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held in Washington on the GMS. In Bangkok, June 12-13,
Thailand’s The Nation newspaper hosted an international
conference oriented to the international business investment
community on the GMS, along with NGO and civil society

Mekong COOperation groups. Some 500 delegates were expected, while conference

. organizers anticipated nearly 1,200 visitors would attend
PrOJ eCt Comes Of Age some part of the conference.
The week of June 16-20, the GMS countries will join
. 1s their fellow members of the Association of Southeast Asian
by Gail G. Billington Nations, ASEAN, for their annual ministerial meetings in
Phnom Penh, including 23 “dialogue partners” in the security-
Over 50 years ago, the Mekong River, one of the world’s  oriented Asean Regional Forum, and the now annual
largest, was selected as the top “international river” by UnitedASEAN+3” bilateral talks with South Korea, China and
Nations reconstruction officials, for post-World War Il infra- ~ Japan.
structure development. The Mekong is the greatest single nat- Rounding out this dense schedule is yet another confer-
ural resource for millions of people in the six countries along ence on the Greater Mekong Subregion in Washington on
its flow through Southeast Asia, arising in the high TibetanJune 26, hosted Wyoreign Policy magazine.
Plateau, and emptying into the South China Sea. From hydro-
power, to rice output, to navigation, and beauty itself, theOnce and FutureAlternativeto War
resources of the Mekong Basin are spectacular. The engineer- The attentionislong overdue, butthoroughly appropriate,
ing challenge it presents, is dealing with such features as  especially at a time when the world is grappling with the most
the monsoonal rainfall pattern (80-90% of the precipitationserious global political crisis since the Indochina Wars and
comes from May through September); cascades higher than the rapid unraveling of what is left of the post-1971 Bretton
Niagara Falls; and such unique features as the Tonle Sap—¥&oods financial system.
great lake, which expands and contracts as its intake flow The story of Mekong cooperation is that of an attempt to
from the Mekong reverses direction! pursue great infrastructure projects in a time of war, in order

But great economic infrastructure development of the  to find an alternative to war. In the 1960s and 1970s that
Mekong Basin has been thwarted—above all, by war. Orintention was overwhelmed by war, as the colonial wars in
three separate occasions since World War I, when peace  former French Indochina mutated into a subset of the Colc
seemed close at hand—upon the signing of the 1954 GeneWdar in Asia. The GMS countries suffered their own Thirty
Accords, in the 1970s at the end of the Vietham War, and  Years' War, but are today eagerly seeking to make up for that
again in 1990—plans for harnessing the Mekong River werénterlude in hell. Today the nations that were swallowed up
put forward to foster regional stability and cooperation. But by those wars are forging the institutional relations and coop-
no concerted backing came forth. eration necessary to realize the creation of a just, new political

In particular, there was the idea in the 1960s in the United and economic order.

States, for the “Mekong Project” to be pursuwesthe alterna- This is the exact perspective backedH\R's founding
tive to what became the Vietham War, and later as the exit  editor, Lyndon H. LaRouche, Jr., over four decades. In the
path, or “4th Solution” to end that conflict. late 1960s, he intervened inthe U.S. anti-Vietham War move-

But as of 2000—the 25th anniversary of the American ment, around the necessity for the “Mekong Project,” and for
troops leaving Saigon—the plans have all been written andestoring the economic development as the basis for U.S.
reviewed; what remains to be done is the completion of the  foreign policy. In 1976, LaRouche issued a proposal on the
physical-economic infrastructure. occasion of the Non-Aligned Movement summitin Colombo,

Now, all that is changing. Southeast Asia’s great river  Sri Lanka, calling for the creation of a new International De-
and the countries along its banks are receiving unprecedenteglopment Bank to fund precisely the kind of great infrastruc-
attention, in Asia, and recently, in Washington and Europe. ture projects required to rebuild what at that time was already,
On Nov. 3, 2002, the first-ever summit meeting of heads oftlearly, a broken system.
state and government of the Greater Mekong Subregion In 1975, the Vietnam War officially ended, butin Cambo-
(GMS) countries—Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand,dia, which now chairs ASEAN, hell was just beginning under
Myanmar, and China’s Yunnan province—was held in  the Khmer Rouge, and lasted for the next 3 years, 8 months,
Phnom Penh, Cambodia, chaired by Cambodian Prime Minand 28 days, until Jan. 7, 1979, when now-Prime Minister
ister Hun Sen, whose country holds the rotating chairman- Hun Sen was supported by Vietnam in a counteroffensive
ship of the ten-member Association of Southeast Asian Naagainst the Khmer Rouge.
tions. During July and August 1983, LaRouche went to Thai-

In April 2003, a unique off-the-record conference wasland, India, and Japan for talks on the necessity of regional
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FIGURE 2
Topographical Map of Eurasia, with Some Main Development Corridors
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Figurelisarelief map of Eurasia, with priority “ Land-Bridge’
routes shown, indicating important development corridorsto link
nations all across the intercontinental expanse. There are key links
to Southeast Asia for modern rail routes, both around the
peninsular coastline, and importantly, across the highlands near
Kunming, China.

The map at left shows in more detail, a principal physical
geographic feature of the Southeast Asian peninsula—the Mekong
River Basin. The Mekong is over 4,000 kilometers long, ranking
16th in length, and is also among the top 10 in volume of discharge,
among the world'srivers.

Along its course, the Mekong drains a total catchment area of
795,000 sguare kilometers—well over twice the land area of Japan.

CHINA

) VIETNAM Initslower region, an area of over 609,000 square kilometers, its

_Hanoi >y drainage basin comprises almost the whole of Laos and Cambodia,

one-third of Thailand, and one-fifth of Vietnam.

14 Economics
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infrastructure devel opment projects. At thesametime, anEIR
Policy Research Study by LaRouche was released, titled, A
Fifty-Year Development Policy for the Indian-Pacific
Oceans' Basin, in which one of the “Principal Projects’ de-
scribed, was “ Devel oping the Mekong River Basin.”

Over this same time period, Japanese interests
campaigned for Mekong River development as part of alist
of world priority projects, proposed for financing by a new
agency, to be called the Global Infrastructure Fund.

TheRiver and ItsHistory

The Mekong River has for centuries linked southern
China and Southeast Asiain their efforts to use and control
it. Author Milton Osbornein hisbook The Mekong, Turbulent
Past, Uncertain Future,! reported that archael ogical evidence
revealsthe existence of a seaport at Oc Eo on the edge of the
Mekong Deltainthe1st Century A.D., whichhad linksbothto
Chinaand to the Mediterranean. From the 2nd-6th Centuries
A.D., Chinese records spoke of “Funan,” a state established
in the Mekong Delta region, which is believed to have con-
sisted of anumber of minor states, rather than asingle entity.
In the 3rd century B.C., Chinese built a bridge across the
Mekong in western Y unnan province. Between the 6th-9th

1. Milton Oshorne, The Mekong, Turbulent Past, Uncertain Future; New
York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2000.
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Centuries, Chinese records no longer speak of Funan, but of
“Chenla,” astateintwo parts, oneinwhat istoday Cambodia,
the other in southern Laos at Wat Phu. The civilization that
built Angkor Wat reigned from the 9th-15th Centuries.

In the 19th Century, both England and France believed
the Mekong was the back-door route to the riches of China,
but the attempt to reach that pot of gold and other riches cost
many adventurerstheir lives.

Author Nguyen Thi Dieu complemented Osborne’ sreport
in his excellent book, The Mekong River and the Sruggle
for Indochina: Water, War and Peace,? pointing out: “For
thousands of years—beginning as early as circa 3500
B.C.E.—thepeoplesof thelower M ekong basin havefounded
their societies on rice cultivation, particularly on the cultiva-
tion of irrigated rice.”

The Me Kong or “Mother of Rivers,” isthe seventh-lon-
gest river in Asia, and is said to run variously 4,800 or 4,350
kilometers (2,600 miles) according to historians; 2,395 kilo-
meters flow through the lower basin. Average annual dis-
charge is 475,000 million cubic meters. It was not until the
current decade that the location of the river’s headwaters in
Tibet were exactly determined by Chinese geographer Liu
Shao Chaung, using remote sensing technology. Its course
runs through waterfalls larger than Niagara Falls, through
thousands of rocky rapids, cascades, and islands.

Its minimum flow of 1,700 cubic meters per second puts
theMekong inthird place, intermsof volume, after the'Y ang-
tze and the Ganges Brahmaputra, and isthe third largest wa-
tershed in the world after the Amazon and Congo.

The Mekong flows from the Tibetan plateau, southward
through the Chinese provinces of Xinjiang and Y unnan—
where it is known by its Chinese name, the Lancang—and
entersitslower basin asit formsaborder between Myanmar,
Thailand, and Laos. The lower Mekong basin begins near the
Myanmar town of Chiang Saen, and has a drainage area of
620,000 square kilometers.

The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) covers an area of
2.3 million squarekilometersand ishometo 250-300 million
people. The population in the lower Mekong alone—L aos,
Thailand, Cambodia, Vietham—is about 163 million. In
Cambodia and Laos, more than half of the population are
under age 15. Nearly 40% in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietham
live below the poverty line; 16% are reported bel ow the pov-
erty linein Thailand.

A unigue phenomenon of the Mekong is Tonle Sap, or
“Great Lake,” of Cambodia. The Mekong, (called Tonle
ThominCambodia), traversesthecountry for 480 kilometers,
entering aplain that transversally hasthe shape of abasin, at
the bottom of which isthe Tonle Sap. During the dry season
(November-June) the Tonle Sap, with a surface of 2,700
square kilometers, flows southeast into the Mekong. In the
wet season (June-October), monsoon rains cause the river to

2. Nguyen Thi Dieu, The Mekong River and the Sruggle for Indochina,
Water, War and Peace; Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1999.
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FIGURE 3
Greater Mekong Subregion Rail Projects

the lowland plains of the deltain Vietnam, the Me-
kong breaks into nine separate streams, known as
the Song Cuu Long, or “Nine Dragons River.”
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TheFirst International River Project

M ekong cooperation beganwiththeformal sign-
ing of the 1954 Geneva accords, when Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam gained independence from
France. Studies of the Mekong werefirst conducted
by the UN’ sEconomic Commissionfor Asiaand the
Far East (ECAFE), foundedin 1947, and by the U.S.
Bureau of Reclamation.

ECAFE, headquartered in Bangkok, was one of
three commissions set up through the UN Economic
and Social Council (Ecosoc) in March 1947, to ad-
dress post-war reconstruction, very much in line
with Franklin Roosevelt’s commitment to eradicate
colonialism in the post-World War 11 world. Eco-
nomic Commissions were set up for Europe, Latin
America, and the Far East.

Author Nguyen Thi Dieu wrote, “The creation
of an Asian commission, equal in rank to the one
for Europe, was greeted with dismay by European
delegates, who had no desire to contribute to the
emancipation of their colonies.”

On Sept. 2, 1945, the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (D.R.V.), under the leadership of Ho Chi
Minh, declared its independence. In 1947, the
D.R.V. applied for membership in ECAFE, but was
rejected, jointly, by the United States, Britain, Aus-
tralia, and France, who chose, instead, to support the
membership of the State of Vietnam (S.0.V.), led
by the Emperor Bao Dai. At the second ECAFE
meetingin 1947, L aosand Cambodiawereadmitted,
and the State of Vietnam was admitted in October
1949. In 1954, Laos, Cambodia, and S.O.V. became
full ECAFE members.

At ECAFE’ s 7th meeting in Lahore, Pakistanin
1951, the decision was taken for the first time to

Source: Asian Development Bank

The most important of the railroad corridors now being funded by China and
ASEAN isthe Kunming-to-Bangkok railroad originating in China and
running down the coast of Indo-China and to Bangkok, then southward

through Malaysia.

reverse its course. It rises slowly and regularly to pour its
overflow northward into the lake, which then expands almost
five-fold, covering an area of 10,000 square kilometers.

The Mekong River Commission has shown that the water
flow in the dry months is reduced to 2,000 cubic meters of
flowing water per second, less than 5% of the monsoon
months' fl owsrate of 50,000 cubic metersper second. During
the monsoon season, the Tonle Sap can absorb 19% of the
water volume of the Mekong River. As the Mekong reaches

16 Economics

take on development of an international river. The
candidates were the Y angtze, the Indus, or the Me-
kong. The Y angtze and the Indus were ruled out for
political reasons, asMao Zedong had cometo power
in China and tensions were running high between
Indiaand Pakistan.

In May, 1952, ECAFE's study was published,
“Preliminary Report on Technical Problems Relating to
Flood Control and Water Resources Devel opment of the Me-
kong—an International River.”

Author Dieu reports that it was “under the Eisenhower
Administration that, for the first time, at the highest levels,
the Mekong River and its devel opment were discussed and
its use viewed from a political and strategic perspective.
TheNational Security Council, formulating the key elements
of U.S. policy in mainland Southeast Asiain its report NSC

EIR June 27, 2003



5612/1 of Sept. 5, 1956, stipulated: ‘In order to promote
increased cooperation in the area and to deny the general
area of the Mekong River Basin to Communist influence or
domination, assist as feasible in the development of the
Mekong River Basin as a nucleus for regional cooperation
and mutual aid.’” A Presidential report to Congress in
June 1955 had signaled the Eisenhower Administration’s
hopes of reproducing a Tennessee Valley Authority on
the Mekong.

This was only two months after the historic April 1955
Asia-Africa Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, the first
meeting of Third World nationsto discussamong themsel ves,
without their former colonial masters present, the necessary
course of action required to foster peace and development.

Eisenhower, despite howls of protest form London and from
the Dullesbrothersin his own Cabinet, endorsed the Spirit of
Bandung. His call for the development of the Mekong re-
flected the policy later expressed by John F. Kennedy—that
theonly way to counter communist insurgency wasto demon-
strate through real physical development the superiority of
republican ingtitutions.

TheMekong Committeebeganitswork in1957. Itwasthe
first international body to take on responsibility for financing,
construction, management, and maintenance of projects on
aninternational river, involving multiple countries. Members
wereVietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, and L aos. Chinawas not
amember, asit wasnot aUN member at thetime, and Burma
was in the throes of itsindependence struggle.

‘Let Us Build a Bridge’

Mid-June saw new momentumfor the Mekong Basin proj-
ect reflected in two important conferences: “ The Mekong
Region Comes of Age,” a business-oriented meeting held
in Bangkok on June 12-13; and the ASEAN Foreign Minis-
ters Conference held in Phnom Penh on June 17.

At the Bangkok Conference:

» Chen Xiaoya, Assistant Governor of China's Y un-
nan Province, stoletheshow, accordingto reports, with her
powerful presentationin Mandarin, inwhich she declared:
“Greater contributions will be made by Y unnan province
to making the Mekong Region the new frontier of growth
in Asia, intheface of new opportunitiesfor GM S[Greater
Mekong Subregion] economic development in the new
century.” Pointing to theregion’s 250-300 million people,
she added: “ This region will become a continental bridge
between Southeast Asia, South Asiaand East Asia, and a
hotspot for international investment from countriesaround
theworld in the 21st Century.”

Recalling thefirst-ever summit of GM S member states
inNovember 2002 in Phnom Penh, Chen said: “ Our enthu-
siasm and our optimism about progress and prosperity in
the Mekong region are great. This conference offers an
opportunity for usto sharewith all of you the reasonswhy
we are bullish on the Mekong.” The conference, she said,
presented a rare opportunity for dialogue on the shared
future for the Mekong nations. “Our nations and peoples
share thevision of regional peace, growth and prosperity.
Thus our perspectives on the future must be focussed on
this common, intertwined objective and interest. We can
only realize our common objectives by deepening solidar-
ity and cooperation between our nations.”

e Thailand's Deputy Prime Minister Somkid Jatu-

sripitak announced that Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawa-
traintendstoinvite leaders of the six member states of the
Greater Mekong Subregion to asummit on GM S strategic
coordination. Minister Somkid said he would lead an offi-
cial delegation to Y unnan Province on June 15 to propose
a“GMS architecture and aroad map. . . . Only this way
can we realize the maximum potential of the GMS.”

» Khalid Rahman, director of the infrastructure divi-
sion of the Asian Development Bank’s Mekong depart-
ment, indicated how the Greater M ekong Subregion corri-
dorswould play astrategic rolein linking Southeast Asia
with South and East Asia. “A new subregional economic
cooperation schemeinvolving India, Myanmar, and Thai-
land hasalready beeninitiated, which could provideanatu-
ral westward extension of the Greater Mekong Subregion
corridors,” he said.

At the ASEAN Conference:

* Japanese Foreign Minister Y oriko Kawaguchi said
that Japan has already “supported two flagship projectsin
the ambitious M ekong Subregion development,” pointing
to Japan’ srolein building roads and bridges al ong the two
East-West Corridors. She then announced that Japan will
build another bridge across the Mekong on the Second
East-West Highway at Neak Loeung (60 km. from Phnom
Penh), adding: “Today, | saw the Mekong River for the
first time. ... The Mekong crosses borders, brings fresh
water, rich soil, and possibilitiesfor progressto itspeople,
and eventually flowsinto the bright sea.

“When faced by ariver, we feel compelled to crossit
and build a bridge to the other side of the river, no matter
how wide the gulf of water may appear. Let us build a
bridge between the past, the present, and thefuture. Let us
build a bridge between each of us. Let us build a bridge
to fill the economic gaps, based on our ownership and
partnership. . . . | am convinced that the future generation
will hear thelively soundsof our bridge-building astolling
the dawn of our success story.”

EIR June 27, 2003
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FIGURE 4
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was himself “ariver man. All my
lifel havebeeninterestedinrivers
andtheir development.” Upon his
return to the United States, John-
son briefed Kennedy on the Me-
kong project, urging that the
United States take up the initia-
tive, and U.S. support continued
at the March 1964 ECAFE meet-
ing in Tehran. By early 1965, the
Mekong Project had been funded
tothetune of $67 million, and UN
Secretary General U Thant de-
clared on a CBS radio broadcast

The economic devel opment corridors of the Greater Mekong Subregion. As Japan’s Foreign
Minister told ASEAN thisweek, roads, rails, and bridges are being constructed across the two
main East-West corridors. The Kunming-to-Bangkok railroad line is the major project of the

main North-South corridor.

The‘Fourth Solution’ for Peacein Vietham

The episodic voicing of a Mekong-development-for-
peace plan through the Administrations of Lyndon B. John-
son, was a tragedy of the defeat, by war, of awar-avoidance
economic strategy half-heartedly pursued; the cost was many
hundreds of thousands of lives, and continued widespread

18 Economics

that the project “was one of the
most important and one of the
most significant actions ever un-
dertaken by the United Nations.”

By 1965, however, President
Johnson’'s senior advisors, Wil-
liam and M cGeorge Bundy, Rob-
ert McNamara, and Assistant Secretary of Defense Mc-
Naughton were demanding an expanded U.S. military
presence in the Vietnam civil war. McGeorge Bundy and
Robert McNamara wrote an “explosive” memo in January,
stating the current policy would “lead only to disastrous de-
feat.” UN Secretary General U Thant, with the knowledge of

EIR June 27, 2003



Priority Mekong Projects

In 1996, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), based in
Manila, released an overview report of the priority infra-
structure proj ects agreed to by the Greater Mekong Subre-
gion countries, in eight areas: transport (road, rail, air, and
water), energy, telecommunications, environment, human
resource development, tourism, trade facilitation, and in-
vestment. Sector studies, completed under ADB technical
assistance programs, included recommendations regard-
ing nearly 100 subregional projectsand initiativesinthese
priority areas.

It should be readily apparent from the included maps
that the 1996 plans were actually a giant step down from
those conceived in earlier decades. Water control projects,
which could prevent massive damage from periodic flood-
ing, were most absent. Nuclear power had been ruled out,

and in general, the vision was limited by the idea that
half of the projects would have to be financed by private
means—a virtually impossible condition if there is to be
extensive modernization of major infrastructure.

However, the recent explosion in interest and political
will may jumpstart the project and again overcome the
limits on development.

Currently, the priority projectsfor the next decade are
projected to cost $14 billion. Sincethe schemewas created
in 1992, the ADB has spent only $1 billion on them over
thelast tenyears. Inthelonger term, the ADB projectsthat
$40 hillion will be required over the next 25 years.

In the transport sector, studies identified 34 priority
subregional pojects, asfollows: Ninerelateto roads, eight
torail lines, ten to water transport, six to air transport, and
oneto institutional development. In the energy sector, 12
priority subregional projectshave been targetted, of which
eight relate to power generation and transmission, two to
hydrocarbon development, and two toinstitution building.

Dean Rusk and McNamara, attempted to open channels to
North Vietnam and the South Vietnamese insurgents, to find
apeaceful solution.

The Mekong Project became what was known as the
“fourth solution,” for exiting the war. In December 1964,
the Executive Secretary of the Northwest Power Association,
Gus Norwood, had urged Johnson “to consider the Mekong
River Basin devel opment asthe strategic solution or asakey
to the ultimate solution to the impasse in Southeast Asia.”
Gilbert F. White, author of the Ford Foundation report on the
soci 0-economic aspectsof theL ower Mekong Basin devel op-
ment, mentioned in an article published in December 1964,
the multiple advantages of such a solution: “If the UN were
to designate this areafor international development, thereis
astrong possibility that peace could be achievedinacommon
pursuit of agricultural and industrial growth. . .. The lower
Mekong River may be the key to afourth course of action, a
more constructive and humane one than any of the others.”

In March 1965 Sen. George McGovernwrotein The Pro-
gressive proposing “cooperative planning to benefit North
and South Vietnam from the Mekong River development,”
which for the North, “could mean hydroel ectric power for in-
dustry.”

On April 7, 1965, President Johnson read a speech titled
“Project for Peacein Southeast Asid’ at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity in Baltimore, which author Dieu said “embodied the
two conflicting facets of U.S. policy in the region.” Johnson
said: “For, what do the people of North Vietnam want? They
wantwhat their neighborsal sodesire—foodfor their hungers,
health for their bodies. . . and they would find all thesethings
far more readily in peaceful association with others than in
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the endless course of battle . .. For our part, | will ask the
Congress to join in a billion dollar American investment in
this effort as soon as it is under way. And | would hope that
all other industrialized countries, including the Soviet Union,
will joininthis effort to replace despair with hope, and terror
with progress. . . . The vast Mekong River can provide food
and water and power on ascaleto dwarf even our TVA.”

Some 60 million Americans heard the speech viaradio or
TV, and more than 1 million copies of the speech, translated
into Vietnamese, were dropped over cities in North and
South Vietnam.

It is the tragic irony of the Johnson Presidency, that he
delivered this speech five weeks after launching the U.S. air
campaign, code named “Rolling Thunder”; and barely 24
hours after the speech, he ordered the deployment of two
U.S. Marine battalions, the first combat troops, into South
Vietnam. North Vietham responded by declaring the actiona
breach of the 1954 Geneva Agreements.

On March 31, 1968, Johnson revisited the Mekong Proj-
ect, on the occasion of his announcement of a partial halt to
the bombing and his decision not to seek re-election. Johnson
said: “ At Johns Hopkins University, about three years ago, |
announced that the United States would take part in the great
work of developing Southeast Asia, including the Mekong
Valley, for al the peopleof that region, as part of our determi-
nation to help build abetter land . . . for men on both sides of
the present conflict. . . hasnot diminishedintheleast. . . . So,
| repeat on behalf of the United States again tonight what |
said at JohnsHopkins, that North Vietnam could takeitsplace
in this common effort just as soon as peace comes.” Subse-
quently, during a stop in Honolulu in April 1968, Johnson

Economics 19



ares, involving flood control, and saltwater intrusion
evaluation. Theplan proposed 16 mainstream dams,
adeltadevelopment project, and 180 tributary proj-
ectsin the four member countries: Laos, Thailand,

FIGURE 5
Proposed 'Mekong Cascade' System of Dams and
Reservoirs
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Cambodia, Vietnam. It also analyzed their cumula
tive and reciprocal impact over a 30-year period.

The projects were divided into two groups. a
short range group to be built between 1971-1980,
including single and multipurposetributary projects
focusing on hydro-power, flood control, and pion-
eering agricultural stations that each nation could
implement independently from the othersand which
should not have any detrimental effect onthe main-
stream.

The second group involved anumber of projects
that, because of the large scale of their construction
and possible far-ranging repercussions, were to be
implemented over alonger period, 1981-2000, with
costs estimated in the billions of dollars. It included
15 mainstream multi purpose projects and one flood-
control project on the Tonle Sap.

In addition to these 16 mainstream projects that
could be attempted in different combinations, the
central oneincluded a cascade of seven mainstream
dams, the Mekong Cascade (Figure 5). There was
also a subset of ten minor hydro-power projectsin
theVietnamese central highlandsto provide Cambo-
diaand Vietnam with power, targetted for the years
1980-85. The plan emphasized the priority of Pa
Mong, Stung Treng, Sambor, and the delta.

These eight proposed dam locations were part of the integrated system of
impoundments for regulating the lower 2,000 kilometer s of Mekong flow,
according to many studies, beginning with ECAFE in the 1950s, to the 1989

Mekong Secretariat. The Pa Mong proposal (3) has been withdrawn,
because of concernsfor relocating people, and downstream flow effects.

stated: “Wewish to see Asia—like Europe—take anincreas-
ing responsibility for shaping its own destiny. And weintend
and we mean to help it do so.”

Taming the Mighty Mekong

Thefirst dam project wassigned for in May 1966 between
Laos and Thailand, the Nam Ngum, built on asmall tributary
of the Mekong. Thailand purchased the el ectricity generated.
Next came Pa Mong, the first mainstream dam, beginning
with studies in June 1965; but this was subsequently put on
hold with claims that 200,000 people would have to be relo-
cated, and concernsabout the downstream impact of the dam.

The first major undertaking with regard to dam building
camein 1971, when the M ekong CommitteeissueditsIndica-
tive Basin Plan, 1970-2000. The plan estimated that by 2000,
energy demand in the lower Mekong basin would reach
22.772 gigawattsin peak capacity; theirrigated areaessential
for agricultural production was estimated at 1,868,000 hect-
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Warsof MassDestruction

The Indochina War continued officially until
Spring of 1975, but the after-effects linger to the
present. Cambodia, the Lao People’'s Democratic
Republic, and Vietnam emerged from their respec-
tive wars with economies that not only remained
unchanged since colonial days, but what little infrastructure
had existed wasdamaged or destroyed by saturation bombing,
thelaying of millionsof landmines, and the effects, morethan
a generation later, of massive use of herbicides to clear the
tropical rain forest.

An estimated 500,000 Cambodians were killed in the
U.S. bombings that preceded the Khmer Rouge victory in
1975. The bombings themsel ves contributed to rapid recruit-
ment to the Khmer Rouge, swelling its ranks from 3,000 to
50-60,000 by 1975. Thereis still no final tally on the bomb
tonnage dropped on Cambodia, but author William Shaw-
cross, in Sdeshow, reported that “in 1971, a single B-52
sguadron still dropped in one year half the tonnage dropped
by U.S. planes in the entire Pacific Theater in World War
[1.”® When the Khmer Rouge were finally driven out of

3. William Shawcross, Sdeshow: Kissinger, Nixon and the Destruction of
Cambodia; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979, p. 211.
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Phnom Penh (in less than three weeks) in January 1979, an
estimated 10 million landmines were left behind, roughly
one per person, much of them in the richest rice-growing
province of Batambang.

In Laos, during 1965-75, an estimated 2-3 million tons of
ordnance were dropped on apopul ation of 3 million, equal to
one planel oad of bombs dropped every eight minutesfor nine
years* In Vietnam, the combination of bombings and
landmines contributed to the deaths of an estimated 1 million
soldiers and 2 million citizens, with 300,000 missing in ac-
tion. Herbicide spraying, estimated at 20 million gallons,
killed or injured 400,000 directly and is believed to have
contributed to severe deformitiesin another half-million chil -
dren born to North Vietnamese soldiers who fought in the
South.

Cambodia dropped out of ECAFE around 1970, and was
nearly destroyed asanation at the hands of the Khmer Rouge
from April 1975 to January 1979, with an estimated 1-2 mil-
lion killed, roughly one-fifth of the population, largely from
starvation and disease.

Mekong Commission Launched

Given those wars destructiveness, it is notable that in
today’ s revived push to develop the Greater Mekong infra
structure projects, Vietnam, aswell as Chinathrough Y unnan
Province, isleading the way. In particular, Vietnam’ s hydro-
electric power construction program to modernize its econ-
omy, isvirtually the only such rapid electric power develop-
ment going on in Southeast Asia.

In 1977, Lao P.D.R., Vietnam and Thailand formed the
Interim Mekong Committee. Cambodia reclaimed its mem-
bershipin 1991, and in 1992 the Manila-based Asian Devel-
opment Bank launched the Greater M ekong Subregion, which
includesL aos, Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Myanmar, and
Y unnan Province, China.

In 1995, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam signed
the Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Devel-
opment of the Mekong River Basin, with the Mekong Com-
mittee becoming the Mekong River Commission (MRC). In
the 1980s, under growing environmental pressures, the focus
shifted to “sustainability,” with a diminishing focus on “big
dams.”

One of the most ambitious projects on the Mekong, con-
ducted by China, involves athree-phase clearing of anaviga-
tion channel in the Upper Mekong. Phase 1 includes blasting
achannel that will allow 150-ton shipsto ply between Y unnan
and the town of Chiang Saen, Thailand. Phase 2 would facili-
tate 300-ton ships, and phase 3, 500-ton vessels.

In the first phase, 11 reefswould be cleared, 9in Laos, 1
near the Y unnan/Myanmar border, and the Khon Phi Luang
rapidsin Thailand’ sChiang Saen and Chiang Khong districts.
Phase 2 would open the whole 360 kilometer (224 mile)
stretch to Laos' Luang Prabang, to 500-ton ships.

4. 1bid.
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Y unnan Province and Myanmar are not signators to the
1995 Mekong River Commission accord, and are not subject
toitsrules on such matters as notifying MRC member states
on projects. However, reflecting the increasing cooperation
among the Mekong countries, as of June 4, 2003, blasting
has been delayed on the Khon Phi Luang channel, pending
ameeting scheduled for July 2003 with Y unnan, Myanmar,
Laos and Thailand. This meeting will re-examine the enviro-
mental impact of the channel-clearing downstream, which
includes concerns of potential shiftsin nationa borders be-
tween Laos and Thailand, and broader issues related to the
dependence of 50 million people who live off the bounty
of the river. Reefs in this stretch of the upper Mekong are
up to 2 kilometerslong and are breeding grounds for migra-
tory fish, which account for 70-80% of protein in the re-
giona diet.

Since the 1995 accord, further agreements have been
signed covering Procedures for Data and Information Shar-
ing and Exchange, a Flood Management and Mitigation
Strategy, and Exchange of Hydrological and Other Data
with China.

The original Mekong Committee had begun setting up
31 hydrological and meteorological testing stationsin 1957.
Today there are 531 stations measuring rainfall and 253 hy-
drological stations measuring water levels, flow and quality
alongtheMekong. The Hydrological yearbook hasbeen pub-
lished every year since 1964, and posts the data daily via In-
ternet.

Vietnam'’ scontribution, noted above, isacrashrural elec-
trification program Vietnam has an ambitious plan to build
nine power plantsduring 2003, with aid from Japan’ s Official
Development Assistance fund covering 86% of the plants
$440 million construction cost, with the balance covered by
Viethamese loans.

In total, Vietnam will invest in 28 power plants to in-
crease capacity by 9,600 megawatts. The new plants will
including 28 hydro-power plants with total capacity of
4,000 MW, and ten thermal power plants, with total capacity
of 5,600 MW. Electricity of Viethnam (EVN) plans to invest
$665 millionin Ho Chi Minh City’ selectric grid, to increase
capacity from 25.5 to 64.6 kilowatt-hours per day per capita,
over seven years. In March-June 2003, the city suffered
from extreme temperatures, with power consumption rising
20%, resulting in 110 power outages. Ho Chi Minh City
(formerly Saigon) accounts for 25% of national power con-
sumption.

EVN plans investment of $140 million in Coo Long in
the Mekong Delta, to upgrade power access to 1,100 rural
communes. Demand isexpectedto rise 13% annually to 2010.
Longer term energy development includes construction of
two gas-fired thermal plantsby 2005, onein O Mon District of
Can Tho province, and another in CaMau Province. Funding
comes from a combination of the World Bank, Asian Devel-
opment Bank, and the Japanese Bank for International
Co-operation.
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