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Introduction

The Mekong River originates on the Tibetan 
Plateau, flows through southern China, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and 
Vietnam before emptying into the South
China Sea (Figure The river establishes 
the borders between many of the above
countries. It is the source of life for all the 
inhabitants in its basin as major settlements 
have historically sprung up along its banks, 
floodplains and estuaries. The river provides 
water supply for the irrigation for 
agriculture, as a means of transportation, a 
source of food in fisheries, hydro-electric
power, water use for industries, recreation 
and tourism, and as vital wetland habitats for 
wildlife.

Yet, for millions of years, the Mekong River 
has been meandering and flowing from
Southwest China through Southeastern Asia
unhindered and undisturbed by
made obstructions or diversions (Sears, 
2001). Historically, in the past, human 
adaptation to the river and flood plain 
environment was manifested in small-scale
subsistence agriculture that did not bring
about many negative effects. Humans 
merely adapted to the regimes of the river 
and co-existed side-by-side with it. However, 
the Mekong River Basin has undergone
profound alterations that have accompanied 
the changes in land use and the economic
development of the region. Amongst other 
things, the construction of dams, reservoirs 
and water diversion systems have brought 
about not only environmental degradation 
but also increasing environmental hazards 
such as landslides, sedimentation, water 
pollution and floods. More significantly,
competition and conflicts (internal and 
external) between neighboring countries in
terms of power generation, water use,
navigation, fishing and other developments
have marked a greater part of the history of 
this great river basin. Since the Mekong

River Commission (MRC) was formed in 
1957, it has been the agency in charge of
planning and coordination of development of 
the basin. Amongst other things, the MRC 
has attempted to develop the basin into a 
very productive hydroelectric power region. 
However, lack of funding, war and civil strife,
non-cooperation of some member countries, 
competition in water resources utilization, 
and other conflicts have curtailed the
effectiveness of the MRC.

Geography of the Mekong River Basin

The Mekong (called the Lacang-Mekong or
Lacang-Jiang in China) flows from the 
Tibetan Plateau southeastward through the
Yunnan Province of China and becomes a
small portion of the eastern border of 
Myanmar (formerly Burma). As it flows from
Myanmar, the Mekong becomes a portion of
the northern border of Thailand and then
leaves the Thai border and loops eastward
and then south in western Laos. This loop
again borders northern Thailand a few
east of Vientiane and is the border between
Laos and Thailand, the entire length of
western Laos. Upon leaving Laos, the
Mekong flows through the eastern one-third
of Cambodia (formerly Kampuchea) and 
then through southern Vietnam into the
South China Sea. The Mekong River is
approximately 2,182 miles (4880 km) in
length and the river's watershed affects 
approximately 50 million people (does not 
include the Chinese and Myanmar sections 
of the river). The largest populations 
involved are the 20 in northeastern 
Thailand and the 20 million in the Delta 
region of southern Vietnam. The remaining 

million people are in Laos and Cambodia.
(Jacobs, 1995) The Mekong River ran its
entire length unencumbered by dams until 
tributary development projects (in Thailand) 
and mainstream dams (in China) were
planned and initiated in the latter portion of
the Twentieth Century. 
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To better understand potential development
solutions along the Mekong River Basin, one 
should be familiar with some of the region's
recent history. Since 1957, Japan has been 
a major influence and involved with the 
countries of Southeast Asia in an attempt to
create a stable Asian 

Zone. This would
not only give Japan (hopefully) a major
influence in Asian politics but also provide a
market for their products to help rebuild their 
economy after World War To do so, the
Japanese had to become monetarily 
involved in Asia to strengthen some
economies China, Thailand, and 
Myanmar) and help rebuild war ravaged 
economies Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia). Japan has been a major
contributorlinvestor to the Mekong River 
development with not only money but also
with construction expertise and technology.
(Hori. 1997) 

International Conflicts and War

For many centuries, the countries bordering
the Mekong either had antagonistic feelings 
towards each other or totally ignored each 
other. The most logical reason for this 
mistrust is the types of governments
governing those countries. China, for
centuries, was characterized by feudal
landownership and is now Communist.
Thailand is a Constitutional Monarchy, the 
only country that has never been colonized. 
The three remaining countries (Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam) were feudal, and at 
times, colonies of foreign powers and are 
now Communist. Since the fall of
Communism and the disbanding of the
USSR, the Communist governments in Asia
have altered their government-controlled
economies and have interested in foreign
markets and attracted foreign investments in
their semi-private and private market 
economies.

Hence, historically there was little 
cooperation or contact between and among
the countries having a stake in the Mekong 
River basin, perhaps with the exception of
people living immediately along the river's
course. Due to competition for land, water
resources and other natural resources in the
basin, many disputes mark the relationships 
between various countries at one time or

another. Centuries of antagonistic relations 
and distrust between and among these
countries cannot be put aside or overcome
in a few years even with the best diplomatic
efforts (Sears, 2001).

Until the end of hostilities in Vietnam (circa 
Laos (circa 1965-1974) and the 

overthrow of the Pol Pot regime and the 
treaty with the Khmer Rouge (1991) in 
Cambodia (formerly Kampuchea under Pol
Pot), these three countries were unable to
plan or implement development. In Vietnam
and Laos, during the mid-60's to
all of their manpower and government
resources were tied up in the war. In
Cambodia bloody civil wars 
prevented any participation or planning.
Since the Vietnam War and the hostilities in 
Laos and Cambodia, two of the three 
countries (Vietnam and Laos) have built 
dams and developed tributaries of the
Mekong River. 

Haphazard Development and
Environmental Degradation 

In addition, development has been
haphazard as there is little co-ordination
even within the same country, let alone 
between different countries. In the Laos for 
example, upstream logging and agriculture 
developments have caused sedimentation 
and downstream flooding (Jacobs, 1995). In 
the case of conflicts between countries,
developments in China, Myanmar and Laos 
(all upstream) have given rise to flooding
and water pollution problems in downstream 
countries such as Kampuchea and Vietnam 
(Xaiofeng and Dongling, 1997). In a
nutshell, the need for development and
revenues to uplift the people's standard of
living largely overrides the need for 
environmental conservation. Hence, the 
majority of national policies of the Mekong
basin did not worry much about 
development effects of the countries up or
downstream.

The issue of Nationalization of the river by
each individual country also gradually 
impinged upon the river's environment 
forest, soil, diversity, fisheries 
losses and diminished water quality and
quantity) and created local social problems 

degraded environment and resources 
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