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Abstract 

The Lancang-Mekong River is a significant natural resource shared by six 

countries: China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam.  It is the longest 

river in Southeast Asia, and is also regarded as the ―Danube of the East‖.  While the 

―Mekong‖ has become the international name of the river, the Chinese call it 

―Lancang Jiang‖. As the Lancang-Mekong basin is very rich in natural resources, 

especially water resources, it plays an important role in regional economic 

development. At present, China and countries in mainland Southeast Asia utilize the 

Lancang-Mekong for irrigation, water transportation, electricity generation, and 

tourism. Since the Lancang-Mekong is an international river, an important question is 

how to establish an adequate governance framework in the regional context, 

especially in the case of China‘s policies towards the Lancang-Mekong. 

 

            This study involves qualitative research based on the theoretical perspectives 

of water governance.  The research draws on secondary sources.  The objectives of 

this research study are: (1) to analyze the roles of stakeholders in water governance, 

especially in the context of China‘s policies towards the Lancang-Mekong river; (2) to 

analyze the conflicts regarding water utilization in the regional, national and local 

contexts.  

 

The results of this study show that major concerns about China‘s policies 

toward Lancang-Mekong utilization outside the framework of the Mekong River 

Commission (MRC) include dam building projects and the utilization of the river as a 

navigation route in the Upper Mekong. These have reflected inadequate Lancang-

Mekong water governance in the regional context. In conclusion, the major challenges 

of Lancang-Mekong water governance have been characterized by an absence of 

holistic or sustainable development and inadequate regional governance 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

The Lancang-Mekong is significant natural resource shared by the six countries: 

China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam.  It is the longest river in 

Southeast Asia, and is also regarded as the ―Danube of the East‖.  While the 

―Mekong‖ has become an international name of the river, the Chinese call it 

―Lancang Jiang‖. As the Lancang-Mekong basin is very rich in natural resources, 

especially water resources, it plays an important role in regional economic 

development. At present, China and countries in mainland Southeast Asia utilize the 

Lancang-Mekong for irrigation, water transportation, electricity generation, and 

tourism. Since the Lancang-Mekong is an international river, an important question is 

how to establish an adequate regional governance framework, especially in the case of 

China‘s policies towards the Lancang-Mekong.  

 

The attempt to manage the Lancang-Mekong started in 1957 with the establishment of 

the Mekong Committee, the role of which is to coordinate, supervise and control the 

planning of water resources development projects in the lower Mekong basin. 

Unfortunately, it had not been an effective committee because of the riparian states‘ 

disputes in using water resources. (Chirasawat, 1992: 62). Furthermore, the upstream 

countries (China and Myanmar) lacked membership in the committee. When the 

Mekong River Commission (MRC) was established in 1995, the two upstream 

countries did not join the MRC as full members, but only as dialogue partners. As the 

successor of the Mekong Committee, the MRC has an objective to manage the river 

holistically. However, state-led decision making in the Lancang-Mekong utility 

reflects that the MRC itself has low capacity to be a regulatory institution for the 

Lancang-Mekong basin. 

    

As mentioned above, the management of the Lancang-Mekong water resources has 

been a complicated issue. On the whole, it deals with the utilization of the water in 

various sectors. Hence, it employs the concept of ―water governance‖ as a multilateral 

development framework. Since the Lancang-Mekong is a valuable national resource 

owned by riparian countries and each country desires to maximize benefits from 

utilizing the river, how to ―govern‖ this trans-boundary river is an classic commons 

challenge. It is a dilemma for both  policy makers and scholars of the Lancang-

Mekong countries.  
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The research objectives of this article include the following: 

1) To analyze the roles of stakeholders in water governance, especially in the 

context of China‘s policies towards the Lancang-Mekong river. 

2) To analyze the conflicts of ―water utilization‖ in the regional, national and 

local contexts.  

 

The following research questions undergird this article‘s scope:1) Is the heart of water 

governance the question of how to balance local, national andregional interests in 

utilizing the Lancang-Mekong?2) Does the Lancang-Mekong‘s water governance 

require an increased role for the MRC, international and local NGOs, and grassroots 

participation?  This research paper draws on secondary sources including full-length 

monographs, journal articles, and internet sources.  

 

This paper is divided into five parts. The first part is an introduction. The second part 

deals with the concept of water governance and the Lancang-Mekong River. The third 

section presents the case of China‘s the Lancang-Mekong utility policies. The fourth 

section focuses on assessing the Lancang-Mekong water governance and reform 

measures. Finally, the fifth part draws a conclusion. 

 

2. Water Governance and the Lancang-Mekong 

 

The concept of governance has various meanings which reflect the different interests 

behind the idea of governance. Generally speaking, it is a multi-stakeholder process. 

According to Mehta et.al, governance has become ―something of a catch-all to 

describe the ways in which the activities of a multitude of actors, including 

governments, non-government organizations (NGOs) and international organizations 

increasingly overlap. It describes a complex tapestry of competing authority claims 

(Mehta, Leach et.al, 1999:18, Dore, 2003:2).  

 

The Asian Development Bank (ADB), the major donor in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion (GMS), identifies key elements in ―good‖ governance as follows: 

 accountability, the extent to which public officials are answerable for 

government behavior; 
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 participation, the extent to which people are involved in the policy-

making/development process; 

 predictability, the extent to which a rule-based decision-making system 

operates;  

 transparency, the extent to which information on public sector decision-

making, policies, actions and performance is available to people (Dore, 

2003b:2).  

 

The concepts of governance mentioned above are important to the study of the 

Lancang-Mekong water governance and reform measures. In this context, this paper 

not only focuses on assessing the Lancang-Mekong governance at the regional level, 

but also analyzes the reform of the Lancang-Mekong water governance as well. 

 

In existing studies of the Mekong, the governance concepts are applied to water 

management increasingly. According to the Global Water Partnership (2002, page 

number?), water governance is defined as ―the range of political, social, economic and 

administrative systems that are in place to regulate the development and management 

of water resource and provision of water service at different level of society‖.  

 

It is clear that water governance is primarily concerned with managing water as a 

scarce resource in more efficient, equitable, and sustainable ways. Though there is an 

apparent consensus over the need for better governance of water, the multiple criteria 

involved and the different interpretations of efficiency, equity, and sustainability 

ensure that water governance reform remains a highly contested area. In addition, it is 

inherent in the different values and interests of diverse users and other stakeholders in 

water use, management, and governance (Hirsch, 2006:186). 

 

Water Governance Issues and Reform Measures 

Problem                                               Dimension of Governance Reform 

Geographical fragmentation                Trans-boundary management  

Bureaucratic control                            Enhanced role for civil society 

Closed decision making         Participation, accountability, predictability, transparency 

 

Source: Adapted from Hirsch, 2006: 187 
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In mainland Southeast Asia, the concept of ―regionalism‖ emerged after the end of 

Cold War through establishment of various economic development programs. In this 

era, there has been the trend of non-state actors, including international organizations, 

civil society, and NGOs, starting to challenge the current state roles in managing 

natural resources. For the Lancang-Mekong the concept for cooperation directly 

stemmed from her nature as an international river itself, not limited by the boundaries 

of each riparian state.  

 

To manage the Lancang-Mekong effectively, especially from the water use 

perspective, a regulatory institution providing all Mekong countries with a common 

framework, a clear set of rules and provision for the utilization is imperative. 

According to Tsering, the MRC framework can answer to the question of  how to 

manage the Mekong as a trans-boundary river since it focuses on the areas of water 

management more than other frameworks such as the Golden Quadrangle, the 

ASEAN-Mekong Basin Development Cooperation, and the ADB-backed GMS 

Program (Tsering, 2002: 4-7). However, the issue of managing the Mekong is more 

complex than only setting up the MRC.  

 

There are a large number of stakeholders in Lancang-Mekong management. However, 

the roles of principal stakeholders that will be mentioned in this paper are those 

related to the scope of analysis in the case of China‘s policy toward the Lancang-

Mekong utilization. 
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Stakeholders in Lancang-Mekong Water Governance 

 

 International level National level Local (Sub-nation) 

State-centric - The Mekong River     

   Commission (MRC) 

- ADB Greater Mekong 

Subregion Program  

- The ASEAN-Mekong 

Basin Development 

Cooperation (AMBDC) 

- National Mekong   

  Committee of the   

  Lower Mekong Basin  

  Countries  

 Cambodia  

 Laos 

 Thailand  

 Vietnam 

Government of China 

Government of 

Myanmar  

- Local Government 

of China (Yunnan 

Province) 

 Simao 

 Xishuang 

banna Dai 

Autonomous 

           Prefecture 

Non-state 

 

 

 

 

- International Rivers 

Network (IRN) 

- River Watch East and 

Southeast Asia 

(RWESA) 

-Toward Ecological 

Recovery and Regional 

Alliance (TERRA) 

- Southeast Asia River 

Network (SEARIN) 

 

-The Mekong Institute 

(MI) 

-The Mekong 

Development Research 

Network (MDRN) 

-Regional Centre for 

Social and Sustainable 

Development (RCSD) 

-The Asian 

International River 

Center in Yunnan 

University 

-Yunnan Academy of 

Social Sciences  

- Universities and 

Policy Research 

institutes. 

- Green Watershed 

(the Chinese 

environmental NGO) 

- The roles of Civil 

Society in Thailand 

(Except for Thailand, 

local NGOs have not 

been allowed to be 

established in other 

Mekong Countries) 
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3. The Case of China’s Lancang-Mekong utility policies 

 

China‘s participation in Lancang-Mekong development is guided by the concept of 

―drinking water from the same river and co-building a nice homestead‖(He Shenda, 

2006: 97). After the end of Cold War when the concept of regionalism emerged in the 

Greater Mekong Subregion, the ADB-initiated GMS framework is strategically 

significant to China‘s Yunnan province economic development for the following 

reasons: 

 

 The Lancang-Mekong is the geographic hub linking China and  Southeast 

Asia. For Yunnan province, viewed as a backward and landlocked area (in the 

past), participating in the GMS paves a way for Yunnan to become China‘s 

gateway to Southeast Asia.  

 

 The GMS constitutes a major component of China-ASEAN economic 

cooperation. In this sense, with the concept of GMS‘s North-South Economic 

Corridor, trade and investment between China and the Mainland Southeast 

will increase enormously through the land, air, and water transportation links 

(Masviriyakul, 2004). 

 

 China’s Yunnan Province has several plans in dam building along the 

Lancang-Mekong or “Lancang Jiang”  to generate electricity for country’s 

industrial development. In this context, the ADB‘s GMS program can 

legitimate discourse of a regional power grid development in which Yunnan 

will play a key role (Magee,2006:41). 

 

As noted, China‘s Yunnan Province has directly taken advantage from the GMS 

framework. However, scholars are skeptical that China‘s decision making in Lancang-

Mekong river utility—for example, the construction of at least eight dams and the use 

of the Lancang-Mekong as a navigation route— outside the MRC framework 

indicates that the existing framework does not sufficiently constrain national 

governments from pursuing their self-interest unilaterally. In addition, these policies 

of dam construction and increased navigation cause serious concerns of  transborder 

impacts and increased uncertainty of the downstream countries (Dore, 2003b: 47). 
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For the case of China‘s Lancang-Mekong policies, this paper will investigate the roles 

of key stakeholders in the Lancang-Mekong water governance – MRC and GMS – to 

better understand the challenges of Lancang-Mekong water governance and the 

position of China in the Lancang-Mekong policies. 

 

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) 

 

The MRC is an intergovernmental organization established in 1995 by an agreement 

between the governments of Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam to 

promote cooperation for sustainable development of the water and related resources 

of the Mekong River. The Commission‘s predecessor organization was the Mekong 

Committee (1957-1958) and the interim Mekong Committee (1978-1995) which were 

under the auspices of the United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far 

East-ECAFE (now the Economic commission for Asia and Pacific –ESCAP). 

Different from it predecessor, the MRC does not operate under United Nations 

auspices.  

 

The MRC new framework reflects the move away from engineering-dominated 

understandings of how to develop and manage a river, toward more holistic, 

sustainability-driven thinking on water as a limited resource that has ecological 

significance within the basin system (Hirsch, 2006:188). At the same time, there is the 

1995 Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong 

River Basin, comprising the principles of cooperation and a set of rules for reasonable 

and equitable use of the Mekong‘s water resource. Importantly, the 1995 Agreement 

is an example of the riparian nations resolving differing views on water development 

through MRC (Jacobs, 2002:361-363). Nevertheless, the 1995 agreement remains 

incomplete and cannot be an effective mechanism for trans-boundary management 

due to the problem of geographical fragmentation between the upstream and 

downstream countries and the non-participation of China, the major country in water 

utility. 

 

The first MRC summit was held in April 2010 at Hua Hin, Thailand. At   that time, 

international water experts meeting in Hua Hin had released a statement calling upon 

the governments of the Mekong River Basin to work together to protect water 
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resources in the region when considering any future development projects.  In April 

2014, the second MRC summit in will be a significant event as heads of the MRC 

countries, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam will revisit their commitments 

made four years ago on a number of key issues facing the Mekong Basin and the 

MRC and agree on best ways to address them (www. mrcmekong.org). 

 

Even though it has a holistic plan for water resource management, the MRC has faced 

the problems such as dam construction in China‘s Yunnan province and increasing 

demands on water and environmental resources in the lower Mekong basin (Jacobs, 

2002: 354). In addition, MRC governance as structured through the National Mekong 

Committees and the Joint Committee is narrow, and it is uncommitted at the senior 

bureaucratic level. Furthermore, the MRC´s membership is limited within the four 

lower Mekong countries, excluding China and Myanmar. It is clear that there has 

been no interest from China in participating the MRC as a development organization, 

as for this role it has a clear strong preference for the ADB´s GMS program (Hirsch, 

2006b: 3). 

 

The ADB-initiated GMS Program 

 

The ADB-supported GMS program started in 1992. It is recognized as a ―growth 

zone‖ or ―subregional economic zone‖ and began under the concept of co-operation in 

the subset of the countries that the Mekong River flows past. In the process of GMS, 

the ADB has played the role of major donor agency and has helped prepare the GMS 

Annual Ministerial Conferences and Senior Official Meetings from 1992 to present.  

 

The ADB, together with interested donors, intends to conduct feasibility and detailed 

engineering design studies, directly finance some projects, and mobilize resources 

from donors and the private sector. Since 1992, US$46 million in technical assistance 

has been provided by ADB, co-financiers, and the GMS governments. The ADB has 

provided US$772 million in loans and mobilized US$ 234 million in co-financing for 

six transportation and energy projects (Asian Development Bank, 2000: 5). Besides 

technical assistance and loans, the ADB also provides advisory and secretariat type 

support to the ministerial conferences, sector forums, and working groups. During the 

period 1992 to present, the GMS program extended and deepened. There are a 

number of projects in the eight potential sectors encompassing transportation, energy, 
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environment, human resource development, trade and investment, tourism, and 

telecommunications.  

 

Differences between the membership of the MRC and ADB’s GMS  

 

For China, the difference between the membership of the MRC and the ADB ´s GMS 

program is close to the debate between “institutionalism” and “real-politik” in 

international theory. While the lower Mekong countries – Thailand, Laos, Cambodia 

and Vietnam – are participating in the MRC as permanent members accepting the 

1995 Mekong Agreement providing the rules of water utilization among the riparian 

states, the two upstream countries - China and Myanmar- lack membership in the 

MRC and joined the GMS development plan for the benefits of subregional economic 

development. It is obvious that the MRC and GMS frameworks have the same locus 

but different focus. That is, while both address the same set of stakeholders, the GMS 

is focused on economic interests whereas the MRC has a broader focus of Mekong 

water utility. Nevertheless, some projects  overlap between the two frameworks. For 

example, recently the ADB‘s GMS has paid attention to water and environmental 

management as does the MRC.   

 

In this case, participation in MRC reflects a commitment among members to the 

concept of institutionalism. When discussing institutionalism, the emphasis is given to 

norms and rules, embodied in formal institutions or ―regimes‖ (Haggard and 

Simmons, 1987) and governance becomes structured and to an extent depoliticized. In 

contrast, the participation of state actors, especially for China, in the ADB‘s GMS 

program, but non-participation of MRC, has apparently reflected a real-politik 

approach in that states have regularly shown themselves to be unwilling to sacrifice 

national interest for the sake of regional governance and local governance. In this 

perspective, governance is largely restricted to interest-based bargaining between 

states (Dore, 2003a: 5-6). 

 

For a nearly decade, the overlap between the MRC and GMS has increased according 

to the concept of environmental governance. Although the ADB‘s GMS aims to 

develop the Mekong countries economically, the GMS summit declaration 2002 

included commitment by state leaders to ―better protect the environment‖ and a 

pledge to implement international agreements, including those from the Johannesburg 
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2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (Dore, 2003a: 13). However, the 

GMS have the new policy, the ―Strategic Environment Framework‖ (SEF). According 

to this policy, all GMS dam and roads programs supported by the ADB should have a 

valid public involvement process and should contain a strategy for ensuring that local 

affected peoples share substantially in project benefits. In this sense, the acceptance of 

SEF indicates the commitment of GMS program to environmental governance.   

 

4. Assessing Lancang-Mekong Water Governance 

 

Sneddon and Fox argue that the non-participation of China and Myanmar in the 

MRC, an official Mekong governance arrangement, both past and present, is a rather 

serious hurdle to managing the basin in an integrated fashion (Sneddon and Fox, 

2005: 187). According to Dore, in relation to regional environmental governance, the 

Lancang Jiang development is, thus far, a classic ―non-example‖ (Dore, 2003b: 48). 

There are major concerns about China‘s policies toward Lancang-Mekong utilization 

outside the framework of the MRC as follows: 

 Dam building in the Lancang-Mekong river 

 Negotiation of a navigation route in the Upper Mekong 

 

Dam-building in Yunnan province 

 

With the great potential for hydropower production, it is estimated that the Lancang‘s 

hydropower generating capacity can supply enough electricity for the eastern 

provinces and China‘s neighbors. As it flows through Yunnan the river loses 1,780 

meters in elevation, yielding a theoretical hydroelectric potential of 25,000 MW 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2002). For the last two decades, Chinese authorities has 

considered building the dams as part of China‘s energy policy. However, dam 

construction in Yunnan is a highly sensitive issue in the Mekong region as China‘s 

super projects has been conceived to take advantage of the Lancang River by building 

eight dams (Dore, 2003a:20). It has caused concern among the downstream countries 

since the Chinese government made a decision to build dams without consultation 

with other riparian countries.    
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Capacity, Costs, and Progress Made in Lancang Dam Construction 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Dam                    Installed     Height     Estimated cost   Watershed      Progress       

      capacity                        (billion yuan)     area(km2) 

                            (MW) 

Gongguoqiao           750           130              3.8                97,200           Designed 

Xiaowan                4,200           292             22.3             113,300  Building 2001-2010 

Manwan                1,500           126               3.4              114,500  Building1986-1993 

Dachaoshan          1,350           110               8.9               121,000  Building1996-2003 

Nuozhadu             5,850            254            35.3               144,700  Building2005-2017 

Jinghong               1,750               118              17            149,100   Building2004-2009 

Ganlanba                 150               n/a                0.6           151,800          Designed 

Mengsong                600               n/a               2.2            160,000          Designed 

Source: Magee (2006:32); McCormack (2000:7); Plinston and He (2000:242); Dore 

(2003b: 48); Kummu and Varis (2007:279). 

   

This sensitive story began in 1986 when Manwan, the first dam on the Lancang, was 

financed through a partnership between the then  Ministry of Water Resource and 

Electric Power and the Yunnan government. Later, Dachaoshan, the second dam, was 

built in 1997 in order to provide power production for Yunnan province. As China 

planned and constructed these two projects without consultation with other 

international stakeholders, the building of Manwan and Dachaoshan was viewed as a 

non-transparent and non-participatory decision making process. As such, it was an 

example of non-governance, especially in the regional context.   

 

However, Lancang-Mekong governance improved  after China and Myanmar became 

dialogue partners of the MRC in 1996. In this partnership framework, it is possible to 

develop more constructive cooperation. With the attempt to minimize the concerns of 

other riparian countries, China started to provide information about the benefits of 

dams from the Chinese perspective. For example, the total volume of water which can 

be stored behind Manwan and Dachaosan is at least 30 times smaller than the total 

volume of water flowing annually out of China into the Lancang-Mekong. For the 
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larger dam, Xiaowan, it will be at least four times smaller than the total annual flow 

(http://newsmekong.org/node/523/print). 

 

As a part of the state's project to transmit power from the west to the east, Xiaowan 

was constructed in 2002. Certainly, building the huge-sized Xiaowan outside the 

MRC framework has caused significant concern among the downstream countries. In 

this case, China began to play roles of a good neighbor by providing information 

about the benefits of Xiaowan. According to the chief engineer of the development 

company, water regulation reduces the difference between rainy and dry- season 

flows and will ―help with irrigation and navigation in the lower reaches‖ and improve 

the flood diversion work downstream (Liang Chen, 2002). Meanwhile, the lower 

Mekong countries, in particular Thailand, will benefit from the irrigation projects at  

the national level.  However, in the environmentalists‘ eyes, it is no guarantee that 

there will be no negative impact for the poor farmers and fishers who depend on the 

river.  

 

While hydropower construction has supported China's rapid economic development, 

it has brought about negative impacts on fisheries ecology in other countries. Those 

who stand to lose out include people downstream – mostly beyond the Chinese 

border- who are reliant on fishing and river bank farming (Dore, 2003: 21). 

 

It is clear that China‘s policy of dam construction was driven by national interests in 

terms of solving the problem of domestic energy shortage. It does not take into 

consideration riparian communities‘ interests. At the same time, there are some 

examples in which this policy can accommodate the national interests of some 

Mekong countries. For instance, Jinghong, was originally a joint project involving 

investment from the Energy Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT), whereby all 

power generated for the first two years would be transmitted to northern Thailand. 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2000). Nevertheless, the project was built without Thai 

funding because of a speedier timeline and decreased projections in Thai electricity 

demand. Despite pulling out of Jinghong, Thai authorities have committed to jointly 

developing Nuozhadu that will supply 1,500 MW for Thailand (Magee, 2006:31). 

 

http://newsmekong.org/node/523/print
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With continuing pressure from international NGOs, a meeting to discuss the draft 

environmental impact assessment (EIA) for the eight projects was finally held in 

Kunming in November 2004. This conference involved company representatives, 

government officials, scientists and engineers (Yunnan Ribao, 2004). In this meeting, 

the proposal to cancel Ganlanba and Mengsong in order to minimize trans-boundary 

impacts as suggested earlier was broached again. Interestingly, the draft EIA was not 

approved, and while this will probably have little impact on Xiaowan, Jinghong and 

Nuozhadu, the plan of the other dams remains unclear (Magee, 2006:31). From this 

perspective,  conferences providing scholars and scientists with an opportunity to 

participate in dam policy can be considered as the new hopeful mechanism for water 

governance for China and the Lancang-Mekong region.  

 

The Lancang-Mekong as a Navigation Route 

 

The history of attempts to use the Lancang-Mekong for international navigation can 

be traced back to the colonial period. In the 1860s, the Mekong was first explored in 

scientific fashion by a French expedition hoping to find that it could be used as a 

navigable route into China (Osborne, 1997). However, the natural characteristics of 

the Mekong, with its falls and many islands made its use as a transportation route 

limited. Hence, the French colonial authorities decided instead to develop a road 

system through their Indochina possessions running parallel to the Mekong as well as 

the Yunnan-Vietnam railway.  

 

With the strong determination of China to link Yunnan province with Southeast Asia 

via the Lancang-Mekong, China‘s government had sponsored several joint-survey 

teams aiming at improving water transportation (Theeravit, 2004).  In 2000, China, 

Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand signed a commercial navigation agreement for the 728 

kilometers of the Mekong between Simao port and Luang Prabang, outside the 

framework of the MRC.  In using the Lancang-Mekong as a navigation route, all 

parties agreed to improve the Mekong-Lancang way in their territories to enable 100-

150 ton boats to navigate for eleven months a year. According to the joint team 

survey, over 100 reefs, rapids and shoals were marked for blasting, draining or 

cleaning, and the Chinese government provided funds of US$ 5.3 million for this task.  
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As a result of on-again off-again negotiations, this agreement became in effect in June 

2001, and navigation in the upper Mekong became the strategic economic factor 

linking China‘s economy with those of Southeast Asia (Maviriyakul, 2002: 25). River 

trade between Thailand and China was already reported to double the number from 

the previous year (Maneerungsee and Marukatat, 2002). This suggests that economic 

interests appear stronger than environmental governance in the eyes of decision 

makers at the national level. Surely, all four countries have mutual interest in a 

commercial navigation agreement, but it seems that the losers are the fisher 

communities along the Mekong. 

 

In Thailand, there was strong opposition voiced by environmental NGOs.  They 

argued that the habitat of fish species would be destroyed, as well as the integrity of 

the river itself.  This was true especially in the case of the blasting of the Kon Pi 

Luang reef in Chiang Rai province in July 2004.  When civil society in Thailand 

played their roles in delaying the blasting of the Kon Pi Luang reef, can one conclude 

that with the participation of other stakeholders, ―Lancang-Mekong water 

governance‖ is in process?  The case of blasting reefs in Thailand demonstrated that 

conservationists and local communities have raised concerns that the river clearance 

will destroy native flora and fauna and affect traditional ways of life for fishermen 

who have depended on the river for generations.  

 

According to Chavalit Withayanond, an expert on fresh water resources, blasting the 

rapids could jeopardize the survival of rare species such as the Mekong giant catfish, 

which spawns in the rapids. In addition, the environmental impact assessment (EIA) 

did not mention any threats to plant or animal species. As a result, conservationist 

Chainarong Sretthachau, of the Southeast Asia Rivers Network (SEARIN), claimed 

that the EIA, carried out by officials from the four nations, was far below international 

standards (Ganjanakhundee, 2002). From the study of a Mekong expert, Lancang-

Mekong river channel improvement goes against the concept of environmental 

governance (source?). The ‗channel improvement‘ project – if the EIA is the 

benchmark indicator – has given scant consideration to the ecological risk of the 

project, and the likely impact on the livelihoods of river-using communities (Dore, 

2003a:19).  
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To assess the concept of governance in the case of a commercial navigation 

agreement, Dore finds that non-state stakeholders considered as project opponents 

lack the opportunity to participate. Moreover, they finally find themselves in 

reactionary mode having been largely excluded from presenting their arguments at the 

earlier stages of the decision making process (Dore, 2003a:19). This case has also 

mirrored the problem of top-down, bureaucratic control, and closed decision making. 

In Thailand, though the roles of civil society supported by international NGOs are 

relatively strong; the grassroots do not know much about the MRC or ADB-initiated 

GMS. They just know that they can catch a smaller number of fish from the Mekong 

than the previous year. Most importantly, for the local people, they see the Mekong 

giant catfish disappear, but they do not understand why. 

 

Water Governance and Reform Measures  

 

As mentioned above, China‘s Lancang-Mekong water utility policies, particularly   

Lancang dam constructions and the agreement on navigation in the Upper Mekong, 

have demonstrated the inadequacy of Lanchang-Mekong water governance in the 

regional context. To improve Lancang-Mekong water governance, the reform 

measures emphasize the following dimensions discussed below. 

 

The Problem of Geographical Fragmentation       

           

Decision-making in China‘s policies towards the Lancang-Mekong demonstrates that 

for China the national interests appear stronger than trans-boundary interests. As a 

result, thus far, China has decided not to cede sovereignty to the MRC as the 

international organization managing water resources at the regional level. There is no 

doubt that China has interests in hydropower and navigation and occupies the position 

of an upstream country that has everything to lose and little to gain from the 

constraints of riparian regulation (Hirsch, 2006: 30). From the perspective of Trans-

boundary management, many studies recommend that Chinese membership would 

strengthen the capacity of the MRC to be an effective water governance institution 

(Hirsch, 2006a; Dore, 2003a). In doing so, it can increase understanding of how 

decisions are made on water-related issues.  
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The Problem of Closed Decision-making 

 

The case of China‘s Lancang-Mekong policy towards hydroelectric dam building 

exemplifies the problem of closed decision making since other Mekong countries are 

uninvolved in the decisions that affect them. Not only does China not participate in 

the MRC, but also the civic environmental NGOs inside the country have made 

limited progress by maintaining a non-oppositional stance towards government (Tang 

and Zhan, 2008). From the perspective of Green Watershed
*
,  China is unlikely to 

cease building dams and may construct a cascade of as many as eight dams on the 

Lanchang Jiang (Gray, 2002).  Professor Yu Xiaogang, Green Watershed‘s founding 

director, took a PhD degree in environmental management in Thailand and is 

conducting a retrospective social impact assessment of the Manwan. 

 

Among the Lancang-Mekong stakeholders, ADB‘s GMS is the most hopeful 

framework in rectifying the problem of closed decision-making dimension. In doing 

this, the key concepts of ADB‘s good governance including accountability, 

participation, predictability, and transparency should be adopted. In this dimension, 

the ADB‘s GMS has a high stake and influence in  promoting better governance of 

the Lancang-Mekong. The ADB‘s strategic environment framework plays a role in 

monitoring the GMS projects‘  impacts on the local community. This model should be 

applied in at the national level in all Mekong countries and China.  

 

The Problem of Bureaucratic Control                             

 

Reforming bureaucratic control involves enhancing the roles of civil society. For the 

Lancang-Mekong region, the international NGOs have moderate stakes and influence, 

while the local NGOs are weak.  The international NGOs such as the International 

Rivers Network (IRN), River Watch East and Southeast Asia (RWESA), Toward 

Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA), and Southeast Asia River 

                                                 

* Green Watershed aims to promote participatory and integrated river basin management in China. Through 

advocating for rigorous social and environmental assessment it hopes to influence decision makers, which could 

potentially impact the volume of large hydropower dams constructed along the upper reaches of Yunnan's rivers. 

The group was formally established in July 2002 as a ―people-run non-profit organization: with the Yunnan 

Association of Science and Technology serving as its official sponsor 

(http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.com/node/104). 
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Network (SEARIN) can strengthen civil society in local areas. In this dimension, 

Thailand is an example of a successful case of protest against dams or the blasting the 

reefs in the Mekong. Nevertheless, it seems hopeless in the case of China, which is 

launching an ―Open Door‖ policy to foreign investment, but not to international 

NGOs. 

 

As the role of international NGOs has been limited in China, academia should  

support reform measures. In Chinese society, scholars‘s views have long been 

acceptedby bureaucrats. At present, the status of scholars is related to their 

membership in the Chinese Communist Party. As a think-tank for China‘s foreign 

policy decision-making, Chinese scholars should be supported to improve Lancang-

Mekong water governance. An example of this type of study would be the report, 

"Downstream Implications of China's Dams on the Lancang Jiang and their Potential 

Significance for Greater Regional Cooperation" by E. C. Chapman and He Daming, 

director of the Asian International River Center affiliated with Yunnan University 

(Wongruang, 2002). 

 

In the academic sphere, Chinese professors have exchanged their views at 

international conferences held outside China. Many of the institutions aimed at 

Mekong regional development have provided international arenas for these reform 

measures. In Thailand, the key institutes include the Mekong Institute (MI), Mekong 

Development Research Network (MDRN), and Regional Centre for Social and 

Sustainable Development (RCSD), and other policy research institutes in the 

universities. These institutes and academia can play active roles in linking both 

international and local civil society.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

In the final analysis, Lancang-Mekong water governance has been characterized by 

the absence of holistic or sustainable development. The regional water governance 

and reform measures mentioned above should be adopted as soon as possible. Thus 

far, it has been viewed that the decision-making concerning the Lancang-Mekong has 
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been driven by the Chinese state and bureaucracy. The concept of water governance 

should avoid trade-offs between regional, national and local interests or trade-offs 

betweeneconomic interests and environmental conservation. Should top decision 

makers be confronted with water-environmental governance, they should pay 

attention to the mutual interests between the regional, national, and local levels. If 

they cannot find such mutual interests between these three levels, they should create a 

new way of thinking. Perhaps the concept of governance-beyond-the state is the 

possible answer for Lancang-Mekong policy makers. In such a case, networks of non-

state actors would have a greater say in governance and the state would enjoy less 

power (Swyngedouw, 2005). 

 

The concepts of green growth and sustainable development provides a way to widen 

the subset of interests among region, states and communities (Stern and Commom, 

1996)  in all Lancang-Mekong riparian countries. What needs to be agreed upon  is 

how to conserve the mighty Mekong for the long run.  It is not only the future but the 

current generations who stand to suffer from a   Lancang-Mekong environmentally 

destroyed. 

 

References 

Asian Development Bank. (2000) Economic cooperation in the Greater Mekong 

Subregion : an overview. [Manila, Philippines]: Asian Development Bank. 

 

Chirasawat, T. (1992) ‗The Development of the Mekong River:  Waiting for  

  Compromise,‘   Asian Review 13: 58-68. 

 

Davidsen, P.A. (2006) 'Between Rhetoric and Reality–A Critical Account of 

Stakeholder Participation in Decision Making in the Mekong River Basin', 

Stakeholder Participation in Transboundary Water Management–Selected 

Case Studies. 

 

Dore, J. (2003a) The Governance of Increasing Mekong Regionalism. Regional 

Centre for Social and Sustainable Development (RCSD) Conference, Chiang 

Mai University, 11-14 July 2003. 

 

Dore, J. (2003b) Environmental Governance in the Greater Mekong Subregion. 

available from http://pdf.wri.org/mekong_governance_mreg_dore.pdf 
 

Ganjanakhundee, S. (2002) ―MEKONG RIVER: Border issue with Laos needs to be   

settled first‖, The Nation, August 1 



 20 

Global Water Partnership. (2002) ―Dialouge on effective water governance‖ 

Stockholm: Author. available from 

www.gwpforum.org/gwp/library/Governance.pdf. 

Gray, D. (2002) ―Chinese dams, channel blasting may spell disaster for mighty  

Mekong River,‖ available from www.waterconserve.org. 

 

Haggard, S. and B.A. Simmons (1987) 'Theories of international regimes', 

International organization. - 413: 491-517. 

 

Hirsch, P. (2006) 'Water Governance Reform and Catchment Management in the 

Mekong Region', JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 

15(2): 184-201. 

 

Hirsch, P. and K.M. Jensen (2006) National Interests and Transboundary Water 

Governance in the Mekong. available from 

http://www.mekong.es.usyd.edu.au/projects/final_draft_report.pdf 

 

Jacobs, J.W. (2002) The Mekong River Commission: Transboundary Water 

Resources Planning and Regional Security (Vol. 168, pp. 354-364): Blackwell 

Publishing on behalf of The Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of 

British Geographers). 

 

Kjaer, A.M. (2004) Governance. Malden, MA: Polity Press. 

 

Liang, C. (2002)―Xiaowan dam: a reservoir for progress,‖ China Daily, 16 September  

 

Magee, D. (2006) 'Powershed Politics: Yunnan Hydropower under Great Western 

Development', The China Quarterly 185(1): 23-41. 

Maneerungsee, w. and Marukatat, S. (2002) ‗Riverce of Commerce, Not Conflict‘, 

Bangkok Post, 26 February 2002   

Masviriyakul, S. (2004) Sino-Thai Strategic Economic Development in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (1992-2003). Thesis. Thammasat University. 

 

Masviriyakul, S. (2004) Sino-Thai Strategic Economic Development in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion (1992-2003) (Vol. 26, pp. 302-320): Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies (ISEAS). 

 

McCormack, G. and C. Australian Mekong Resource (2000) Water margins : 

development and sustainability in China. [Sydney]: Australian Mekong 

Resource Centre. 

 

Mehta, L., M. Leach et.al (1999) ‗Exploring Understandings of Institutions and 

Uncertainty: New Directions in Natural Resource Management,‘ in Institute of 

Development Studies, University of Sussex. 

 

Osborne, M. (1997) River Road to China: The Search for the Source of the Mekong, 

1866-73: Allen & Unwin. 

http://www.gwpforum.org/gwp/library/Governance.pdf
http://www.waterconserve.org/


 21 

 

Plinston, D. and H. Daming (2000) Water resources and hydropower in the Lancang 

river basin', Final report of ADB TA-3139 Policies and Strategies for 

Sustainable Development of the Lancang River Basin. 

 

Sneddon, C. and C. Fox (2006) 'Rethinking transboundary waters: A critical  

hydropolitics of the Mekong basin', Political Geography 25(2): 181-202. 

 

Stern, D.I., M.S. Common and E.B. Barbier (1996) 'Economic growth and 

environmental degradation: The environmental Kuznets curve and sustainable 

development', World Development 24(7): 1151-1160. 

 

Swyngedouw, E. (2005) 'Governance Innovation and the Citizen: The Janus Face of 

Governance-beyond-the-State', URBAN STUDIES 42(11): 1991-2006. 

 

 Tang, S.Y. and X. Zhan (2008) 'Civic Environmental NGOs, Civil Society, and 

Democratisation in China', JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES -

LONDON- 44(3): 425-448. 

 

Theeravit, K. (2004) ―China and the Mekong Region,‖ available from  

www.thaiworld.org/en/thailand_monitor/answer.php?question_id=64 

 

Tsering, T. (2002) Mekong: Managing a Transboundary River. 

available from www.tibetjustice.org/reports/mekong.pdf. 

 

Wonglung, P. (2002) ―Mekong fishermen left high and dry‖ Nation, October 16 

 

Xinhua News Agency. (2000) ―PRC, Thailand agree to build Jinghong power station  

on Lancang River,‖ June 7.   

 

Xinhua News Agency. (2002) ―Lancang River: energy base for China, Southeast 

Asia,  

Jannuary31. 

 

Yunnan ribao. (2004) ―Conference on Three Rivers development held in Kunming‖,  

December 2,  available from www. yndaily.com.cn.  

 

www. mrcmekong.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thaiworld.org/en/thailand_monitor/answer.php?question_id=64
http://www.tibetjustice.org/reports/mekong.pdf

