge of International Cooperation in the 

Middle East.” Water in the Arab World: Perspectives and Prognoses. Ed. by Rogers, 

Peter and Peter Lydon. Harvard University: The Division of Applied Sciences. Pp. 9-64. 

Warner, Jeroen. “Contested Hydrohegemony: Hydraulic Control and Security in Turkey.” Water 

Alternatives 1.2 (2008): 271-288. 

Win, Thin Lei. “Cambodian fury over proposed dam tempered by authorities’ iron fist.” Trust.org. 

 26 October 2013. 

Wolf, Aaron. “Conflict and cooperation along international waterways.” Water Policy 1.2 (1998): 

251-265. 

Wollbaek, Hans Petter,; Gleditsch, Nils Petter, Political Geography 2000 and Hegre, Havard. 

Worldwide Fund for Nature. Overview. Greater Mekong. N.p., n.d. 25 March 2015. 

Yang, Jian. “China’s river pollution ‘a threat to people’s lives.” Shanghai Daily. 17 February 

2012. 1 Oct. 2001. 13 March 2015. 

Yeophantong, Pichamon. “China’s Lancang Dam Cascade and Transnational Activism in the 

 Mekong: Who’s Got the Power?” Asian Survey 54.4 (2014): 700-724. 

Yoffe, Shira and Kelli Larson. “Chapter 2 Basins at Risk: Water Event Database Methodology.” 

Department of Geosciences, Oregon State University.  

Zeitoun, Mark and Jeroen Warner. “Hydro-hegemony – a framework for analysis of trans 

boundary water conflicts.” Water Policy 8.5 (2006): 435-460. 

Zhou, Zhangyue. “Food Consumption Trends in China, April 2012.” Australian Government 

Department of Agriculture, Fisheries, and Forestry. N.d. 5 February 2015.   

 

 

 

 


