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Thailand’s Water Grid: A Misconstrued Mega-Project
by Gary Lee
Despite the massive scale and costs of
the project, and unresolved problems from
previous large-scale irrigation schemes,
then-Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra
claimed that the water grid project would
“help Thailand become an agricultural
powerhouse,” significantly increasing farmers’
incomes in the process. The government’s
claims have been widely criticized, with
many academics, NGOs, farmers, and even
some government officials questioning the
feasibility of the project, and its potential
environmental and social impacts.
Many of the experimental pay-forpipeline projects have failed, with farmers
unwilling or unable to pay for electricity and
associated operation and maintenance costs
of water pumping. Noting the huge costs
associated with implementing a nationwide
water grid, some government officials have
criticized the scheme, admitting it needs to
be scaled down to make it economically and
technically feasible.
Concerns have been raised regarding the
availability of sufficient labor and markets
to absorb such an increase in agricultural

production, and widespread problems of soil
salinity, which have become more pervasive
over the years with the construction of irrigation projects.
While it appears that the national water
grid is no longer being pursued as a whole,
partly due to recent political changes in the
country, plans and studies continue on components of the project, such as the proposed
water transfers from Laos. A “Master Plan for
Nam Ngum Diversion” is currently being formulated by Thailand’s Department of Water
Resources. The World Bank also commissioned a scoping study as part of its Mekong
Water Resources Assistance Strategy in 2006.
Like the water grid project, these plans and
studies are proceeding in a non-transparent
manner. Neither study has been publicly
released, and the World Bank-sponsored
workshop to discuss the proposed transfers
in February was largely a closed-door affair.
In response, potentially affected people who
had not been invited to the workshop protested at the meeting venue, and demanded
the cancellation of proposed large-scale
water diversions from Laos. n
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our years ago, the Thai government
announced plans to invest some
US$5 billion to build a national
water grid to increase irrigated
land. Like an electricity grid, the project's
network of pipelines, tunnels and canals
would transfer water from water-rich areas
to water-short regions.
While figures regarding project costs
(fluctuating between $5 billion and $10
billion), timeframe (5-23 years), and
project targets (9.6 million to over 16
million hectares increase in irrigated land)
subsequently reported in the media varied
considerably, they all pointed to a dramatic
increase in irrigated land. To achieve this,
it was reported by the Bangkok Post that
“more than 300 new large and mediumsized reservoirs would be needed along with
at least 25,000 community reservoirs as
well as hydroelectric power to pump water
through the pipes.” Furthermore, the project
pre-feasibility study also identified potential
sites for water diversion from neighboring
countries and international rivers including
the Mekong and Salween.
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The Mekong: Diverse, Magnificent, Threatened
by Aviva Imhof

A

s it makes its journey from the
Tibetan Plateau to the South
China Sea, the Mekong River is a
changing kaleidoscope of cultures,
geography and plant and animal life. From
a small trickle in Tibet, the river quickly
gathers steam and carves magnificent gorges
through Yunnan Province of China. It then
turns into what it remains for most of the
rest of its journey: a fast-flowing, meandering waterway that forms the heart and soul
of mainland Southeast Asia.
During its passage through China, Burma,
Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam,
the Mekong bursts with color and life. One
hundred different ethnic groups live in the
Mekong Basin and their livelihoods and
cultures are intimately connected with the
river’s natural cycles. The river boasts one
of the world’s most diverse and productive
inland fisheries, supplying the people of
the region with about 80% of their protein needs. Whether it’s the Great Lake of
Cambodia (the country’s fish basket) or the
tropical wetlands of the Mekong Delta (the
rice bowl of Vietnam), the river sustains the
people and ecosystems of the region.
Yet this beautiful, dynamic and thriving river system is under threat. While the
people living along the banks of the river see
the Mekong as a resource to be nourished
and sustained for future generations, governments and powerful foreign interests are
greedily eyeing the Mekong’s vast development potential. Where the people see a freeflowing river of life, governments and dambuilders see a cascade of hydroelectric dams
to power the cities of Thailand and Vietnam.
The next decade is critical for the future
of the Mekong. The region is riddled with
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Fishing provides 80% of Mekong residents' dietary protein.

undemocratic and corrupt governments who
seem intent on pushing forward scores of
dams on the Mekong mainstream and tributaries. China is building a cascade of eight
dams on the Upper Mekong in Yunnan Province. Two of these projects have already been
completed, and at least three more are under
construction. The projects are already having
an impact on water levels and fisheries in
Northern Thailand and Laos, where people
are reporting a 50% decline in fish catch
since the second dam, Dachaoshan, was
completed in 2003. Once the bigger projects
in the cascade are operational, we can expect
to see far-reaching downstream impacts.
Laos, which contributes about a third
of the Mekong’s flow, is undergoing a dam
building boom. In its bid to become “the
battery of Southeast Asia,” the government
has signed deals with foreign investors
to build more than 30 dams on Mekong
tributaries, and is even considering two

projects on the mainstream. Power from
these projects would be sold to neighboring
Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. While
not all of these projects will get the green
light, Laos’ hydropower gold rush will have
grim consequences for Laotian villagers and
the Mekong river ecosystem, which can illafford a series of poorly planned projects.
Vietnam is also building dam cascades
on several Mekong tributaries, the impacts
of which are being experienced by ethnic
minorities living in Vietnam and Cambodian villagers living downstream. Cambodia, which is essentially a floodplain, is also
hoping to build dams on Mekong tributaries and the mainstream. The result of all
these dams would be death by a thousand
cuts to the river’s rich fisheries and the
people who depend upon them.
The Mekong River is still a thriving ecosystem, and it’s not too late to protect it.
continued on page 13

I

A River of
the Heart

n Thailand they say that once you swim in the Mekong, it remains in your heart forever. It must be true, because my first swim in the Mekong in my early twenties gave
me a connection to the river that motivates me to this day. That vast, muddy, beautiful
river – with its Thai cities and villages on one side and mysterious Laos across the water
– captivated my imagination from the start. I knew then that I would be back.
For more than a decade, working to protect the Mekong has consumed my professional
life. During my first trip to Thailand for IRN in 1997 I visited the Assembly of the Poor’s
historic 100-day protest. Twenty thousand villagers were camped outside the Government
House demanding justice for their losses as a result of ill-conceived development projects. It
was incredibly inspiring.
It was here that I met Pana, a dam-affected person and activist fighting for compensation
for communities affected by Pak Mun Dam. Pana told me how the dam had decimated oncethriving Mun River fisheries, and destroyed a way of life that had sustained his community
for generations. Five years later, after another epic struggle, Pana and his community were
successful in convincing the government to open the gates of Pak Mun Dam for part of the
year to allow fish to migrate past the dam.
My travels in Laos have been equally eye-opening. Laos is a land traversed by a thousand
rivers teeming with life: people fishing, gardening and washing their clothes; children swimming, laughing and playing; and water buffalo wading through the mud.
On my first visit to Laos in 1997, hydropower companies were everywhere, and it
appeared that Laos’ bid to become “Southeast Asia’s Kuwait” would become a reality. Agreements were signed between the government and mostly western private corporations to
develop 23 hydropower projects. It seemed that every street in Vientiane was home to the
headquarters of some hydropower development consortium.
Then a financial crisis hit the region and Thailand’s energy demand plummeted rapidly.
Laos was suddenly left without a buyer for its power, and one by one the foreign consortiums packed their bags and went home. But that’s not the end of the story. Today, Laos is
undergoing its second hydropower boom. Thailand says it wants power from Laos in large
quantities. The foreign companies are back. But this time, they’re not from Europe and the
United States – they’re from Thailand, Malaysia, China and Vietnam. Same story, different names. Or is it? Over the past decade, we’ve seen some significant victories and some
equally significant losses. The good news is that the Mekong Basin is still a relatively healthy
ecosystem, with a flourishing freshwater fishery. There are no dams on the lower Mekong
mainstream, and many of the region’s farmers are able to thrive on rain-fed rice farming
and freshwater fish. In Thailand, affected villagers have achieved real victories, such as the
permanent opening of the gates at the Rasi Salai Dam on the Mun River, and an opposition
movement so effective that the Thai government won’t build another dam in Thai territory.
In other parts of the region, civil society movements are expanding, becoming emboldened
in their challenges to destructive dams and savvy about promoting energy alternatives.
But as you will read in this issue, the river is under greater threats than ever before and now
is a critical time. Collectively, we need to convince the governments and other powerful players in the region that the Mekong is more valuable flowing freely than dammed and diverted.
After a decade of fighting these sometimes frustrating battles to preserve one of the
world’s great rivers, what keeps me going is the actions of Mekong activists, fighting day in
and day out for the rights of the people and their river. The Thai and Cambodian villagers
who have struggled for years to get just compensation for their losses. The courage of Vietnamese, Chinese, and Burmese people who dare to stand up to their governments’ plans.
And, always, the children: playing in the river, jumping from the banks, their giggles heard
from afar as they wave at the strange foreigners driving past in a boat.
Because in the end, we do this work for the children. Every child deserves to have a
healthy river in their lives – not an industrialized series of reservoirs, but a free-flowing, lifegiving, awe-inspiring “river of life.”
The majestic Mekong River has run free for millennia. Our challenge is to keep it flowing
freely for millennia more.
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Interview

Protecting the Fisheries of Tonle Sap Lake
by Carl Middleton

Tonle Sap Lake is the largest freshwater lake in Southeast Asia and of great
importance to Cambodia and the Mekong River ecosystem as a whole. Located
in Northwest Cambodia and connected to the Mekong River via the Tonle Sap
River, its ecological value was recognized in 1997 when it was designated a
UNESCO biosphere reserve. We talked about the outlook for the lake and those
communities dependent upon it with Mr. Mak Sithirith, Executive Director
of the Fisheries Action Coalition Team (FACT), a Cambodian NGO that works
closely with fishing communities.

WRR: Are the lake’s fishery resources harvested
sustainably?
MS: Fish catch data from the government’s
Fisheries Administration indicate that fish
catches from the large commercial fishing
World Rivers Review June 2007

lots remain relatively constant from year
to year. At the same time, over the past ten
years there has been a 50-70% decline in
household fisheries catch. Importantly, it is
widely reported that the composition of the
fish catch is changing. Less large fish species
and more small fish species are being caught,
which is an indication of over-fishing. Reasons suggested by fisheries experts include: an
increased subsistence-level fishing population;
illegal fishing and weak enforcement of the
law; environmental changes, such as localized
pollution; and changes in water flows into
the Tonle Sap Lake because of major infrastructure developments upstream altering the
hydrological cycle of the Mekong River. It is
also likely that the commercial fishing lots are
under-reporting their fish catch.
Small-scale fishers especially have been
struggling, because they still need to catch
enough fish for their families to survive.
This has led them to use higher technology fishing gear and expend more effort to
catch enough fish. Whereas before only two
or three of the family would go out to fish,
now it is common for the whole family to
go fishing to catch enough to eat.

WRR: How does the Fisheries Action Coalition
Team work with fishing communities to improve
their livelihoods?
MS: FACT is a coalition of NGOs that work
to enable fisherfolk to maintain access to
the fish resources that provide their livelihoods. As many fishing communities live in
isolation, FACT works directly with fishers to
help them build a lake-wide network. This
allows the fishers to have a strong collective voice in any decision-making processes
that will affect their livelihoods. FACT works
closely with fishing-community leaders by
building their understanding on legal issues,
on major projects underway around the
Lake, and on wider issues such as upstream
infrastructure development on the Mekong
River. This allows the community leaders
to inform their communities and prepares
them for future challenges that might arise.
FACT also conducts wider awarenessraising activities. For example, in early June
2007 a Boat Parade was organized in which
a flotilla of 15 boats toured around the Tonle
Sap Lake visiting many remote villages. It
was organized to highlight the fact that
peoples’ right to access resources must be
respected and that Tonle Sap’s environment
should be protected. n
For more information: www.fact.org.kh
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WRR: Why is the Tonle Sap Lake so important
to Cambodia?
MS: The Tonle Sap Lake is central to the
culture, economy, environment and livelihoods of Cambodians. Over four million
people live in the six provinces surrounding
the lake, and of these more than a million
depend on the lake’s fisheries for their livelihoods.
It is a critical and unique ecosystem.
During the rainy season the lake absorbs
the Mekong River’s floodwaters, expanding
to about six times its dry season size, and
preventing flooding further downstream.
Then, in the dry season, the flow of the river
connecting Tonle Sap to the Mekong River
reverses direction and the lake empties. By
adding water to the Mekong River it reduces
salt water intrusion in the delta region
downstream in Vietnam, allowing communities there to grow rice and other crops.
This cycle of expansion and contraction is
why the lake is sometimes referred to as the
“heart beat of Cambodia.”
Also, both Tonle Sap Lake and the Angkor Wat temple are an important part of
Cambodian’s cultural identity, and it is no
coincidence that they are located close to
each other. The King would have chosen the
temple’s location close to the lake to provide
food, fish, and irrigation water for those who
built and lived within the temple complex.
We could even say that the lake gave birth to
the temple.
Finally, Tonle Sap Lake is also very important to Cambodia’s economy. It provides
between at least half of the total capture fisheries – about 230,000 metric tonnes of fish
per year. Because subsistence fishers depend
on the lake on a day-to-day basis for their
livelihoods, it is also vital to the household
economy.

Some experts claim that too many people
are fishing the lake, but I disagree. There
would not be a problem if more sustainable
management arrangements such as effective
community fisheries were in place.

One of Tonle Sap's unique "floating houses."
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Decentralized Energy in Thailand:
An Emerging Light

Chris Greacen and Sheila Bijoor
of the Thailand-based group Palang
Thai suggest reforms that would help
Thailand realize its great potential for
clean, renewable energy and give independent, decentralized energy producers a real chance to compete with the
big energy monopolies.

F

irst – the good news. Clean, distributed
generation is much easier to build,
operate, and integrate to the Thai grid
than it was before.
Thailand’s foray into distributed generation began in 1992 with the passage of regulations that allowed grid interconnection of
small-scale renewable energy and fossil-fuel
fired combined heat and power (CHP) generators up to 90 megawatts (MW) in size. As
of March 2006, this Small Power Producer
program had contributed nearly one gigawatt
(GW) of renewable energy capacity to Thailand’s total peak load of 21 GW. If efficient
decentralized CHP fossil fuel plants are also
included, this figure increases to 4 GW.
Furthermore, in May 2002, Thailand was
the first developing country to adopt net
metering regulations (known in Thailand
as the Very Small Power Producer Program)
that provide streamlined interconnection
arrangements for even smaller renewable
energy generators under one megawatt in
size. In the first four years, 13 MW were
connected to the grid through this program.
The law was recently revised to qualify
projects up to 10 MW in size. These regulations provide higher rates for renewable
energy, meaning that investors may find that
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smaller, cleaner projects
are better investments
by offering lower risk,
fewer headaches and
higher returns than
large-scale centralized generators. Initial
response to the “10
MW VSPP” program has
been good, with 34 new
generators signing up
with plans to generate
181 MW.
In 2003, the government set a target
that 8% of all commercial energy would
This biogas digestor produces 500KW for a Thai farm.
come from renewable
energy by 2011. In 2003,
a certain percentage of the total expenditure.
the Thai Ministry of Energy estimated that
This system provides an incentive for heavy
Thailand’s potential renewable energy
investment in electricity infrastructure, even
resources exceed 14,000 MW. To put this in
if it occurs at the expense of consumers who
perspective, Thailand’s total installed generpay unnecessarily high tariffs. Furthermore,
ating capacity in 2006 was 26,457 MW. The
the cost-plus incentive scheme gives the
Government has also recognized the need
Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand
to improve energy efficiency. As of March
(EGAT) little incentive to promote energy
2006, Thailand’s Demand Side Manageefficiency because it earns less money when
ment program had reduced peak electricity
customers save energy. As one Thai energy
demand by just over 1,300 MW.
activist put it, “To have the utilities’ profits
tied to how much they spend is really backVested interests and a poor
ward. It almost seems like an Enron kind of
planning process
situation.” Citizens’ groups are pushing for
Despite these positive signs, Thailand’s
the establishment of an independent regulapower planning process still strongly
tory authority to help curb some of these
favors investment in new centralized,
abuses. Currently, Thai utilities are largely
large-scale power plants. It begins with
self-regulating.
forecasting. Thailand is notorious for
Another problem is that EGAT is also
overestimating future electricity demand;
responsible for developing Thailand’s Power
since 1993, 12 out of 13 forecasts have
Development Plan (PDP). The PDP is decided
predicted demand that failed to materialin a closed, non-participatory process, much
ize. The forecast is prepared behind closed
like the electricity load forecast. This is probdoors by the Thai Load Forecast Commitlematic because the utility’s core business
tee, which bases it primarily on economic
is building and operating big centralized
growth forecasts from a research institute
power plants. EGAT controlled 47% of the
that is funded by the state’s three electric
electricity generation market share in 2006
utilities. Inflated demand forecasts have
as well as owning and operating Thailand’s
created a false sense of urgency to build
electricity transmission network and acting
new power plants and resulted in overas the single buyer of electricity in Thailand.
investment, the cost of which is ultimateThis raises a conflict of interest, as it presents
ly borne by Thai consumers.
EGAT with an economic incentive to restrict
One reason for the chronic overinvestaccess to the transmission network for other
ment is that the utilities actually have a
independent power producers.
built-in incentive to overestimate power
Exaggerated demand forecasts and EGAT’s
demand. Their profits are set according to
monopoly position have led to the creation
a “cost plus” structure, in which profits are
of PDPs that focus on large, EGAT-owned (or
stipulated by the government to be equal to
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Thailand’s power sector is struggling
with contradictory development models. Plans to increase Thailand’s dependence on large polluting fossil-fuel
power plants and hydropower schemes
that will endanger the region’s rivers
are being countered by good policies
to promote clean, decentralized energy.
The outcome of these competing models could determine Thailand’s ability
to meet the major challenges of a
changing climate and the protection
of critical natural resources.

World Rivers Review June 2007

Distributed Generation: Generally small-scale electricity generation that
occurs at or near the site of ultimate consumption as opposed to most electricity, which is large-scale and generated at a remote site and transported by longdistance transmission lines to the consumer. Advantages of distributed generation
can include reduced losses through transmission systems, greater overall efficiency of fuel consumption, reductions in disruptions to electricity supply, and greater
ease in electrifying areas far from the grid.
EGAT subsidiary) centralized fossil-fuel plants
and large hydropower imports from Burma,
Yunnan and Laos. The most recent PDP
includes 4,000 MW of nuclear generation by
2011. The heavy respiratory-health burden
borne by local communities affected by coalfired power stations means that coal plants
are strongly opposed by local communities.
The development of large domestic hydropower schemes has been equally controversial
over the years, leading EGAT to look to develop new hydropower projects in neighboring
countries where community opposition is
stifled. Despite the fact that small consumers,
such as residential and small business customers, comprise 98% of all electricity customers
in Thailand, they have no representation in
the planning process.
Remarkably, the software used by the
Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand
(EGAT) to develop the PDP is configured only
to select among large coal, gas, fuel oil, and
nuclear projects. Because hydropower projects are site-specific, they are not part of this
software system. Rather, the decision to build
hydropower is considered separately – on a
basis that is as political as it is technical – and
hydro projects are added separately to the PDP.
Moreover, the PDP only considers capital and
operating costs – not social and environmental costs, fuel price volatility, or the impacts
of different options on the costs of delivering electricity to consumers. By ignoring the
environmental and social costs of electricity
production and distribution, Thailand is using
a false accounting that will come back to bite
it in the long run. The trend globally is to recognize and incorporate these costs.

Reforming the power sector

According to the latest PDP, over the next
15 years, Thailand’s total generating capacity is set to increase from 28,535 MW in
2007 to 58,351 MW in 2021. Of this, most
will be centralized fossil-fuel powered
plants, 5,091 MW will be power imports,
mainly generated by hydropower, 4,000
MW will be nuclear, and a mere 1,253
MW generated by decentralized generation
(mostly fossil-fuel powered with a minority
portion of renewables).
World Rivers Review June 2007

community groups are calling for reform
of Thailand’s power planning process. They
are advocating for an integrated resource
planning (IRP) process, as applied in the
USA and Europe, which is a true least-cost
planning framework. In IRP, demand-side
management and clean decentralized energy
competes on an equal footing with conventional centralized energy plants. Electricity
infrastructure investments are chosen based
on the criteria that they provide reliable
electricity services at the lowest overall economic cost to society (including social and
environmental costs as well as risk), rather
than the lowest commercial cost to investors. Major decisions are made through a
process that includes informed, rigorous and
meaningful public participation. A competent, fair, and independent energy regulator
would oversee the process.
Sadly, Thailand’s most recent PDP
adopts a non-transparent, business-as-usual
approach that largely ignores the significant
contributions that energy efficiency, combined heat and power, and renewables could
make. Yet, with Thailand’s multi-gigawatt
renewable energy potential and as-of-yet
unexploited energy efficiency measures,
Thailand stands in a good position to adopt
a truly sustainable and secure power system… someday. n

A number of studies by the Thai government, the World Bank, and Thai utilities
have established that Thailand has significant potential for a variety of clean, costeffective, decentralized power options. Using
the comparatively conservative figures in
these studies, and by adjusting the demand
projection to a more realistic level, Thailand
could readily meet its future growth in energy demand through a mixture of energy efficiency/demand response (saving electricity
is almost always cheaper than building new
power plants; Thailand could save an estimated 4,260 MW through such programs),
much greater reliance on renewable energy
(we recommend an increase of almost seven
times official estimates), and decentralized
combined heat and power generation. CHP
significantly reduces overall fuel consumption by building power plants at scales and
in locations where the “waste” heat they proFor more information: www.palangthai.org.
duce can be used productively; at least 1,700
Download a Greenpeace report that gives a
MW could be installed under this timeframe.
green model for Thailand’s energy planning:
None of these options are radical. Distribhttp://tinyurl.com/38y5u3
uted generation accounted for more than a
quarter of electricity generated by new power
plants globally in 2005, and is the fastest
growing trend in electricity.
Distributed plants are generally faster to build than
megaprojects – leaving less
time for reality to diverge
from forecast expectations,
thus reducing the risk of
overbuilding. And decentralized alternatives typically produce power where
and when needed, reducing
the burden on the grid.
Thai energy efficiency programs have already saved
several power plants worth
of electricity, at a fraction
of the cost, yet despite
great potential for more
savings, such programs
play only a minor role in
the current PDP.
An ever-strengthenThailand’s renewable energy potential, as estimated by the Thai Ministry of
ing movement of civil
Energy (2003).
society organizations and
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Mainstream Dams Threaten
the Mother of all Rivers
by Shannon Lawrence and Carl Middleton

Page 

in the region; the significant costs of the
projects; and the “formidable” fisheries and
resettlement impacts of the mainstream
dams.
The MRC Hydropower Strategy went
on to note, however, that conditions were
beginning to change. With increasing power
demand in Thailand and Vietnam and a
move away from thermal power plants,
renewed interest from private developers
and state-owned utilities with financial
and managerial “spare capacity,” and the
rising price of energy alternatives, riparian
countries began to look again at damming
the lower Mekong. By mid-2007, Laos and
Cambodia had signed agreements for the
development of four mainstream Mekong
dams.

Laos’ planned dams

The mainstream Mekong dam at the most
advanced stage of consideration is Don
Sahong in the Khone Falls area of Laos.
Mega First Corporation Berhard from Malaysia is conducting a feasibility study on Don
Sahong that is expected to be completed
shortly. The 240 megawatt (MW) dam would
generate power for export to either Thailand,
Cambodia or Vietnam. Although little information is available about Don Sahong, news
reports estimate the project cost to be $300
million.

Khone Falls is the only waterfall on
the lower Mekong and is a key area for
Mekong fisheries. The Don Sahong Dam,
located less than one kilometer upstream
of the Cambodia border, would block
the sole channel that fish migrating up
from Cambodia can easily pass, known
as Hoo Sahong in Laos. As a result, the
dam could prevent fish migrations up
the Mekong River from Cambodia and
Vietnam to Laos and Thailand, ultimately
undermining fisheries-based livelihoods in
all four countries. In fact, a Mekong River
Commission 1996 newsletter noted: “The
blocking of Hoo Sahong could devastate
much of the most important Mekong River
fisheries in Laos.”
In May, more than 30 scientists sent
a letter to Mekong-region government
officials expressing concern about the
proposed dam’s impacts on fisheries. The
letter states: “The location of this proposed
dam is probably the worst possible place to
site a 240 MW project since it is the point of
maximum concentration of fish migration
in the river that supports the world’s largest
freshwater fishery.” The scientists’ letter
cites a 2002 fisheries review commissioned
by the MRC which determined that the
construction of fish passages to mitigate
impacts on fish migrations is “simply not
valid for larger projects.”
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W

hile China is midway
through the construction
of a controversial cascade
of major dam projects on
the Upper Mekong mainstream, the lower
stretch of the river shared by Thailand,
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam has so far
escaped hydropower development. For the
60 million people who depend on the lower
Mekong for food, income, transportation
and other services, that has been good
news. But now there are troubling signs that
the tide is turning, as Laos and Cambodia
offer up stretches of the mighty Mekong to
dam builders.
In 1994, the Mekong Secretariat (the precursor to the Mekong River Commission,
or MRC) produced a study of “run-of-river”
hydropower schemes for the lower Mekong.
The study proposed nine projects that
would produce a total of 13,350 megawatts
of electricity (most of which would be
exported to Thailand) and displace an
estimated 57,413 people. IRN responded
then with an analysis that stated: “The
report attempts to give the impression
that these projects are small dams without
storage reservoirs. In fact, what is proposed
is a staircase of dams 30 to 60 meters high
with reservoirs covering more than 600
kilometers of the 1,800 kilometers studied.
The six dams and reservoirs recommended
are on a comparable scale to the Bonneville
Dam on the Columbia River in the US
Northwest. Such massive dams cannot be
considered ‘run-of-river’ projects.”
The Mekong Secretariat study failed to
adequately consider the significant impacts
the proposed dams would have on fisheries
throughout the Mekong River basin,
such as blocking migration routes and
inundating spawning grounds. According
to IRN’s review, the study also ignored the
downstream impacts on the Mekong Delta,
failed to assess the water quality impacts of
the dam cascade, and included inaccurate
resettlement estimates.
Fortunately, none of these schemes got
off the ground in the late 1990s. The 2001
Mekong River Commission’s Hydropower
Development Strategy attributed the failure
to develop mainstream Mekong dams to
four factors: riparian countries’ focus on
tributary projects within their national
borders; the unfavorable political situation

Collecting fish from a “tone trap” on the Mekong, just downstream from Hoo Sahong Channel.
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Boys fishing on the Xe Bang Fai, a Mekong tributary.

NGOs from the Mekong region, East
Asia, Australia, Europe and the US also sent
a letter this year urging the Lao government
to abandon its plans for Don Sahon. In
addition to the dam’s devastating impacts
on fisheries, the NGOs note that it would
be located just upriver from Laos’ only yearround population of Irrawaddy dolphins,
likely leading to their extinction along the
Lao-Cambodia border and destroying local
tourism that depends on them. The Don
Sahong Dam would also negatively affect
people living on Don Sahong and Don
Sadam islands near the proposed dam site.
The Lao government has not responded to
these letters of concern.
In addition to Don Sahong, the Lao
government signed an agreement earlier
this year with a Thai company to conduct
a feasibility study on the Sayaboury Dam
on the Mekong in northern Laos. The
company claims the project would cost
an estimated $1.7 billion and generate
1,260 megawatts of electricity for export to
Thailand. The Sayaboury feasibility study
would be completed before the end of 2009
and construction could begin in 2011. Very
little is known about the project. The 1994
Mekong Secretariat study estimated that the
project would flood 22 square kilometers
of land and displace 1,720 people from five
villages, although the population has surely
increased since then.
And in June 2007, the Lao government
approved the investigation of yet another
mainstream dam, to be conducted by two
Chinese companies, Sinohydro Corporation
Ltd and the China National Electronics Import
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and Export Corporation. The proposed 1,320
MW Paklay Dam would, according to news
reports, cost up to $1.7 billion to develop.
The 1994 Mekong Secretariat study said that
Paklay would displace 11,780 people.

Cambodia’s Sambor Dam

The proposed Sambor hydropower project
would be located on the Mekong mainstream in Kratie Province, Cambodia, just
south of a 40-kilometer river island on
which five villages are located. The Cambodian government has been eager to build
the project for decades, but political circumstances and financial difficulties, as well as
the project’s considerable environmental
and social impacts, has thus far prevented
them from doing so.
In November 2006, the China Southern
Power Grid Company announced that its
subsidiary would conduct a new feasibility
study for the Sambor hydropower project.
According to news reports, the company
is considering two design options, both
of which were first identified in 1994. A
larger scheme, proposed by the Mekong
Secretariat, would see a 10-kilometer long,
54-meter high dam blocking the Mekong
River to create a reservoir of 880 square
kilometers and generating 3,300 MW of
electricity. Alternatively, a smaller scheme
would create a reservoir of six square
kilometers and generate 465 MW
of electricity.
The company has already commenced
a geological survey of the proposed site,
although villagers have not yet been fully
informed of the potential impacts of the

project. However, some villagers have been
told that if the project does go ahead, those
requiring resettlement would be relocated
close to a highway 20 kilometers away.
Detailed evaluation of the project’s
environmental and social impacts has yet
to be conducted. A recent assessment by
Cambodia’s Ministry of Industry, Mines and
Energy suggests that while the larger 3,300
MW scheme would have environmental
impacts, the smaller scheme would not.
Even hydropower consultants Tokyo Electric
Power Services Co. Ltd, who have recently
promoted other hydropower projects
in Cambodia, expressed disbelief at this
assessment of the smaller scheme.
The 1994 Mekong Secretariat study
of the larger 3,300 MW project indicated
that 5,120 people would be resettled.
Both projects would have an inevitable
and massive impact on the Mekong
River’s fisheries, including commercially
important species such as the migratory
catfish and more exotic species, such as
the world’s largest freshwater stingray. In
addition, IUCN identified the Sambor Dam
to be a serious threat to the habitat and
movements of the endangered Irrawaddy
dolphin and its prey, whose territory
include numerous deep water pools close
to the location of the dam.

Choking the mainstream

While none of the lower Mekong dams has
been given the green light yet, the rapid
developments of the past six months are
cause for concern. The Mekong’s abundant
fisheries are of vital importance to the food
supply of most of the people living in the
basin. Damming the Mekong mainstream and
blocking the migratory route for hundreds
of fish species could have devastating consequences for the livelihoods of millions.
The governments of Laos and Cambodia
now face important decisions about the
mighty Mekong River’s future. Their choices
will determine whether the Mekong remains
the free-flowing, life-giving river that it is
today or is transformed into a choked and
industrialized waterway. As the Lao and
Cambodian governments take decisions on
these proposed lower Mekong dams, they
should consider whether future fishing
generations will be able to harvest the
natural bounty of the river, future tourists
will be able to watch playful Irrawaddy
dolphins in appreciation and wonder,
and ultimately whether the Mekong River
will continue to be a source of pride and
inspiration for the region’s people and those
around the world. n

Page 

A Dam Rush
on the
Mekong?

The Mekong River Basin’s diversity
and productivity is threatened by plans
for scores of dams (this map shows just a
few key projects). Here’s a look at what’s
in store and what’s at stake for one of the
world’s great rivers.
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A Natural Paradise
Laos’ Si Phan Don is a stunning
region of steep limestone
gorges and beautiful water
features. The river here is
dotted with some 4,000
small islands and frequented
by freshwater dolphins playing
in the deep pools. Khone Falls
is the only waterfall on the
lower Mekong. The falls stretch
over 10 kilometers (six miles) of the river’s length, and
are the main reason why the river remains unnavigable
between Cambodia and Laos.

A Fabled Fishery
The Mekong supports one of the world’s most diverse
and productive inland fisheries. More than 1,500
species of fish live in the river basin; the Mekong River
Commission estimates the commercial value of the
fishery at US$2 billion per year.
The Mekong Giant Catfish is
the world’s largest freshwater
fish and can grow to 3 meters
(9 feet) in length and weigh
as much as a tiger. The giant
catfish is now listed as critically
endangered by IUCN.
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The Dynamic Delta
The Mekong fans out into nine tails to form its delta
– one of the most densely populated areas on Earth, and
one of the most productive. The Delta produces upwards
of 16 million metric tonnes of rice annually for domestic
consumption and export in addition to highly productive
shrimp farms, orchards and market gardens. Major
developments upstream could have a serious impact
on the Mekong Delta’s ecosystem and productivity.
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The People’s Victory

Theun-Hinboun

The site of the first great Mekong dam struggle, the Pak
Mun Dam was completed in 1994 on the Mun River, the
Mekong’s largest tributary. As a direct result of the dam,
more than 20,000 people have been affected by drastic
reductions in fish populations upstream. In 2002, after a
12-year battle, villagers were successful in convincing the
Thai government to open the dam’s gates for four months
per year to allow for fish migrations. Villagers continue to
fight for permanent decommissioning of the dam.
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Nam Theun 2

Doing Dams Wrong
World Bank’s “Model” Project Leaves Lao Villagers in the Lurch
by Shannon Lawrence
homes they have been promised. While villagers are glad to have better roads, homes
and drinking water supplies, they worry
about whether or not they’ll be able to grow
rice, keep their buffalo, and find food when
the reservoir starts to fill next year.

Photo: Shannon Lawrence

“Best Practice” Promises

Selling fish caught in the Xe Bang Fai. The river is expected to see huge drops in fish catches due to the dam.

U

nder a mango tree along the
banks of the Nam Theun River on
a muggy March day, we sat with
a Lao villager wearing a faded
army uniform and talked about his new life.
His village, Boua Ma, had been moved nine
months earlier to make way for the massive
reservoir of the Nam Theun 2 Dam, now
under construction. The villagers were still
living in temporary houses and surviving
on rice and meat deliveries from the Nam
Theun 2 Power Company (NTPC). He said
he missed the fruit trees and the river and
returned here daily with his 20 water buffalo. “Starting a new life in a new village is
very difficult,” he told us.
On the other side of the river, we spent a
rainy morning in new Sop Hia village, one
of 14 resettlement villages being built for the
Nam Theun 2 project on the Nakai Plateau.
A villager had given birth the night before
and we were invited to join the morning
celebration. When we asked how life was in
the new village, one villager answered, “very
good. Here we have drinking water.” But
he was quickly interrupted by another man
who urged him to “tell the truth” as others
nodded in agreement. In Laos – a one-party
authoritarian state – criticism of government
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policy is not tolerated. Although the Nam
Theun 2 project area is open to visitors, we
were asked to sign village headmen’s visitor
books. “District officials come here often
and ask if foreigners have come to talk with
us. The officials want the name of the Lao
people who are with them,” we were told
by one headman.
Despite the oppressive atmosphere, villagers are becoming increasingly open in
expressing their concerns and frustrations.
An older man sitting with us admitted that
there wasn’t enough drinking water for
everyone in the new village. Another villager
added, “Before we depended on the land,
now we depend on the company supporting us. We used to live next to the river and
could get up in the morning and catch fish
for breakfast.” They do not know if they will
be able to find fish “after the flood,” when
the Nam Theun River becomes a 450-squarekilometer (174-square-mile) reservoir.
Nam Theun 2, the biggest planned dam
in Laos, is still more than two years from
completion. But for the more than 6,200
indigenous people who are being forcibly
displaced, the project has already brought
dramatic changes. Most people are now
living in temporary houses in their new
villages waiting for the wooden permanent

Project construction began in 2005, after
the World Bank, the Asian Development
Bank and other lenders committed to provide loans and guarantees for the project.
The project backers promised that this dam
would be a social and environmental model
and that its revenues would be used to lift
Laos out of poverty. As the nation's largest
foreign investment ever, Nam Theun 2 was
supposed to be a “best-practice” project,
demonstrating to other investors that Laos
is open for hydropower business. Nam
Theun 2 was also the first major dam project approved by the World Bank in more
than a decade and a test case for the Bank’s
future involvement in the sector. The World
Bank has already written a book about the
challenges of Nam Theun 2, optimistically
entitled Doing Dams Right.
Yet Nam Theun 2 is unlikely to live up
to these lofty claims and assurances. Given
that the project will impact 1 in 50 Laotians,
and the proven difficulty in restoring rural
people’s livelihoods on large dam projects
in poor countries, Nam Theun 2’s ambitious
goals are already proving elusive. For the
companies and consultants who made the
promises, the project’s social record may
prove to be something of an embarrassment.
For the affected people, it is likely to be the
end of life as they knew it, and the beginning of a very rough road.
On the Nakai Plateau, Nam Theun 2’s
livelihood restoration programs are faltering.
The company has determined its original
plans, based on intensive inputs and small
plots of land, are no longer feasible. The
soils in the area are poor and available land
will be reduced by nearly two-thirds once
the reservoir is flooded. Villagers with large
numbers of buffalo will have to sell some of
these four-legged “savings accounts” – there
will simply not be enough land and fodder
for them all. Improved agrarian programs are
now being trialled.
A community forestry project is threatened by undue government interference and
continued on page 15
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Power, Progress and Impoverishment in Laos
by Keith Barney
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n rural Laos, communities are intimately interconnected with the rivers and forests which they manage.
The Lao government is currently
aggressively pursuing both large-scale
hydropower projects and industrial tree
plantations across the country. When
communities are affected by both of
these developments at once, it can cause
a chain reaction that ripples through
communities and their ecosystems,
resulting in complex and unforeseen ecological and social transformations.
I was in Laos from 2004-06 to investigate the effects of industrial tree plantations on rural livelihoods. In cooperation
with the National University of Laos and
provincial forestry authorities, I selected
a rural village in Hinboun District as
my primary field site. This village, Ban
Pak Veng, is located within a plantation
concession zone awarded to BGA-Oji
Laos Plantation Forestry Ltd. (LPFL).
After some time in the village I learned
that the plantation project was only one
part of a much more complex story, as
this village has also been affected by the
Theun-Hinboun hydropower project (built
and owned by THPC of Laos).
The Theun-Hinboun Dam has had
negative effects upon fisheries, riverside
gardens, drinking water, and human and
livestock health in Pak Veng since it first
came online in 1998. In addition, the
project has caused significant increases in
flooding along the Hinboun valley over
the past six years. The increased extent
and severity of flooding on the middle and
lower Hinboun River post-2001 is very
likely linked to the massive erosion occurring upstream as a result of diversions of
water from the hydropower project.
The flooding from Theun-Hinboun has
made it impossible for villagers in Ban
Pak Veng to plant their staple crop – wetseason rice paddy – along the banks of the
Hinboun River. As a result, Pak Veng villagers have had to shift more directly into
planting dry rice in cleared village forests,
through upland, rotational swidden cultivation.
Completing the “double displacement”
effect, in 2001 600 hectares of these village-managed forests – which in fact are
mixed agro-forestry production systems
producing rice and a wide range of crucial
non-timber forest products – were identified as “degraded” through the state Land

A Pak Veng villager points to his rice fields that he can no longer cultivate due to flooding from the
Theun-Hinboun Dam.

and Forest Allocation process. In a direct
conflict of interest, the original concession holder – BGA Forestry, which was
purchased by Oji Paper in 2004 – provided the technical and financial inputs
in support of this land and forest zoning
process.
Very limited compensation has been
offered to Pak Veng villagers for their
land, amounting to $1 per hectare per
year over the 50 year concession agreement. Through their project loans and
programs, the ADB has also been pushing the notion that there are thousands
of hectares of “degraded forest-land” in
Laos free for plantation development,
which has “little or no alternative economic value.” In fact, if all 600 hectares
of this zoned land in Ban Pak Veng is
developed into plantations, villagers will
lose all of their remaining upland agricultural land and access to essential forest
products. The effects would be a severe
and unjust impoverishment of this community, which has already been affected
from the uncompensated impacts of the
Theun-Hinboun project.
Villagers themselves are clear in their
assessments of the effects the two companies are having on their community.
In village meetings I attended, one man
said, “We have good soil for rice paddy
in this village, but if we plant, we cannot
harvest. There is too much flooding. Now

we seek employment with Oji to find
money to buy rice. We cannot persist.”
Another villager, commenting on the
extent of recent migrations of young
people out of the village into the Thai
labor market across the Mekong, added:
“If things continue the way they are going
in this village, within the next few years
all of the young people will have gone
to Thailand. Only the older people will
remain.”
Vulnerable communities in rural
Laos do not deserve uncompensated and
unmitigated displacements at the hands of
corporations and the Asian Development
Bank, but access to appropriate, beneficial, and progressive options for community development.
The ongoing situation with respect to
hydropower and plantations development
in Hinboun District, and the effects of
these projects on often extremely poor
and vulnerable rural people is doubly
troubling. It is my unambiguous conclusion that, contrary to their obligations,
neither THPC nor Oji-LPFL is adequately
addressing their environmental externalities in Hinboun District. n
The author’s 2007 report, “Power, Progress
and Impoverishment: Plantations, Hydropower,
Ecological Change and Rural Transformation
in Hinboun District, Lao PDR,” is available at
http://tinyurl.com/2nbhk9
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New Dam Builders Raid the Mekong
by Carl Middleton

T

he Mekong region has seen its
share of “hydro prospectors” set up
stakes with the hopes of tapping
the great river for hydroelectric
dams. Over the years, the basin has been
invaded by foreign agencies such as the US
Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps
of Engineers (who proposed turning the
Mekong into a series of reservoirs), UNDP
(which said in 1995 that “the naturally flowing Mekong is destructive… if not dammed,
the Mekong flows wasted to the sea”),
French utilities, and of course big development banks such as the World Bank.
Now, a new set of actors are developing,
funding and building large dams. Energy
and construction companies from Vietnam,
China, Thailand, Japan and Malaysia are
scouring the region for attractive investment
opportunities. Armed with the support of
private banks from their own countries (now
flush with cash following Asia’s economic
revival) and the promise of government
guarantees through their export-import
banks, these dam-builders have become
Asia’s new hydro raiders.
The new hydro companies and their backers are fast displacing the western corporations and multilateral banks that previously
dominated the region’s hydro scene. The
decade-long approval process of the Nam
Theun 2 project, concluded in 2005, has left
the Lao government and regional investors
largely uninterested in seeking support from
the Asian Development Bank and World Bank
for other hydropower schemes. They view
the banks’ safeguard policies as burdensome,
time-consuming and costly. And now, with
the arrival of a new set of private companies,
alternative sources of finance, and regional
government players keen to support the
development of the region’s hydropower sector, multilateral bank support is also unnecessary. Even Western hydropower consulting
companies are increasingly concerned about
their prospects, as domestic hydropower companies have become more experienced and
able to implement projects themselves.
To meet the Mekong region’s escalating power demand, massive exploitation of
hydropower resources is high on the political agenda of all Mekong country governments, but wider geopolitical factors are
also at play. The governments of Thailand
and China especially are increasingly keen
to project their influence throughout the
Mekong region through a combination of
grants, loans, and export credits, in order
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to gain access to increasingly scarce natural
resources, support the expansion of their
commercial enterprises for financial gains,
and increase their political clout on both the
regional and global stage.

Thailand flexes its power

As Thailand’s economy and demand for
power has grown, so has the eagerness of its
state-owned utility, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT), to import
electricity from proposed hydropower
schemes in neighboring countries – namely

The arrival of these
powerful new actors
raises serious questions
over whether social and
environment standards will
slip even further.

Laos, China’s Yunnan Province and Burma.
Thai power companies are important investors in many of these regional projects,
typically backed by Thai commercial banks
and Thailand’s export credit agency, the
Thai Exim Bank. For example, a consortium
of Thai companies together with Electricité
du Laos own the $832 million Nam Ngum
2 project now under construction in Laos.
Thai commercial banks are the main financiers of the project. Electricité du Laos
obtained its equity for the project through a
bonds issue guaranteed by the Thai ExportImport Bank.
While the Thai Exim Bank is an increasingly keen supporter of large infrastructure
projects in the region, it does not have
an environmental policy and its activities
are generally unaccountable. Furthermore,
buoyed by the release of Thailand’s new
power development plan in June 2007 (see
page 4), Thai commercial banks are also willing financiers of major energy projects, but
none have yet signed up to the Equator Principles, a set of voluntary environmental and
social standards that have been adopted by
51 private banks around the world.

China moves down the Mekong

In addition to the Thai Exim Bank, the
China Export Import Bank, China’s official

export credit agency, is also becoming an
important player in the Mekong region, as
are a number of China’s major State-Owned
Enterprises, often with the Bank’s financial
backing. China Exim is closely aligned with
the strategic overseas interests of China’s
government, on whose behalf it may offer
concessional loans and export credits, especially in implementing China’s “Going Out”
policy. For example, in Laos, the majority of
funds for the $135 million Xeset 2 dam project now under construction was provided
by China Exim in the form of export credits
to Electricité du Laos, the project’s operator.
China Exim’s environment policy, prepared
in November 2004 but only publicly released
in May 2007, contains only basic provisions.
Overall, the Bank’s operations remain unaccountable to the general public – a policy
made more indefensible because of its support for numerous controversial projects
worldwide, such as the Merowe Dam on the
Nile in Northern Sudan.

Cambodia: Partnering with China

Cambodia is on the threshold of committing
to an extensive domestic hydropower development program, financed with the support
of the Chinese government and facilitated
through the technical expertise of Chinese
construction companies. Until recently
the Cambodian government has struggled
to attract investment to its planned major
hydropower projects. Cambodia’s traditional
donors (the ADB, the World Bank and Western bilateral donors) have been reluctant
to support the development of large hydropower schemes because of concerns over
environmental and social impacts – many of
the potential project sites are located within
or close to protected areas – and questions
over economic feasibility.
Over the past several years, however, as
China’s political and economic ties with
Cambodia have strengthened, the Chinese
government has indicated its willingness to
support Cambodia’s ambitious and controversial hydropower development strategy. To
date, deals have been reached on two major
hydroelectric projects and numerous others
are being studied. In justifying its hydropower program, the Cambodian government
claims it is trying to balance the need for
environmental and social protections against
the need for electricity to support its economic development. Civil society groups in
Cambodia, however, have expressed concern
over the loss of Cambodia’s natural heritage
World Rivers Review June 2007

region, as well as marketing their dubious
“model” hydropower project, Nam Theun 2
(see page 10).
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A new challenge for civil society

Dam-affected Thai villagers protest outside an international dam-industry conference in Bangkok, 2006.

and questioned the approval process of these
projects, which has been conducted behind
closed doors without the meaningful participation of local communities and other
concerned stakeholders.

Vietnam: Racing to meet
power demands

Rapid economic growth in Vietnam has
resulted in the demand for power growing
at a rate of 13-15% per year. To meet this
demand, the state-owned utility, Electricity
of Vietnam (EVN), plans to develop up to
17,000 MW of new hydropower through
2025, which represents approximately onequarter of its estimated required expansion
in generation capacity.
In addition to developing its domestic
hydropower resources, Vietnam is keen to
ensure that electricity from Laos’ hydropower resources is piped into its transmission grid. Recently, the Vietnamese government arranged significant financial support
for Vietnamese companies investing in the
250 MW Sekaman 3 hydropower scheme, a
major export project now under construction in southern Laos.
In order to finance the new generation
capacity, EVN estimates it will have to invest
$45 billion over the next ten years alone.
This has placed great financial pressures
on EVN, necessitating a radical change in
Vietnam’s electricity industry. To match the
rate of investment required, beginning in
2004 EVN has undergone a process of partial
privatization. The utility hopes to earn more
than $700 million by 2010 by selling shares
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in many of its power plants. EVN has also
issued bonds on the domestic market over
the past two years, and in 2008 plans to
issue its first overseas dollar bond issue. The
growth in the domestic financial markets
and availability of private capital in Vietnam
has meant that the Vietnamese government
is increasingly shying away from development bank financing for its electricity sector.
The government would prefer to seek multilateral and bilateral aid support for softer
sectors, and to use private capital to finance
controversial dam projects.

What will become of the
development banks?

Although they’re no longer the only game in
town, the ADB and the World Bank have not
given up supporting the Mekong region’s
power sector. Both continue to finance a
number of major transmission line projects,
including regional interconnection lines that
fall under the ADB’s Mekong Power Grid,
although the plan itself appears increasingly unrealistic and likely to be rejected by
the Mekong countries themselves in its full
form. The banks are also working hard to
resume lending to hydropower projects. The
ADB, for example, hopes to loan just under
$200 million to Vietnam for the development of Song Bung 4 hydropower project
in 2007, and loans for two additional dams
a few years later. Both banks are also busy
touting the latest fashionable water development paradigm, known as Integrated Water
Resources Management, to justify water
infrastructure development throughout the

The arrival of these powerful new actors
raises significant challenges for civil society
groups working to ensure the sustainable
and equitable development of the Mekong
Basin, and raises serious questions over
whether social and environment standards
will slip even further. Whereas the development banks must at least pay lip service to
their safeguard policies, the new commercial
banks and export credit agencies that are
now involved in financing hydropower projects are not bound to such standards and are
also not obliged to develop projects through
processes open to public scrutiny.
In the current context of weak power
planning processes and poor enforcement of national laws, the result could
be catastrophic for those dependent on
the Mekong Basin’s rivers for their livelihoods. Yet, as China, Thailand and Vietnam
become increasingly influential in the
Mekong region and step onto the global
stage, they must also accept their international responsibilities and adhere to international standards when developing and
financing large infrastructure projects. The
region’s ever strengthening civil society will
play a critical role in ensuring these responsibilities are taken seriously. n

Cover Story continued from page 1
IRN is working with a growing movement in
the region to challenge dam plans and promote more sensible options for meeting the
region’s energy needs. As you will read from
the articles in this special issue, there are
hopeful developments in the basin. A growing movement in Vietnam is investigating
the impacts of dams and promoting energy
alternatives. In Cambodia, efforts to protect
the Tonle Sap Lake are gaining ground. And
in Thailand, civil society is pushing for real
alternatives that would meet Thailand’s energy needs while avoiding imported hydropower and new fossil fuel plants.
We at IRN believe that the Mekong
region can be developed while protecting
its greatest asset: the river. What remains to
be seen is whether governments and multilateral development banks have the courage
to promote a new way forward: a way that
combines effective protection of the river
basin with prosperity for the river basin’s
60 million inhabitants. n
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Interview

New Voices for River Protection in Vietnam
by Susanne Wong

Resistance to dams in Southeast Asia has been brought to the international
stage by outspoken activist groups such as the Philippines’ Cordillera People’s
Alliance and Thailand’s Southeast Asia Rivers Network. But a burgeoning network
in Vietnam – not known for its openness to civil society critiques – has been
slowly gathering strength and working quietly to expose the impacts of dams
and advocate for better alternatives.
In 2005, the Vietnam Rivers Network was established to share information
about the impacts of dams, to advocate for fair compensation for dam-affected
people, and to encourage more sustainable energy practices. The network’s timing was auspicious. State utility Electricity of Vietnam is pursuing the development of up to 48 new dams by 2025.
We spoke with Nga Dao, coordinator of the Vietnam Rivers Network, to learn
more about VRN’s important work.
WRR: What does the Vietnam Rivers
Network do?
ND: VRN organizes annual meetings to
share information and create strategies to
help dam-affected people. Last year, we
organized a “Thai Baan [villager] research”
training course for network members and
villagers, and organized an exchange visit
for dam-affected villagers to learn from
each other’s experiences. We also conducted
seven small studies on the impacts of dams.
We presented last year’s findings at a number of different seminars and really drew the
attention of many people.
WRR: Who belongs to the VRN?
ND: More than a hundred people have
joined the network. Our members include
NGOs, academics and government officials
who are interested in river protection and
sustainable energy development.
WRR: What was the impact of the joint
study with the Vietnam Union of Science
and Technology Associations (VUSTA) on the
controversial Son La Dam?
ND: Well, a vice-minister of the Ministry
of Agriculture and Rural Development
contacted the vice-president of VUSTA to
discuss the recommendations. As a result,
the project’s compensation policy is a bit
more detailed. The government says it will
try to make sure that people have land for
farming and that supporting programs will
be participatory.
WRR: You also helped coordinate a joint
assessment with VUSTA on Vietnam’s Power
Development Plan. The report was quite critical,
labeling energy demand projections as “unclear,
primitive and unreasonable” and calling for
more thorough assessments of renewable energy
potential. What was the reaction to the report?
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ND: The government did not react to the
report, but state utility Electricity of Vietnam
was unhappy because there were a couple
of long articles in newspapers regarding our
findings.

WRR: You recently set up the Center for Water
Resources Conservation and Development. What
will this organization do, and how does it fit
into VRN?
ND: Our organization is the only one under
VUSTA working specifically on rivers. We
conduct community-based research to document local knowledge, research on river
pollution and advocate for our findings. Our
activities are very closely related to the network activities.
WRR: What are the challenges of working to
protect rivers in Vietnam?
ND: The biggest challenge of working to
protect rivers here is the low level of mainstream public awareness on the importance
of the issue. There are many problems related
to river protection in Vietnam, not just with
dam projects. There are many factories that
continued opposite

Small Studies Have Big Impacts
One of VRN's key tools is commissioning field-based studies on dam impacts. They
hope to use the information to prove how serious the impacts of dam construction
can be if the projects are not well planned. The network has organized seminars to
disseminate the results of the studies and to encourage the government to fix existing problems. Here are some of their findings.
Tuyen Quang Dam
23,000 displaced by dam on Gam River. Resettlement plan not completed before people displaced. Lack of adequate land. Majority of people displaced are ethnic minorities.
Recommendations: Legal documents governing resettlement should be completed
before construction starts. Livelihood extension programs should be prioritized.
Resettlement planning should consider customs of those displaced.
Son La Dam
This project is so controversial in Vietnam that reporters have been essentially
barred from visiting the area. 100,000 people are to be displaced by the dam. One
of the biggest concerns is a lack of arable land in the area for displaced people. Most
of the displaced people are ethnic minorities. About 5,000 families have already been
moved away from the Da River to make way for the $2.3 billion dam.
So far, resettlement planning has not been finalized before people have been displaced. Those resettled have suffered from lack of arable land, clean water and adequate
support for livelihood restoration programs. Additional problems include the disintegration of ethnic minority communities due to resettlement and insufficient compensation.
Some resettled villagers complained that there is “no fertile farmland at the
resettlement site,” and “we are in short supply of water for farming activities.” One
villager explained that the land at the resettlement site was no better than “dog eating stone, and hen eating gravel.”
Recommendations: Affected people should be moved into new resettlement sites
only after detailed plans have been agreed upon. In urban resettlement sites, infrastructure must be completed before affected people are moved in. Electricity of
Vietnam (EVN) must link its construction on the project with resettlement and be
accountable for the impacts of its work on affected people.
For more information, visit www.warecod.org.
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discharge wastewater, which pollutes rivers,
and many companies exploiting sand and
gravel along rivers, among other problems.
These business people don’t want to be criticized for all the problems they are causing
and are supposed to be responsible for.

WRR: What opportunities do you see for the
future?
ND: We really do hope that VRN and my
new organization can facilitate a strong
movement on river protection in Vietnam.
Once we have more information about the

Nam Theun 2 continued from page 10
illegal logging. And a reservoir fisheries program has yet to be developed. Nam Theun
2’s official monitors, the Panel of Experts,
have also warned that livelihood development programs are in such a fragile state
that it seems unlikely villagers’ incomes will
reach the income targets to which the company had agreed.

Downstream:
A Trickle of Assistance

Progress on livelihood restoration schemes
is even slower downstream. When water is
diverted from the reservoir to the Xe Bang Fai
River, via the power station and a 27-kilometer concrete channel, declines in fisheries of
up to 85%, increased flooding, erosion, and
water quality problems are anticipated. Tens
of thousands of farmers and fishers living
along or near the Xe Bang Fai will experience
these impacts. The company is testing out
various livestock and cash crop pilot projects
in just 21 pilot villages, less than 10% of the
villages that will be affected by Nam Theun
2 once power production begins in 2009.
The budget for the program – amounting to
less than $200 per person – is inadequate to
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WRR: What has been the impact of VRN’s
work? Do you feel things are changing in
Vietnam?
ND: We are bringing the issue of impacts
to rivers and people out in the open. Most
importantly, we have created a forum for
people to discuss issues such as river protection, dams, resettlement and sustainable
energy development, among others.
I do feel that things are changing here.
It seems that people are more open to talking about this so-called “sensitive” issue.
The media now covers resettlement stories
and talks about how to make it better. Even
some decision-makers have expressed their
concerns about dam-induced resettlement
and river protection.
Villagers from Chiang Yen village move their houses piece by piece to make way for the Son La Dam.

negative impacts of development projects
on rivers and people, we might be able
to convince decision-makers and hope
that they will act differently. Then, fewer
destructive development projects will be

approved, and fewer dams will be built.
The livelihoods of disadvantaged groups
will be seriously taken into account during
project planning. n

account for the lifetime of livelihood losses
that Nam Theun 2 will cause.
The situation for villagers downstream
will be especially dire if vegetation is not
cleared from the reservoir area before it
is flooded. Neither the company nor the
Lao government has committed to do so,
despite the fact that the rotting vegetation
will lower the reservoir’s oxygen levels and
increase emissions of greenhouse gases such
as methane. Leaving biomass in place will
likely lead to fish kills in the reservoir and
downstream, and leave the reservoir’s water
unsuitable for irrigation or household use.
The failures of the Nam Theun 2 Power
Company and the Lao government extend
beyond livelihood programs for affected villagers. Environmental management during
construction has been a major issue, with the
project’s owner-builder, Electricité de France,
and its subcontractors repeatedly cited by
project monitors for failure to control erosion, sedimentation, and excessive logging
along roadways. Illegal logging and mining
activities are threatening the Nakai-Nam
Theun National Protected Area, the watershed

area and conservation jewel that the Nam
Theun 2 dam was supposed to help protect.
Urgent action is required if Nam Theun
2 is to avoid the worst mistakes of past Lao
dam disasters. The company and the Lao
government should develop an interim compensation scheme for downstream villagers, ensure that biomass is cleared from all
permanently flooded areas of the reservoir,
and address threats to the Nakai community forestry program, as matters of priority.
NTPC, the Lao government, the World Bank,
the Asian Development Bank and other
project lenders have a responsibility to see
that these problems are resolved and project
commitments are kept.
Villagers are expecting as much. An older
man living along the Xe Bang Fai said he
expects more flooding after Nam Theun 2
is built, “but the company told us not to
worry. They promised bank protection and
fishponds for us. Sometimes we are worried
and sometimes we are not because the company told us not to be scared.” n
IRN’s new Nam Theun 2 Trip Report and Project
Update is available www.irn.org.
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