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Executive summary
In the Mekong sub-region countries of Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam, large-scale
hydropower developments with transboundary
impacts pose a formidable challenge to inclusive and
sustainable development. While these developments
produce substantial private benefits for political and
business elites involved in their planning, construction
and operation, they have public costs. These costs
are disproportionately borne by affected communities,
who often have limited influence over decision-making.
Using a problem-driven political economy analysis
(PEA) framework, this report examines the factors
that shape transboundary water governance and
what sustains the lack of inclusion of affected
communities and civil society organisations in
decision-making at the regional level. It has been
undertaken with a view to informing how greater
inclusion of civil society and affected communities
can be supported in ways that are attuned to and
realistic about the political and economic context.
Structural features that shape the problem

Slowing growth rates more recently, combined with
concerns about the ‘middle income trap’ means that
continued economic growth is core to the development
plans for all Mekong countries – with growth prioritised
over social or environmental concerns. This emphasis
will likely be heightened in the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic. Moreover, the energy industry has become
part of national development strategies – including
by selling energy to the region and investing in and
constructing hydropower dams. Increasing regional
economic integration offers opportunities for linking
affected communities and consumers, however, the
challenge is how to build public support for concerns
around largescale infrastructure developments if
these are felt to address the needs of an urbanising
population and drive national economic development.
Nature of the political settlement
While the Mekong sub-region is made up of
diverse political systems, there are some common
features, albeit with degrees of variation.
1. Political and economic power benefits elites:
power is concentrated in the hands of an
elite, with clientelistic relationships between
economic and political actors a feature across
the region and rent seeking in construction and
energy sectors, in particular, common practice.

The region’s geopolitics are dominated by China and
its interests in expanding its political, economic
and cultural footprint, including through investment
in largescale infrastructure projects. Other Mekong
sub-region countries respond by trying to balance
or strategically hedge Chinese power; or build
relations with China to amplify their relative power
and to access Chinese investment and capital.
This means that those affected by largescale
infrastructure developments – and those civil
society organisations lobbying on their behalf – must
navigate multiple geographies, jurisdictions, political
systems and relationships that are all politically
charged in seeking to influence decision making.

2. The reach of political power varies but remains
strong in water, energy, infrastructure and
security: The ability of elites to enforce
their decisions or implement their plans
is variable. However, the high political
interest in infrastructure and energy means
that these are sectors where political
power is more commonly brought to bear.

Wider international relations have seen the (re)
engagement of a range of international actors in the
region as geopolitical competition increases, making
for complicated webs of influence and relationships.
This offers the potential for alternative sources of
support for civil society and affected communities,
but also requires strategic management. The regional
economy has seen strong growth as economies shift
from a primarily agricultural base to manufacturing and
industry. These transformations drive increased energy
demand. The benefits of economic growth have not
been equally felt, however, and increasing inequality is a
feature in all GMR countries. Demographic changes with
growing urbanisation also drive greater energy demand.

3. Civic space is limited, although there
are opportunities around water and the
environment in some cases: This varies by
country but the region as a whole has seen a
contraction of civic space in recent years, with
COVID-19 providing the pretext for further limits.
In regional fora, principles of state sovereignty and noninterference reinforce the legitimacy of states to make
decisions pertaining to their own territories, with little
regard for transboundary impacts or accountability.
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Formal and informal institutions
Regional energy planning is overwhelmingly a
technical exercise led by experts with limited
attention to environmental or social concerns and
weak consultation. While this planning responds,
in theory, to growing demand, it is the interests
of politicians, state entities and private sector
that drive energy construction and generation in
practice. Moreover, the expansion of regional power
trade sustains the continuation of hydropower and
deepening the transnational features of the problem.
Formal commitments to address climate change are
prompting greater investment in renewables in the
GMR. This includes hydropower – argued by some
governments to be a green alternative to fossil fuels.
There are a proliferating range of regional cooperation
platforms and bi- and tri-lateral relationships that
shape water governance in the region, with varying
levels of influence. The Mekong River Commission
(MRC) plays an important role in promoting a basinwide approach but has limited weight in decisions
on hydropower development. While the MRC has
strengthened civil society engagement and
stakeholder engagement in dam proposals through
the Procedures for Notification and Prior Consultation
and Agreement (PNPCA), this has often focused on
information provision rather than genuine participation
and has had little impact on decision-making.
The Chinese-led Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
framework is emerging as a powerful regional body,
particularly given strong financial backing from
China, with a wider remit than water governance
alone. A renewed US-Mekong Partnership is seen as
challenging China’s power in the region and may offer
opportunities for civil society. The Thai-led AyeyawadyChao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy
(ACMECS) has re-emerged, offering an alternative to
superpower dominated fora but its future is uncertain
and engagement with civil society has been limited to
date. While these and other regional fora acknowledge
the importance of public engagement, memberstates remain distrustful of civil society and offer
limited forms of participation. Moreover, decision
making still happens ultimately at the national
level, despite the proliferation of regional bodies.
There are a range of international guidelines and
principles which support environmental and social
responsibility safeguards and standards. However,
their ability to induce compliance is generally weak.
Implementation of environmental impact assessments
is also weak and does not significantly influence
decision making. In spite of constrained space,
civil society activism has increased public scrutiny
of hydropower development and put pressure on
governments and the private sector to respond to
social and environmental concerns. While there
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has been greater recognition of gender inequalities
and some positive examples of women influencing
decision-making, there is still limited consideration
of gender issues in hydropower development and
women are often marginalised in decision-making at
regional, national and community levels. In addition,
Indigenous groups remain underrepresented in
decision making despite being disproportionately
impacted by water and energy infrastructure.

Trends and recent developments
Financing for hydropower developments has
undergone a shift from being provided primarily by
international financial institutions to being provided
by private sector actors and quasi-public entities
(e.g., state-owned enterprises, bilateral and national
development banks, and export credit agencies),
the latter usually through bilateral financing
channels. This has contributed to a weakening of
related safeguards and consultation processes.
Climate change is, on the one hand, used to invoke
the importance of action and has helped drive growing
investment in solar power, for instance. Solar power
is a potential disruptor as costs associated with
it lower, enabling a shift away from other energy
sources. But climate change is also invoked by
governments (principally China but also others,
such as Laos) as an explanation for environmental
changes to avoid blame for impacts of hydropower.
Restrictions on civil society in the Mekong subregion are finding new expressions with online
space increasingly regulated and surveilled through
new laws and technologies. Moreover, COVID-19
has prompted a range of restrictions on travel and
gatherings to limit the spread of the pandemic,
with the impact of further limiting civic space.
On the one hand, COVID-19 has led to delays and
pauses in infrastructure developments in some
cases, while there are also reports that it has led
to developments being pushed through approvals
while the public is distracted by the global pandemic.

Stakeholders, power and interests
A wide range of stakeholders are relevant to water
and energy governance at the regional level, making
stakeholder mapping a complicated exercise. Broadly
speaking, there are a large number of actors with high
levels of influence that are not supportive of – or have
little interest in – greater inclusion of civil society or
affected communities. This includes many national
ministries, national MRC committees, technically
minded regional fora and some development partners,
the LMC and private sector actors including banks,

State Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and consulting
companies. Those stakeholders considered to be more
supportive of inclusion of civil society and affected
communities, by contrast, lack influence. This includes
the MRC Secretariat, CEO and some development
partners, as well as civil society at the international,
regional and national level and academic institutions.
Of course, in practice, there are important nuances
that need to be disaggregated and teased out
between these categories of actors in order to identify
opportunities and entry points. Broadly speaking,
however, strategies for change will need to grapple
with how to either increase the influence of those who
are supportive of inclusion, or how to get influential
actors to see increased inclusion as in their interests.

Pathways of change
A range of potential pathways to change are identified,
building on the constraints and opportunities of
the context. These should be treated as a long list
of ideas to use as a jumping off point and refine
by those supporting greater inclusion of affected
communities and civil society in the sub-region.
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Problem Statement
The people most affected by largescale infrastructure with
transboundary impacts on water governance are routinely
excluded from participation in decision-making processes at
sub-national, national and international levels.

1. Introduction
In the Mekong region,1 large-scale hydropower development with transboundary impacts poses a significant challenge to inclusive and sustainable development. While these developments produce substantial
private benefits for political and business elites
involved in their planning, construction and operation,
they have public costs. These costs are disproportionately borne by affected communities, who often have
limited influence over decision-making.

A literature review was undertaken of relevant academic and grey literatures, framed by the issues
highlighted in the PEA framework. Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with regional experts,
drawn primarily from civil society, regional/multilateral
institutions and academia. These were especially important in filling in some of the gaps from the literature
around informal institutions and ways of working and
the interests of relevant stakeholders. Sensemaking
workshops were then held amongst the research team,
to synthesise the material and emerging findings from
secondary and primary data collection. Finally, a workshop with 30 civil society and international non-governmental organisation stakeholders in the sub-region
was held to assist in refining findings and brainstorming and testing pathways of change.

This report is part of a series of political economy analysis reports which seek to understand what shapes decisions on largescale hydropower development and what
constrains affected communities, including women
and Indigenous groups, and civil society organisations
from participating in decision-making. These have been
undertaken by the Institute for Human Security and Social Change at La Trobe University. They aim to support
strategies for achieving greater inclusion of affected
communities and civil society in ways that consider the realities of the political and economic context.

Five additional reports explore the dynamics surrounding this problem in the five Mekong sub-region
countries of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and
Vietnam. The research process described here was
replicated for each of the five country studies, and the
findings from those reports also informed this regional
report. A final report takes the headline findings from
the regional and five country PEA reports and reflects
on their implications for theories of change. As a package, these reports provide a deeper understanding of
the context at national and regional level in the Mekong
sub-region and how the political economy of water and
energy governance shapes prospects for inclusion of
communities affected by largescale hydropower and
civil society.

This report uses a problem-driven political economy
analysis (PEA) framework to examine the factors that
shape transboundary water governance and what sustains the lack of inclusion of affected communities and
civil society organisations in decision-making at the
regional level (see figure 1).
Beginning with a clear problem, the framework unpacks
the structures, institutions, power and interests that
shape water governance and uses this as a basis for
understanding what pathways for change there might
be to improve inclusion of civil society and affected communities. The PEA framework was developed,
drawing on widely used frameworks from the Overseas
Development Institute (Harris, 2013) and the Australian
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2016). These
were adapted to focus questions on issues of inclusion
and behaviour and decision-making logics relevant to
the water and energy sectors in the Mekong sub-region.

The report is structured as follows. First, it explores
the structural features that shape transboundary water governance in the sub-region. Second, it sets out
the nature of the political settlement – how power is
distributed, organised and maintained. Third, it analyses the formal institutions (laws, regulations, and
procedures) and the informal institutions (practices or
norms) that shape how decision-making happens in

1. Throughout this report, the Mekong Region refers to all six countries through which the Mekong River flows – including Cambodia, China, Laos, Myanmar,
Thailand and Vietnam. When referring to the five countries on which this project focused (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam), the Mekong
sub-region is used.
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Figure 1: Problem-driven political economy analysis framework

the water and energy sectors, and the possibilities
that these provide for participation by affected groups.
This is followed by a brief description of key trends and
recent developments, as well as an analysis of relevant
stakeholders and what is known about their relative
power and interests. The report concludes by presenting potential pathways of change emerging from the
analysis, which aim to prompt further discussion.

the economic and political dominance of China. This
has created significant challenges for equitable, inclusive and sustainable governance of these shared resources (Smajgl et al., 2015; Molle, Foran and Kakonen,
2009; Salman and Uprety, 2002). These complex – and
often competing – interests also make it more difficult
for communities affected by hydropower development
– and civil society organisations advocating on their
behalf – to influence decision making, requiring them
to navigate multiple geographies, jurisdictions, institutions and relationships.

2. Structural features

As the dominant power, China’s interests shape how
other countries in the region can position themselves

What are the fundamental characteristics of the country shaping the problem?

China looms large over the Mekong Region and dwarfs
other countries in terms of relative power. This makes
China’s interests of central importance and means that
Mekong sub-region countries are rarely overtly critical
of China and are at pains to maintain amicable bilateral relations. China’s interests in the development of
the Mekong sub-region are both practical and political.
Meeting the country’s growing energy needs requires
significant investments in energy production. China’s
energy demands have grown exponentially over the
last few decades, driven by energy-intensive industrialisation and an increasingly wealthy population
(Matthews and Motta, 2015). At present, China relies
on coal, making up around 65% of the country’s ener-

Geopolitics
The countries of the Mekong Region - Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, and China – share several transboundary rivers, including the Mekong itself,
which flows through all six countries, the Salween River (China, Myanmar and Thailand), Red River (China and
Vietnam), and Sesan, Srepok and Sekong (‘3S’) Rivers
(Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam), which are the largest
tributaries of the Mekong. Development of hydropower
on these rivers is driven by both national economic and
political interests and broader geopolitics, including
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gy supply (International Energy Agency 2020). However, domestic concern with the environmental impacts
of fossil fuels, and growing pressure for China to address climate change have led to an increased focus
on renewables (Matthews and Motta, 2015). As a result, electricity generation from hydropower has more
than doubled over the last decade, currently comprising 17% of China’s energy supply (International Energy
Agency, 2021). Although China is developing wind and
solar generation capacity, given the significant hydropower potential in the region, investment in hydropower is likely to continue to grow.

This is evident in China’s increased aid and investment
flows to the Mekong sub-region countries, deeper engagement with regional fora such as ASEAN, and creation of new regional cooperation mechanisms such
as the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) framework
(see below). Regional hydropower investments can
therefore also be seen as part of a broader strategy to
increase China’s political and economic influence.

By 2022, China will have developed just under two thirds
of its domestic hydropower capacity (382.6 GW of an
estimated 600GW potential capacity) (International Hydropower Association, 2020; Magee and Hennig, 2017).
‘Untapped’ – and lucrative – hydropower potential in
neighbouring countries is therefore an attractive prospect (Yeophantong, 2013). Yet, from 2015 until at least
2017, China operated with an electricity surplus, suggesting that energy supply is not the only, or even the
primary, driver of Chinese engagement with Mekong
water governance (Magee and Hennig 2017).

Thailand is the next most influential player in the Mekong region, despite being a downstream country.
Thailand is the wealthiest of the lower Mekong countries, with a GDP two thirds larger than the next richest
country, Vietnam (World Bank, 2019). It is also less economically reliant on China than other countries in the
subregion. As an emerging middle power, Thailand has
increasingly sought to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the region. This is evident in Thailand’s
recent efforts to revitalise the Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS),
including establishing a mechanism to fund projects
aligned with ACMECS’ aim of enhancing regional integration and connectivity.

Regional hydropower investments are also seen to be
a strategy for supporting the continued operation of
Chinese State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) to ‘go global’
through investments that are then supported by wider trade and aid packages (R2 Interview, 14 April 2021;
R4 interview, 14 May 2021; Matthews and Motta, 2015:
6275-6). China also has an interest in improving navigation along the Mekong to reduce transportation
costs for Chinese commodities by enabling Chinese
cargo ships to travel along the river year-round. This
is part of a larger Chinese strategy of building connectivity across Eurasia under the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI).2 Reduced transport costs (for river, road and rail)
would particularly benefit landlocked Yunnan, which
has lagged behind other provinces (Magee and Hennig,
2017; Biba, 2018; Busbarat et al., 2021).
However, Chinese plans to blast rapids along Thailand’s border with Laos to make the Mekong more navigable were recently cancelled by the Thai Cabinet.3
More broadly, China is interested in strengthening economic and political relationships with its neighbours.
This is part of China’s efforts to improve its image as
a responsible upstream country, raise its international
profile and leadership, counter efforts by other powers,
including the United States and Japan, and to increase
their influence in the region (Middleton and Allouche,
2016; Biba, 2018; Yeophantong, 2014).

Thailand attempts to counter Chinese influence and
meet its energy needs while appeasing domestic concerns

Thailand’s key interests with regard to transboundary
water governance are energy and water security (Dore,
Lebel and Molle, 2012; Junlin et al., 2021). The Mekong
and Salween rivers are an important source of water for
agricultural irrigation and urban use, and schemes to
divert water from the Salween for agricultural purposes
are currently under discussion (Deetes, 2020; Lamb et
al., 2019). Thailand has also increasingly looked to energy projects in neighbouring countries to meet energy
demand, particularly given that it has already exhausted most of its own hydropower potential, and there is
significant domestic opposition to any new coal-fired
power plants (Yaikratok, 2018). This has included hydropower development on the Mekong and its tributaries. However, like China, Thailand has consistently
overestimated electricity demand in recent years and
has significant oversupply (Rujivanarom, 2018; International Energy Agency, 2020). This suggests that
continued expansion of capacity may be driven by the
financial interests of Thailand’s power producers and
construction industry, rather than demand from consumers.
Vietnam’s support for dams shifts over time with growth
and economic interests driving investments

2. One of the six economic corridors being developed under the BRI is the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor (CICPEC), which connects southern
China with major cities of Southeast Asia including Hanoi in Vietnam, Vientiane in Laos, Phnom Penh in Cambodia, Bangkok in Thailand, Kuala Lumpur in
Malaysia, and Singapore.
3. While some suggest that Thai concerns about the project’s impact on the Thai-Lao border were behind the decision (Cochrane, 2017), others suggest
low water levels in the Mekong, which make navigation on some sections of the river impossible, may have been equally important. More information on this
is provided in the Thailand report.
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Vietnam’s position as both a downstream country (on
the Mekong mainstream and Red River) and an upstream country (on the Sesan, Srepok and Sekong or
3S) means that its bargaining position varies between
basins. As an upstream ‘hydro hegemon’ in the 3S region, Vietnam has pursued an intensive program of
hydropower development to meet its growing energy
needs. Many of these dam developments have largely
ignored transboundary impacts for downstream communities in Cambodia (Brunner et al., 2019; Hirsch and
Wyatt, 2004; Wyatt and Baird, 2007; Hai et al., 2013;
Sithirith, 2016). As a downstream country on the Mekong mainstream, Vietnam has been more vocal than
other Mekong countries in its criticism of upstream
dam development, particularly given the importance
of the Mekong for Vietnam’s water, food and economic
security. However, conflicting interests mean that the
Vietnamese government’s stance has not been unified
in opposing dam development (Hensengarth, 2015;
Fawthrop, 2019), with Vietnamese state-owned enterprises making significant investments in energy generation and hydropower development in neighbouring
countries, including the Lower Sesan II dam in Cambodia and Luang Prabang in Laos.

domestic power grid and use hydropower exports to
service the debt; but doing so also risks further deepening the country’s reliance on hydropower. Electricity
is already one of Laos’ most valuable exports, worth
US$1.33 billion in 2019 (Observatory of Economic Complexity, 2019), with generation capacity expected to
continue expanding over the next decade. Laos’ economic and political ties with countries that support
hydropower development – namely China, Thailand,
and to a lesser extent Vietnam – also afford it a level
of geopolitical influence that is disproportionate to its
economic size.
Cambodia’s support for hydropower is driven by expansion of electricity, elite interest in lucrative hydropower
investments and ties with China
Like Vietnam, Cambodia’s dependence on the Mekong
for food security makes it vulnerable to changes resulting from upstream dam development. This is especially true of the Tonle Sap Lake, as a central hydrological
and ecological feature of the Mekong, which plays an
important role in regional fish stocks and food security. Annual flooding from the Mekong provides sediment
deposits and natural irrigation for agriculture as well
as being critical to the health of freshwater fisheries in
the Tonle Sap and its tributaries (Overton and Chandler
2021). Despite significant environmental impacts from
dams, there is high-level political support for hydropower development in Cambodia. This is largely driven
by the government’s strong focus on economic growth,
which requires expanded access to cheap, reliable
electricity (Hensengerth, 2017; Yong, 2019). It also allows Cambodia’s political and business elites to take
advantage of lucrative opportunities to invest in hydropower development (Middleton and Chanthy, 2008;
Kimkong et al., 2013). Support for hydropower development should also be seen in the context of Cambodia’s
strong economic ties with China and China’s cultivation of Cambodia as a key political ally (Middleton and
Chanthy, 2008).

In addition to helping ensure reliable energy supply for
Vietnam, these investments are part of the government’s efforts to enhance the competitiveness and
profitability of Vietnamese state-owned enterprises.4
They also serve Vietnam’s strategic interests, with
some observers suggesting that investments in hydropower in Laos and Cambodia are an attempt to ‘better
control’ the impacts of upstream dam development and
balance growing Chinese influence in those countries
(V2 interview, 27 May 2021; Fawthrop, 2019).
Laos depends on hydropower exports for economic
growth, but hydropower expansion also increases the
country’s foreign debt load
Laos’ mountainous terrain and position as an upstream
state means it has significant hydropower capacity.
Exploitation of these and other natural resources is
seen by both domestic and international actors, including Lao policymakers, the domestic private sector,
national banks, Chinese and Thai investors, and international financial institutions (IFIs) as a key source of
economic growth (Greacen and Palettu, 2007). Efforts
by the Lao government to create a favourable investment environment have led to the significant expansion of the country’s hydropower sector, largely with
financing from China, Thailand and Vietnam.High levels
of borrowing by the Lao government from China, in particular, to finance a range of infrastructure development projects (e.g. the China-Laos railway project) has
led to a high volume of debt owed to China. As a result,
there is an added incentive for Laos to consolidate its

Myanmar’s position on regional water and energy governance is unclear and even murkier since the 2021
coup
Myanmar has access to a small part of the Lancang–
Mekong River on the border with Laos, but has a significant network of other rivers, including the transboundary Salween basin. A push for increasing electrification
within the country, as well as economic growth and
industrialisation since the transition to semi-civilian
government in 2010, drives energy demand. While the
Myanmar Union government has policies in place supporting a green growth model, decision making around
water and energy remains opaque and institutionally
complicated.

4. This view was expressed by a Vietnamese expert in a personal communication with Pichamon Yeophantong on 3 October 2019.
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Myanmar has not projected a clear preference on use
of transboundary water. Since 2010 and until the 2021
military coup, Myanmar’s Union government had (re)
established relationships with a range of donors and
bilateral governments – including the United States,
European Union and Japan, as well as the World Bank
and Asian Development Bank (with China engaged prior
to the transition). The coup in February 2021, however, has led to strong criticism from the United Nations,
Western countries, as well as several other Southeast
Asian nations. While several Western nations have imposed sanctions, both China and Japan have sought to
keep diplomatic channels with the military junta open
(Heijmans and Tan, 2021; Strefford, 2021). ASEAN held
an emergency summit calling for “an immediate cessation of violence” but its ability (or willingness) to influence the situation remains unclear (Strangio 2021).

Power Partnership, the US is also supporting regional energy integration, market development and infrastructure connectivity, with a focus on renewables.
While environmental sustainability is a clear concern, a
more significant motivation for the US’ engagement are
concerns about the security threat that China poses.
This is evident in the inclusion of issues such as transnational crime, cyber security, and trafficking in the
scope of the new Partnership, as well as in strong criticisms of China’s foreign policy objectives and strategies in key US policy documents and public statements
by US officials (Po and Primiano, 2021).
Japan is another key actor in the sub-region, providing significant foreign investment and development
funding. While Japan shares the US’ strong concerns
about rising Chinese influence, it is more circumspect
in its criticism of China, preferring to express concerns
behind closed doors (Po and Primiano, 2021). Japan
has also used economic diplomacy to strengthen its
ties with Mekong countries, including through the Japan-Mekong Region Partnership Program. This program
focuses on regional economic integration and expansion of trade and investment and includes infrastructure development (ports, rail and road) and bilateral
and regional power trade and integration through the
Japan-US-Mekong Power Partnership.

This complicated geopolitical landscape means that
water governance – and the large infrastructure projects that surround water resources – tie together
seemingly disconnected communities across the Mekong Region. Those affected by these largescale developments – and those civil society organisations
lobbying on their behalf – must thus navigate multiple geographies, jurisdictions, political systems and
relationships in seeking to influence decision making. Present foremost amongst these relationships is
the growing role of China in the region – which while
a source of significant capital for governments in the
sub-region, has done little to enable spaces for civil
society and affected community voices to be brought
to bear.

The presence of these wider international actors in the
sub-region provides some counterbalance to China
but the political competition must be carefully navigated by local actors (R4 interview, 14 May 2021). For
civil society groups and communities affected by largescale infrastructure developments, international
involvement in the region is a positive thing, provided
alternative sources of support and the ability to access a global audience. However, international actors
also operate in their own interests and have provided
selective and inconsistent support to local actors, so
must be engaged strategically.

International relations
Engagement of international actors in the region makes
for complicated webs of influence and relationships
but offers alternative sources of support for civil society and affected communities, albeit requiring strategic management

The regional economy

The Mekong sub-region has been an important arena
for a range of other international actors for many years
– related to ideological contestation and conflict, as
well as economics and trade. The United States, Japan,
Korea and Australia – among others – have all had long
term engagements in the region, for instance.

Economic growth is the primary driver of development
plans for regional governments, despite environmental
costs and deepening inequality
Several broad economic trends shape transboundary
water governance in the Mekong. The first is the pattern of economic development across the region, with
average GDP growth of between 5% and 8% per year
over the last few decades (World Bank, 2021). This has
been driven by a shift to more open, market-based
economies and a corresponding influx of foreign investment and development assistance (Runde, Bandura and Staguhn, 2021; Asian Development Bank, 2016a).
Despite this, there are significant economic disparities
between Mekong countries. Thailand’s economy is 30

The US has increased its engagement in the sub-region
over the last decade. In 2020, it expanded its Lower Mekong Initiative (established under the Obama Administration), renaming it the US-Mekong Partnership, with a
budget of $153 million for projects focused on improving governance and management of transboundary
issues through policy dialogue, research, sharing of
expertise, and capacity building (Busbarat et al., 2021;
Po and Primiano, 2021). Under the Japan-US-Mekong
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times larger than Laos’s and 20 times larger than Cambodia’s. Income per capita is also significantly higher
in upper middle-income Thailand, although Vietnam,
Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia have all transitioned to
lower-middle income countries over the last decade.
The benefits of economic growth have also been uneven (Runde, Bandura and Staguhn, 2021).
In urban areas, where economic growth has been concentrated, wages and living standards have increased
(Asian Development Bank, 2016a). However, the region’s rural population remains poor and dependent on
subsistence farming and fishing. This makes them more
vulnerable to the impacts of environmental degradation and climate change (Runde, Bandura and Staguhn,
2021). A strong push for continued growth is core to
the development plans of all Mekong countries. Thailand is already experiencing the middle-income trap,
and other countries in the region are trying to avoid
it. For decision-makers, economic concerns therefore
tend to trump social and environmental concerns.
Agriculture remains an important part of the economy
and source of employment, but is being overtaken by
industry and manufacturing, driving up energy demand
Much of the sub-region’s growth has been driven by
exploitation of natural resources, including water resources (agriculture, aquaculture, and fishing) and land
resources (agriculture and livestock, forest products,
logging and mining). Although the relative contribution
of agriculture and fishing to the economy is declining,
it still makes up around 20% of GDP in Cambodia and
Laos (World Bank, 2019) and is an important source of
food security and employment, making up around 30%
of total employment in Thailand and Cambodia, 40% in
Vietnam, more than 50% in Myanmar, and 69% in the
Laos (Asian Development Bank, 2021; Runde, Bandura
and Staguhn, 2021). Increasingly, however, agriculture
is being replaced by industry and manufacturing as
sources of economic growth. Industry (including construction) is now the largest sector across all countries in the sub-region, contributing between 31% (in
Laos) and 38% (in Myanmar) of GDP in 2018 (World Bank,
2019). Manufacturing makes a significant contribution
to GDP in Thailand, Vietnam and Myanmar. Agricultural intensification and industrialisation have had significant impacts on land and water use and have increased demands for energy (Smajgl and Ward, 2013;
Fullbrook, 2013).
Regional integration of trade, transport and power is
making the region more interconnected and interdependent
Economic integration of the sub-region also shapes the
broader context for transboundary water governance.
Economic integration has been driven by the Asian Development Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion program
and has since become a key part of the Association of
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South East Asian Nations’ (ASEAN) vision for the region
as well as that of the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
framework and to a lesser extent the Ayeyawady-Chao
Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) (Middleton, Scott and Lamb, 2019).
The cornerstones of regional integration are increased
connectivity through development of road, rail and port
infrastructure and greater integration of markets, production processes, and value chains. Central to this
is the development of economic corridors connecting
major cities and urban centres, ports, and industrial zones, to facilitate cross-border trade and movement of people (Asian Development Bank, 2021). More
recently, there has been renewed momentum for the
development of special economic zones to stimulate
local economies, particularly in border areas (Asian
Development Bank, 2018a). Myanmar, for example, has
recently announced plans to develop special economic
zones in Yangon and Mon State and Thailand is rolling
out an ambitious plan to transform three provinces on
its eastern seaboard (Rayong, Chonburi, and Chachoengsao) into an investment, technology, and transportation hub. These developments have been supported by growing energy cooperation across the region,
which is connecting power producing areas with major
power markets in urban centres and industrial zones,
including across borders (Middleton and Dore 2015).
These features of the regional economy pose significant challenges for civil society groups and affected
communities contesting largescale infrastructure developments, as their concerns about impacts on the
environment, livelihoods and culture risk being dismissed as necessary for development that will deliver
more far-reaching benefits.

Demography
Population growth and urbanisation are leading to increased energy demand
Demographic changes are also a key driver of demand
for energy and water. The pressure to meet this growing demand contributes to the de-prioritisation of social and environmental concerns in development of
energy projects. Almost 250 million people live in the
Mekong sub-region (World Bank, 2019). This is projected to reach around 270 million people in 2050 before
beginning to decline. The Mekong subregion is also
urbanising: between 2000 and 2019, the share of the
population living in urban areas grew from 25% to 35%
(World Bank, 2019), with Laos experiencing the most
rapid urbanisation, and Myanmar the slowest. The proportion of people living in urban areas is expected to
increase to 60% by 2050. A growing share of the urban
population also lives in large cities with a population of
1 million or more. This is most pronounced in Myanmar

and Vietnam, where the share of urban dwellers in large
cities increased by about 10% between 2000 and 2015
(Asian Development Bank, 2021). Together with industrialisation, population growth and urbanisation have
increased demands for energy. Across the five countries, residential use made up 18% of total final energy
consumption in 2018. Cambodia has seen significant
increase in demand, with residential use increasing by
70% between 2000 and 2018. Residential consumption
in Laos and Myanmar also grew by 32% and 27%, while
Thailand grew by 21% (International Energy Agency,
2020). Demographic trends thus deepen the demand
for energy and make it challenging for civil society and
affected communities to build public support for their
concerns around hydropower related developments if
these are felt to be addressing the needs of a growing
and urbanising population.

3. The Political Settlement
How is power distributed, organised and maintained?
Who is excluded? What impact does this have on how
people behave?
While the Mekong sub-region is while made up of a diverse range of political systems, many of the countries
share some common features of their political settlements, albeit with some degree of variation.
Political and economic power benefits elites
In all five countries of the Mekong sub-region, power
is concentrated in the hands of a politico-business
elite linked by clientelistic relationships. Among these
elites, rent seeking is noted as a common feature,
particularly in sectors that involve natural resources
such as forestry, mining, and agriculture as well as the
construction and energy sectors (see Carroll, Hamieri
and Jones, 2020; Schoeberlein, 2020; Molle, Lebel and
Foran, 2009; Hirsch and Scurrah, 2015). The nature of
these elites varies across the region. In Cambodia,
Laos and Vietnam, for example, elites are characterised by their relationships to the ruling party (and in
Cambodia, to the Prime Minister). In Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar, links to the military are an important
aspect of elite networks. In Thailand, elite groups are
also structured by relationships to the monarchy and a
large and more developed private sector. In Myanmar,
the events of 2021 have overturned the political settlement, although the military is likely to remain central
to elite networks and how power operates. Moreover,
the political settlement looks different in Myanmar’s
Regional States where Ethnic Armed Organisations
(EAOs) provide alternative forms of governance. Despite these variations, decision-making across all five
countries prioritises the interests of these elites, rather than the wider population.
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This makes it difficult for communities affected by
hydropower development and civil society organisations to influence decision making because they are
not a part of the elite groupings that political and economic power are concentrated around or benefit and
their concerns are not prioritised (R3 interview, 24 May
2021).
The reach of political power varies but remains strong
in relation to water, energy, infrastructure and security
In addition to who power benefits, an analysis of political settlements must also pay attention to the
capacity of that power to reach people throughout
a country and enforce decisions. Where the reach of
political power is weak, citizens may escape it – with
both positive and negative consequences. In the Mekong sub-region, the reach of political power varies
considerably. Developed government bureaucracies in
countries such as Thailand and Vietnam ensure that
political power can be brought to bear to deliver services, but also enforce political decisions reasonably
consistently throughout these countries.
Such power amplification is less consistently apparent in Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, where there is
significantly more variation between parts of government and sub-national regions. In these countries, the
ability of elites to enforce their decisions or implement
their plans is more variable. However, the higher political interest in infrastructure and energy in each of
these countries – as key sectors for economic growth
– means that these are sectors where political power
is more commonly brought to bear (compared, for instance, with education and health sectors for the most
part). In addition, the power of party structures and the
security sector (police and military) are similarly areas
in which amplification of state power is prioritised.
For communities affected by largescale infrastructure
developments related to water and energy, this means
that the concentrated power of elites can indeed be
brought to bear on their lives in all the countries covered in this PEA and that even quite remote areas are
drawn into development plans and investments of
elites (Blake and Robins, 2016).
Civic space and freedoms are increasingly limited
This combination of concentrated power benefiting a
small group of elites, and the ability of that power to
reach into the lives of people throughout the country
(to varying degrees, but at least in relation to water,
energy, infrastructure and security) means that the
countries of the Mekong sub-region have both an interest and the ability to limit civic space. This is done
through a combination of restrictive and punitive legislation related to public gatherings, civil society operations, criticism of authorities and cyber-security, as
well as through limitations on free media (Nixon, 2021).

4. Formal and informal institutions

All five countries are currently listed as ‘not free’ by
Freedom House’s Global Freedom Scores that measure
civil and political freedoms (Freedom House, 2021a).
Again, this varies across the countries in the region
and there is substantially more space available for civil
society groups to operate in Thailand than there is in
Laos and Myanmar, for instance.

How do formal laws, regulations and organisations and
informal social, political and cultural norms shape the
problem?

Nonetheless, the stronger role of the military in Thailand under the current government, as well as the opportunity provided by COVID-19 to restrict gatherings
and movement of people, has meant that the region as
a whole has seen a contraction of civic space in recent
years, with little suggestion of this trend reversing. As
a result, civil society groups are having to find alternative spaces and covert strategies to pursue their aims.
In addition to this synthesis of key features of political
settlements across the region, there are also notable
features of how power operates at the regional level
that are important to note.

Energy sector
Regional energy planning is a technical exercise led by
experts with limited attention to environmental or social concerns and weak consultation
International donors, particularly the Asian Development Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program (GMS), have had an important
influence on the development of regional energy cooperation, promoting this as a way of ensuring cost-effective energy supply, supporting diversification of
energy sources and improving energy efficiency (Asian
Development Bank, 2009a). Regional power trade is
governed by the Inter-Governmental Agreement on Regional Power Trade in the Greater Mekong Subregion
and managed by the Regional Power Trade Coordination Committee (RPTCC), which is part of the GMS.

Regional fora such as ASEAN, the MRC, and other bodies, have their own power dynamics that shape what is
possible at the regional level. In these fora, the principles of state sovereignty and non-interference are well
known and reinforce the legitimacy of state governments to make decisions pertaining to their own territories (Ramcharan, 2000); however, strict adherence to
these principles result in decisions that usually show
little regard for transboundary impacts (Howes and
Wyrwoll, 2012). Notions of transnational accountability
remain weak. Combined with the developmentalist logic that is evident in all countries in the sub-region, as
well as having been supported by Western donors and
International Financial Institutions since the 1980s and
now by China, many regional institutions are oriented
primarily to support this vision, rather than to propose
alternatives.

The Committee includes representatives from energy
ministries and energy utilities as well as ADB staff. It
is responsible for developing Regional Power Master Plans, which outline medium-term generation and
transmission plans and priority projects. The GMS has
had some influence on energy and transmission planning and provided a forum for regular technical exchange between energy officials from each of the six
Mekong countries, although it has not always been
successful in achieving agreement on key issues for
political reasons.

Photo: Pixabay
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Regional Power Master Plans are based on detailed
modelling, usually undertaken by international consultants, with recommendations for priority projects made
on the basis of economic and technical criteria, rather than environmental and social concerns (see Asian
Development Bank 2010; Muthumuni and Jayasekara,
2019). In recognition of this, international actors such
as the ADB and IFC (with support from the Australian
government), have begun supporting Mekong countries to mainstream use of Strategic Environmental
Assessments (SEAs), including for power development
planning, to evaluate the environmental implications
of policies and plans, rather than individual projects.
An inclusive process that solicits feedback from stakeholders, including civil society and affected peoples is
indicated as forming an integral part of these SEAs,
which are meant to provide a cumulative assessment
of impacts at the early planning stage. As a result, the
requirement for SEAs is included in regulations in most
Mekong countries and a number of countries, including
Vietnam, Myanmar and Laos have conducted SEAs or
Cumulative Impact Assessments (CIA) to inform power
planning or assess the impacts of development in particular basins (Asian Development Bank, 2018a; Asian
Development Bank, 2018b; International Finance Corporation, 2020). Influencing national ministries thinking on energy planning has been more challenging,
however (Middleton and Dore, 2015; ADB, 2015b). These
efforts demonstrate the potential benefits of bringing
stakeholders together to consider the broader impacts
of energy infrastructure but also the uphill struggle to
shift dominant thinking.

ity agrees to pay for the energy produced regardless of
whether it is used. In Thailand, the costs of paying for
energy that is not taken are passed on to the consumer. This means that the national utility EGAT has little
incentive to reduce energy consumption. Indeed, private power companies have strong financial incentives
to continue to develop new energy infrastructure, even
if it is not required by domestic energy demand. In theory, the Energy Regulatory Commission should review
power development plans and protect the interests of
consumers but it remains weak in practice. Moreover,
the terms of PPAs also enable the banks financing energy projects to minimise investment risk. While PPAs
are officially signed after financing has been agreed, in
practice banks are not likely to finance a large hydropower development without a PPA in place. As a result,
there is a bit of a ‘nod and a wink’ that occurs prior to
financing being approved, that means the banks know
that a PPA is essentially in place between builder/operators and a purchasing entity before they agree to
finance (R4 interview, 14 May 2021).
These informal practices underscore the fact that,
for certain countries in the sub-region, hydropower projects are not necessarily built to meet domestic demand for electricity but to fulfil the interests of
politicians, state entities, financiers and private construction companies (R5 interview, 7 May 2021). These
include interests to achieve economic growth on the
part of politicians, to maintain or expand ministerial
remits amongst bureaucrats, and to secure profits for
private sector actors and financiers (as well as some
politicians and bureaucrats). These interests have
been blurred or conflated with issues of demand. That
said, in the case of Vietnam, reports from 2019 also
noted how limitations of the national power grid in absorbing energy, particularly those from renewable energy resources, also contributed to the production of
excess electricity (Vietnamnet, 2019).

In theory, regional energy planning responds to growing
demand but it is the interests of politicians, state entities and the private sector that drive energy construction and generation in practice
The need for reliable energy supply to drive economic
growth is a key issue for all Mekong sub-region countries. Electricity consumption in the region has almost
quadrupled over the last two decades and demand is
expected to grow between 3% and 4% annually between 2020 and 2035 (International Energy Agency,
2020; Asian Development, Bank 2016b). However, the
dynamics of energy supply and demand varies, with
some countries overstating demand and others experiencing energy shortages. As noted above, both China and Thailand have consistently overestimated their
energy demands (Lin et al., 2018; International Energy
Agency, 2020).

In contrast, countries such as Cambodia, Laos and
Myanmar which continue to experience energy shortages, have sought to produce excess energy to secure
domestic consumption as well as to sell to their neighbours. Laos, by comparison, has largely focused on
the export dimension and, specifically, capitalising on
excess electricity generated during the rainy season.
This is despite the fact it faces electricity shortages
during the dry season, which means that Electricite du
Laos (EdL) has to then reimport power from Thailand
often at a considerably higher price. In 2020, one news
source reported that EdL sells between 1,000-2,000
million kWh to Thailand annually at 5 US cents per kWh,
and imports a comparable amount from Thailand at 11
cents per kWh (Asia News Network, 2020). Potentially
adding to the country’s already-precarious public finances, these dynamics also contribute to spurring
on political interest in further developing - and more
recently, diversifying- the country’s energy sources to
increase economic gain.

Thailand, for example, had a reserve margin of 55% in
2020 (Rujivanarom, 2018). In part, these dynamics of
oversupply relate to the nature of the contracts negotiated between the companies which produce power
and the power purchasers. Across the region, Power
Purchasing Agreements (PPAs) are a common form of
contract. These PPAs use a ‘take or pay’ system, where
the purchasing government or national electricity util-
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Energy planners tend to favour the technologies with
which they are most familiar, and for which there are
existing institutions and skill sets. Policy and regulatory frameworks in many countries do not support a
liberalised power market or innovative approaches to
operation, such as peer-to-peer electricity trading, although Thailand and Vietnam are exceptions to a degree.5 There are also often vested interests associated
with existing technologies, such as links between politicians, energy utilities and construction companies.
These factors together mean that large-scale investment in non-hydro renewables such as biofuels, wind
and solar remains underdeveloped, although efforts
are underway in Vietnam, Myanmar and Thailand. In
practice, many countries rely on existing and potential hydropower to meet their renewable energy targets
(Asian Development Bank, 2020) despite its social and
environmental costs.

Regional power trade is expanding, sustaining the continuation of hydropower and deepening the transnational features of the problem
Development of new generation capacity is also influenced by efforts to expand regional power trade within ASEAN more broadly. Over the last two decades, the
ASEAN Power Grid initiative has supported a growing
bilateral power trade. This has now been broadened
through the region’s first multilateral agreement, the
Laos–Thailand–Malaysia–Singapore Power Integration
Project (LTMS–PIP), which involves export of hydroelectricity from Laos to Malaysia with Thailand as the transit country. Regional power cooperation under ASEAN is
guided by the ASEAN Plan of Action and Energy Cooperation (2016 – 2025), developed by the ASEAN Centre for
Energy. Representatives from national energy utilities
play a key role in developing the plan, which is then endorsed by the Senior Officials Meeting on Energy and
ASEAN Ministers on Energy Meeting (International Energy Agency, 2019).

Regional bodies

Expansion of power trade within ASEAN may, on the one
hand, be seen as an environmental solution because it
enables energy to be distributed throughout the region;
theoretically requiring less hydropower developments.
In practice, however, it is likely to sustain demand for
hydropower as individual countries see the benefit of
exporting power as an economic growth strategy, and
given the push for renewable energy (including hydropower), away from fossil fuels.

There has been a proliferation of regional bodies and
bi- and tri-lateral arrangements in recent years in the
Mekong sub-region with a focus on water and energy
governance, among other issues. This creates a complicated governance landscape but also provides multiple doors for civil society and affected communities
to push for participation. Importantly, while these regional fora provide the opportunity for grand posturing
and geostrategic rivalries – they were described by
one PEA workshop participant as a space for ‘beautiful words’ but limited action. Regional bodies can be
a critical component of sub-regional water and energy
governance, it is the national level and bilateral relationships where decision-making largely still happens
(R7 interview, 14 May 2021).

Climate change
Formal commitments to address climate change are
prompting greater investment in renewables in the region, including hydropower and alternatives to fossil
fuels

The Mekong River Commission plays an important role
in promoting a basin-wide approach, but has limited
weight in decisions on hydropower development

Following the 2015 Paris Agreement, all Mekong countries have committed to reduce emissions and have
developed policies or frameworks which support adoption of renewable energy (Asian Development Bank,
2015; Asian Development Bank, 2020). As a result, renewable energy as a percentage of the total energy
mix is growing across the Mekong region (International
Energy Agency, 2020).

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) is an inter-governmental advisory organisation supporting sustainable
management of transboundary water for the mutual
benefit of all members. Established in 1995 under the
Agreement on Cooperation for Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin (the Mekong Agreement), members include Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and
Vietnam, with China and Myanmar as ‘Dialogue Partners’. It has a rotating leadership amongst members,
with Laos to step into this role in 2022. In addition, the
new MRC Chief Executive Officer, beginning in 2022, will
also be from Laos, with this leadership team potentially
taking a more conservative and pro-hydropower perspective (R2 interview, 14 April 2021).

However, despite significant potential, targets for
non-hydro renewable energy in most countries’ power
plans are modest, at less than 15%, with most countries’ plans largely still reliant on thermal generation,
particularly from coal-fired power stations (Asian Development Bank, 2015; Asian Development Bank, 2020).
There are several reasons for this.

5. Thailand is considered the most developed market for renewable energy, and capacities for investment, construction, and operation of renewable energy
facilities are growing in the private sector. In 2018, Vietnam was the leading country for inbound renewable energy investment in the Asia Pacific (Asian
Development Bank, 2020).
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The MRC Secretariat plays an important role in collating
and sharing data and drawing attention to the transboundary impacts of hydropower development and the
importance of integrated water resource management.
However, it has been less successful in ensuring that
developments are designed with these considerations
in mind. The MRC’s influence is limited by the fact that
it is a mechanism for inter-governmental cooperation,
rather than a decision-making body. This means that
decisions are driven by the interests of individual member countries. The MRC also adheres to strict principles of state sovereignty and non-interference, which
means it has no enforcement powers or ability to hold
member countries accountable (Suhardiman, Giordano, and Molle 2015; Hirsch 2016). A consensus-based
approach to decision making means that lowest common denominator positions amongst members tend to
be the norm.
The weakness of the MRC is also related to the membership of its governance bodies at regional and country levels. Members of the MRC Council, for example,
are usually Minister-level representatives of ministries
responsible for natural resources and the environment.6 These ministries typically have less influence
over decisions regarding hydropower development at
the national level relative to ministries responsible for
energy (Wells-Dang et al., 2016; Dore and Lebel 2010
Despite these variations, decision-making across all
five countries prioritises the interests of these elites,
rather than the wider population. This makes it difficult
for National Mekong Committees are also marginalised
from key decisions. Although they are responsible for
coordinating MRC programs and in theory could support a more integrated approach to water governance,
in practice they have little engagement with ministries
responsible for energy or investment (Dore and Lebel,
2010; Middleton and Dore, 2015; Suhardiman, Giordano
and Molle, 2015; Wells-Dang et al., 2016).
One regional expert noted that government officials
‘do not put much effort’ into the MRC and focus on
information exchange rather than real dialogue (R2
interview, 14 April 2021). Despite these limitations,
however, the MRC is also the most mature of the regional bodies working on water governance and has
continued to bring countries together and provide a
forum for information sharing and more collaborative
thinking about transboundary impacts (R6 interview, 3
June 2021). There is a push from some members (particularly Vietnam) to review the Mekong Agreement underpinning the MRC so that it can play a stronger role,
although there are concerns that such a review could
push some members, particularly Laos, to walk away
entirely. However, strengthening the MRCs role is seen
to be particularly important if the MRC is not to simply
oversee the decline of the Mekong, as it was accused

of doing by the World Wide Fund for Nature (R5 interview, 7 May 2021). The MRC’s shift towards a ‘whole of
basin’ perspective - rather than a focus on the lower
basin - in its latest Strategic Plan and Basin Development Strategy could suggest a move towards a more
active role in wider river management (R5 interview, 7
May 2021).
The MRC has strengthened mechanisms for engagement with stakeholders but these have had limited impact on decision-making
Formal processes for decision-making within the MRC
provide limited opportunities for civil society organisations and those affected by infrastructure development to participate (Samel 2020; Dore and Lebel 2010).
As an inter-governmental organisation, civil society
organisations are able to participate by invitation in a
limited number of governance body meetings, including the MRC Summit, MRC Council meeting and Expert
Group meetings. However, since its reform in 2016, the
MRC has sought greater engagement with civil society,
primarily through its regional stakeholder forum, which
is open to civil society, as well as hydropower developers and operators and other private sector actors to
engage with member country governments (Mekong
River Commission, 2021a; R6 interview, 3 June 2021).
However, these generally take the form of information
provision, rather than genuine participation. The MRC
has also held informal dialogues with the Save the Mekong Coalition (R6 interview, 3 June 2021).
The other MRC process that provides opportunities for
stakeholder consultation is the Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA).
These provide each member country with 6 months to
undertake technical assessment and formal consultations on a proposed dam. However, while the Procedures and technical guidelines propose that this
include an assessment of socio-economic impacts,
the details of this assessment and any ‘public consultations’ are left up to member states (Dore and Lebel,
2010). This often means that public consultation is superficial (Wells-Dang, 2016).
Many civil society organisations have boycotted these
processes recently and raised concerns about the
close relationship between the MRC and governments
and hydropower developers (R4 interview, 14 May 2021).
In practice, PNCPA processes are more often a formality: in the case of the Xayaburi dam, for example, Laos
provided permission for construction to commence
after it claimed the PNCPA process had concluded,
despite a lack of agreement from other member countries. Officially, the Xayaburi PNPCA did not reach a
clearly agreed end point. The Mekong Agreement also
primarily governs the Mekong mainstream, with weaker
provisions for projects on tributaries.

6. The current exception is Thailand, whose Deputy Prime Minister has recently assumed the role.

11

This is an important limitation given that development
of dams on the Mekong’s tributaries has a significant
impact on downstream water flows (Hirsch, 2016;
Sneddon and Fox, 2006). However, the PNPCA has led,
in some cases, to design changes that help to minimise or mitigate environmental or social impact concerns (R6 interview, 3 June 2021). More recently, the
MRC’s Joint Committees for the Pak Lay and Pak Beng
projects have issued Joint Action Plans following the
finalisation of the PNCPAs which provide a mechanism
for monitoring the design, construction, and operation
of the projects. Despite its flaws, the PNCPA is the only
mechanism in place at the regional level for assessing
dam proposals put forward by members and is therefore an indispensable process (R6 interview, 3 June
2021; R3 interview, 24 May 2021).
In recent years, the MRC has sought to improve stakeholder engagement. This is reflected in key documents
such as the 2021-2030 Basin Development Strategy,
which calls for meaningful public participation and
consultation with civil society and affected groups,
and a recently released Stakeholder Engagement
Handbook (Mekong River Commission, 2021a). Yet regional experts consulted were not optimistic that the
PNCPA will provide a strong avenue for the voices of
affected communities in the face of national government and private sector interests (R2 interview, 14 April
2021; R3 interview, 24 May 2021; R4 interview, 14 May
2021; and R5 interview, 7 May 2021).
The Chinese-led Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC)
framework is emerging as a powerful regional body,
particularly given strong financial backing from China
The MRC’s institutional weaknesses are compounded
by China’s refusal to become a full member. According to observers, China is reluctant to be part of an
organisation where it does not set the agenda, which
has been primarily funded by international donors and
which focuses solely on water resources management
to the exclusion of other issues (Biba, 2018; Busbarat
et al., 2021; Middleton and Allouche, 2016). In 2016,
China established its own platform for cooperation, the
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) framework, linked
to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
The LMC is widely seen as an attempt by China to counterbalance the influence of other major powers in the
region, including international donors that fund the
MRC and the United States, which funds the US-Mekong
Partnership (see below) (Middleton and Allouche, 2016;
Biba, 2018; Busbarat et al., 2021). The creation of the
LMC is also part of China’s increasing efforts to be seen
as a ‘responsible upstream neighbour’ (Yeophantong
2014), based on a growing awareness of the negative

impacts of dam development on its relationships with
lower Mekong countries (Biba, 2018).7 Membership of
the LMC includes the six Mekong countries. Although
members have formally equal status, in practice China’s leadership and financial underwriting of the LMC
and status in the region give it significant influence
over decision-making (Middleton and Allouche, 2016;
Biba, 2018). At its inception in 2016, China pledged
$300 million for the Special Fund, followed by a further $1.1 billion in 2018, making it the largest funding
mechanism in the region (Zawacki, 2019). To date the
Special Fund has funded around 500 projects across
the region (Yuwei, 2021).
The LMC is a broad platform for cooperation covering
three pillars (political and security issues; economic and sustainable development; and social, cultural,
and face-to-face exchanges) and five key priority areas (connectivity, productive capacity, cross-border
economic cooperation, water resources, and agriculture with poverty reduction) (Middleton and Allouche,
2016; Biba, 2018; Busbarat et al., 2021). Reflecting this
broader mandate, the LMC’s de facto governing body
is the Foreign Ministers Meeting, which considers the
agendas prepared by senior officials and provides
recommendations to the Leaders’ Meeting (Middleton
and Allouche, 2016; Busbarat et al., 2021). As Foreign
Ministries tend to be significantly more powerful within
their national governments than the National Mekong
Committees, the LMC is well positioned to be the more
powerful body in the region.
With regard to cooperation on transboundary water
governance, the LMC has established the Water Resources Cooperation Joint Working Group and the Lancang-Mekong Water Resources Cooperation Centre
(Busbarat et al., 2021). This centre aims to facilitate
technical exchange, research, information sharing
and capacity building and has recently signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the MRC in December
2019 to strengthen data sharing and improve communication although there are concerns that the LMC is
more interested in usurping, rather than cooperating
with, the MRC (R3 interview, 24 May 2021; R4 interview,
14 May 2021). This complements the October 2020 Data-Sharing Agreement China signed with the MRC after
years of negotiations and criticism of China’s lack of
transparency, which will see China share all-year hydrological data with the MRC, potentially yielding more
insights into the impacts of Chinese upstream dams on
the Mekong River (Basist and Williams, 2020). The LMC
has limited formal consultation mechanisms. The first
Lancang-Mekong Water Resources Cooperation Forum
was held in 2018, bringing together national and local
governments of member countries, international

7. In a show of good faith, in October 2020 China signed a Data Sharing Agreement with the MRC. Under this agreement, which followed many years of
negotiations and criticism of China’s lack of transparency, China will share all-year hydrological data with the MRC. This will potentially yield important
insights into the impact of upstream dams on the Mekong (Basist and Williams, 2020).
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organisations, civil society, the scientific community,
and the private sector to discuss sustainable development, utilisation and protection of water resources,
disaster management, food security and international
cooperation and knowledge sharing on transboundary
water management (Yingqing, 2018).
The LMC has also established the Global Centre for
Mekong Studies, a network of research organisations
including the Cambodia Institute of Cooperation and
Peace, the China Institute of International Studies, the
Institute of Foreign Affairs within the Lao Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, the Myanmar Institute of Strategic and
International Studies, the Devawongse Varopakarn Institute of Foreign Affairs within the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam.
These centres are envisaged as the LMC’s ‘think tank’
and a bridge between researchers and policymakers
in each country, with proposals from an annual GCMS
Think Tank Forum to be submitted to the annual foreign
ministers’ meeting for consideration (Global Centre for
Mekong Studies, 2018; Murg, 2020).
Some observers have suggested that this is a deliberate strategy to co-opt think tanks and provide the LMC
with scientific legitimacy (Murg, 2020). The LMC also
periodically invites stakeholders to Chinese demonstration sites and provide tours of Chinese dams (R2
interview, 14 April 2021; R4 interview, 14 May 2021.
These operate more like public relations exercises than
forums for participation, however (R4 interview, 14 May
2021). The prevailing sense is that the LMC is primarily interested in economic development and economic, social and cultural connections linking China and
mainland Southeast Asia, with ecological and social
concerns a lower priority (Biba, 2018; Middleton and
Devlaeminck, 2021). This is also related to the relative
power of the various institutions involved in water resource management in China – with those favouring
economic development (such as the National Development and Reform Commission) being more powerful
than those focused on ecological preservation (such
as the Ministry of Environmental Protection) (Feng et
al., 2015). It is therefore unlikely to play a strong role
in tempering river developments or providing greater
participation of civil society or affected communities
in decision making. Indeed, some regional experts view
the LMC as an attempt to resist attribution of low flows
on the Mekong and its tributaries to hydropower activity and focus instead on the role of climate change (R3
interview, 24 May 2021). This would suggest that China
does not intend on being as transparent as it claims
about its upstream operations and impacts.
A renewed US-Mekong Partnership is seen as challenging China’s power in the region and offers some opportunities for civil society
The US-Mekong Partnership, launched in 2020, is a reinvigoration of the earlier Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI)
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set up by the US in 2009. This is a partnership between
the US, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam, focused on promoting stability, peace, prosperity
and sustainable development in the region by providing project funding, supporting research and building
institutional links to push for policy reform and capacity building.
The Partnership is widely seen as a counterweight to
the LMC and an extension of China-US rivalry in the region; and as an attempt by the US to maintain influence
in the region given its historic bilateral relationships. It
includes a focus on the ecological and social impacts
of transboundary water – also in part due to a recognition that the US and other Western donors were heavily involved in supporting dam developments as part
of a developmentalist vision in the past (R4 interview,
14 May 2021). With more significant financial commitments involved in its latest iteration, and a strong focus
on inclusion, gender and participation, the Partnership
offers funding opportunities for civil society organisations in the region, although local organisations are
strategically navigating this to ensure funding does
not give the perception of them being US-aligned (R3
interview, 24 May 2021).
ACMECS has re-emerged as a Thai-led cooperation
platform offering an alternative to China-US led forums
but its future remains uncertain and its engagement
with civil society limited to date
The Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) is spearheaded by Thailand and promotes political and economic cooperation
for development amongst Thailand, Cambodia, Laps,
Myanmar and Vietnam. Initially launched in 2003, it
has been reinvigorated since 2018, establishing an
Infrastructure Fund and Trust to provide greater regional self-reliance for infrastructure development. It
is widely seen as an attempt to provide an alternative
to China’s influence in the LMC (R3 interview, 24 May
2021). While it has significantly less resources than
the LMC and US-Mekong Partnership, it is nonetheless
emerging as an alternative forum for regional cooperation that allows members to avoid (to a certain extent)
playing into the US-China rivalry (R3 interview, 24 May
2021). There are, as yet, no formal opportunities for civil
society participation in ACMECS, as its ways of working
are still being figured out. However, it is widely expected that most non-government engagement will be with
the private sector, rather than civil society, with some
opportunities for civil society engagement on environmental and social impact assessments (R4 interview,
14 May 2021). This is in keeping with the emphasis on
regional economic cooperation, with environmental
protection a secondary concern (Yeophantong 2014).
A range of other cooperation platforms and relationships shape transboundary water governance

A range of other regional initiatives and projects promote cooperation across various sectors, including
water resources and energy. These include the Asian
Development Bank’s Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation Program (GMS) ASEAN-Mekong
Basin Development Cooperation, ASEAN-China Cooperation, the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic
Partnership, Mekong-Japan Cooperation Framework,
Mekong-Republic of Korea Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and India’s Mekong-Ganga Cooperation Initiative.
Donors such as Australia, New Zealand the European
Union, Germany and Sweden contribute to these initiatives and/or have separate programs (Zawacki, 2019).
The proliferation of initiatives reflects the growing
geopolitical competition for and within the region (R1
interview, 3 June 2021).
These initiatives and associated funding shape transboundary water governance in several ways, depending on the scale and length of engagement. Long-term,
well-funded initiatives such as the GMS have played an
important role in shaping how water infrastructure projects are planned and implemented, including through
the application of social and environmental safeguards
(Suhardiman and Giordano, 2014). Long-standing donor
funding and technical assistance has also supported
the MRC Secretariat, enabling it to facilitate greater
basin-wide cooperation, planning and management
than might otherwise have been possible, including by
acting as a knowledge broker and opening up opportunities for public participation in basin planning (Dore
and Lebel, 2010; Kittikhoun and Staubli, 2018). Donor
funding for civil society organisations has supported
and enabled greater civil society engagement in water
governance. The US, Australia and a number of European donors, for example, provide funding to international NGOs and local civil society organisations to promote dialogue and cooperation between government,
private sector and community stakeholders on transboundary water governance and also fund international and regional think tanks and universities to undertake research on social and environmental impacts of
development projects. This has provided important evidence which has helped shape advocacy efforts and
raised public awareness both within the region and beyond, even if it has not been particularly successful in
influencing decision-making.
Donor involvement has also had fewer tangible influences on water governance. For example, Western donors such as the US, Australia and European countries
have increasingly promoted environmental and social
sustainability through their projects and introduced
new concepts and approaches such as integrated water resources management. This has shaped the discourse around transboundary water governance (Dore,
Lebel and Molle, 2012) and provided greater space for
discussion of environmental and social issues in basin
planning and management. Suhardiman, Giordano, and
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Molle (2015), for example, show that a donor-funded
Strategic Environmental Assessment of the impact of
11 dams on the Mekong mainstream provided political
space for NGOs, environmental ministries, civil society
groups, and downstream nations to raise their concerns.
However, more broadly, both Asian and Western bilateral donors and International Financial Institutions have
promoted a developmentalist agenda that continues
to shape the nature and pace of development within the region, including development of hydropower
(Bakker, 1999; Middleton, Garcia and Foran, 2009; Dore
and Lebel, 2010; Sneddon and Fox, 2012). Funding and
technical assistance from development partners, for
example, is accelerating regional energy integration,
energy market development and energy infrastructure
connectivity, with flow on effects for hydropower development (see above). This emphasis continues to
outstrip efforts to raise the profile of environmental
and social impacts and ensuring the voices of affected
communities are factored into decision making.
While ASEAN and other regional fora acknowledge the
importance of public engagement, member-states remain distrustful of civil society
The growing number of regional platforms and initiatives may provide more doors for civil society to knock
on but there remains a distrust of civil society organisations among ASEAN member states. This means
there are significant constraints on how and when civil
society organisations can participate in decision-making processes and which organisations are able to participate. Although ASEAN-level civil society meetings,
events and workshops have provided opportunities to
raise a range of issues and facilitate intra-regional advocacy, many civil society organisations remain deeply sceptical of engaging in ASEAN fora (Business and
Human Rights Resource Centre, 2015; Gerard, 2014;
Rahman, 2016). ASEAN’s main platform for civil society engagement is the ASEAN Civil Society Conference
and ASEAN Peoples’ Forum. This meeting is held at the
same time as the ASEAN Summit to discuss a range of
issues, including human rights, development, and the
environment. In theory, civil society representatives
are given the opportunity to meet with ASEAN leaders
to share these concerns. However, in practice and in
light of the principle of non-interference, this depends
on the host country. This has meant that meetings, on
some occasions, do not take place (Auethavornpipat,
2019).

Safeguards and standards
Implementation of environmental impact assessment
is generally weak and does not have a significant influence on decision-making

There is a well-established legal basis for environmental impact assessment (EIA) in the Mekong region. The
1981 Manila Declaration on the ASEAN Environment and
the 1984 Bangkok Declaration on the ASEAN Environment recognise the role of EIA in mitigating negative
social and environmental impacts of development
projects. The 2012 ASEAN Human Rights Declaration
also recognises the right to a safe, clean and sustainable environment. All Mekong countries, including
and China, have introduced legal requirements for EIAs
(Baird et al., 2016). In Mekong countries, this has been
facilitated through technical assistance and capacity
building initiatives from international donor agencies
and incentivised by the promise of donor funding. However, as Suhardiman and Giordano (2014) note, the new
laws and policies have not necessarily been accompanied by structures to implement, monitor, evaluate,
and enforce them.
On paper, EIA laws and regulations in the region provide
for public participation at all steps of the process, access to information by affected communities and other stakeholders, as well as grievance redress mechanisms (Baird et al., 2016). In practice, however, EIAs
are often seen as a ‘bureaucratic and technical exercise’ rather than an integral part of decision-making
(Wells-Dang et al., 2016). Public participation is often
superficial, with incomplete or highly technical information provided to communities (compounded by the
fact that documents are not provided in local languages), limited access to EIA reports, and short timeframes
for responding (Wells-Dang et al., 2016; Resurreccion,
Nguyen and Taalaibekkyzy, 2017; Lebel et al., 2019; Xia,
2020; Clarke and Vu, 2021). EIAs may also define affected areas and types of impacts in overly narrow ways,
with important implications for compensation and resettlement (Green and Baird, 2020; Jensen-Cormier,
2019).In addition, EIAs are often undertaken late in the
decision-making process, when projects have already
been factored into longer-term power planning.
Cancelling or delaying a project at this stage, it is argued, would require an alternative project to be developed to produce the planned energy. Since large
infrastructure projects usually require many years of
planning, there is little incentive for governments not
to proceed with a project once it has reached the stage
of an EIA (Asian Development Bank, 2020). In practice,
the reasons likely relate less to energy planning and
more to the implications for the financial interests of
the invested political, business and financial elites. To
address this shortcoming with the EIA process, donors
have increasingly promoted Strategic Environmental
Assessment as part of power planning, although uptake of this remains slow and uneven.

There are a range of international guidelines and principles which support environmental and social responsibility. However, their ability to induce compliance has
been generally weak
The industry standard for hydropower dam development is the International Hydropower Association
(IHA)’s Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol
(HSAP) (Schultz and Adams, 2019), providing guidance
on best practices related to environmental, social,
technical and economic aspects of dam planning, implementation, and operation. Although it builds on the
2000 World Commission on Dams Principles, it is generally regarded as weaker (Goodland, 2010; Hirsch, 2010).
Critics point out that dam-affected communities and
their representatives were not adequately represented
in the Protocol’s development (Locher et al., 2010). It is
also not legally binding for members and many Chinese,
Thai and Vietnamese developers are not members of
the IHA. IHA has recently sought to strengthen the Protocol by releasing revised Hydropower Sustainability
Assessment Tools in 2020, which better align with environmental and social safeguards requirements set by
IFIs.8 This includes new guidance on free, prior and informed consent of affected communities (International
Hydropower Association 2020). More recently, the Hydropower Sustainability Council (HSC) – a multi-stakeholder governing body that includes ‘representatives
of social, community and environmental organisations’
(HSC n.d.) – announced the Hydropower Sustainability
Standard as a new certification system for the sector.
With support from the IHA, the Standard is being touted
for its consultative design and ‘strict’ environmental,
social and governance (ESG) performance criteria (HSC,
2021). It has also been referenced in the draft San Jose
Declaration on Sustainable Hydropower, which also
sets out new principles and recommendations to guide
new hydropower development as part of the global
clean energy transition (World Hydropower Congress
2021).
While it remains to be seen how the effective the Standard will be in practice, this development does reflect
global recognition of the need for good ESG governance
in the hydropower and, more broadly, the renewables
sectors. There are also a number of international guidelines, principles and initiatives promoting responsible
investment and banking, including addressing social
and environmental impacts. These include the International Finance Corporation Performance Standards,
the United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights, the Equator Principles, the Principles for
Responsible Investment, the United Nations Environment Program Finance Initiative Principles for Responsible Banking, the United Nations Global Compact, the
OECD’s Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises,

8. The Assessment Tools comprise the Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol (HSAP), which is used to assess projects against 26 environmental,
social and governance performance areas, and the Hydropower Sustainability ESG Gap Analysis Tool, which identifies gaps against good practice.
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and the Global Reporting Initiative. While a number of
these require companies or banks to provide periodic
reports demonstrating implementation, they are not
legally binding. The United Nations Human Rights Council is working to address this by developing an international, legally binding instrument which will regulate
the activities of transnational corporations according
to international human rights law (United Nations Human Rights Council, 2020). Growing international attention to good environmental and social governance – as
well as civil society activism (Yeophantong 2013; 2014;
2020) – has put some pressure on companies in countries such as China and Thailand to align their business
practices with international norms. In its response to
the most recent UN Universal Periodic Review, for example, China accepted the recommendation to promote measures that ensure that development and infrastructure projects inside and outside of its territory
are fully consistent with human rights and respect the
environment and natural resource sustainability, in line
with national and international law and with the commitments from the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [emphasis added] (cited in Renshaw, 2020). In
the last few years, a growing number of Chinese companies have signed up to international principles (Jensen-Cormier, 2019) and the Chinese government has
introduced domestic guidelines that aim to improve
social and environmental responsibility and corporate
transparency (Sullivan et al. 2016). Thailand’s government has also taken steps to improve environmental
and social governance, with the Thai Cabinet recently
adopting the first National Action Plan on Business and
Human Rights to support implementation of the UNGPs.
This applies to activities both within Thailand and
outside of it (Ministry of Justice Thailand, 2019). Thai
companies are also increasingly stating a commitment
to human rights (Mullen at al., 2019). Despite this, implementation of these commitments remains uneven,
with compliance with local laws and standards more
influential on business than non-binding international principles. Even where local laws and standards are
strong, vested interests and corrupt practices mean
that they are easily disregarded or dealt with in a superficial way (Jensen-Cormier, 2019). This suggests
that there are not yet sufficient incentives – from the
market or public pressure – to motivate substantive
change (McDonald, 2020).

Civil society
In spite of constrained space, civil society activism has
increased public scrutiny of hydropower development
and put pressure on governments and the private sector to respond to social and environmental concerns

Civil society in the Mekong sub-region must navigate
a constrained space, with important variations across
countries. Throughout the subregion, civil society faces restrictive or punitive legislation that places limits
on freedom of speech or action (Nixon, 2021). These
restrictions are increasingly expanding into online
spaces, with new cyber-security legislation and initiatives such as a single national Internet Gateway in
Cambodia increasing surveillance and limiting activism
(Nixon, 2021). In Laos and Vietnam, many civil society
organisations are formally linked to Party structures,
compromising their independence. Despite these
challenges, there are a range of local and international NGOs, networks and coalitions as well as grassroots
civil society organisations active in transnational advocacy and activism on hydropower development and
environmental justice within the region.
Many of the organisations working regionally are based
in Thailand and have conducted sustained campaigns
contesting hydropower dam projects using strategies
such as public demonstrations, alternative dialogue
events, signature petitions, open letters to governments and companies, publication of reports, documentary films, public forums, and legal challenges
(Yeophantong, 2014; 2020; Dore and Lebel, 2010). The
credibility and authority of these campaigns has been
bolstered by the support of well-known public figures,
scientists and intellectuals, and international organisations. In highlighting the social and environmental
impacts of hydropower development, activists have
focused on the rights of local communities as well as
appealing to national and strategic interests such as
food security, national water-use rights and social
stability. They have also used academic research to
demonstrate the environmental impacts of dam development and to contest the idea of hydropower development as promoting economic growth and poverty
alleviation.9
Reporting by sympathetic journalists has contributed
to increasing public scrutiny and criticism of hydropower projects (Hirsch, 2001; Hirsch 2012; Dore and Lebel
2010; Middleton and Dore, 2015; Yeophantong, 2014;
2017). Local NGOs have also engaged directly with local
communities to raise awareness of the impacts of hydropower projects and the rights of affected communities and to mobilise grassroots opposition, including
through research approaches privileging local knowledge of the river as a way of countering the dominance
of expert opinion (Scurrah, 2013). An important focus
has been on pushing for recognition of extraterritorial
obligations for human rights or environmental actions
in cross-border investments. This was most notable
through a case brought by affected communities in
Thailand’s Administrative Court in 2014 in relation to
Thai state agencies’ involvement in the Xayaburi dam

9. For example, Chinese environmental activists used China’s 2003 Environmental Impact Assessment Law to oppose the proposed dam cascade on
the Nu-Salween River while Thai activists filed a civil lawsuit questioning the legality of the power purchase agreement between against the Electricity
Generating Authority of Thailand and the Lao government for Xayaburi dam (Yeophantong, 2017).
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in Laos, and through national human rights institutions
for other projects (Middleton, 2018). These efforts have
been bolstered by the work of international NGOs working in the region. Campaigns, programs and research
by these organisations have raised public awareness
of the impact of dam development and promoted the
rights of affected communities, increasing the pressure on decision-makers to consider these issues.
Research on the impacts of upstream dams and social
and environmental impacts by regional and international think tanks and universities (funded by international donors) have provided important evidence to inform advocacy efforts. Chinese environmental activism
on dam development has also played a role in raising
public awareness, encouraging activists elsewhere in
the region, and putting pressure on the Chinese government (Yeophantong, 2017; 2014). While this activism has not often been successful in halting projects,
it has increased the salience of environmental and social issues associated with hydropower development
at community, national, regional and international levels and enabled more diverse voices to contribute to
the dam debate. Increased public scrutiny of projects
- and public criticism - has also put pressure on governments and companies in the region to respond to
public concerns and increased the reputational costs
of inaction. This has led governments and the private
sector to make public commitments to mitigating social and environmental harms (see above), even if implementation is lagging (Dore and Lebel, 2010; Yeophantong, 2017; 2014; 2013).

covering politically sensitive issues. Criminal defamation laws and other legal restrictions, combined with
intimidation and arrests of journalists and social media users means that self-censorship is widespread
(Freedom House 2021d). In Thailand, the censorship
and media intimidation introduced under the military
government has eased, although the new government
has retained several laws that restrict free and independent media. This includes criminal defamation laws
that have resulted in the imprisonment of some journalists, including those covering the 2020 anti-government protests. In addition, the government has
issued shutdown orders to at least four news outlets
(Freedom House 2021e). In Vietnam, journalists and
bloggers have been arrested and assaulted and online
speech has been restricted and information censored
by a 2019 Cybersecurity Law (Freedom House 2021f).
These restrictions complicate use of the media as
an avenue for accurate information and investigative
journalism. However, media outlets at the regional or
international level are likely to be less constrained.

Gender
Despite greater recognition of gender inequalities and
positive examples of women influencing decision-making, there is still limited consideration of gender issues
in hydropower development and women are often marginalised in decision-making at regional, national and
community levels.
Across the Mekong sub-region, women – particularly
those widowed, single, elderly, with disability or who
belong to an ethnic minority – are disproportionately
affected by major social and environmental changes,
including those associated with hydropower development (Delfau and Yeophantong, 2020; Resurrección, Biskupska and Nguyen, 2018; Hill et.al, 2017).10
Despite this, women are often marginalised from decision-making at regional, national and community
levels. Much of this has to do with social and cultural
norms about appropriate roles for women.

Media
Restrictions on media freedoms complicate the use of
media as an avenue for accurate information and investigative reporting.
Media freedom is restricted in all the Mekong sub-region countries. In Cambodia, one of the largest independent media outlets, The Cambodia Daily, was closed
in 2017, along with 15 local radio stations and two
journalists charged with espionage (Freedom House,
2021b). In Laos, most media outlets are state-owned,
meaning there is significant censorship and legal restrictions and intimidation are used against any critics.
In 2019, new outlets using social media were required
to register with the government or else face fines or
imprisonment (Freedom House 2021c). In Myanmar,
state authorities can deny operating licenses to media
outlets and use internet shutdowns to limit access to
information. The military-controlled Home Affairs Ministry routinely surveils journalists and news outlets

Although there is substantial variation in gender norms
across the region, including differences between ethnic minority groups, between countries and between
rural and urban settings, in general, men have higher
social and economic status and are seen as the head
of the household, while women are expected to be primarily responsible for domestic and care work. This
means that women often receive less formal education
and have fewer opportunities to exercise their rights.
This has implications for women’s participation in decision-making at the community level.

10. Changes in water flows and quality may mean that women have to travel further for clean water. Income-generating activities such as fishing, fish
processing and home gardens can be impacted by loss of access to water and land. Resettlement also has a greater impact on women, including an
increase in household responsibilities and financial stresses. Women are less likely to benefit from alternative livelihood options or formal sector jobs
created through infrastructure development. These changes increase women’s dependency on husbands and weaken their bargaining power (Hill et.al,
2017).
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Women may lack the time to participate in consultations and other decision-making fora due to domestic
responsibilities, may experience greater language barriers, lack the confidence to speak in front of others, or
not feel entitled to participate. Others may also not see
their participation as necessary or valuable (Simpson
and Simon, 2013; Hill et al., 2017; Resurreccion, Nguyen, and Taalaibekkyzy, 2017; Lebel et al., 2019; Delfau
and Yeophantong, 2020). Governments in the region
and regional organisations have increasingly made
legislative and policy commitments to gender equality
and integrated gender into their plans and strategies.
ASEAN’s Declaration on the Gender-Responsive Implementation of the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and
Sustainable Development Goals, for example, aims to
support gender mainstreaming and promote women’s
participation in decision-making. ASEAN also has several mechanisms focused on issues of gender and the
environment. The MRC has also integrated gender and
vulnerability throughout the 2021–2030 Basin Development Strategy (Resurrección, Biskupska, and Nguyen,
2018; Mekong River Commission, 2021b). However, in
practice, these are not necessarily leading to change.
Laws and policies are siloed – treating gender as an
issue separate from water or energy governance – and
their vision remains unrealised due to deep seated social and gender norms that disadvantage women (IUCN
and Oxfam, 2018).
Within ASEAN, for example, there is a structural separation between gender issues, which fall under the
Social and Cultural Community Council, and energy and
infrastructure, which are dealt with under the Economic Community Council. Key decisions on regional energy development are made by the Senior Officials Meeting on Energy and ASEAN Ministers on Energy Meeting.
Since men tend to dominate fields such as economics,
trade and science, technology engineering and mathematics (STEM), including in the bureaucracy, women
are often underrepresented in these bodies. Moreover,
even when women are included, social and cultural
norms about their behaviour and status impact on their
ability to participate equally. A strong focus on the
technical aspects of energy, infrastructure and water
planning and management also means that social impacts – including the impact– of decisions on women
- are rarely considered (IUCN and Oxfam, 2018: 10).
At the national level, gender equality is generally not
well-integrated into plans and policies for management of natural resources, energy and water in Mekong countries, although this is beginning to change.
Domestic laws and regulations on EIA are likewise only
beginning to recognise the need to specifically address
gender concerns (Resurrección, Biskupska, and Nguyen, 2018). The shifts in how infrastructure development
is funded in the Mekong have also reduced the incentives for national governments to consider gender and
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other social impacts. Although the safeguards policies
of multilateral banks, including the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, recognise the need the address
issues of gender equality and other forms of vulnerability, most funding for hydropower development flows
through other mechanisms with less clear policies on
safeguards. Moreover, although international guidelines such as the Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Tools address gender issues, these standards
are not binding on the companies responsible for construction.
Despite this, there are positive examples of women
exerting influence. In Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia, women – including women from ethnic minorities
– have been at the frontline of protests against dam
and infrastructure projects. Women-led organisations
have also played an important role in producing gender-sensitive knowledge on river governance, water
policymaking, and development (Delfau and Yeophantong, 2020). Within the private sector, the International
Finance Corporation’s Powered by Women Initiative in
Myanmar works with renewable energy companies to
improve gender diversity in their companies and with
communities they work in. And in 2019, Thailand had
the second highest percentage of women in management positions globally (Credit Suisse Research Institute, 2019: 15).

Indigenous Peoples
Indigenous peoples are disproportionately impacted by
water and energy infrastructure yet remain underrepresented in decision making processes.
The Mekong sub-region is home to diverse peoples, including Indigenous peoples or ethnic minorities, who
are often the poorest of the poor within their countries
(Errico, 2017: 1). The percentage of the population regarded as Indigenous or an ethnic minority varies considerably – at just 1-1.5% in Thailand and Cambodia;
13.8% in Vietnam; 30-40% in Myanmar and 35-70% in
Laos (Errico, 2017: 3). All countries in the region voted in favour of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) in 2007 and have ratified
relevant conventions on discrimination and civil and
political rights, with Indigenous groups recognised at
the national level through various laws and policies.
But whereas some countries have formally recognised
Indigenous governance structures and collective ownership of the land, others have kept recognition of Indigenous rights more general, with some states like
Myanmar (where many Indigenous peoples are in active conflict with the Union Government over legitimate
statehood), Laos and Thailand also insisting on referring to these groups as ‘ethnic minorities’ as opposed
to ‘Indigenous’ peoples.

As a result, despite formal commitments, Indigenous
and ethnic minorities remain insufficiently represented in relevant decision-making processes and are,
therefore, disproportionately impacted by large-scale
water and energy infrastructure. They experience displacement, loss of livelihood, food insecurity, cultural dislocation due to their geographic locations,
livelihoods dependent on agriculture and fishing, and
connections to land and place (IWGIA, 2021). At the national level, this is attributable to lax requirements for
genuine consultation that recognises the specific importance and needs of Indigenous peoples, along with
the lack of laws that explicitly prevent dispossession
of land (Simpson and Simon, 2013). Here, incoherence
among existing laws and policies, combined with the
weak capacity of state agencies, further exacerbates
the failure to include Indigenous interests in the policy
process. Most importantly, perhaps, there is a fundamental misalignment between the economic interests
of powerful elites, the developmentalist agenda of
politicians, and existing legal and policy requirements
around consultation (Errico, 2017: 5; IWGIA, 2021: 184;
246; 266; 301; 310).
At the regional level, bodies such as the MRC include
general reference to the importance of consulting with
Indigenous groups as part of the PNPCA process; however, there are no proactive efforts to engage Indigenous or minority groups specifically, with this left to individual member governments to determine. Indeed, a
common complaint levelled against the MRC concerns
the dominance of ‘technical’, scientific knowledge at
the expense of traditional and Indigenous environmental knowledge (P. Yeophantong pers. comm. with
regional expert, 28 April 2021). Some civil society organisations have sought to redress this by representing Indigenous members in their advocacy efforts and
by providing innovative avenues for Indigenous groups
to participate in knowledge creation (e.g. the work of
Open Development Mekong in promoting Indigenous
data sovereignty).
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5. Key trends
How are things changing?

Changes in hydropower financing weakening safeguards and consultations
Prior to 2000, funding for hydropower development in
the Mekong was largely provided by International Financial Institutions such as the World Bank and Asian
Development Bank. Conditionalities associated with
this funding meant that government borrowers were
expected to comply with these institutions’ social and
environmental safeguards policies, which were introduced incrementally from the late 1980s in the World
Bank and the mid-1990s in the Asian Development
Bank (Dann and Riegner, 2019; Asian Development
Bank, 2009b).
However, in practice, safeguards policies were not
always applied genuinely or consistently, leading to
strong criticism of the role of both banks in socially
and environmentally harmful development in the region (Hirsch, 2001; Shoemaker and Robichaud, 2018;
Blake and Barney, 2018; Scudder, 2020). Since the
early 2000s, multilateral development banks have increasingly shied away from hydropower development
due to environmental and social concerns, as well as
questions over economic feasibility (Middleton and
Chanthy, 2008; Siciliano et.al, 2019). Now China, Thailand and Vietnam are key sources of finance. As these
countries have grown economically, more capital is
available for foreign investment with financing provided by state entities, quasi-state entities, and private
sector actors (R2 interview, 14 April 2021).
Chinese state-owned banks and enterprises have
emerged as key investors and developers, particularly
in Myanmar and Laos, and to a lesser extent Cambodia (Yeophantong, 2013; Matthews and Motta, 2015).
This has been driven by Chinese internationalisation
policies, including the Belt and Road Initiative, encouraging state and private enterprises to invest in infrastructure development outside of China, expanding
the country’s economic and political influence in the
region (Yeophantong, 2013; Matthews and Motta, 2015;
Siciliano et.al, 2019; Urban et al., 2013). This model has
seen China become not only a major provider of foreign
direct investment in Mekong countries, but also one
of the region’s major aid donors and an increasingly
significant trading partner (Biba, 2018). Thai and Vietnamese financing is also playing a much larger role in
the region, with Thai and Vietnamese banks often supported by state entities, and operating particularly in
Laos (R2 interview, 14 April 2021). The shift to regional,
private sector funding of hydropower has had implications for the application of social and environmental
safeguards and the ability of civil society and affected
communities to participate in decision making related
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to infrastructure developments (Dore and Lebel, 2010).
While the IFIs had become more consistent and transparent in decision making, regional commercial entities
are far more opaque (R5 interview, 7 May 2021). Moreover, while the development banks have strengthened
their processes of consultation and social and environmental impact assessments, the extent to which
these are taken seriously by private sector actors varies. China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank has
developed environmental and social safeguards policies and grievance processes, but because the Bank
is a relatively new player, the effectiveness of these
remains to be seen.11 Moreover, Chinese funding is also
channelled through a range of other mechanisms, including the LMC and bilateral arrangements.

Solar power is a potential disruptor
A growing trend in the region is the uptake on non-hydropower renewable energies, particularly solar power.
This is evident in Vietnam, especially, with Thailand also
reducing regulatory barriers to allowing more alternative renewables into the grid (R5 interview, 7 May 2021).
As the cost of this technology continue to decrease, it
is likely to become a more viable and widespread investment, with a range of new players emerging who
will have influence in power planning and regulation
(R4 interview, 14 May 2021; R5 interview, 7 May 2021).
While a positive development in terms of alleviating
the impacts of hydropower developments on affected communities, it is not clear what opportunities are
present for consultation and participation in solar energy decisions. And experience in Vietnam highlights
some potential dangers around land grabbing and deforestation that it will be important to monitor and derive lessons from (V3 interview, 25 May 2021).

It is not clear what environmental and social safeguards are applied to projects funded through these
mechanisms. On the whole, many private sector financiers are averse to, or have a poor record, at engaging with civil society and communities. While others
(for instance, Chinese Sinohydro) have made efforts
to engage local stakeholders and integrate a more
participatory approach in environmental impact assessments and project decision-making processes
(Yeophantong 2020). In many cases, such efforts are
criticised for being short-lived or a box-ticking exercise. In Thailand, ongoing discussions recognise how
corporate environmental responsibility and business
and human rights issues can have real implications for
the bottom-line of banks, but it is still unclear to what
extent these implications will be internalised or influence their operations.

Uneven space for civil society
The robustness of civil society varies across the region. Strong civil society movements with roots in political activism are traditionally present in Myanmar and
Thailand, for instance. There is also a vibrant civil society in Cambodia, although one that operates within
a circumscribed political space—a reality that also increasingly mirrors the Myanmar and Thai contexts, as
discussed below. In Laos and Vietnam, civic space has
consistently been more constrained and the politicisation of civil society, including the explicit connections
of certain organisations to the Party, are evident (R2
interview, 14 April 2021). This means that civil society operates quite differently in different parts of the
sub-region. Across all countries, concerns have been
raised over the so-called democratic backsliding underway (Diamond 2020).

Climate change is increasingly used as a political football and may enable governments to avoid blame for
social and environmental costs of hydropower
A number of governments – notably China through the
LMC – and private sector entities are increasingly using
climate change as an argument to explain environmental degradation along the Mekong. This helps them to
deflect arguments that actions like building dams are
a more proximate cause of the degradation (R3 interview, 24 May 2021). Moreover, climate change and the
need for investments in ‘green energy’ are also used
to justify investments in hydropower as an alternative
to ‘dirty’ fossil fuels. This co-optation of the climate
change agenda by those involved in causing environmental damage is an important trend, intended to build
the legitimacy of their actions. It is likely to take attention away from the need to engage with civil society
and affected communities on infrastructure developments because those developments are – it is argued
– not the cause of the environmental degradation.

Governments in the region have closed local media
outlets and introduced legislation in several countries heavily regulating online spaces and proposing
technologies that enable greater surveillance on online activities (Nixon, 2021; R5 interview, 7 May 2021).
This backsliding appears to have accelerated during
the pandemic, with governments in the region implementing strict COVID-19 emergency regulations and
movement control orders that directly impinge on peoples’ freedom of speech, association, and assembly
(Lambrick et al, in press). It remains to be seen whether
these will be relaxed as the COVID-19 threat recedes.
More restricted civic space poses challenges for civil
society organisations seeking to amplify the voice of
communities affected by transboundary water governance issues.

11. There has already been some criticism of the AIIB’s safeguards, including the extent to which they address gender issues. https://
pandapawdragonclaw.blog/2020/08/14/incorporating-gender-into-chinese-hydropower-development-in-the-mekong-region/
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The pandemic has also posed logistical difficulties to
meet and share information, combined with the ever-looming threat of police response or political sanction for advocacy work (R3 interview, 24 May 2021; R5
interview, 7 May 2021).
COVID-19 has led to delays but also less scrupulous
approvals for infrastructure development
Despite difficulties in accessing reliable information
during the pandemic, there have been reports that the
pandemic has delayed or derailed certain infrastructure projects in some countries. For example, in Laos,
the government had reportedly ordered a temporary
halt to all hydropower construction in the country in the
middle of last year, with planning consultations about
future works postponed (Board, 2020) – although the
situation is not entirely clear. However, NGOs and civil
society groups are also concerned that the pandemic has provided an opportunity for socially and environmentally problematic development projects to be
approved by governments or questionable activities
(e.g. land clearings) to take place, at a time when information flows and peoples’ mobility are restricted. In
Cambodia, for instance, at the height of the COVID-19
outbreak, Vietnamese agribusiness giant Hoang Anh
Gia Lai (HAGL) cleared land that was earmarked for return to local Indigenous communities as a part of a mediation process overseen by the World Bank-affiliated
Compliance Advisor Ombudsman (Tartarski, 2020). The
pandemic may thus threaten the fragile consultation
and remediation processes that exist, as governments
and companies press ahead with approvals and development while people remain preoccupied with the
pandemic.

6. Actors’ interests and influence
Who are the key actors? What are their interests and
motivations? How much power or influence do they
have?
Water and energy governance at the regional level includes a vast array of actors that are too numerous to
capture in detail here. This section provides a summary
of some of the key actors, based on discussions at the
PEA workshop, which brought together 30 civil society and INGO stakeholders working in the sub-region.
A table setting out a broader range of the actors, with
initial information about their power and interests is included in Annex 1.
Two main groupings of actors emerged from discussions at the PEA workshop. These are: actors that are
powerful but not supportive of greater inclusion of civil
society and affected communities; and those that are
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less powerful but more supportive. As a general spread,
this suggests that there are a large number of powerful
‘blockers’ who are not supportive of greater inclusion;
and that there are a good number of actors that are
supportive of greater inclusion but who lack influence.
Herein lies the challenge for those wishing to pursue
greater inclusion.
Those actors seen to be powerful but not particularly supportive of inclusion include national ministries
– seen to be the most powerful actors in the ecosystem, although this needs to be disaggregated by ministry and, in some cases, by individuals. Ministries of
finance, foreign affairs and energy are generally the
most powerful, with ministries of water and environment less influential, although they are often relatively
more amenable to civil society inclusion in policymaking processes. Regional organisations, such as the
LMC, are included here, with their significant power derived from their representation being made up of Ministers of Foreign Affairs.
National Mekong Committee Secretariats (NMCS) are
also included here, but with some important differences between them. There is a sense, for instance, that
in Cambodia and Vietnam, these bodies may be more
familiar with civil society engagement and supportive
of issues of inclusion, given the downstream impacts
that their countries experience, compared to other
NMCS. A range of private sector actors feature as influential and not supportive of inclusion, including Chinese, Thai and Vietnamese banks, although Thai banks
are thought to be more supportive of inclusion issues
than their Vietnamese counterparts, given greater international safeguards and guidelines in that jurisdiction. SOEs are considered reasonably powerful but not
currently supportive of greater inclusion of civil society
or affected communities, although there is likely important disaggregation of this category to tease out
where opportunities may lie. Consulting companies
are powerful due to their technical expertise and are
often brought in by regional governments to contribute to decision making, but largely view the public and
civil society as irrelevant to technical decisions. Actors
such as the GMS and Japan are also included here due
to their treatment of water and energy governance as
technical issues with inclusion and public participation seen as being of little relevance. This is a formidable set of interests opposing greater inclusion.
Of those actors that might be considered supportive of
inclusion, but lacking in power or influence, a number
of donors such as the World Bank, US and Australia feature. The US-Mekong Partnership is reasonably powerful and more supportive of issues of inclusion with a
large civil society focus, however it is also widely perceived as primarily a political posturing, so how meaningful this interest in inclusion is remains to be seen.
Parts of the MRC are included here in a disaggregated

-

form – recognising differences between, for instance,
the MRC Secretariat, MRC development partners and
the MRC Chief Executive Officer. A wide range of international, regional and national civil society organisations fall within this quadrant, as well as academic
institutions, including the US-funded Stimson Center.
The challenge for this set of stakeholders is how to
achieve influence and amplify their voices to either
themselves become more influential; or to shift some
of those actors that are already powerful to be more
supportive of issues of inclusion.

These pathways similarly assume a responsiveness
on the part of regional platforms to community voices. Here, the challenge is that the strong principles
of state sovereignty and non-interference in regional
bodies means that sub-national voices are unlikely
to achieve significant impact. Rather, regional, transnational civil society and community voices would be
needed to overcome this – speaking to the importance
of building civil society collaboration at the regional
level above the nation state. As a new body trying to
distinguish itself is a crowded playing field, there may
be particular opportunities related to ACMECS for civil
society to build a productive relationship.

7. Potential pathways for
change
How might change happen?

The above political economy context presents a challenging environment in which to achieve greater inclusion of voices of communities affected by hydropower
developments and civil society. The intention of political economy analysis, however, is to arrive at more
politically astute pathways of change. To that end, this
final section sets out a long list of potential pathways
that emerge, in part, from the above analysis, as well
as those identified by participants at the PEA workshop. These are all included here as a prompt for further ideas. Refinement of this long list and decisions
about which pathways are most feasible and appropriate for particular organisations will be needed.

If national governments are engaged through
national civil society to better represent voices
of affected communities, then those interests
will be better reflected by national governments in regional platforms.

This pathway assumes a high degree of responsiveness of governments in the sub-region to civil society
and communities affected by hydropower, which this
PEA considers optimistic. However, this pathway may
be more realistic in Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam,
and be more politically realistic if civil society and affected communities can build awareness and advocacy amongst the wider population. This might build, in
particular, on growing concerns about the environment
amongst populations, or parts thereof. In this way,
learning about who in the wider population is likely to
be an ally could be an important step in building broader demand.
-

-

If Western donors continue to emphasise the
importance of environmental and social impacts analysis of hydropower and related developments, space for civil society will remain
open

-

If the US-Mekong Partnership provides armslength support to local civil society, organisations will be able to benefit from their support
without playing into superpower rivalries.

These pathways relate specifically to the contribution
that Western donors can make to civil society space on
hydropower issues in the region. While modest, these
pathways are realistic about the political economy in
the sub-region and maintaining space is important in
and of itself. Any action that international actors can
undertake to protect or prise open space for civil society can contribute to enabling voices of affected communities and civil society to be heard. However, the
credibility and legitimacy of local civil society is key
and can be called into question if organisations are
perceived as being too close to international donors.
As a result, arm’s length support is likely to be important.

Change through civil society/public pressure
-

If ACMECS integrated more civil society engagement, then it may grow as an example of a
responsible regional investment platform.

Change through the media
-

If civil society is better coordinated across the
region and works in cooperation with media,
it will be better placed to influence decision
making.

-

If media freedoms are defended, more coverage of environmental and social impacts of the
region’s current water and energy pathways
can be circulated and debated.

These pathways depend on civil society being able to
use media to increase scrutiny of hydropower impacts
and build pressure on governments and regional bodies as a result. This depends, in part, on understanding
how governments are likely to respond to greater scru-

If regional platforms integrate community voices then they can better respond to their needs
and interests, not just to national interests.
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tiny (for instance – are they likely to crack down more,
or respond more openly?). It also depends on finding
media outlets that are not tightly controlled by states
– perhaps with more opportunities through regional or
international media outlets with good uptake within
countries in the sub-region.

Change through the private sector
-

If financial flows shift away from hydropower to
more sustainable and equitable options, then
there would be more options for inclusion of affected communities.

-

If national governments are engaged through
national civil society to better represent voices
of affected communities, then those interests
will be better reflected by national governments in regional platforms.

-

If Thai stock exchange established clear standards on good corporate governance, Thai
companies and banks may improve their consultation processes as part of environmental
and social impact assessments for investments.

These pathways are based on an assumption about
the lack of responsiveness of government institutions
to civil society pressure, and view working through
the private sector and concerns about consumer demands/interests as potentially more effective. In this
vein, if the private sector (investors/energy companies/etc) believe consumers are more likely to buy
their product if they are environmentally and socially
responsible, then they may be incentivised to take a
more inclusive approach to development.
These theories of change seem realistic about the political environment, though may underplay the close
(and at times, interdependent) relationships between
political and business elites. Nonetheless, there are
likely some important ‘positive outliers’ within the private sector for whom this pathway of change might be
realistic – although these may be smaller rather than
larger private sector players. For instance, the Thai
stock exchange was noted by PEA workshop participants as a potentially more relevant entity to engage
than its Chinese or Vietnamese counterparts, as it was
considered more progressive and attuned with international safeguards and standards.

Change through regional bodies or pressures
-

If the LMC continues to be pressured to increase
data disclosure and public consultation, incrementally it will respond with more data release
and avenues for limited forms of consultation.

-

If efforts to reform/strengthen the Mekong
Agreement are successful, the MRC may be
able to play a stronger role in Mekong basin
management.

If the region experiences greater integration and interconnectedness, a sense of transnational accountability might be built regarding the transboundary impacts
of water and energy, making extraterritorial accountability mechanisms more viable. These pathways focus on the role of regional bodies or processes to drive
change. Emphasis on the LMC is realistic about which
regional fora have the greatest influence and a focus
on data release and incremental engagement is appropriately modest. Such a pathway might also focus on
building understanding of and engagement with more
environmentally progressive parts of the Chinese government, such as the Ministry of Environmental Protection.
Reforms to the Mekong Agreement are ambitious and
do not seem feasible in the short-term, although exploration of key opportunities and blockages could
usefully inform such approaches to change. Similarly,
greater transnational accountability would indeed be
transformational but faces significant challenges currently. Nonetheless, given that regional integration is
likely to deepen, building a narrative and transnational
relationships and pressure that help to lay the foundation for formal extraterritorial accountability mechanisms in future can only be a positive thing.

Change through technical sector improvements
-

If energy planning was legally tied to environmental sustainability and water governance,
then the most harmful projects could not proceed.

-

If the ADB integrated a stronger focus on social
and environmental concerns into development
of Regional Power Master Plans and provided consultation processes, countries’ energy
plans may be better attuned to the needs and
interests of affected communities.

-

If the GMS understands the importance of, and
has tools to, better incorporate social and environmental considerations into development
of energy plans, those plans might be developed in ways that give voice to affected communities and civil society concerns.

These approaches to change aim to ‘go with the grain’
of the strong technical orientation of much of the water and energy governance sector in the sub-region.
This is realistic about the nature of how these sectors
work. Incrementally improving planning and consultation processes is not a revolutionary path to change
but offers the potential for success precisely because
it flies under the political radar and appears ‘technical’
and thus less controversial. The challenge with these
pathways is to ensure that they deliver meaningful differences in practice and not just on paper.
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Change through environmental pressure
-

If hydropower can be reframed so as not to be
equated with green growth, public pressure
may grow to push governments towards greater consultation and/or alternative green energy sources (such as wind and solar).

-

If claims that environmental degradation is
due to climate change are consistently refuted
with evidence about the impacts of dams, then
pressure on governments and business to alter
approaches to largescale infrastructure development will be maintained.

-

If the conversation shifts from ‘clean energy’
versus ‘dirty energy’ to a recognition and engagement with the potentially negative impacts of all energy sources, then future energy
generation may be more sensitive to environmental and social consequences.

These pathways pick up on growing environmental
concerns globally and increased pressure on private
sector actors as well as governments to act. They focus
centrally on challenging or changing narratives about
hydropower as ‘green’ or ‘clean’ and instead opening
up wider discussions about the environmental impacts
of all energy choices. This connects with a fundamental challenge around hydropower in the sub-region,
however it will face formidable resistance from governments (particularly China and Laos), private sector
actors and political and business elites who continue
to economically benefit from hydropower.

Photo: Pixabay
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