Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Delta

The Mekong River’s watershed includes parts of six nations: Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Laos), Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar (Burma), and China.

Many demands are made on the river—to provide water for industrial and agricultural development, to sustain subsistence fishing, for transport, and to maintain delicate ecological and hydrological balances. Inevitably, there are conflicting demands on the resource and very different views as to how the water should (or should not) be used.

Disparities in the power and wealth of the countries involved pose problems in reaching solutions that are acceptable to all. This is especially true in determining how to balance economic development opportunities (such as dam construction) with the river’s livelihood benefits to the 60 million people who live in the river basin. Around 30 percent of these people live below the poverty line and rely, for example, on the fish they catch from the river for their food. Similarly, the silt load that the river produces is crucial for intensive farming systems in Vietnam and Cambodia but less important elsewhere.

In 1995, Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Thailand, and Vietnam signed the Agreement on Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin. Although they were not signatories of the original agreement, China and Myanmar have participated as “dialog partners” in deliberations of the commission and provide information important to discussions. Potential benefits of regional action include the establishment of a regional electricity grid and a regional growth plan. The agreement could also have environmental advantages by encouraging countries to consider the downstream effects of their activities.


The Agreement on Cooperation specifies that the countries involved have neither the right to use nor to veto the use of the water of the Mekong, implying that consensus is necessary to move forward. An out- growth of the agreement was the establishment of a Mekong River Commission with representatives of the four participating countries. The solution for the Mekong seems to be a balance: the careful selection and construction of environmentally “good” dams over “bad” ones, for example. However, cooperation is often difficult to achieve. Differences in historical use patterns, financial benefits, and political power will all be involved in determining the success or failure of this agreement. 

