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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The Mekong River is a critical shared resource between China and five Southeast Asian 
countries, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam.  Over 80 million people 
depend on the river for their livelihoods, but recent large-scale resource development, 
especially in the form of hydropower development, pose serious problems within the 
river basin.  This paper focuses on China’s plans for hydropower development on its 
portion of the upper Mekong basin (Lancang Jiang) and their ecological, political and 
economic implications for the Southeast Asian riparians.  It shows that the economic 
imperative prevails among all riparian states, and that China and the other countries tend 
to confine their cooperation to infrastructural development rather to consultation or 
management of potential adverse transboundary impacts of upstream development.  
However, the paper argues that ‘securitising’ this upstream-downstream problem is not 
the answer; rather, the way forward must involve first reconceptualising regional security 
in terms of comprehensive, human and economic security. 
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CHINA IN THE MEKONG RIVER BASIN: THE REGIONAL SECURITY 
IMPLICATIONS OF RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT ON THE LANCANG JIANG 
 
 
 Introduction 
 

The Mekong is the eighth largest river in the world, with a basin covering 
800,000 square kilometres of mainland East Asia.1  It flows through Yunnan province in 
southern China, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam; and forms part of the borders 
between Myanmar and China, and Myanmar and Laos.   
 

Shared water resources epitomize the dilemmas surrounding common pool 
resources, whose use by one party diminishes the potential benefits to others.  Rivers are 
particularly subject to these conflicts in terms of upper or mid-stream pollution, 
abstraction or impoundment, which may reduce the quality and quantity of water 
available to downstream users.  Furthermore, in the case of an international river like the 
Mekong, the incongruence between hydro-ecological and political boundaries leads to 
conflicts between the principle of sovereignty as opposed to common resource issues of 
ownership, allocation, security and environmental degradation. 
 

More than 80 million people (90% of the riparian population) depend upon the 
Mekong river for resources ranging from drinking water, fish, transport, irrigation water 
to the fertile land and forest products of its catchment area – mainly agriculturalists who 
rely on the wild freshwater fish as a key source of protein in their diets.  The river’s 
largest development potential though, lies in hydropower and large-scale irrigation 
projects.  These potential resources have been relatively undeveloped until now because 
of civil strife and wars, but the relative peace and subsequent economic development 
drive in the region in the 1990s has boosted a range of national, bilateral and multilateral 
plans for building dams on the mainstream and major tributaries of the Mekong to 
provide electricity and irrigation water.  The troubled experiences in other large 
transboundary rivers like the Nile, the Jordan and the Tigris-Euphrates suggest that these 
developmental projects will have significant impacts on the environmental security of, 
and relations between, the Mekong basin states.2 
 

Given the extent to which its riparian states depend upon the Mekong for basic 
needs, and the uneven distribution of its resources and potential, the development of the 
Mekong river represents a truly regional challenge for mainland East Asia in terms of 

                                                 
1 A river basin is defined in hydrological terms as the catchment area or watershed of the river itself, 
including tributary and distributary streams, and the immediate surrounding land. 
2 For a survey and analysis of these three cases, see Nurit Kliot, Water Resources and Conflict in the 
Middle East (London: Routledge, 1994). 
An earlier version of this paper was presented at the the IDSS-Ford Foundation Workshop on Non-
traditional Security Issues in Asia, 9-10 September 2003, Singapore. 
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scope and complexity.  The regional security implications of the last decade of resource 
development in the lower Mekong basin (Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam), has 
been studied widely.3  This paper focuses instead on China’s role in developments in the 
Mekong basin, a subject which is of vital importance, but which has been relatively 
under-analysed.  It first discusses the key regional implications of China’s hydropower 
development projects on the upper Mekong – known as the Lancang Jiang in China – 
focusing on the potential ecological and political impacts.  The second section 
investigates the prevailing regional approaches to developing and managing the 
Lancang/Mekong river basin, and the extent to which China and the other riparian states 
have consulted or cooperated to tackle current and potential problems.  The final section 
assesses whether securitising China’s resource development on the upper Mekong can 
help in addressing these regional security implications, and offers some suggestions as to 
how the complex issues might best be conceptualised.  
 
Regional implications of China’s Lancang Jiang hydropower development projects 

 
Chinese developments on the upper Mekong basin are a critical issue.  Beijing has 

begun large scale exploitation of the Lancang’s massive hydropower potential: since 
1993, it has completed the first two in a series of seven planned hydropower stations 
designed to tap 60% of the flow of the river.4  Together, the entire cascade will have a 
combined installed capacity of 15.55 million kw (15,550 MW), and will generate 74.1 
billion kwh of electricity per year.5  Table 1 shows details of the five key dams which 
have been planned.6 

 
In gross terms, the Lancang contributes 16% of the Mekong’s total discharge, but 

in real terms, it contributes 100% of the flow at the Laos border and 60% as far 
downstream as Vientiane, 20% at Pakse in southern Laos, 15-20% in Vietnam, 16% at 

                                                 
3 See, for instance, Evelyn Goh, ‘The Hydro-Politics of the Mekong River Basin: Regional Cooperation 
and Environmental Security in Mainland East Asia’, in Andrew T. H. Tan & J. D. Kenneth Boutin, eds., 
Non-Traditional Security Issues in Southeast Asia (Ford Foundation-Institute of Defence & Strategic 
Studies, 2001); Desmond Ball, ‘Security Developments and Prospects for Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific 
Region, with particular reference to the Mekong River Basin’, Strategic and Defence Studies Centre 
Working Paper No. 33, 1999. 
4 Tian Fang, Lin Fatang & Bi Daolin, eds., Lancang Jiang – Xiao Taiyang (Kunming: Yunnan People’s 
Press, 1989).  The orginal plan was for a 14-dam cascade, but this was subsequently revised down to seven 
dams. 
5 For maps, see Hiroshi Hori, The Mekong: Environment and Development (Tokyo: United Nations 
University Press, 2000), p.202-3. 
6 Estimates vary, but the data used is from Wang Shui & E. C. Chapman, ‘The Lancang Jiang Basin: Steps 
Towards the Realisation of Sustainable Development’, in Bob Stensholt, ed., Development Dilemmas in 
the Mekong Subregion (Clayton, Australia: Monash University Asia Institute, 1996), p.182; Mekong 
Development Research Network, Investigation and Study of the Current Status of the Lancang River – 
Mekong River in Yunnan, PRC (Kunming, 1993), p.59-60; He Daming & Hsiang-te Kung, ‘Facilitating 
Regional Sustainable Development Through Integrated Multi-Objective Utilization, Management of Water 
Resources in the Lancang-Mekong River Basin’, The Journal of Chinese Geography 7(4), (1997), p.14; 
Xinhua News Agency, 19 January 2001, 25 January 2002, 18 July 2002;   The other potential dams are 
Mengsong and Gongguqiao. 
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Phnom Penh.  It also provides an important component of the crucial minimum dry 
season flow along most of the mainstream of the Mekong in Laos and Thailand – even in 
Cambodia, the Lancang contributes almost 45% of the average flow in April.7 

 
According to proponents, the potential basinwide benefits of the Lancang cascade 

include: the development of a renewable energy course; help with flood control in the 
wet season; and increased water supply downstream during the dry season for irrigation 
and navigation.  The last will be the major consequence of the Chinese dams as the wet 
season impacts are expected to be less dramatic.  Estimates range from a 40% increase 
overall, to the expectation that once the Xiaowan dam is completed, the impoundment of 
water during the wet season will increase dry season flows by as much as 70% as far 
downstream as Vientiane.8  

 
Table 1.  Existing and planned hydropower stations and dams on Lancang Jiang. 
 
Power 
station 

Status Generating 
capacity 
(million kw) 

Estimated cost Storage 
capacit
y 
(100 
cubic 
millime-
tres) 

Size of 
dam 

Estimat-
ed 
numbers 
to be 
resettled 

Manwan Completed in 
1993, 
operational in 
June 1995 

1.25 200 million yuan 9.2 126m high 
dam wall 

3,000 

Dachaoshan First 
generator 
opened 
December 
2001, 
operational 
June 2003 

1.35 US$800 million 
(transmission lines 
funded by Asian 
Development 
Bank) 
 

8.9 110m 5,200 

Xiaowan 2012-2017 4.2 25 billion yuan 
(US$3 billion) – 
Chinese bank loans 

150   169km 
long 
reservoir, 
dam wall 
292m (one 
of highest 
in world) 

33,000 
(will 
flood 90 
sq km) 

Jinghong 2004 1.5 US$1 billion  
70% investment 
from Thailand 
(electricity buyer) 

12.3 Dam wall 
118m 

1,700 

Nuozhadu 2006 5.5 US$3.6 billion 227.4  Reservoir 
length 
226km, 

14,800 

                                                 
7 MDRN, op. cit.; ‘Proposed Mekong Dam Scheme in China Threatens Millions in Downstream 
Countries’, World Rivers Review (June 2001), p.5. 
8 Ibid., p.4. 
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dam wall 
254m 

 
However, China has developed its hydropower plans for the Lancang unilaterally, 

and has declined to become a member of regional institutions such as the Mekong River 
Basin Commission, which is responsible for coordinating environmental issues.  Indeed, 
the lower Mekong states did not learn of China’s hydropower plans until the early 1990s.  
This poses a classic free-rider problem, as China is the uppermost riparian state and the 
most politically powerful country in the basin, with the fastest economic growth rates.  
Beijing could well push forward with its ambitious plans for the Lancang, to the 
detriment of its downstream neighbours.   
 

The potential adverse consequences on downstream states are ecological and 
political.  They may also be framed in environmental security terms in two ways.  First, 
in the relationship between environmental degradation and conflict, which speaks to the 
‘traditional’ national security concern about environmental factors contributing to 
potentially violent inter-state conflicts.9  Second, in the relationship between 
environmental degradation and social welfare – this is the ‘non-traditional’ area of  
‘human security’, which concerns itself with the adverse effects of environmental 
scarcity and degradation on the well-being of communities.   
 

The potential ecological problems associated with China’s dams on the Lancang 
Jiang are many and varied, and the following are but some of the key expected effects. 
 

• Water impoundment 
 

Large dams are often dangerous because of the increased frequency and 
magnitude of landslides and earthquakes caused by construction, the weight of the 
impounded water, and water seepage into fault lines in the reservoir area.  In this 
instance, a big landslide (150,000 cubic metres of soil) occurred during the construction 
of Manwan dam on 7 January 1987, and the Xiaowan dam is planned very near an 
earthquake-prone zone.10  
 

The filling of large dams can also have detrimental effects.  It is estimated that the 
two biggest dams on the Lancang cascade (Xiaowan and Nuozhadu) will each take up to 
10 years to fill, on the assumption that half the water flow is held back during the filling 
period.  But the impoundment upstream during this period will affect areas downstream, 
as witnessed during the filling of the much smaller Manwan dam in the dry season of 
1993, when dramatic falls in water levels downstream caused the Thai authorities in the 
northern province of Chiang Rai to complain to Bangkok and Beijing. 

                                                 
9 E.g., Barry Buzan, People, States and Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the Post-
Cold War Era (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p.132; Joyce Starr, ‘Water Wars’, Foreign Policy 
Vol. 82 (Spring 1991), p.17-36; Norman Myers, Ultimate Security: The Environmental Basis of Political 
Stability (New York: Norton, 1993). 
10 Hori, op. cit., p.207-8. 
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Furthermore, the flood and drought control capacity of the Chinese dams for 

downstream areas is highly debatable.  The main purpose of these dams is to store water 
for generating electricity, and so during the dry season, they are likely to withhold water; 
and if large floods occurs, they are likely to have to release water anyway to protect the 
dams themselves.  The latter might have been demonstrated during the unusually high 
floods downstream during September/October 2000, when some allege that excess water 
was released from the Manwan dam.11 
 

• Flow regulation 
 

Flood regulation during normal years will mean fewer seasonal floods 
downstream.  Yet, seasonal floods deposit nutrients and sediment onto the natural flood 
plains, and a reduction of these deposits will cause the natural soil fertility to decline over 
wide areas of rice cultivation in the lower Mekong basin.  Farmers will need a massive 
programme of artificial fertilising to cope with these changes, but they will also need to 
find new strains of crops to grow in the new hydrological regime.  This is because many 
strains of crops grown in the basin are adapted to the existing conditions – for instance, 
80% of the rice paddy grown in Cambodia is closely tied to annual floods.12 
 

Flood regulation will also affect agriculture and salinity in the delta areas.  Salt 
water intrusion is a natural phenomenon here and agriculture has adapted to it e.g. rice 
cultivars grown are adapted to salinity; and irrigation systems in the delta depend upon 
tidal hydropower pushing freshwater into the canals.  At the same time, the seasonal 
floods serve to flush the delta areas, providing some natural constraint to salt water 
intrusion from the sea.  Fewer and lower floods will thus increase salinity in the delta. 
 

Conversely, higher dry season flows will flood riverbank truck gardening (common 
along the Mekong), a small-scale but prevalent form of supplementary agriculture which 
exploits the fertile exposed floodplain land during the dry season.  Along with the 
expected decrease in nutrient supply, thus crucial livelihood strategy will see lower 
yields. 
 

• Aquatic life 
 

Fish and other aquatic species adapted to the ecosystem (such as the sediment-
rich and turbid water conditions or the reverse flow of the Tonle Sap during the dry 
season) will experience serious disruption in feeding habits.  Also, higher water levels 
during the dry season that do not expose rapids in the middle section of the river, and 
lower water levels in the flooded forests of southern Laos and Cambodia in wet season, 
will diminish crucial spawning and nursing grounds for migratory fish.  The decline in 
biodiversity will be accompanied by falling productivity in the wild-capture fisheries that 
                                                 
11 Tyson Roberts, ‘Downstream Ecological Implications of China’s Lancang Hydropower and Mekong 
Navigation Projects’, International Rivers Network paper, 2001, p.4. 
12 Ibid., p.8. 
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are important to Mekong communities.  These fisheries, which trap migratory fish, yield 
about 1 million tonnes annually (40% in Cambodia) in the lower Mekong basin, where 
fish provides 80% of animal protein in people’s diets.13 
 

• Sedimentation 
 

It is estimated that half of Mekong’s annual sediment load originates in the 
Chinese part of the watershed.14  As this is mainly coarse grit rather than sand, and 
carried as bed load or in suspension, the contribution is difficult to measure.   
 

The planned series of dams on the Lancang Jiang will trap a large proportion of 
this sediment, and greatly decrease the sediment load of the river.  This will lead to 
significantly more erosion downstream, which will alter the channel’s course, weaken 
structures such as bridges and increase coastal erosion in the delta.  The latter might be 
expected to balance out or exceed the benefits of combating salt water intrusion with 
higher dry season flows. 
 

Furthermore, such rapid sedimentation rates upstream may make the Lancang 
cascade less cost-effective than many think.  For instance, prior to construction, Manwan 
dam was estimated to have sufficient dead storage capacity to withstand sedimentation 
for 20 years, yet within three years of operation, the loss of effective storage had already 
reached that assumed for 15 years.  Ironically, proponents of the cascade expect to deal 
with this problem when the Xiaowan dam is built upstream of Manwan, but this is a 
dubious assumption, and opponents and some ecologists now suggest that the useful 
lifetime of cascade is likely to be only about 30 years, rather than the 100 years as 
claimed by its proponents.15 
 

The most critical political ramification of China’s hydropower development on 
the Lancang Jiang is that China will be able to control the quantity of water released to 
downstream countries.  The worst affected states will be those furthest downstream, 
Vietnam and Cambodia.  The lack of any formal agreements, even of the minimum kind 
found in the Mekong Agreement for the lower basin (which obliges riparian states to 
consult with or to inform the others in the case of any projects), means that there are no 
safeguards in place.16 
 

Moreover, the lower Mekong countries have reason to be concerned about the 
potential adverse transboundary ecological impacts of China’s projects upstream, as no 
environmental impact assessments are known to have been carried out for the Lancang 

                                                 
13 Ibid, p.8; Tyson Roberts, ‘An Independent Assessment of the Nam Theun 2 Hydropower Project in 
Laos, with Particular Reference to Aquatic Biology and Fisheries’, mimeo, c.1997.  An example of the 
controversy over this issue can be seen in the exchange between Chinese and Australian geographers in 
Mekong Update & Dialogue, 5(3), July-September 2002, p.2-5. 
14 Blake, op. cit, p.5; Roberts, op. cit., p.5. 
15 Ibid., p.6-7 
16 On the Mekong Agreement, see Goh, op. cit., p.477-80. 
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cascade.  Recent experience with the blasting of rapids on the river at the 
China/Laos/Thailand border has shown environmental impact assessments carried out by 
the Chinese to be controversial, leading to the scaling back and partial suspension of the 
project this year.17 
 
 
Regional approaches to developing and managing the Lancang/Mekong river basin 
 

Given the plethora of potential transboundary problems with China’s plans to 
develop the Lancang Jiang, how have China and its neighbours tried to tackle this issue?  
How might we characterise the existing regional approach to developing and managing 
the Lancang/Mekong basins?   
 
Perception of river resources 
 

It is useful to begin by asking how the Lancang/Mekong river is perceived, and in 
what context is resource development conceived by the riparian states.  The Mekong is 
called ‘The Mother of Rivers’ (mae khong) in its lower reaches, and is regarded as a life-
sustaining source by the communities which live along it.  However, all the riparian 
states are rapidly developing countries in which the economic imperative enjoys 
remarkable primacy, and the development of the river basin’s resources tend to be 
regarded by governments mainly in terms of resource exploitation to advance national 
economic growth.  As Khy Tainglim, Cambodia’s Minister of Transportation, put it: 
“Water is our oil, our mines of gold, our main natural resource, and we should use our 
water to export and get foreign currency to develop the country”.18 
 

China is no exception.  Its gradual economic liberalisation from the 1980s and the 
opening up of the Chinese economy to the outside world in the 1990s has allowed 
government expenditure to be supplemented by foreign aid and investment for regional 
infrastructure and power projects from international agencies.  As part of its national 
economic development drive, the Chinese government has ambitious plans of transferring 
electricity from west to east within the country, and also to supply hydropower-generated 
electricity to Southeast Asia.  
 

At the national level, China is the country with the largest exploitable hydropower 
resources in the world.  Its total exploitable resource of 378 million kw is concentrated in 
the southwest, central and northwest parts of the country (where only less than 30% has 
been exploited so far), while its key areas of growing demand are in the east and the 
south (the Shanghai Municipality, Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang provinces).  Thus, a 

                                                 
17 ‘China vows to limit blasting of rapids’, The Nation, 13 June 2003; ‘Chinese reef blasts send waves 
down Mekong river’, Reuters, 29 April 2003; ‘China urged to drop plan for blasting river rapids’, Bangkok 
Post, 13 December 2002. 
18 ‘”Water is our gold” – The battle of words begins’, Phnom Penh Post, 8-21 March 1996. 
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huge west-to-east hydropower electricity transfer as part of national strategy to open up 
and develop the western region is seen as an “inevitable option”.19 
 

At the regional level, Yunnan province possesses the second greatest workable 
hydro-energy resources in the country.  The provincial government envisages that 
“Yunnan province will become an energy depot not only for China, but also for southeast 
Asian countries.”  In 2001, Yunnan exported 900,000 kw electricity to Guangdong; as 
other hydroelectric power stations are built on the Lancang, it is estimated that after 
2015, it will send 8 million kw per year east.  From January 2002, the province started 
selling electricity to Laos, and it will also sell 1.5 million kw per year to Thailand from 
2013, and another 1.5 million kw per year from 2014.20 
 

Although China has not shown any interest in joining the Mekong River 
Commission, which is involved with coordinating resource allocation and environmental 
issues in the lower Mekong basin, it has participated actively in the Asian Development 
Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion [ADB GMS] programme and ASEAN’s Mekong 
Basin development programme.  The latter focus on regional economic development 
projects, particularly regional power development and transfers, and regional 
infrastructural network development (including a regional highway and the opening up of 
the Mekong river for navigation by big commercial ships).21  These programmes will 
help to integrate the Chinese and mainland Southeast Asian economics, reviving the 
traditional overland trading routes between China and Southeast Asia.  As a major 
avenue of regional economic integration, the mutual enthusiasm for the GMS programme 
ensures greater Chinese competition for influence in Southeast Asia against Japan.  
 

One of the most prominent flagship initiatives of the GMS programme is the 
Mekong power grid.  With the involvement of the World Bank, the Japan Bank for 
International Cooperation and ASEAN, it is hoped that the regional grid will boost the 
system for regional power trade and private investment in the power sector.  It involves 
proposed transmission lines to connect Thailand to the Jinghong and Nuozhadu dams on 
the Lancang Jiang and dams on the Salween River in Burma; and Thailand and Vietnam 
to the controversial Nam Theun II dam in Laos, amongst other dams planned in Laos and 
Cambodia.22 

                                                 
19 Shi Lishan, ‘On Developing China’s Hydropower Resources and Transmitting Electricity from East to 
West’, in State Development Planning Commission, Investment in China (Beijing, 2000), available at 
http://www.ahk-china.org/umwelt/hydropower.htm p.5. 
20 ‘Lancang River: Energy Base for China, Southeast Asia’, Xinhua Daily News, 31 January 2002. 
21 See, for instance, Building on Success: A Strategic Framework for the Next Ten Years of the Greater 
Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Programme (Manila: ADB, 2002). 
22 NGOs campaigning against the plan criticize the ADB’s record in developmental programmes, and argue 
that instead of building mega hydropower projects, priority should be given to improving the efficiency of 
current systems, managing electricity demand and developing renewable technologies and smaller 
decentralized power systems – see IRN, ‘Trading Away the Future: The Mekong Power Grid’, available at 
http://www.irn.org/programs/mekong/030620.powergrid-bp.pdf; and ‘Sizing Up the Grid: How the 
Mekong Power Grid Compares Against the Policies of the Asian Development Bank’, January 2004, at 
http://www.irn.org/programs/mekong/poweranalysis.pdf.  
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Environmental issues 
 

In the course of planning and seeking funding for these ambitious hydropower 
projects, the various governments have not addressed environmental concerns 
consistently.  Instead, NGOs and international research networks have been most active 
in disseminating information about actual and potential effects of these developments on 
local communities and regional relations.  The policy makers and academics from China 
working on the subject are well aware of the international controversy, but they argue in 
favour of the economic imperative in spite of environmental costs.  For instance, two 
leading Chinese experts wrote in 1997 that:  

 
Today, some developed countries such as the United States are stepping 
out of the ‘dam building age’… But…developing countries…have to build 
dams to satisfy the requirements of…rapid socio-economic development as 
well as…increased population, even though they lack experience in 
planning, construction and management of dams, and are poor in 
technology and experience in handling environmental and ecological 
problems.23 

 
They also argue the cost-effectiveness of developing hydropower on the Lancang 

instead of on the Mekong, calculating that the total cost of building the Lancang cascade 
will be 33.5% of that for dams on the Mekong mainstream because of fewer 
resettlements, less inundation of land and higher power generation capacity.  These 
calculations have the greatest potential impact on Laos, which is hoping to become the 
hydropower centre for mainland Southeast Asia.  He & Kung estimate that Yunnan 
province will be able to sell electricity more cheaply to the region than Laos can – for 
instance, electricity provided from the planned Nam Theun II dam in Laos to Thailand is 
set to cost 4.55 cents (0.40 yuan) per KWh, as compared to 0.30 yuan for electricity 
supplied from the Jinghong dam to Bangkok.24  If such projections are accurate, we may 
expect the regional power market to become even more demand-led and the exacerbation 
of Laos’ problems of asymmetrical dependence on the Thai market for its hydropower-
led development strategy.25    
 

Apart from the stark economic imperative evident in Chinese attitudes towards 
dam development, there is also a degree of myopia in considering environmental impacts.  
Existing Chinese studies largely do not take into account environmental costs 
downstream of the Lancang cascade.  This is in part because the plans were made 
unilaterally, before Yunnan province was opened to foreign trade in 1985, and at a time 
when China’s political relations with the lower Mekong riparians were cool in the 1980s.  
Yet, the few more recent studies of downstream impacts focus on the potential positive 

                                                 
23 He & Kung, op. cit., p.9-21. 
24 Ibid., p.3-16. 
25 The government of land-locked but mountainous Laos is pinning its hopes for economic development on 
the single industry of exporting hydropower to its neighbours.  On the dangers of dependency arising from 
this, see Goh, op. cit., p.483-7. 
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effects and dismiss the likely negative ones.  For example, Chapman & He assert that the 
overall effect of the Lancang dams on the river flow will be “negligible” – except for an 
augmented dry season flow of 171% at the Laos border and a reduction of wet season 
flow by as much as 25%.  They also cast doubt on possible adverse impacts on fisheries, 
citing the lack of data, the presence of other causes and the ultimately lower importance 
of fish; and emphasise that in some areas, like the Tonle Sap, environmental degradation 
“is already far advanced”.26 
 

In recent years though, Yunnan province authorities have paid some attention to 
environmental protection in the watershed.  For instance, after bad floods in 1998, the 
government banned logging completely in Xishuanbanna prefecture in the Lancang 
basin; there are 111 established protected areas of various types (5.1% up to 6% of the 
total land area); new afforestation initiatives (33% of total land area); attempts to 
strengthen the regulatory framework on a variety of fronts; and to control industrial 
pollution and waste treatment in ‘Green Mountain and Clean Water Trans-Century Green 
Engineering Plan’.  Yet, it still has a long way to go and problems include the lack of 
data and analysis, an effective environmental monitoring system, funding, well-defined 
policies and strategies on watershed management.27 
 
China-Mekong dialogue and cooperation 
 

In light of the potential for cooperation and conflict in developing the Lancang 
and Mekong rivers, how have China and the other riparians talked about their plans and 
concerns vis-à-vis hydropower development on the Lancang Jiang?  Has China tried to 
address the concerns of its downstream neighbours, and how does this issue feature in 
China’s general policy towards Southeast Asia?   
 

Unfortunately, the channels of communication on this issue between China and 
the lower Mekong states are poor.  Downstream states, especially Cambodia and 
Vietnam, have serious concerns about the impacts of Chinese plans, but they have no 
forum in which to voice them.  There are no formal or regular multilateral meetings to 
exchange information, to consult, or to coordinate projects.  There have only been two 
recent regional agreements relating to the Mekong basin: a 2002/3 agreement on 
hydrological data sharing, and the ADB GMS projects on the power grid and navigation.   
 

However, most of the details of these projects are carried out in a bilateral 
manner, in which environmental concerns are seldom sufficient to change things.  For 
instance, even though there were significant NGO and community protests about the 
environmental and livelihood consequences of the project to blast rapid and widen 
                                                 
26 E.C. Chapman & He Daming, ‘Downstream Implications of China’s Dams on the Lancang Jiang (Upper 
Mekong) and their Potential Significance for Greater Regional Cooperation Basin-wide’, mimeo, 2000, 
available at http://www.anu.edu.au/asianstudies/mekong/dams.html,, p.5-7. 
27 See Zhou Bo & Yang Weimin, ‘Priorities of the Greater Mekong Subregion: Issues, Strategies and 
Realities: Views of China’s Yunnan Province’, in Kao Kim Hourn & Jeffrey A. Kaplan, eds., The Greater 
Mekong Subregion and ASEAN: From Backwaters to Headwaters (Phnom Penh: Cambodian Institute for 
Cooperation and Peace, 2000). 
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channels in the upper Mekong in the last year, work plans were only put on hold 
primarily because of the Thai military’s concerns about the border demarcation with Laos 
if the Mekong river channel shifts as a result of blasting upstream.28 
 

The Chinese side views the development of the Lancang Jiang as a national issue.  
Aware of criticisms from anti-dam campaigners and international NGOs, Chinese experts 
have been speaking out against ‘inaccurate information’ and perceived attempts to sully 
China’s reputation.  At the same time, however, these experts also recommend that the 
government pay careful attention to resettlement issues in particular (having probably 
absorbed lessons from the Thai government’s bad experiences with controversial dam 
projects such as Pak Mun).29  The Chinese government has also shifted its public rhetoric 
towards more conciliatory language, emphasizing “common benefits” to be gained from 
development projects on the Mekong, with the Prime Minister himself affirming the 
importance of enhancing capabilities in “ecological protection and rational development 
of water resources for sustainable economic development”.30  Yet, neither the 
government nor scholars have so far shown significant detailed engagement with broader 
ecological concerns, with agriculture, fisheries and other livelihood issues downstream.  
The main problem is that Chinese discussions of the implications of their hydropower 
plans do not take a basin-wide view, concentrating only on the impacts within Chinese 
territory, when it is the downstream riparians who will suffer most disproportionately the 
ill effects of China’s plans. 
 

Here the existing power differential within the Lancang/Mekong system comes 
into play: downstream states do not feel that they are in a position to challenge China 
directly, partly because of its relative power, but also because of growing Chinese 
influence in the region.  For example, increasing Chinese aid and investment in 
Cambodia in recent years – especially in the form of infrastructural investment in roads, 
bridges, sewerage systems, the Sambor hydropower station, and the Senate and National 
Assembly buildings – obliges Phnom Penh to tread carefully when expressing concerns 
about the impacts it might suffer from Lancang Jiang developments.31 
 
Some ways forward: should Lancang/Mekong hydropolitics be securitised? 
 

                                                 
28 ‘Blasting put on hold as threat to river border’, The Nation, 7 April 2003. 
29 See, for instance, recent publications from the Asian International Rivers Centre at Yunnan University: 
Zhao Wenjuan & He Daming, Guoji guanzhu Lancangjiang kaifa kuajing yingxiang de zhuyao yanlu [Kay 
international discourse about the transboundary impacts of the development of the Lancang River]; He 
Daming, Gou Junhua & Gan Shu, Zhongguo-Dongmeng ziyoumaoyiqu jianshegongcheng zhong de lujiang 
kuojing shengtaianquan wenti [Trans-boundary ecological security issues in the development of the China-
ASEAN free trade area]; and Feng Yan & He Daming, Yingxiang Lancangjiang kaifa de guoji falü fagui 
wenti fenxi [Assessment of the legal and legislative elements affecting the development of the Lancang 
River], all published in April 2003.  
30 ‘Premier Pledges More Efforts in Mekong Region Development’, China Daily, 4 November 2002. 
31 James Borton, ‘Mother of Rivers: China’s Dams Pose Threat to Way of Life for Nations Downstream’, 
Washington Times, 6 September 2002. 
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Is there any way of ameliorating what is clearly a developing environmental and 
human security dilemma in the Lancang/Mekong basin?  Considered from a conceptual 
starting point, how can the complex of non-traditional security issues be pulled together 
and addressed?  Is the prevailing approach of applying diplomacy and bargaining over 
resource allocation while maximizing economic profit sustainable?  Can ‘securitising’ the 
issue of environmental management and resource development in the Mekong basin help 
by focusing higher-level interest and activity?  Or is there a third way of more optimally 
addressing the problem?   
 

The Copenhagen School has advanced a theory of securitisation which views 
securitisation as a move (consisting of a speech act and subsequent action) which frames 
an issue “as a special kind of politics or as above politics”, presenting it an existential 
threat which must be handled through extraordinary means, by breaking the normal 
political rules of the game if necessary.  That is, securitisation is an extreme form of 
politicisation.  Because the act of securitisation is intensely political, securitisation 
analysts are interested in who securitises, on what issues, for whom, why, with what 
results and under what conditions. 32  
 

Briefly, the issue of China’s hydropower development on the Lancang Jiang 
might be securitised in a number of ways.  First, China’s potential control over vital 
water flows to downstream states may be framed as a challenge to the sovereignty and 
autonomy of these states.  Second, the possible large-scale and adverse impacts on 
communities within each of these states might affect the popularity and stability of the 
governing national or local regime, as seen in growing community mobilisation 
challenging the central government’s policies and priorities in Thailand.  Third, expected 
problems with demand, supply and pricing (particularly if affected by the reduced 
lifespan of dams or the impact of environmental factors on electricity supply) when the 
regional power grid is in place, may lead to diplomatic tension between the riparian 
states.  Fourth, the negative impacts on regional livelihoods and food supply may be vital 
in terms of the number of people affected, particularly in the absence of effective 
alternatives and/or increased empowerment of communities, and may lead to migration 
and other socio-political instability which may be securitised at the national level. 
 

But has the issue of resource development and environmental protection in the 
Mekong basin been securitised thus far?  The two following quotations aptly summarise 
the state of the debate surrounding Lancang/Mekong hydropower development currently: 
 

The ultimate question may be: What matters most?  Sustaining the fish 
populations and greater biodiversity, or providing a better life for the 
human population (now and in the future) in two of the world’s poorest 
countries, Laos and Cambodia?33 
 

                                                 
32 Barry Buzan, Ole Waever & Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Boulder, Col.: 
Lynne Rienner, 1998), p.23-4, 32. 
33 Chapman & He, op. cit., p.7. 
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What matters most? Developing the expensive, risky, and unsustainable 
Lancang cascade of hydropower dams and Mekong navigation, or 
sustaining the fish populations, biodiversity, and integrity of the Mekong 
River so that it continues to support the human population of Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam’s Mekong Delta?  The Lancang hydropower dams 
will kill the Mekong and sedimentation will kill the Lancang hydropower 
dams.34 

 
As they indicate, the issue has not been securitised according to the definition 

offered by the Copenhagen School.  Instead, the debate is framed very much in terms 
pitting the imperative of economic development against the demands of social and 
ecological sustainability.  There have been occasional private complaints from 
government officials about national concerns, but there has been no corresponding 
marshalling of national attention or resources.35  This is partly because of the power 
differential – weaker neighbours do not want to offend either China or bigger and more 
advanced Southeast Asian countries like Thailand and the rest of the ASEAN-6, which 
strongly support regional development and Chinese integration.  But it is also because the 
Chinese and Southeast Asian governments tend to count environmental and human 
security losses still very much as externalities.  Their question is, why, when faced with 
the promise of electricity generation and exports, commercial navigation and other 
necessities for economic development, should these governments be obliged to even 
consider, not to mention securitise, ‘maybes’ – abstract potential environmental losses 
which may or may not happen at various points in the future?  
 

On the part of NGOs and activists, there has been no securitisation act as defined 
by the Copenhagen School either.  These groups tend to work at the level of communities 
and on issues such as fair resettlement and whether dams ought to be built in view of 
their negative impacts, and they focus on the protection of the environment and 
livelihoods, and the empowerment of local communities.  At the rhetorical level, while 
there has been widespread use in recent years of rhetoric about ‘environmental security’ 
or ‘ecological security’ (wu tai an quan) by Chinese academics and policy analysts, these 
terms tend to be employed in the geographical/ecological sense rather than in the political 
one. 
 

Thus, this study deals with a case which ought objectively to have been 
securitised but has not been.  By trying to explain why not, we help to draw some 
parameters for the conditions under which securitisation can or cannot occur. 

The trend for securitisation in recent years has seen proponents arguing or at least 
implying that securitising an issue will lead to a greater ability to handle it effectively, by 
ensuring it the publicity and urgency to attract sustained attention, funding and action.  
And yet, excessive securitisation may lead to the creation or exacerbation of security 

                                                 
34 Tyson Roberts, ‘Downstream Ecological Implications of China’s Lancang Hydropower and Mekong 
Navigation Projects’, International Rivers Network paper, 2001, p.14. 
35 E.g., ‘Hun Sen Warns that Mekong Development Could Dry Up Tonle Sap Lake’, Associated Press, 12 
February 2003. 
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dilemmas.  Thus the dynamics of securitisation practice is complex; not all actors will 
want to securitise an issue, while others might over- or under-securitise it.  It depends on 
the nature of the issue at hand, and the characteristics and preoccupations of the actors 
involved. 
 

The act and process of securitisation is a political choice – when a problem is 
securitised, the act tends to suggest specific ways of addressing it which usually focus on 
a threat, defence, and often state-centred solutions.36  In the case of the regional impacts 
of China’s hydropower development on the Lancang Jiang, however, such responses are 
difficult because the clear us/them divide is impossible to put into practice as a result of 
relative power differentials; and because the states most at risk and with the greatest 
incentives to securitise, are precisely the ones who can least afford a state-centric 
response that emphasises the classical zero-sum approach because they are most 
vulnerable.  Ecological problems, by definition, are transboundary and require positive-
sum approaches.  The securitisation concept may not be suitable because ecological 
damage is often unintentional and cumulative and cannot usually be solved by state 
defence mechanisms.37  At the same time, in this case, states appear to be part of the 
problem – either in perpetuating ecologically unsound development strategies or through 
governments’ inability to speak up on behalf of their people – while communities and 
individuals will suffer potentially adverse consequences.  Furthermore, environmental 
conflicts tend to express themselves along traditional societal fault lines – the slow and 
cumulative effects of environmental degradation often act as the root causes of threats 
that become manifest in other sectors.38  
 

One preliminary conclusion here relates to the question of who securitises.  That 
the size of the referent object affects the efficacy of securitisation has been suggested; for 
instance, the middle level such as states and nations are usually easier, although system 
and micro levels have been gaining ground.39  Here, we might add that securitisation is 
more likely in instances of lower power differentials between contesting groups.  Indeed, 
we might suggest that securitisation tends more to be the tool of choice of the strong. 

 
If we broaden our conceptual base beyond the Copenhagen School, however, we 

may suggest that securitisation can occur at multiple levels and that security may be 
better conceptualised in a “hierarchic[al] manner with different levels of abstraction”.  At 
the level of the state, securitisation may occur when issues are vital to the political 
survival of the regime or the state, or when they are of such gravity and urgency that they 
require the mobilisation of a substantial part of the resources of the state.40  At the level 
of the local or regional community, issues of security are those which affect the core 

                                                 
36 Ole Waever, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’, in Ronnie D. Lipschutz, ed., On Security (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1995), p.65. 
37 Ibid., p.63-5. 
38 Buzan et al, op. cit., p.84. 
39 Ibid., p.36-9;  
40 Muthiah Alagappa, ‘Conceptualizing Security’, in Alagappa, ed., Asian Security Practice: Material and 
Ideational Influences (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), p.680.   

14 



 

values, the livelihood and/or the way of life (identity?) of a community to the extent that 
their ability to adjust without a significant decline in their well-being is in doubt – this 
concept would be akin to those of societal security41 or human security42. 
 

The difference lies in what our referent object happens to be.  If we talk about 
‘environmental security’, then we are redefining security to include other non-traditional 
threats to the security of states, and in so doing, the sustainability of the 
environment/ecological system is securitised.  If we refer to ‘human security’, we focus 
upon military and non-military threats to the safety of societies, groups and individuals, 
thereby securitising human well-being in general. 
 

However, the issue at hand is so basic yet so complex, and the lack of 
understanding so great – for instance, even the ecological unit of the Lancang/Mekong 
river basin is not often recognised, much less the potential plethora of ecosystem-wide 
cause and effects – that securitising the regional impacts of China’s hydropower 
development would not be helpful, as it would entail glossing across too many vital and 
necessary steps. 
 

A more viable ‘third way’ may be a return to the middle ground of redefining 
security a la Jessica Tuchman Matthews.43  Three separate but inter-related notions of 
security can be employed: 
 

1. Comprehensive security 
 

Chinese views of ‘security’ have traditionally been conservative and inward 
oriented.  However, in recent years, the Chinese policy elite has moved towards more 
comprehensive and non-traditional, even cooperative concepts of security, in line with 
the new international discourse.44  This opens up the possibility of policy changes which 
would allow more consultation and coordination with neighbours, and participation in 
regional institutions governing Mekong development. 
 

Economic imperatives have also made some countries more receptive to the idea 
of comprehensive security, which pegs national security to a broader range of issues such 
as markets, investment climates, technological development and regional stability.  There 
is room in this broadening security agenda for environmental and resource issues.   

 
2. Human security 

 

                                                 
41 Ole Waever, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’, p.65-71. 
42 Peter Stoett, Human Security and Global Security: An Exploration of Terms (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1999); Roland Paris, ‘Human Security: Paradigm Shift or Hot Air?’, International Security 
26(2), (Fall 2001), pp.87-102. 
43 Jessica Tuchman Mathews, ‘Redefining Security’, Foreign Affairs 68(2), Spring 1989, p.162-77. 
44 China’s Position Paper on the New Security Concept, 31 July 2002. 
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The negative impacts of dams on the environment and local communities tend to 
be treated as ‘externalities’ not factored into cost-benefit analyses.  Yet such effects 
cannot be ignored, as they carry implications for social stability.  This linkage has best 
been explored recently within the ‘human security’ literature.  The concept of human 
security reaches beyond the state-level focus of traditional security studies, emphasizing 
the primary importance of protecting individuals from both violent and non-violent 
threats to their safety, rights and social systems – threats which include environmental 
degradation.45  The environmental conflict literature has drawn links between 
environmental degradation and national security in terms of the effects of social 
dislocation – especially migration and inter-community tensions – on political stability.46   
 

Yet, such effects are not confined to cross-border phenomena; they occur within 
states as well, especially where dislocation causes politically embarrassing protest 
campaigns from affected communities.  Once environmental problems are recognized to 
have clear implications for human security and social stability, the key underlying issues 
become the often local-scale insecurities associated with the erosion of individual and 
group welfare and resilience; and concerns about distribution, civil liberties, 
accountability, and participation.47  
 

Key issues to watch in the Lancang/Mekong basin are the effectiveness of 
resettlement programmes for affected communities, and the efficacy of compensation 
procedures and retraining for lost livelihoods, as well as the controls on the amount of 
damage inflicted.  This has become a high profile issue in the region because of the 
precedent of the Pak Mun dam in Thailand, where, because of the better opportunities 
and channels for civil organization, 3,000 affected villages have staged a long public 
campaign demanding compensation from the Thai government and the World Bank for 
lost fisheries.48   

 
 
 
 
3. Economic security 

 
A number of authors have suggested with regard to environmental security that 

the most useful avenue to think about these issues is within the economy-ecology nexus, 

                                                 
45 On the concept of human security, see Stoett, Human Security and Global Security; Lloyd Axeworthy, 
‘Human Security: Safety for People in a Changing World’, http://www.dfait-
maeci.ca/foreignp/Humansecurity/secur-e.htm . 
46 See particularly Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, ‘Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence 
from Cases’, International Security Vol.19, No.1 (Summer 1994), p.20-31. 
47 Michael Renner, Fighting for Survival: Environmental Decline, Social Conflict, and the New Age of 
Insecurity (London: Earthscan, 1997), pp.135-153; Jon Barnett, ‘Destabilizing the Environment-Conflict 
Thesis’, Review of International Studies Vol.26, No.2 (April 2000), p.280-284. 
48 See IRN, The Struggle for the Mun River (Berkeley, CA: IRN, 1999). 
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where decisions are actually interlinked.49  Leaving for the moment the rather more 
technical issues of environmental accounting, there are two basic conceptual ways in 
which economic security should be taken into account in this case.  First, the 
understanding that ‘mutually beneficial development’ (a popular phrase in the Chinese 
policy establishment) in fact includes the obligation to minimise externalities inflicted 
upon other riparians.  Second, increased means of factoring ecological protection 
programmes into regional development projects such as those covered under the GMS.  
This would include instituting high standards of environmental impact assessments 
conducted by professional and neutral bodies and cross-boundary and local consultations.   
 

At the same time, the relationship between sustainable economic growth and 
ecological protection must be understood.  Similarly, China and its Southeast Asian 
neighbours may learn with greater regional economic inter-relations, that serious 
environmental and human security problems in one country can jeopardise the economic 
growth of the whole region if investors perceive high costs of instability. 
 

In East Asia, a regional resource and environmental issue like the Mekong 
remains a relatively new non-traditional security issue, the salience of which is still in the 
process of being contested.  This paper has demonstrated the effect of the framing of the 
issue on the efficacy of responses, and considered the lack of securitisation of a critical 
non-traditional security issue.  Whether alternative processes can bring to light the vital 
interactions between ecological, social, human and ultimately, state security, remains to 
be seen.  

                                                 
49 See Barry Buzan, ‘Environment as a Security Issue’ in Paul Painchaud, ed., Geopolitical Perspectives on 
Environmental Security, Cahier du GERPE (05), (Quebec: Université Laval, 1992); Cutler J. Cleveland, 
David I. Stern & Robert Costanza, The Economics of Nature and the Nature of Economics (Northampton, 
Mass.: Edward Elgar, 2001); Jorg Kohn, The Political Economy of Sustainability: Towards the Integration 
of Economics, Social and Environmental Factors (Northampton, Mass.: Edward Elgar, 2003). 
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