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INTRODUCTION

China is a riparian country of 19 international
river and lake systems (See Table 1)—which
places 32.32 percent of the country within inter-
national river basins (Wolf. et. al. 1999). The
importance of China in these transboundary
freshwater systems varies much from one basin
to another, depending on such factors as its
“share” in catchement area, degrees of eco-
nomic development in the basin, and geographic
setting (e.g., if China is upstream or down-
stream). Also, China’s use of transboundary
water has been a very “hot” issue only in a lim-
ited number of international basins, where water
has become a vital resource for both upstream
and downstream countries. Notably, trans-
boundary water is not yet a matter of dispute
among basin countries neighboring China, but
the potential for conflict is growing in some
river basins that the Chinese government is tar-
geting for major economic development.

In some international river basins, the Mekong
River Basin in particular, the policy of China

towards these transboundary freshwater systems
has raised concern among other basin countries.
This concern stems from China’s potentially
crucial role in maintaining the basin’s water
quantity and quality and the fact the Chinese
government has issued few clear statements
regarding its policy on international river basins.

The aim of this paper is to highlight the impor-
tance and political and economic implications
of China’s policy (one that is sometimes only
implied) in dealing with international river sys-
tems. References will be made mostly to the
Mekong River Basin, where the absence of
China—the upstream country—from the exist-
ing river basin organization (i.e., Mekong River
Commission - MRC) has been a matter of dis-
pute by downstream countries and the interna-
tional community. To a lesser extent, references
will be made to the Salween River Basin, where
planned constructions of dams in China and
Myanmar have been a matter of concern among
those concerned about environmental issues.

1. MEKONG RIVER BASIN

1. 1 Establishment of the Mekong Committee

The Mekong River is an international river with
six riparian countries, namely Cambodia, China,
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam. It has
total length 4,200 kilometers (km), which
makes it the twelfth longest river of the world. It
is the largest international river within Southeast
Asia with a catchment area of 795,000 km2 and
4,750 million cubic meters (m3) of average
annual runoff (Kuniyasu 1992). The river rises
in Tibet and flows for about 2,000 km through
high mountain ranges and valleys in China’s
Yunnan Province and the northeastern part of
Myanmar. The river then enters into the lower
Mekong Basin at Laos and its meandering path
forms the border between Laos and Thailand for
900 km. This huge river then flows through

Cambodia and Vietnam before discharging into
the South China Sea. In Vietnam, it has a large
delta named “nine dragons.” 

The Economic Council for Asia and Far East of
the United Nations (ECAFE) issued a report in
1957 proposing a tentative integrated develop-
ment plan for the lower Mekong River Basin.
The report noted that irrigation was being uti-
lized in only 3 percent of the entire farmland
(57,000 km2) of the four riparian states and that
water resources could be developed to irrigate
as much as 90,000 km2 of farmland. The report
also suggested that 13.7 GW of hydropower
could be generated, by constructing five dams in
the basin.
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Table 1. International River Basins with China as a Riparian State 
Basin Name Basin Country Area (sq. km) Percent in basin 
Amur Russia 1,006,100 48.23

China 889,100 42.62

Mongolia 190,600 9.14

North Korea 100 0.01

Aral Sea Kazakhstan 424,400 34.46

Uzbekistan 382,600 31.07

Tajikistan 135,700 11.02

Kyrgyzstan 111,700 9.07

Afghanistan 104,900 8.52

Turkmenistan 70,000 5.68

China 1,900 0.15

Pakistan 200 0.01

Bei Jiang/his China 407,900 97.63

Vietnam 9,800 2.35

Beilun China 800 84.92

Vietnam 100 15.08

Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna India 948,400 58.01

China 321,300 19.65

Nepal 147,400 9.01

Bangladesh 107,100 6.55

India, claimed by China 67,100 4.11

Bhutan 39,900 2.44

India control, claimed by China 1,200 0.07

Myanmar (Burma) 80 0

Har Us Nur Mongolia 179,300 96.81

Russia 5,600 3.04

China 300 0.15

Ili/Kunes He Kazakhstan 97,100 60.24

China 55,300 34.32

Kyrgyzstan 8,800 5.44

Indus Pakistan 597,700 52.48

India 381,600 33.51

China 76,200 6.69

Afghanistan 72,100 6.33

Chinese control, claimed by India 9,600 0.84

Indian control, claimed by China 1,600 0.14

Nepal 10 0

Irrawaddy Myanmar (Burma) 368,600 91.2

China 18,500 4.58

India 14,100 3.49

India, claimed by China 1,200 0.3
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Mekong Laos 198,000 25.14

Thailand 193,900 24.62

China 171,700 21.79

Cambodia (Kampuchea) 158,400 20.1

Vietnam 38,200 4.84

Myanmar 27,600 3.51

Ob Russia 2,192,700 74.31

Kazakhstan 743,800 25.21

China 13,900 0.47

Mongolia 200 0.01

Pu Lun T’o China 77,800 87.39

Mongolia 11,100 12.48

Russia 80 0.09

Kazakhstan 30 0.04

Red/Song Hong China 84,500 53.75

Vietnam 71,500 45.5

Laos 1,200 0.74

Salween China 127,900 52.4

Myanmar 107,000 43.85

Thailand 9,100 3.73

Sujfun China 11,800 64.46

Russia 6,500 35.54

Sulak Russia 13,900 92.38

Georgia 1,100 7.24

Azerbaijan 60 0.38

Tarim China 1,000,300 95.12

Chinese control, claimed by India 21,500 2.04

Kyrgyzstan 21,100 2

Tajikistan 6,600 0.63

Pakistan 2,000 0.19

Afghanistan 60 0.01

Tumen China 20,300 69.75

North Korea 8,300 28.59

Russia 500 1.66

Yalu China 26,800 52.65

North Korea 23,800 46.82

Table 1. International River Basins with China as a Riparian State (continued)
Basin Name Basin Country Area (sq. km) Percent in basin 
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The representatives of the four riparian coun-
tries (Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam)
had a meeting in May 1957 to follow up the
report by ECAFE where they recommended the
creation of a coordination committee. Another
meeting of the four riparian countries was held
in September 1957 and the representatives
unanimously adopted statutes for creating the
Mekong Committee (Hori 1993). The major
roles of the Mekong Committee, headquartered
in Bangkok, Thailand, were to: (a) coordinate
studies and develop a water resources develop-
ment scheme for the lower Mekong River
Basin, (b) solicit technical and financial assis-
tance on behalf of basin countries, and (c) indi-
vidually accept and manage international
assistance provided to develop and protect the
Mekong (JICA 1990).

The four member countries and many interna-
tional organizations envisaged that development
and management of water resources in the
Mekong River Basin—such as hydropower gen-
eration, irrigation and flood control—would
spur socioeconomic development of the basin
countries and lift the region out of poverty
(Jacobs 1995). The prevailing poverty of the
region was then regarded as the major driving
force of the communist movements in the ripar-
ian countries, and the therefore the U.S. govern-
ment gave full support for the development
scheme of the Mekong River Basin. Due to this
very anti-communist aim of establishing the
Mekong Committee, China was not invited to
become one of the founding member states of
the Mekong Committee. 

1. 2 Absence of China Under the New 
Agreement 

Three member states of the Mekong Committee
(Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam) observed the
change in political regime in 1975. Conse-
quently, these countries failed to appoint pleni-
potentiary members to the Mekong Committee
in 1976 and 1977. No session of the Committee
was therefore held in these years, which almost
caused the Mekong Committee to cease to exist.

Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam agreed in April
1977 to establish an interim body. Cambodia
was then under the rule of the Khmer Rouge and
was unable to participate in an international
effort to create a basin cooperative organization.
The Interim Mekong Committee was thus estab-

lished in January 1978. Cambodia’s absence put
limits on the activities of this committee, for
many projects and political discussions over, for
example, the construction of mainstream dams,
could not be resolved without Cambodia and
were obliged to be put aside (Mekong Secretar-
iat 1989). 

It took almost another two decades to readmit
Cambodia into the framework of the collabora-
tive scheme among riparian states of the lower
Mekong River Basin. In April 1995, the four
basin countries of the lower Mekong River
Basin (Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam)
signed “The Agreement on the Cooperation for
the Sustainable Development of the Mekong
River Basin,” which consequently created the
intergovernmental body, the Mekong River
Commission (MRC), as the successor of the
Mekong Committee. 

Up to the present day, two upper riparian coun-
tries—China and Myanmar, who did not join in
signing the agreement—have not become mem-
bers of the MRC. Instead of full membership,
China and Myanmar have been maintaining the
position of so-called “dialogue partners.” The
absence of these two crucial upstream nations
from the MRC has been regarded as a major
problem to promoting true sustainable develop-
ment in the basin. Of particular concern is the
planned cascade of dams within the territory of
China, which may produce adverse effects upon
countries in the lower stream of the river (New
Scientist 2004). When the river observed record
low flows in early 2004 with reportedly unprec-
edented fluctuations in levels, the MRC called
an emergency meeting in March 2004 to discuss
these alarming changes in the flow regime.
MRC also sent an official letter to China
demanding information about the operation of
its dams, for many experts speculated whether
such a change in the hydrological regime may
stem from the dams China has built on the river
(the Manwan and Dachaoshan). The director of
the MRC’s water resources department admitted
that there was an assumption that the two dams
were the cause of the situation (New Scientist
2004). 

Many in the MRC and international donor com-
munity thus wonder whether China, as the most
upstream country of the basin, would eventually
become a member state. The argument support-
ing China’s participation in the MRC implicitly
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and perhaps naively assumes that by having all
the riparian states as members would automati-
cally solve many present and future problems in
the basin. The prevailing argument about admit-
ting China to the MRC, seems to take for
granted that the existing framework of the MRC
would remain unchanged after having China as
an additional member state. This assumption
sounds too optimistic for this author, for having
the “super power” of the region as the most
upstream country among member states may
likely make the decision-making process of the

MRC more complicated. It ought to be recalled
that determining the location of the headquarters
was a big political issue when the MRC was
about to be established and that the only solu-
tion was a very complicated and inefficient
scheme of making the headquarters a “shuttle”
between Phnom Penh (Cambodia) and Vientien
(Laos) every five years. China as an additional
member state could be a solution for existing
problems, but also could be a source of new
problems.

2. SALWEEN RIVER BASIN

2. 1 An Undeveloped Basin with Potentials

The Salween originates in the Tibetan plateau
and drains an area of 320,000 km2 in China,
Myanmar, and Thailand. It initially flows
through Yunnan Province and then meanders
majestically through Myanmar and Thailand on
its way to emptying into the Andaman Sea by
Moulmein. For most of its route the river is of
little commercial value (except for hydropower
generation as mentioned below), and it passes
through deep gorges. However, once entering
Myanmar it spreads into a wide delta irrigating
the country’s agricultural heartland. In its lower
course, it forms the frontier between Myanmar
and Thailand for about 130 km. It is the longest
river in Myanmar and is navigable by small
craft in certain sections, but dangerous rapids
hinder its use as a major waterway.

Despite the fact that studies since the 1950s
have identified tremendous hydropower poten-
tial, the Salween is a relatively undeveloped
basin—with only one major hydroelectric
project at Baluchaung in Myanmar. The power
companies in the basin countries, as well as pri-
vate Japanese concerns, have pursued individual
feasibility studies but it is only since the 1970s
that the potential of the basin as a whole have
been investigated (Beach, et al. 2000).

There is no coordination mechanism among
basin countries for the Salween River Basin.
Only in June 1989, following a visit of a Thai
government delegation to Myanmar, was a joint
technical committee established between Thai-
land and Myanmar, made up primarily of repre-
sentatives from the power companies of the two
countries. Since that time, the committee has

continued to meet and undertake hydropower
feasibility studies, but no project or manage-
ment body has been implemented, although, as
discussed below, some projects are being seri-
ously considered. To date, China has not been
included in these discussions. As compared with
the long history of collaboration in the lower
part of the Mekong River Basin, there remains
considerable room for more coordinated efforts
by riparian states towards integrated manage-
ment of water resources in the Salween River
Basin.

2. 2 Hydropower Development Schemes

Several schemes for hydropower generation
have been made public by the Salween’s ripar-
ian states. For example, Thailand and Myanmar
have agreed to set up a joint venture for the con-
struction of five hydro-powered dams in the Sal-
ween River Basin, beginning with Tha Sang
dam. The agreement was reached during the
visit to Yangon on 16-17 August 2004 by a Thai
delegation led by an assistant to the energy min-
ister, who held talks with the Ministry of Elec-
tricity of Myanmar. Both countries would step
up cooperation to develop five hydroelectricity
generating projects, which included the Tha
Sang dam for a 7,000-megawatt power plant in
the upper Salween, and two 600MW power
plants at Hajji and Tanaosi. A joint Thai-Myan-
mar cooperation committee has been set up to
push for implementation of these dam projects
(Bangkok Post 2004). Notably, the design of
these projects has omitted broad stakeholder
participation and the dams have been criticized
in terms of their impacts on the natural and
human environments (Bangkok Post 2003).
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In order to fuel its ever-expanding industrial
growth China needs more electricity, and the
government’s latest plan involves harnessing
the power of the Salween River to build 13
hydroelectric dams (BBC News 2004). This
large-scale development scheme has created
concerns and worries among those in the down-
stream areas. China was widely criticized by
environmental groups for showing little concern
for the downstream countries, which fear
adverse ecological effects (Burma Today 2004).

This brief overview of the Salween River high-
lights that: (a) the proposed development
schemes in the Salween River Basin are almost
exclusively for hydropower generation, (b)
these plans are criticized on environment
grounds by civil society organizations, (c) no
formal opposition to development on the Sal-
ween has been made by other riparian states,
and (d) absence of functional coordination
mechanism such as river basin organization is
not viewed as a big problem among basin coun-
tries.

3. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

3. 1 Is China’s Existing Policy Fatal for Other 
Riparian States?

In the case of its absence from the MRC, it
would appear China maintains an “isolation pol-
icy” in dealing with international rivers. It is dif-
ficult to judge if this assumption is right or
wrong, however, this author does not regard the
absence of China as a fatal flaw in the existing
framework of the MRC, for: 

(a) The MRC is no longer the only institutional
framework in the region to promote eco-
nomic development of the countries; 

(b) Other mechanisms such as the Greater
Mekong Sub-region (GMS) have China as a
major actor the initiatives; and,

(c) Riparian states in the lower Mekong River
Basin have functioning communication
channels with China. 

The issue of China’s participation should be
regarded within a larger framework, a broader
economic development scheme of the region,
rather than the MRC, which is a regional insti-
tute mostly dealing with water (Onishi and
Nakayama 2004). 

In the same context, admitting China into the
existing MRC framework may not automati-
cally solve the existing problems. In short,
China is not the sole solution to MRC woes, for:
(a) both in the past and currently, some disputes
exist among the present member states, (b) hav-
ing more member states may make the problems
more complicated in seeking for a solution, and
(c) the existing “power balance” among member
states will be disrupted by admitting China and
it may take a long time for a new equilibrium to

be established.

3. 2 Existence of Other Regional Frameworks 
and Mechanisms

In the Mekong River Basin, many regional
frameworks and mechanisms other than the
MRC have begun to emerge since the early
1990s, as a result of the end of the Cold War.
This proliferation of new cooperative mecha-
nisms has meant the MRC is no longer the only
institutional framework in the region to promote
the economic development of the countries. For
instance, in 1992, the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) launched the Greater Mekong Sub-
region (GMS) framework to promote the socio-
economic development in the six riparian coun-
tries of the Mekong River. GMS focuses on
transport, energy, trade, environment, capacity
building, trade, and tourism. Another example is
the Quadripartite Economic Cooperation (QEC)
initiative, launched by Thailand and China in
1993 to promote the economic cooperation
among the Mekong’s four upper riparian coun-
tries (China, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand)
through transport-related projects. In addition to
these initiatives, in 1996, a larger framework
which encompasses riparian countries and non-
riparian countries was launched; ASEAN-
Mekong Basin Development Cooperation
(AMBDC). AMBDC aims to stimulate eco-
nomic cooperation among the ASEAN coun-
tries, redressing the economic disparity between
long-time ASEAN countries and the newly
ASEAN members, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar,
and Vietnam.

These frameworks and mechanisms have some-
what marginalized the MRC both as a mecha-
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nism to stimulate collaboration among the
riparian countries and as a scheme to fund
projects from donor countries. In short, the
MRC is no longer the only dominant regional
institution, in sharp contrasts to its predecessor,
the Mekong Committee the predominant power
in the basin from late 1950s to mid-1970s
(Nakayama 1999).

Concerning China, the above mentioned mecha-
nisms act as strong links encouraging China to
work with other countries to develop the
Mekong River Basin region. For example, the
GMS encompasses all six riparian countries,
including southern part of China, Yunnan Prov-
ince—a key area of the region. The GMS has a
targeted project aimed at fostering socioeco-
nomic development in Yunnan Province
through a “North-South Economic Corridor” in
the transport sector and through a Western Yun-
nan Road Development Project. Although not
China as a whole but only Yunnan Province is
encompassed by the GMS projects, it revels that
China can be enticed to cooperate with other
riparian countries through some regional
development frameworks. Moreover, the
AMBDC commenced a ministerial-level con-
ference in Malaysia in 1996, in which a repre-
sentative from China took part as a member of
“dialogue partners” of the ASEAN. It was really
an epoch-making event in that all the members
of Southeast Asian counties, including China,
had the chance to sit at the negotiating table and
discuss the regional development of the
Mekong riparian countries (Yamakage 2003). 

Thus, despite the fact that China did not sign the
1995 Agreement and is not the member of the
MRC, other regional mechanisms have China as
a major actor, which draws China out of its self-
imposed isolation. From the above discussion it
would appear safe to assume that riparian states
in the lower Mekong River Basin, Cambodia,
Laos, Thailand and Vietnam have functioning
communication channels with China through
various mechanisms. Therefore, the absence of
China must not be regarded as a fatal flaw in the
existing framework of the MRC. Since China
has had a strong will not to contend with South-
east Asian countries for diplomatic and eco-
nomic reasons since the 1990s, it is hard for
China to completely disregard the voices of
these riparian states in the lower Mekong River
Basin.

Regarding the Salween River Basin, those con-
cerned with the environmental impacts of dam
construction projects point out that information
transparency still could be improved consider-
ably. A formal functioning mechanism for coor-
dination among riparian states still has not been
established. However, regarding at least the
development of dams, some functional, some-
times nongovernmental, communication chan-
nels among these nations do exist. The very
issue is not how riparian states talk at the gov-
ernmental level but how other sectors—such as
electricity generation— may be involved in
regional planning through the implementation
of water resources development in the catch-
ment.

3. 3 Other Factors for Consideration

In evaluating the absence of China from the
MRC, several other factors should be taken into
account. First, there might be the disparity
between the central government and the local
authority within China about the pros and cons
regarding applying for a membership of the
MRC. In other words, the central government
could desire to be an active international player,
for example, by achieving a consensus with the
downstream countries or at least negotiating
with them. Conversely, the local authority,
namely the Yunnan Province, might give prior-
ity to the rapid economic development of their
region, which contains many poor ethnic minor-
ity communities, particularly in the border
region.

Second, it is conceivable that the current mem-
bers of the MRC are not terribly keen to have
China as a formal member of the MRC, for the
political dynamics among the current upstream
member countries would be changed if they had
China as a politically very powerful and the
“most upstream” country at the table. The exist-
ing counties have reasons to maintain the status
quo. Third, and a point related to the second, the
MRC might encounter an impasse in negotia-
tions by adding more member states. It merits
mention that it was very difficult even for the
four basin countries to negotiate the 1995
Agreement. By having more member states, the
MRC may eventually confront with a more
demanding situation, which could make the
MRC less effective. 
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Finally, China’s noncompliance with the 1997
U.N. Treaty on Non-Navigational Use of Inter-
national Waters1 could actually prevent China
from joining the MRC. China might regard it
unnecessary to be the member of the MRC just
because it does not abide by the treaty. While
the number of countries that ratified the Treaty
is not yet sufficient to make the Treaty effective,
the Treaty has become a code of conduct for the
international society in dealing with trans-
boundary water systems. It ought to be noted

that: (a) the judgment by the International Court
of Justice, about the conflict between Hungary
and Slovakia over construction of dams on the
Danube River, was based on the contents of the
Treaty, and (b) the “Ganges Treaty” adopted by
Bangladesh and India in 1996 was also based on
the Treaty, which was then still a draft. This
Treaty should be considered in examining if (or
to what extent) China may “disregard” this glo-
bal trend and maintain an “isolation policy” vis-
à-vis the Mekong River Basin.
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