
Aquiet threat is brewing in the Mekong region. The Asian Development Bank and the

World Bank are planning a regional power grid and electricity trading system that

would undermine the fragile Mekong River ecosystem that millions depend on for their

livelihoods and survival.

Over 60 million people depend on the Mekong’s
muddy waters for fish, irrigation, drinking water and
many other critical human needs. The river is a sym-
bol of life and fertility, considered the lifeblood of
mainland Southeast Asia. 

But for institutions like the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) and the World Bank, the river is a tempting
resource that must be exploited. Their plans to create
a regional power grid would lay the groundwork for
an ambitious program of hydropower development.
Power from some of the most controversial dam proj-
ects in China, Burma and Laos would be transmitted
through the grid to the energy-hungry cities of
Thailand and Vietnam. 

The ADB, World Bank and other institutions are
eagerly promoting the regional power grid despite
mounting evidence against hydropower.
Internationally, hydropower projects have caused
tremendous social and environmental problems and
have often failed to produce as much power as pre-
dicted. In the Mekong region, many projects built
during the last decade have left a legacy of damaged
livelihoods, cultures and ecosystems in their wake.
This devastation will increase if the Mekong power
grid goes forward.

This paper outlines the threats posed by the regional
power grid, the poor experience with hydropower in

the basin, and opportunities for sustainably and equi-
tably meeting the region’s energy needs.

BACKGROUND

The Mekong power grid is one of the flagship initia-
tives of the ADB’s Greater Mekong Subregion pro-
gram, which is supposed to encourage cooperation
and economic growth in the six countries sharing the
Mekong River basin. As well as creating a regional
grid, the initiative would establish a system for
regional power trade and encourage private invest-
ment in the power sector. Other institutions involved
include the World Bank, Japan Bank for International
Cooperation and the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN).

The institutions envision that China’s Yunnan
province, Burma and Laos – where hydropower
potential is huge and community opposition is sti-
fled – will provide power to growing markets in
Thailand and Vietnam. Proposed transmission lines
would link Thailand to the Tasang Dam on the
Salween River in Burma, the Jinghong and
Nuozhadu dams on the Mekong mainstream in
China’s Yunnan province, and Thailand and Vietnam
to the controversial Nam Theun 2 Dam in Laos.
Dams are also being considered on Cambodia’s Se
San River, China’s Panlong River and rivers in cen-
tral and southern Laos, among others.

IN
TE

RN
AT

IO
N

A
L 

RI
V

ER
S 

N
ET

W
O

RK
 | 

18
47

 B
ER

K
EL

EY
 W

AY
,B

ER
K

EL
EY

,C
A

 9
47

03
 U

SA
 | 

1-
51

0-
84

8-
11

55
 | 

W
W

W
.IR

N
.O

RG
 TRADING AWAY THE FUTURE

THE MEKONG POWER GRID



INTERNATIONAL RIVERS NETWORK

2

Thirty-two grants and loans have been identified by the ADB for
the power grid initiative. The bulk of this money would be used
to finance construction of the infrastructure backbone – trans-
mission lines and stations – for the power grid. The initiative’s
first phase will concentrate on building and connecting transmis-
sion lines across Laos, Thailand and Vietnam.  Eventually, the
power grid is expected to connect to the
industrialized centers of Singapore and
Malaysia as part of a larger ASEAN grid. 

Efforts to promote the Mekong power grid
gained momentum in November 2002,
with the signing of an Inter-Governmental
Agreement on Regional Power Trade at a
summit of Greater Mekong Subregion
leaders. This agreement committed the six
Mekong governments to establishing a
regional power market and created a high-
level leadership body to coordinate the
implementation of regional power trade.
One of its first tasks is to establish rules
for power trade. Several power trade-
related technical assistance grants are sup-
posed to be approved by the ADB during
the next year.

DAMS IN THE PIPELINE

According to a 2002 press release, the ADB
considers hydropower to be one of the most
environmentally friendly, sustainable
sources of electricity in the region. This bold statement, howev-
er, is not grounded in reality.  Internationally, large dams have
created tremendous social and environmental problems. A curso-
ry glance at a few projects proposed to supply electricity to the
Mekong power grid further reveals how distorted the ADB’s
views of hydropower are.

Upper Mekong Dams, China

A planned cascade of eight dams on China’s Upper Mekong
River threatens the livelihoods of millions of people living
downstream. Two of these dams, Jinghong and Nuozhadu, are
intended to provide power to the regional grid. Altogether, the
dams will severely disrupt the Mekong’s flood-drought cycle
and block the flow of sediment that nourishes the fertile flood-
plains and rice-growing areas downstream. Declines in flood
levels have already been attributed to two existing dams built
on the Upper Mekong during the last decade. Additional dam
construction will only worsen the situation. Despite their
severe potential impacts, no assessments have been conducted
of the dams’ impacts on communities in the lower Mekong
basin. As with other dams in China, public opposition will
likely be curtailed.

The Thai company GMS Power is expected to begin construc-
tion of the 1,500-MW Jinghong Dam in the next few years. The
Chinese and Thai governments have signed an agreement to

jointly develop Jinghong and are negotiating power purchases
from the planned 5,000-MW Nuozhadu Dam. 

Tasang, Burma

The power grid initiative calls for the construction of a transmis-
sion line from the proposed Tasang Hydropower Project in

Burma to Thailand. Inclusion of Tasang in
the regional power grid flies in the face of
democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi’s call
for institutions to reject investment in
Burma and cut off foreign funding for the
brutal military regime ruling the country. 

People living in Burma’s Shan State, where
the dam would be located, have suffered
from forced relocations, forced labor, extra-
judicial killings and intimidation.
Construction of Tasang on the Salween
River would further devastate the lives of
ethnic minorities and destroy the last major
free-flowing river in mainland Southeast
Asia. Originating in the Tibetan Plateau, the
Salween runs through China, Burma and
along the Thai-Burmese border before emp-
tying into the Andaman Sea. Opposition to
Tasang is not tolerated and can even be
deadly under the military regime. By sup-
porting infrastructure projects in Burma
(which inevitably benefit the military
regime), institutions are accomplices to the

human rights abuses committed by the regime.  

Nam Theun 2, Laos

Nam Theun 2 is an integral part of the proposed power grid,
with planned transmission interconnections with Thailand and
Vietnam. The dam would forcibly displace 4,500 indigenous
people and severely impact the Xe Bang Fai, a Mekong tributary
on which over 120,000 people depend for fishing, gathering
wild vegetables and irrigating their rice fields. Given the past
experience with dams in Laos, it is unlikely that people will be
adequately compensated for their losses.  

The impacts of the regional power grid are not limited to
those associated with hydropower projects.  Clearing of land
for transmission lines will forcibly displace villagers and
destroy vast swaths of forests and wildlife habitat.  Ethnic
minorities, in particular, will face impacts because transmis-
sion lines will likely cut through the forested highland areas
where they reside. 

POOR DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Western financial institutions are implementing the Mekong
power grid through a development process which was sharply
criticized by the World Commission on Dams (WCD). The multi-
billion dollar initiative has not been discussed or debated among
civil society in the Mekong Basin. Nor has it been broached with

A leader in Cambodia's Padawl village bends bamboo
to count the number of people who died due to floods
and poor water quality caused by the Yali Falls Dam.
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those who will be directly affected by the transmission lines or
hydropower projects it would support. Studies supporting the
Mekong power grid have been carried out by a Norwegian com-
pany with vested interests in the hydropower industry. 

Despite the ADB’s strong rhetoric about hydropower, no com-
prehensive analysis of energy options has been conducted to
prove that hydropower is the most acceptable option in the
region. In addition, no assessment of the cumulative impacts of
existing and planned hydropower projects in the Mekong basin
has been completed. This top-down and shortsighted develop-

ment process violates the strategic priorities of the WCD, which
the World Bank and ADB claim to support.  

A BETTER APPROACH

In light of the potential impacts of the Mekong power grid and
the poor development process thus far, the ADB and other insti-
tutions should immediately halt the initiative. Instead of invest-
ing billions of dollars on transmission interconnections, money
should be allocated towards investigating the true energy needs
of countries in the basin and examining viable, sustainable and

The ADB and World Bank-backed initia-
tive would create a regional electricity
grid powered by some of the most con-
troversial hydropower projects in China,
Burma and Laos. This map highlights just
a few of these projects.

1,2 - Upper Mekong Dams

Threaten communities downstream
whose livelihoods depend on the
Mekong’s flood-drought cycle and
nutrient-laden sediment.

3   - Tasang

Would devastate the lives of ethnic
minorities living along the Salween,
mainland Southeast Asia’s last major
free-flowing river.

4   - Nam Theun 2

Would displace 4,500 indigenous
people and severely impact a
Mekong tributary on which over
120,000 people depend for their
livelihoods.

PROPOSED MEKONG POWER GRID
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equitable options for meeting those needs. First priority should
go toward improving the efficiency of existing systems. 

Renewable technologies and demand-side management meas-
ures have huge potential for meeting energy needs in Thailand,
which is considered the leading purchaser of power from the
grid. A 1998 study commissioned by Thailand’s National Energy
Policy Office found that biomass-fired power plants had the
potential to generate 3,000 MW of economically viable power.
A 1993 World Bank report on Thai fuel options estimated that
the country could save 2,000-3,000 MW by implementing
demand-side management measures. Solar, wind and small
hydropower projects also have considerable potential. In
Vietnam, the use of small decentralized systems such as mini-

hydro plants and wind generators, large-scale photovoltaic
power systems and biogas plants should be examined.

WHAT YOU CAN DO

The ADB is currently processing several power grid-related
technical assistance grants. These grants would support studies
on the Nam Theun 2 Dam in Laos, construction of a power
transmission line between Laos and Vietnam and the establish-
ment of rules to govern power trade. We urge individuals and
organizations to pressure the ADB to reject these grants, halt the
Mekong power grid and stop support for hydropower projects in
the Mekong basin. For more information, contact International
Rivers Network at the address below.

IRN supports local communities working to protect their rivers and watersheds. We work to halt destructive river development projects 
and to encourage equitable and sustainable methods of meeting needs for water, energy and flood management. Published in June 2003.

The ADB and World Bank claim that
hydropower is one of the most environ-
mentally friendly energy options in the
Mekong basin. Villagers affected by
Thailand’s Pak Mun Dam, the Yali Falls
Dam in Vietnam and the Theun-Hinboun
Dam in Laos know all too well about the
“environmental friendliness” of dams. 

Before Thailand’s Pak Mun Dam was
built, villagers in the area depended on
fisheries for their subsistence. The dam
decimated the abundant fisheries of the
Mun River, destroying the villagers’ pri-
mary source of livelihood. 56 species of
fish completely disappeared since the
dam was built, according to the WCD.
Tired of fighting for meager amounts of
compensation, villagers have waged a
campaign for the permanent decommis-
sioning of the dam and restoration of
the Mun River ecosystem.

The $1 billion Yali Falls Dam has dis-
rupted the lives of about 60,000 people

living in Vietnam and Cambodia. The
Vietnamese dam was completed in 2000
on the Se San River, another Mekong
tributary, about 70 kilometers from the
border with Cambodia. Many of the
people displaced by Yali Falls do not
have stable incomes or adequate cul-
tivable land and suffer from shortages
of food and drinking water. 

By altering the hydrology of the Se San
River, the dam has destroyed rice fields
and vegetable gardens, drowned live-
stock and impacted fish populations for
tens of thousands of Cambodians living
downstream in Ratanakiri and Stung
Treng provinces. Many have also suf-
fered from stomach ailments, eye infec-
tions and skin rashes which they believe
are linked to changes in the river’s
water quality since Yali Falls was built.
Little has been done to address the out-
standing impacts of the project, yet the
Vietnamese government has already

begun work on a second dam on the Se
San River. 

As the first public-private power project
in Laos, the ADB-funded Theun-
Hinboun Hydropower Project has been
held up as model for energy trade and
cooperation in the region. This project,
completed in 1998, diverts water from
the Theun River to the Hai/Hinboun
river system. At least 3,000 families in
57 villages have suffered from declines
in fish catches, flooded vegetable gar-
dens and loss of drinking water sources.
While mitigation and compensation
efforts are currently underway, it
remains to be seen whether villagers
will be able to recover from their losses
and achieve self-sufficiency.

Reparations, or retroactive compensation
for damages caused by existing projects,
should be given to people affected by
existing dams in the Mekong basin such as
Theun-Hinboun, Yali Falls and Pak Mun.

POOR TRACK RECORD OF DAMS IN THE MEKONG REGION


