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The Mekong:
River of Life under Threat

The Mekong River is one of the world’s great rivers. Despite ranking only
tenth according to its length, over 60 million people — an enormous figure

— inextricably rely on the river in many ways, making the mighty Mekong
River second to none in terms of the benefits that it offers to people.
Flowing through Yunnan Province of China, Burma, Laos, Thailand,
Cambodia and Vietnam, this 4,909 km long river is considered the lifeline of
mainland Southeast Asia that for many generations has provided people
living within the basin an abundance of food and water, and sustainable
means of livelihood.

I n the Lower Mekong Basin, encompassing Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam,

the river is host to an intricate web of complex ecosystems that blesses the region with
a tremendous diversity of over 1,200 fish species and the world’s most productive in-
land fisheries, which has been estimated to account for as much as 7 to 22 percent of
world’s total freshwater wild-capture fisheries production. These fisheries are central to
the subsistence livelihoods of communities along the Mekong River, as well as being a
major source of income. In the Siphandone area of southern Laos, for example, the aver-
age household income of fisher communities amounts to 25.5 million kip (US$2,550),
which is four times greater than the average country per capita income in 2008. At the
same time, wild capture fisheries play a vital role in providing regular protein intake to
people in the region, especially those in ‘cash-poor’ communities.




In addition to the abundant bounty of fish, the Mekong River’s banks provide rich and fertile
soils for riparian communities to grow vegetables during the dry season when the river is
low. The annual flood cycle of the Mekong River is critical to the fertility of these river-bank
gardens as, in the rainy season when the river is high, the river’s swollen muddy waters
deposit nutrient-rich silts. Whilst this riverbank cultivation is only possible when the river
is low, the productivity of the crops are such that at times there is too much for household
consumption, and this agriculture becomes another source of income for the people.

B These invaluable benefits gifted by
the Mekong River play a major role
in ensuring regional food security
and strengthening the Mekong
countries’ economies. However, the
revival of plans to build a series of
massive hydropower dams on the
Lower Mekong River’s mainstream
is seriously threatening the benefits
that sustain millions of people’s
livelihoods by putting at risk the
integrity of the Mekong River’s
ecology.

The mainstream dam plans were
i ide food and roposed years ago, but were put
Riverbank garders ZIIOZ?tlx):uﬁ”;:z;)sr’%f%‘éi;ﬁysv‘% dl‘:pe”d on them. Iic)m Eold agter beiag criticised r;or
incomes for hundreds their high cost, as well as the fatal devastation that
would be caused to the environment and to the large number of affected people. Now,
these projects have been revived. Since mid-2006, the Governments of Cambodia, Laos
and Thailand have granted approval to Thai, Malaysian, Vietnamese, French and Chinese
companies to investigate 12 mainstream hydropower dams. Eight projects are located in
Laos, two on Thai-Lao border and the other two in Cambodia.

Among the 12 proposed projects, the Xayabouri dam is at the most advanced stage of
planning. The project is located in Xayabouri province of Northern Lao and has the backing
of the Lao government. Approximately 95% of its installed electricity generation capacity
will be exported to feed Thailand’s insatiable thirst for electricity. The Xayabouri dam is
the first mainstream dam that has been considered by the “Procedures for Notification,
Prior Consultation and Agreement” (PNPCA) process that is required by the 1995 Mekong
Agreement and that is slated to be completed by April 2011. The dam developer at the
forefront of this project is the Thai construction company Ch. Karnchang, working in part-
nership with three other companies from Thailand. The project is proposed to be financed
with massive loans from Thai commercial banks. If built, this dam will displace 10 villages
that are home to 2,130 people, and will jeopardise the means of local livelihoods for these
people, as well as more than 200,000 people located up- and down-stream of the project,
with impacts to fisheries, gold panning and riverbank cultivation. Rare and endangered
fish species, like the giant catfish, will be brought to the brink of extinction. Dramatic daily
fluctuations of water level of as much as three meters may be experienced upstream and
across the border in Chiang Khan District, Thailand.

Far-reaching impacts arising from the construction of the 12 dams on the lower Mekong
mainstream are anticipated, especially on fisheries and riverbank agriculture, as the dams will:
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e Inundate a large area of wetlands and floodplains, as well as deep pool zones,
resulting in a loss of fish habitats that are crucial for the life-cycles of fish, including for
feeding and spawning.

e Block fish migrations. Between 40 to 70 percent of the Mekong River’s commercial
fish catch undertake long-distance migrations as part of their life cycles. Due to the unique
diversity of the Mekong River’s fish species and the large variations in their migration pat-
terns, there is no existing technology of fish pass or fish ladder that could enable the fish
to migrate past the dams.

e Disrupt the hydrological pattern of the river, which is profoundly important to
fish migration, for example by acting as a trigger for major migrations. As the dams will
regulate the flow of the river, it will disrupt the fish lifecycles, as well as possibly create
unpredictable flows for downstream areas or countries.

e Decrease the sediment load of the river, despite the fact the river’s nutrient load
is critically important to ecosystem vitality along the length of the river, including in the
Tonle Sap area and the Mekong Delta that are hot spots for fisheries and agriculture.

e Directly or indirectly affect the livelihoods of at least 2.1 million people, including
by wiping out riverbank cultivation, agricultural land and housing areas, and decimating
the river’s wild-capture fisheries.

e Exacerbate poverty in the region. The Strategic
Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the mainstream dams,
released by the Mekong River Commission (MRC) in October
2010, states that any economic benefits from the dams is
likely to be unevenly distributed, with these benefits being
concentrated among investors and governments whereas most
of the costs would be borne by poor and vulnerable riparian
communities.

These potential impacts underscore the need for grave con-
cern, should these projects be built, about the permanent
losses to biodiversity of global importance and the irrevers-
ible damage to the Mekong River’s ecology. These impacts
will not be confined to the territory of the country where a
particular dam is located, and therefore must be recognized
as transboundary and culmulative in nature; the magnitude

of the impacts could even be felt region wide. Any economic benefits from the
dams is likely to be unevenly

distributed, with these benefits
being concentrated among
investors and governments
whereas most of the costs would
be borne by poor and vulnerable
riparian communities.

Over the past few decades, communities living along the
Mekong River in northern Laos and northern Thailand have
suffered unprecedented catastrophes of flood and drought
that have coincided with the impounding and releasing of
water from dams upstream in China situated hundreds of
kilometres away to the North. Now that this cascade of four
huge dams, namely the Manwan, Dachaoshan, Jinghong and
Xiaowan dams, has already harnessed the flows of the Upper Mekong River (Lancang), the
subsequent frequent abnormal water level fluctuations on the Mekong River in North Thai-
land has by no means convinced the local communities that dams in China are innocent
of causing this unnatural phenomenon. Chinese dam plans have already raised anxiety
levels across the basin. The proposed new mainstream dams on the Lower Mekong River
are generating even further serious concerns, including that the resulting transboundary
impacts could create international tensions and threaten peace and security throughout
the Mekong region.
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On 23" February, 2011, an earthquake measuring 4.7 on the Richter scale occurred in
Northern Lao, with its epicenter in Xayabouri Province. The earthquake was reportedly
felt across the border in Thailand and even caused cracks on many buildings in Nan and
Udon Thani provinces. Research has shown that there are active fault lines in the area of
northern Laos where the Xayabouri dam and five other mainstream dams are located. This
sets alarm bell ringing about the proposed mainstream dams, given that there have been
no comprehensive studies investigating the potential implications of the earthquakes for
the dams. Without such studies, people living downstream will be exposed to unimaginable
risks if the dams proceed.

In the face of the looming threats posed by the mainstream dam proposals to the region’s
ecological and social stability, the MRC is the only regional body that has directly engaged
with the dam plans so as to allegedly ensure equitable and sustainable use of the lower
Mekong River among member countries. However, when examining the MRC’s track record
to date, it is found that its commitment to “sustainable” management and development
of the Mekong River is dubious. Since its birth as the Mekong Committee in 1957, which
evolved into the MRC in 1995, it has predominantly dedicated itself to undertaking studies
and facilitating procedures that relate to seeing in place extensive hydropower develop-
ment throughout the Mekong basin.

Under the current push by private investors and the Mekong governments for the series of
12 mainstream dams, the MRC facilitated the Strategic Environmental Assessment on the
mainstream projects. The SEA states many serious and negative impacts on the Mekong
region as a whole, and that would be irreversible and beyond mitigation and compensa-
tion. Yet, to date there has been no systematic distribution of the report to the wider
public of the four Mekong countries that would enhance public participation and ensure
a well-informed decision.

Instead, the MRC has implemented the PNPCA process for the Xayabouri dam as requested
by the government of Lao, even before launching the SEA final report that was supposed
to be an input to the decision-making process. Hearings were held in Cambodia, Thailand
and Vietnam as a part of the PNPCA process, but not in Lao, yet there was a complete
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failure to fully disclose the Xayabouri dam’s project information prior to the consulta-
tions, including its Environmental Impact Assessment report. Furthermore, some of the
hearings explicitly excluded the voices of local communities who would be directly af-
fected. In Thailand, where a resolution to purchase electricity from the Xayabouri dam
had already been declared by the National Energy Policy Office, the PNPCA hearings were
rushed and consequently denounced by civil society for being non-transparent. Moreover,
at the hearings, the MRC were unable to clarify to what degree the peoples’ strong and
clear message opposing the Xayabouri dam and their demands for complete information
disclosure would be taken into account during the regional decision-making on the project.

Following the MRC’s performance to date on the Xayabouri dam, it is clear that it can-
not guarantee that procedures related to the project will employ the principles of good
governance that are a necessary foundation for achieving sustainable development. It
is furthermore evident that the MRC’s claimed commitment to coordinating sustainable
management and development of water and related resources for the peoples’ well-being
are in fact only rhetoric.

The majority of the electricity proposed to be generated by the 12 Mekong mainstream
dams are intended to supply the electricity demand of Thailand and Vietham. Yet, par-
ticularly in Thailand, civil society groups have questioned and criticised the government’s
figures on predicted future electricity demands, which have a track record of being con-
sistently overestimated and are now being used to justify the mainstream dam projects.
Furthermore, the massive potential for energy efficiency, demand side management, and
renewable energy technologies throughout the region are yet to be fully developed, in
particular in the electricity-intensive cities of Thailand and Vietnam. The ongoing over-
investment in unsustainable electricity projects ultimately becomes the burden of the
electricity consumers, who will have to pay overly expensive bills for their electricity that
is generated in a socially and environmentally destructive way, even though far more
sustainable energy options exist.

Since 2007, when the plans for Mekong mainstream dams were first revived, local, national,
regional and international groups have consistently called for the projects to be cancelled.
For example, in October 2009, a 23,110 signature “Save the Mekong” postcard petition
calling for the Mekong River’s mainstream to remain free of dams was sent to the Prime
Ministers of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam. In another example, in September
2010, community groups representing about 24,000 people in five provinces in Thailand
along the Mekong River submitted a petition letter to Thailand’s Prime Minister asking
him to cancel the plan to purchase electricity from the Xayabouri dam.

In December 2009, at a community forum joined by Thai senators responsible for in-
vestigating the proposed Ban Koum mainstream dam on the Thai-Lao border, a villager
explained why the Mekong River should be kept free of dams:

13

Our community’s way of life is happy, although we are poor. We have a happy
family life. We have riverbank gardens when the water is low where we can plant
anything - corn, garlic, anything at all. The Sam Phan Bok [a large rock formation on
the Mekong River that is now a popular ecotourism attraction] used to be unknown
to outsiders, but has now become important and recognised as a part of history that
is linked to the village. If we have to lose all this, our life along the Mekong River will
become meaningless. | wouldn’t trade even a square inch of my land for anything, not
even for millions of baht, because even one square inch of this land sustains my life.”
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