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THE MEKONG IN PERIL

Concerns mount as decision on first dam project nears
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Developmen, or
Destruction?

STAKES ARE HIGH AS DECISION ON FIRST MEKONG DAM DRAWS CLOSER
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A Cambodian boy pulls in his catch on the Mekong River
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BY PAUL VRIEZE THE CAMBODIA DAILY

THE ALOCK IS TICKING for the Mekong
River and the tens of millions of peoplein the
region who depend on it

In about two months, Cambodia, Laos, Tha-
land and Vietnam are to make adedison of epic
proportions whether to preserve the freeflowing
Lower Mekong, one of the world's most produc-
tiveriver sysems or to go ahead with thefirg of
11 hydropower damsthat could help power the
region but would devestate the Mekong and
changeitsbadn forever.

In October, the Lao government natified the
Mekong River Commission of its plan to build
the 1,260megawett Xayaburi dam on the Me-
kong, gtarting an dffidd MRC decison-meking
processthat isto conclude on April 22.

The 1995 Mekong Agreement requiresMRC
governmentsto jointly review and agree on any
project that afects the mainstream Mekong,
while conaulting the region's public and other
concerned groups about such projects

The 32-meter-high dam in the mountainous
and remote province Xayaburi in northern Laos
would cost goproximetely $3.5 hillion and take
eight yearsto build, according to environmental
group Internationd Rivers, which sad the pro-

ject wasdriven by Thai businessesinterests.

"ltsaTha company that will build it Itsfour
Thai banksthat will financeit and 95 percent of
the energy goesto Thailand," Ame Trandem,
Mekong coordinator for Internationd Rivers
sidinaninterview last week

From the gtart, the MRC process for the
Xayaburi project has been surrounded by con+
troversy, asthe proposd was submitted to the
MRC three weeks before the anticipated re-
lease of the MRC's Strategic Environmentd Im-
pact Assessment

This comprehensive 18-month study re-
searched the cumulative impact of 11 planned
dams on the Lower Mekong. It conduded that
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mainstream Mekong projects should be de-
ferred for a leagt 10 years, advice that was not
taken up by the MRC governments. ' The MRC
knew the SEA was coming out with a strong
recommendation of deferring dl projectsfor 10
years. So the government of Laos just wanted
to quickly initisteit" Ms Trandem said.
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INTERNATIONAL RIVERS

The surprise submission of thefirgt proposd
for aMekong damimmediatdy raised concerns
Save The Mekong, acadition of regiond NGOs
that indudes two Cambodian groups, cdled on
the MRC in October, and again on Jan 23, to halt

the decison-making process, saying it lacked

public accountahility and trangparency.

THE MEKONG HSHERIES' HYDROPOWER THREAT

ERIC BARAN, senior scientist a the World
Fish Center, who authored the fisheries chap-
ter of the MRC's SEA gtudy, outlined itsmain
findingsin arecent interview.

Mr Baran explained how the Mekong
River'sunique annud flood pulse has given
rise to avery productive river system, in
which many fish gpecies undertake long-dis
tance migration. According to the MRC, the
Lower Mekong Basin hasatotd fish catch of
about 2 million tons—up to afifth of the
world'sfresh water fish catch—and isvaued
at $2 hillion per year.

But this same feature makestheriver'sfish-
eriesvulnerableto the 11 dams planned onthe
maingream Mekong. 'Fish migration ismore
important here than anywhere ese in the
world becauseitstheriver that variesmostin
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theworld," Mr Baran sad, adding that about
35 percent of this total fish catch could be
obgtructed by dams.

The dams that are built farthest down-
stream on the Mekong River will have the
most devadtating impact as they cut of key
fish migretion routes at the start, Mr Baran
said. This makes the two most southern
Mekong dams planned in Cambodiathe most
damaging of dl proposed Mekong projects

By 201545 dams are expected to be opara

Mr Baran said, "A decline is expected,
but..the [Mekong] damswould radicdize the
decline. "If dl planned Mekong dams go
ahead, you would move..to 81 percent [of the
basin] that gets blocked."

Under ascenario of six Mekong dams built
upstream of Laos capitd Vientiane, the totd
loss of fish catch would drop with 600,000
tonsin 2030, according to SEA study, thevast
mgarity of whichwould belost in Cambodia,
Vietnam and Thailand.

tional on Mekong tributaries rigngto 77 dams ~ Cambodiawould stand to lose awhopping

in 2030, according to the SEA study, resuiting
in an expected loss of fish catch in the besin of
550,000 tona If 11 planned Mekong damsare
built losseswould increase to an goproximeate
830,000 tons, the sudy sad, adding that this
was"avery consrvdive esimee”

210,000 tons of fish per year, which could spdl
disagter in acountry where, according to gov-

ernment estimates, about 80 percent of peo-

ple's protein intake comes from fresh water

fish. Resarvair fisherieswould only replace 10

percent of theselosses, the FEA sad.



The Xayaburi project dso concerned foreign
donors and in November the World Bank
backed the SEA report and stated that MRC
governments should wait 10 years before build-
ing Mekong dams. US Secretary of State Hill-
ary Clinton, on avigt to the region, advised that
countriestake "apause’ before devdoping the
Mekong River.

More recently, on Jan 24, the MRC'sforeign
donors, which indudesthe Asan Deve opment
Bank, increased pressure on MRC govern-
ments, asking for the public release of the Xaya:
buri project's environmenta and socid impact
assessments and a Sx-month extension of the
April 22 deedlinein order to dlow for more pub-
lic consuitation.

Nonetheless, the deddon-making process has
continued, and it remains uncdlear if the MRC
governments are willing to be more open about
the decisor-making process or change their
plans for large-scle hydropower deve opment,
which many in these governments deem neces-
sary to develop theregion in the 21 century.

Thisweek the MRC conducted the first of
two public conaultative meetings in Cambodia
on the Xayaburi project, at which Kratie com-
munities and 9x NGOs were supposed to have
achanceto voicether concerns.

Sun Mao, director of Kratie-based Cambo-
dian Rurd Development Team, sad the medt-
ing, however, had only provided generd infor-
mation on the Xayaburi project, without dis-
cussing itsimpacts.

‘There wasjust a presentation about techni-
cd work and dam design,” he said, adding that
instead of inviting potentidly afected fishing
communities in Kratie, commune and provin-
dd government dffidds were etending.

"Inthe[invitation] | etter, they say they would
invite communities, but | don't see them,” he
«d.

NGO Forum director Chhit Sam Ath said he
was concerned about the lack of public project
information and the fact that the Cambodian

'Y ou could lose 30 percent of your current
protein supply,” Mr Baran sad. "If you losefish
in the Mekong you are Ift with abig gap
because there's no replacement, in particular
for Cambodid'

The design and location of 11 planned
Mekong dams are based on the dld project
concepts, first drawn up in the 1950s and
1960s that are very damaging to the river,
according to the SEA, which recommends
that MRC countries defer their current
plans and consider new dam technology
instead.

Mr Baran sad that, using new designs,
hydropower plants could be built on diverson
canas, which utilize only part of the river,
leaving the naturd stream intact for fish mi-
gration and other uses.

'Y ou have these modes in most placesin
theworld," hesaid.

"No one has received

the [Environmental Impact
Assessment] of Xayaburi.
This is an essential flaw
because you need this
project information on dams
at least 30 days before the
consultation starts,
according to international
best practices."

—AME TRANDEM, MEKONG COORDINATOR
FOR INTERNATIONAL RIVERS

communities were kept out of the MRC dedi-
gon-making process.

Mr Sam Ath said awareness among the
Cambodian public about the project was a0
"vay low."

‘There is alack of information-sharing from
the Cambodian government to the public on
theimpact of the Xayaburi dam™ hesaid.

At earlier public consultations in Thailand
and Vietnam, participants were disgppointed
with the lack of informetion from the MRC,
according to Ms Trandem.

"No one has received the [Environmental
Impact Assessment] of Xayaburi. Thisisan
essential flaw because you need this project
information on dams e least 30 days beforethe
conaultation tarts, according to international
best practices" shesad.

During a Jan 14 mesting in Vietnam's Can
Tho province, the goproximatdy 30 participants,
conggiing of dfiddsand stientits, “complained

y o e

about alack of the EIA report” and a"lack of
studies on the [dam's impact] on the Viena
mese [Mekong] Ddta" Ms Trandem sad.

At a consultative meeting on Jan 22 in
Chiang Ra province, Thailand, she said:
"People there were very angry and sad you
can't cdl it a conaultation because there was
no information on the project”

MRC spokesperson Surassk Glahan sad in
an emdl that the consultation meetings provid-
ad "information on the Xayaburi project, such
asthe planning and design information submit-
ted by the deveoper through the Lao govern-
ment, some praiminary findings of its review
and the results of the Stretegic Ervironmenta
Assessment”

The MRC did not say if findings of the project's
environmental and socid impact studies are
made avalladbleto participants a the consultation

SINCE 20086, interest in hydropower anong
Dower Mekong countries has "escalated,"
according to the MRC's SEA report, and gov-
ernments have now gpproved 77 dams on the
river'stributaries, while investors and devdop-
ersfrom China, Mdayda, Thailand and Vie-
nam were dlowed to propose 11 maingream
damsthat build on concepts of dld projects

Pans for damming the Mekong River have
been around since the 1950s and 1960s but
were scuttled by wer.

The region's economic growth and fag-in
creasing demand for power in the past decade
haveled to arenewed interest in the projects, as
they could help countries move awvay from the
gill-dominant fassl-fud-generated dedtricity.

"Power demand is expected to grow & 6 to
7 percent annudly to 2025 asLMB economies
diversfy and populdions grow,” the SEA re-
port said.

According to the report, the 11 damswould
generate about 14,000 megawatts, or 11 per-
cent of the expected increase of regiond ener-
gy demand between 2015 and 2025. e

INTERMATIONAL RIVERS

The Don Sahong dam is planned near the Khone Phapheng Fallsjust above the Cambodian-L aos border and is believed to be the second-most advanced Mekong dam.
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The Manwan dam in China is one the smallest dams of a massive cascade of eight dams the country is currently building on the Mekong. If
plans for 11 more dams on the Lower Mekong go ahead, 55 percent of the river would be turned into dam reservoir, according to the SEA.

e |t said 90 percent of the energy generated in
the projectswould go to Thailand and Vietnam.

Chinais aready completing four dams on the
upper Mekong in China—where theriver is
cdled the Lancang—including the biggest dam
intheworld, while another four damsare planned
to completethe cascade.

like Burma, Chinais not a member of the
MRC, and there have been fearsin downstream
countriesthat Chinamight hoard water behind its
massive dams, after Mekong water levels hit
record-low levels last year. Concerns about the
permanent changesto the river's annua hydrolo-
gy patternsaso abound.

China has guaranteed full cooperation with
downstream countries. But sofar it only disclosed
dam operation data of its two smallest Mekong
dams, according to Internationa Rivers.

Downstream countries have been loath to criti-
cize their giant neighbor. Prime Minister Hun
Sen, infeet, cameto the defense of Chinain April,
declaring that climate change, and not Chinese
dams, wereto blamefor thedrought

The dteration of the Mekong's hydrology by
Chinese dams has further enabled downstream
countriesto develop hydropower, the SEA report
said, noting that, "[T]he resulting changesin sea
sonal flows...has eased past reluctancetodo soin
the [Lower Mekong Basin] and made the main-
stream projects more economicaly viable"

Cambodia has plans for two Mekong dams,
and Chinese and Vietnamese devel opers have
conducted feashility studies for the 980-Mega-
watt Stung Treng Damin Stung Treng province
and the 2,600-megawatt Sambor Dam in Kratie,
which together would inundate 950 square kilo-
metersand displace 29,000 people.

Laos, meanwhile, has planned to build nine
damsacrossthe Mekong River aspart of itspub-
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licly stated goal of becoming "the battery of
Southeast Asia"

If built, the 11 projects would be of particular
importance for Cambodia and Laos, as they
would help both impoverished countries build
reliable power grids and push down electricity
prices, which in Cambodiaare among the highest
intheregion and widdy viewed asahindranceto
the economy.

The report said that to reduce power costs,
"mainstream projects are most critical for the
Cambodian power sector, particularly in the
long term when plants are transferred to nation-
al authorities' &fter the construction companies
25-year lease on thedamsend. Theeffects of the
dams on Vietnamese and Thai dectricity prices
would benegligible, thereport added.

However, the SEA outlined a myriad of nega-
tiveenvironmental and socia impactsthat the 11
Mekong dams would bring to the Lower Me-
kong Basin, in particular through the fact that
the projectswould devastate the basin'srich fish
eries upon which tens of millions of people rely
(seebox on page6).

The report said the massive impacts of dams
on fisheries could result in fish capture | osses of
up to athird or more in Cambodia and the re-
gion and "would contribute to a growing in-
equality.” In Cambodia aone, the dam would
disrupt the livelihoods of 16 million fishermen
living along the M ekong.

"In the short to medium term, poverty would
be made worse by any one of the mainstream
projects, especialy among the poor in rura and
urban riparian areas," the report sad, asthere-
gion's fishing communities are aready among
the poorest groupsin society.

According to the SEA report, dams would
cause "serious and irreversible environmental

damage" and push threatened fish species like
the Giant Mekong Catfish into extinction. The
projects would aso block df up to 75 percent of
sediment flow to the Cambodian floodplains and
the Mekong Deltain Vetnam. Thiswould stop
nutrients from flowing downstream and reduce
the gability of riverbanks and the Delta—consid-
ered Vietnam's agricultura heart and "rice bowl."

Tarek Ketelsen, ahydrologist with the Inter-
national Center for Environmental Management
and a contributor to the impact assessment re-
port, said that because of this loss of sediment,
the Deltawould not be replenished, while the
sea, expected to risewith climate change, contin-
ues to erode the Delta. This situation, he said,
would put the Delta" at seriousrisk”

Due to these far-reaching consequences and
the lack of scientific information about them, the
report advises MRC governments to defer deci-
sionsonthe Mekong damsby 10 years.

Eric Baran, a senior scientist at the World
Fish Center who worked on the SEA report,
said that "countries should use the 10 yearsthey
have ahead of them to analyze more, under-
stand more, get better prepared, build their
capacity to handle such dramatic and irre-
versiblechangesto the M ekong system.”

HOWEVER, the governments of Cambodia,
Thailand and Vietnam have given no indication
about their positions on the project, or if they are
considering stopping or extending the MRC de-
cison-making processfor the Xayaburi project

The Cambodian government has so far been
quiet on the issue and has only confirmed that
itis studying project documents. Officids at the
Cambodian National M ekong Committeewere
not available thisweek to comment

Information Minister Khieu Kanharith refer-



THE OPPORTUNITIES AND THE RISKS
A summary of potential effectsif the 11 proposed dams are built

CAMBODIA

« Serious adverse consequences for fisheries and fishers, food security

and poverty reduction

« Significant benefits from power sector development, and secure and less
expensive power for industry and economic diversification in the long term
 Fisheries losses likely to outweigh benefits of power production at

least in the short to medium term

LAO PDR

« Likely significant overall economic benefit — this is likely to be

unevenly distributed

* Negative impacts on vulnerable communities likely to be significant
« Government expenditure of increased net revenues could help ameliorate

negative impact

THAILAND

* Overall economic benefit, although insignificant for national economy
» Economic risks to livelihoods for riparian communities in the basin

VIETNAM
« Likely overall economic loss

 Losses borne predominantly by poorer communities in the Mekong Delta

red questionsto the Ministry of Industry, Mines
and Energy, which declined to comment

CPPlavmaker Cheam Yegp said hewas'Very
worried" about the proposed project

"I think it will be difficult especially for water
uses. We ask or suggest that they open water
supply regularly,” hesaid.

But Mr Yesp said that ultimately, Cambodia's
influence on upstream development was limited
and that his country was at the mercy of other
governments. "We could not protest against them
because it is their right to construct the damsin
their countries.... Who can dare to oppose China
or Laosto prevent them from building the dams?'

SRP lawmaker Mu Sochua said the opposi-
tion party was"very, very worried about the Me-
kong dams."

'The studies show there arevery clear indica-
tions of the impact not only environmental but
also on people," she said. "The governments
need tolistento the peopl€e'sconcerns.”

"There are other ways of addressing this
[energy] issue as other countries have shown,"
Ms Sochuasaid.

MsTrandem, of International Rivers, said that
in reports she had heard about a Jan 24 meeting
of the MRC Council, the MRC governments
seemed to take diverging positions on the pro-
ject "Vietnam came out strongly against the
dams, while Thailand was quite pleased with the
progress Laos...had made in bringing the Xaya-
buri project to the regional decision-making pro-
cess," she said, adding that "Cambodia took a
position of no comment"

In Vietnam oppostion against Mekong dams
has increased among offidds scientists and the
public, she said, as concerns over impacts on the
Mekong Deltaare growing.

ADAPTED FROM THE STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

Sheadded that interest in hydropower develop-
ment in Vietnam has dso suffered a blow after
severe rains hit the country in late 2009 during
Typhoon Ketsana, forcing dam operators in the
Central Highlands to suddenly release reservoir
water and flood communities downstream.

Anarticleinthe Saigon Times Dairy, placed on
the Vietnamese Ministry of Natura Resources
and Environment website on Jan 18, said
Vietnamese scientists "strongly protest the con-
struction of the Xayaburi hydropower plant' as
"water flow [into the Mekong Delta] will dwindle
and salt intrusion will increase, leading to the
reduction of annual output of agriculture and
aguatic products.”

Vietnamese newspaper Thanh Men report-
ed on Nov 12 that some Vietnamese lavmak-
erswere proposing that the National Assembly
vote to prohibit Vietnam from buying power
from Mekong dams in order to prevent dam
construction.

Premrudee Daoroung from the Thai NGO
Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional
Alliance, said concerned NGOs in Thailand were
trying to put pressure on the Thai government to
oppose the project adding that government fore-
casts overestimated the power the country will
need. 'The debate on whether we need as much
electricity aswe are being told by [..] our govern-
ment or not is ill going on actively in Thailand,"
shewrotein an emal

Ms Premrudee said there were dso Thai law-
makerswho had set up independent committees
working to question the government and other
groups involved with Mekong dams over the
necessity of the projects.

She said, however, that among the general
public in Thailand, "there is dill lack of under-

standing or knowledge about [..] Mekong
Dams."

Boun Inthabandith, first secretary at the Lao
Embassy, said the Xayaburi project would be an
important "contribution to our economy" but
added it wastoo early to comment on apossible
decision by the Lao government on the project
"Until now, we don't have a reply from the
MRC," hesaid.

Asked about the many concerns over the pro-
ject and the dearth of information from the Lao
government about its impact Mr Boun said,
"The project can be explained and it will be care-
ful about negative impacts. The governments
canagreeonthis."

"Of course, some NGOs and agencies don't
agree with the project With the Nam Theun [I
dam] that wasadsolikethis," hesaid.

The 1,070-megawat Nam Theun || dam was
built on a Mekong tributary in Laos and came
online in December. Environmental groups
criticized the dam, but the World Bank hailed it
as an example of sustainable hydropower
development

It remains unclear how the population of Laos
feds about the proposed dam projects, asthere
areno NGOsactivein the country to criticizethe
project

Martin Stuart-Fox, a professor of history and a
Laos expert at the University of Queendand in
Augtrdia said that due to the nature of the Lao
politica system it was difficult to assess how the
government would desl with international or pos-
sible domestic concernsover the planned dams.

"[T]he Lao government is highly secretive,
and because there is no press freedom, dl one
can do is speculate," he wrote in an email.
"Everythingisdecided by the palitica ite of the
Lao People's Revolutionary Party. There is no
public discussion of policy [..]. So thereis no
pressure for anything from the almost non-exis-
tent Lao dvil society.”

According to Mr Stuart-Fox, the Lao govern-
ment had probably decided to push ahead with
the Xayaburi project now, as"the Lao authorities
aredazzled by the potential demonstrated by the
Nam Theun |l and want to get another major
project up and running.”

Fishing communities and fisheries NGOs in
Cambodiameanwhile, fear the worst if Mekong
damsgo ahead, and they urged thegovernment
to defend their livelihoods and oppose the
Xayaburi project

Minh Bunly, Tonle Sap coordinator for the
fisheriesNGO FACT, said word about the issue
was dowly spreading among the approximately
2millionfishermenliving onthelake.

'Thefishermeninthe Tonle Sap arevery wor-
ried when the dams are constructed because
they could change the natural regime of the
water and could affect fishery resources," he
said. "If thefish isdepleted, where could they go
tomakealiving?'

Kin Sok, a 60-year-old fisherman living in
Vattanak village in Krafie's Sambor district said
information about the Mekong dam issue was
scarceinloca communities.

"Some fishermen do not understand about
the impacts of the dams, but some do," he said.
'We think that our livelihoods will be affected,
but we could not oppose dam building. But we
ask them to consider between the benefits and
theimpactsonthefishermen.”

—ADDITIONAL REFORTING BY VAN ROEUN
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