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Abstract
The Lancang-Mekong River Basin (LMRB) is one of the most important river basins in Southeast Asia, encompassing the 6 countries of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS). Its significance is further amplified by the fact that some 70 million inhabitants reside within the river basin boundaries, depending on it as a major source of livelihoods, transport route, recreational and socio-cultural activities. The river has also served as a symbolic bond of kinship and friendship for the various ethnic and population groups living within the watershed. Furthermore, the riverine system is rich in flora and fauna, many of which are endemic to this particular and unique ecosystem.
With the integration of the GMS countries during the past several years and the foreseeable future, major plans to harness the potential of the Lancang-Mekong were either accelerated or set in motion such as the development of water resources for hydropower, flood control and irrigation and the stream channelization for navigation purposes. This paper will examine the prospects and challenges for achieving sustainable and equitable development of the LMRB by analyzing various key cooperative frameworks that have appeared within the last decade and assessing the likelihood of achieving more durable cooperation, coexistence and peace in the GMS. 

INTRODUCTION

The Lancang-Mekong is one of the most important rivers in Southwest China and continental Southeast Asia, traversing the 6 riparian countries of the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS), comprising Vietnam, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, Myanmar and Yunnan province of China and thus serving as the central thread and common element for the sub-region. Its significance is further amplified by the fact that some 70 million inhabitants reside within the river basin boundaries, depending on it as a major source of livelihoods in the provision of water and food for human sustenance, in the production of crops, livestock, fisheries, forestry and its related products, as a means of transport for goods and people, as well as for tourism, recreational and socio-cultural activities. The river has also served as a symbolic bond of kinship and friendship for the various ethnic and population groups living within the watershed over the span of time and geographical area. Furthermore, the riverine system is rich in flora and fauna, many of which are endemic to this particular and unique ecosystem.

The GMS has become a key area for growth and development in mainland Southeast Asia over the past decade. This was brought about by the peaceful resolution of conflict in Indochina in the early 1990s, the integration of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam into the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the gradual opening of Yunnan province and China itself to its southern neighbors and coupled with financing support most notably from the Asian Development Bank (ADB).  With the presence of such a conducive setting and the resulting increase in economic activity and the integration of the GMS countries during the past several years, major plans to harness and manage the potential of the Lancang-Mekong River Basin (LMRB) were either accelerated or set in motion for some of the previously-mentioned objectives such as the development of water structures for hydropower, flood control and irrigation and the stream channelization for navigation purposes. Even though many of these schemes are intended to bring benefit in terms of raising the income and productivity of the countries concerned along with promoting cooperation and peaceful coexistence among them, there is also an undeniable fact that such development has come with an associated cost in the form of adverse impacts on the environment, as well as social and cultural fabric of the communities living within the basin. Recent developments pertaining to the river system, most notably from the construction of hydropower dams and navigation channel improvements have caused alarm in some quarters due to observed negative impacts and potentially undesirable effects. There is a further need to examine in more detail the equity issues as to how much is gained and lost and to whom, where and when. Furthermore, with expected increase in demand for scarce and limited resources in the years ahead due to population growth, environmental factors such as climate change as well as other competing needs and interests such as urbanization, industrialization and agricultural intensification, the potential conflicts over the distribution and utilization of water and other related natural resources are likely to occur in the coming years. Without proper analysis and mechanisms to address some of these emerging problems, tensions and confrontations will soon arise which may in the end offset and negate the positive features that were envisaged earlier in the various development schemes. Some of the potential disputes and conflicts that are likely to appear or intensify within the LMRB in the foreseeable future include upstream-downstream as well as lateral riparian issues and in particular the allocation of water for multiple uses between countries, within a country or even between population groups including the possible environmental and social impacts of these schemes on the millions of people who depend on the Mekong River system for their livelihoods and well-being.

This paper will examine the various key cooperative frameworks and modalities that have appeared within the last decade or so in the context of the development of the LMRB, discussing their strengths and weaknesses in meeting the challenges and opportunities facing this sub-region in the years ahead, especially in relation to the sustainable and equitable management of the transboundary and international river system and its related natural resources.  Some recommendations will also be made with regard to building synergies among the existing frameworks as well as the possible creation of alternative mechanisms to more effectively tackle some of the problems at hand in pursuit of an equitable, integrated, and sustainable development paradigm for the LMRB which could lead in the end to more durable cooperation, coexistence and peace in the GMS. 

COOPERATION FRAMEWORKS

Major plans of cooperation for the development of the Mekong River for multi-purposes such as hydropower, flood control, navigation and irrigation, began as far back as half a century ago. In 1951, the then Economic Commission  for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) conceived of a grand scheme for Mekong development which eventually led to the establishment in 1957 of the Mekong Committee to coordinate the investigations of the lower part of this important river basin.  The members of this Committee included Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. Due to the many years of wars and ideological conflicts and other divisions among the riparian countries from the 1960s to the 1980s, implementation of the various plans, especially those within the mainstream river section, did not materialize.  Development projects did not completely cease during this period as several significant reservoirs were built along some of the tributaries of the Mekong together with numerous other activities that were undertaken within the basin.  Large-scale, region-wide schemes were revived with the end of hostilities in the region following the conclusion of the Cambodian peace accords in the early 1990s which enabled economic growth, development, cooperation and integration to take place more readily.  

First, with financing from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) the Greater Mekong Subregional Economic Cooperation Program or GMS Program was established in 1992 among Cambodia, China (Yunnan province), Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam with the aim of strengthening economic linkages between them and enhancing the achievement of common policies and objectives including sustainable management of natural resources and the environment. This eventually led to the first GMS Summit held in Phnom Penh, Cambodia on 3 November 2002 which issued a declaration entitled “Making it Happen: A Common Strategy on Cooperation for Growth, Equity and Prosperity in the Greater Mekong Subregion”.  In the following year, at the 12th GMS Ministerial conference held in Dali City, Yunnan province, China on 17-19 September 2003, the Ministers ended the conference by underscoring enhanced connectivity, increased competitiveness and a greater sense of community as the fundamental building blocks towards achieving the stated objectives in the GMS Summit declaration. This was further elaborated at the Second GMS Summit convened in Kunming, China in July 2005 with the issued declaration of achieving “A Stronger GMS Partnership for Common Prosperity”. 
Second, the Mekong Committee was transformed into the Mekong River Commission (MRC) when the four lower riparian countries signed the Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin on 5 April 1995 in Chiangrai, Thailand.  The MRC’s vision for the Mekong River Basin is “an economically prosperous, socially just and environmentally sound river basin” and its mission is “to promote and coordinate sustainable management and development of water and related resources for the countries’ mutual benefit and the people’s well-being by implementing strategic programmes and activities and providing scientific information and policy advice”.  Recent meetings of the MRC governing bodies touched on the implementation of some of the
Jointly agreed cooperative schemes and in particular the development of closer interaction and exchange of information between MRC and the two upper riparian members, namely China and Myanmar.

Third, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam all joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in the mid to late 1990s thus fulfilling the dream of the founding fathers of ASEAN of uniting all Southeast Asian countries under one regional umbrella framework and therefore enabling closer economic and other forms of integration to take place among the concerned countries. In this regard, the Initiative for ASEAN Integration or IAI was created in 2000 to enhance and facilitate the process of integrating the newer and less developed countries of ASEAN with the older and more developed member states. This was further emphasized in the Vientiane Action Programme adopted at the ASEAN Summit in November 2004 whereby the goals and strategies for narrowing the development gap were more clearly enunciated. In addition, the ASEAN Mekong Basin Development Cooperation (AMBDC) forum was established in 1996 with the following objectives: - (i) enhance economically sound and sustainable development of the Mekong Basin; (ii) encourage a process of dialogue and common project identification which can result in firm economic partnerships for mutual benefit; and (iii) strengthen the interconnections and economic linkages between the ASEAN member countries and the Mekong riparian countries. AMBDC is a cooperative framework involving all ASEAN countries and China and it is worth noting that the five lower riparian states of the Mekong River Basin are all members of ASEAN.  Under the proposed ASEAN-China Free Trade Area and the plan of action on strengthening ASEAN-China strategic partnerships, the Mekong Basin development also featured prominently as one of the key areas of cooperation between the two sides. 
Fourth, various Japanese initiatives such as the Forum for the Comprehensive Development of Indochina (FCDI) and the collaboration with ASEAN under the AEM-METI scheme came into being in the 1990s to foster cooperation primarily in the areas of trade and investment facilitation, infrastructure and industrial development, promotion of business and private sector involvement as well as human resource development. The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) which is the successor of ECAFE had also been a collaborative partner in the FCDI. Some recent examples of major infrastructure and investment projects financed through Japanese funding sources include the construction of the Second Mekong International Bridge connecting the Thai province of Mukdahan and the Lao province of Savannakhet, the improvement of highways along the East-West economic and transport corridor in the northeast of Thailand, across Lao PDR and into Vietnam, and the upgrading of several port facilities along the Mekong River.  
Fifth, at its 56th Commission Session on 7 June 2000, UNESCAP proclaimed the Decade of Greater Mekong Subregion Development Cooperation, 2000-2009, in order to focus attention and encourage the support of the international community for the intensification of economic and social development in the subregion.  UNESCAP is expected to play a coordinating role in mobilizing the required resources in the provision of technical assistance to the countries of the GMS, particularly in such areas as human resources development, trade and investment, transport and communications, tourism, poverty alleviation and social development. Most of the activities implemented thus far in this regard concerns trade and investment promotion and particularly the engagement of private sector in the process, cross-border transport facilitation, tourism development and ICT applications, some of which involved collaboration with ADB and FCDI.

Recently, new trilateral, quadrilateral or other multilateral cooperation arrangements were established which have a bearing on the Mekong Basin and its management and these include (a) developments related to the Lancang-Upper Mekong River Commercial Navigation Agreement signed on 20 April 2000 in Tachilek, Myanmar between China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, with the aim of utilizing the river for the transport of goods and people in order to facilitate trade and tourism, (b) the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation which was initiated on 10 November 2000 in Vientiane, Lao PDR and comprises Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam and India with the aim of fostering cooperation in tourism, culture, transport linkages and human resources development, (c) the Development Triangle Initiative agreed by the leaders of Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam in 2000 to promote further economic cooperation and reduce poverty especially in the border areas of these three countries, (d) the Ayeyawady-Chaophraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) comprising of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand that was initiated by Thailand in April 2003 and resulted in a Summit meeting of the leaders of the four countries in Bagan, Myanmar on 12 November 2003  which agreed to implement a Plan of Action for cooperation in the areas of trade and investment facilitation, agriculture and industry, transport linkages, tourism and human resources development; Vietnam has subsequently joined this grouping in 2004, and (e) the Emerald Triangle Cooperation Framework consisting of Cambodia, Lao PDR and Thailand focusing on tourism development that was established on 2 August 2003 in Pakse, Lao PDR.

ASSESSMENT OF THE KEY FRAMEWORKS

GMS Program  

The GMS program, which already has a track record of about a dozen years, started off rather slowly but in recent years has picked up speed and increased in prominence leading up to a first ever Summit meeting of all GMS leaders in Phnom Penh, Cambodia in November 2002. There has been an agreement that the GMS Summits will be held every three years with China hosting the second one in Kunming in July 2005. Ministerial-level meetings of the GMS program have been held on a yearly basis since its inception with the most recent one convened in Vientiane, Lao PDR at the end of 2004.

The thrust of the GMS program has been predominantly focused so far on promoting and facilitating economic and infrastructure development by integrating the countries in the sub-region with a system of transport and various other economic networks and corridors, energy grids and power interconnections, facilitation of cross-border movements of goods and people as well as telecommunications linkups. However the recently approved Regional Cooperation Strategy and Program, 2004-2008 (RCSP) under the GMS program acknowledges potential risks associated with the program especially related to equity, social and environmental issues and plans to address these accordingly. To what extent this will eventually materialize in the form of integrated, sustained and concerted action remains to be seen. One of the priority areas under the RCSP is “managing the environment and shared natural resources – especially of the watershed systems of the Mekong River – to help ensure sustainable development and conservation of natural resources”. In this connection, efforts had been made to foster collaboration between the activities of the ADB and the MRC such as through joint undertaking on Mekong flood management and control measures and studies to look at opportunities to forge closer cooperation between the two institutions. These could then serve as the platform for a more basin-wide integrated approach to natural resources management. ADB’s collaboration with ASEAN had also taken on more significance in recent years due to the integration of the newer and less developed countries of ASEAN with the older and more developed counterparts with aim of creating an ASEAN Economic Community in the foreseeable future.  Within the GMS context, this relates specially to the areas of trade and investment promotion, customs and immigration facilitation and other necessary cross-border arrangements.   

ADB had lately also attempted to broaden its stakeholder participation in its policy, program and project formulation and implementation processes to include consultation with NGOs and civil society groups.  In this regard, it established an NGO Center in 2001 to interface with NGOs on development issues of mutual concern and adopted in 2003 an “ADB-Government-NGO Cooperation: A Framework for Action 2003-2005” which is its first institution-wide work plan for trilateral cooperation in the context of ADB operations.  Within the GMS program, efforts had also been made to engage NGO and civil society participation. The RCSP was vetted by representatives from the NGO community in the 1st ADB-Government-NGO Tripartite workshop in early 2004 before being finalized and endorsed.  Further opportunities for NGO participation were provided through a series of country-level workshops to review, monitor and evaluate implementation progress of the RCSP which was followed by the 2nd ADB-Government-NGO Tripartite workshop earlier this year.  

One recent development that is worth noting in the context of GMS is the adoption by ADB in 2005 of a revised version of its then existing Water Policy. It concerned an original provision requiring “all large water resources projects especially those involving dams and storage – given the record of environmental and social hazards associated with such projects – that all such projects will need to be justified in the public interest, and all government and nongovernment stakeholders in the country must agree on the justification”. ADB had sought views on this matter from various stakeholders to what has now become a newly endorsed amendment making the above provision less stringent.

Although the GMS program, by virtue of all the concerned riparian countries of the Mekong River being members, is ideally suited to address some of the critical transboundary natural resources and environmental issues facing the sub-region in general and the Mekong River Basin in particular, the fact is that very little of such has taken place, despite a Working Group on Environment being set up within the program framework and the publication earlier in 2004 of the GMS Atlas of the Environment and the establishment of a Biodiversity Conservation Corridor initiative in 2005  notwithstanding. Most of the project activities that have been implemented so far are rather location-specific and those that have more sub-region or basin-wide coverage somehow did not result in any significant impact at the policy-setting or key decision-making levels.  One plausible explanation is that, being a multilateral development bank, ADB has deliberately taken an apolitical and neutral approach focusing mainly on economic and infrastructure development which dovetails very well with its comparative advantage of being a lending institution.  In the eyes of the GMS countries, ADB can also be viewed as only an external catalyst, coordinating and mobilizing the necessary technical and financial resources required for implementing the GMS program, rather than an indigenous concerned party.  

MRC
The Mekong River Commission (MRC) has reached its 10th year of existence following its transformation from the Mekong Committee since 1995.  The Commission consists of a Council at the ministerial level, a Joint Committee (JC) at the senior official’s level and a Secretariat which serves as the technical and administrative arm of both the Council and the JC and under the direct supervision of the JC. Member countries have also established National Mekong Committees (NMCs) and secretariats to further support the MRC in its mission at the individual country level.  The Council normally meets once a year while the JC is convened twice a year.  

The MRC’s scope of work has expanded from its original tasks during the Mekong Committee period of primarily water resources related development to also now include environmental, capacity building and socio-economic considerations in its various programmes.  The MRC currently has 4 core programmes, namely, Basin Development Plan, Water Utilization Programme, Environment Programme and Flood Management and Mitigation Programme. This is complemented by an Integrated Capacity Building Support Programme and several sectoral programmes in the following areas: - Fisheries, Agriculture, Irrigation and Forestry, Navigation, Water Resources Management and Tourism. 

The MRC’s mandate of ensuring “reasonable and equitable utilization” of the waters of the Mekong River Basin (MRB) also puts it in a supposedly arbitrator and rule-maker position with respect to decisions on the allocation of water resources.  In this respect, with funding support from the World Bank/Global Environment Facility (WB/GEF), a 5-year USD 16 million Water Utilization Programme was initiated in the late 1990s to devise rules for sharing water of the Mekong River system in terms of both quantity and quality aspects.  The MRC’s mandate also calls for ensuring adequate protection of the environment and ecological balance in the MRB. In this regard, applying good environmental governance principles coupled with the development of transboundary Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and risk analyses as well as strengthening environmental conflict mediation and management capacity become key areas for consideration. While already started, these initiatives are still in the formative stages of development and yet to be adopted for basin-wide implementation in a systematic way. The Commission had also endorsed in 1999 a set of principles and guidelines for public participation within the MRC entitled, “Public Participation in the Context of the MRC”.  A Public Participation Strategy has since been prepared and an Action Plan to implement the strategy is being drawn up through a series of consultation with relevant parties and stakeholders.
While the efforts being made by the MRC as mentioned above do represent quite an improvement from its former Mekong Committee days of being a purely technical-oriented body focussing primarily on water resources development, they still fall short in terms of not yet being able to address in an effective and timely manner the plethora of transboundary natural resources and environment-related issues currently facing the MRB and in the foreseeable future.  This is due to the fact that the participation of the public and particularly the stakeholders that are living within the Mekong basin, in the decision-making processes that have a direct effect on them and their livelihoods are still relatively weak at present. For the most part, the 70 million or so inhabitants who reside within the watershed boundaries do not have much say nor are they consulted about the development and integration plans that have occurred and are taking place. The capacity to undertake such public consultations is also lacking for various reasons such as low literacy rates, high poverty levels, poor accessibility to remote areas, technical, human and financial resources limitations and the need to develop appropriate public participation mindsets to make such things happen in a well-managed way.  The differing political, administrative and governance systems among the GMS countries also add to the constraints in readily achieving a harmonized and common approach. The fact that both China and Myanmar, the two upper riparian states, are still not yet full members of the MRC further compounds the difficulty of arriving at a consensus or agreement on trans-national matters.  The MRC is also handicapped by the perception that it is an inter-governmental body, though ostensibly owned by the four riparian countries, but actually very much dependent on funds for its existence from donor agencies that are outside the region.  The fact that all the executive heads of the former Mekong Committee or the Chief Executive Officer of the MRC Secretariat have been from one of the donor countries or agencies rather than a riparian national, reflects the donor-driven and non-homegrown nature of the organization.  

It is worth taking note though that the MRC is strengthening its cooperative network with other key players in the GMS by undertaking joint activities with ADB as mentioned earlier and also participating in each others meetings that are of mutual concern including those of ADB and ASEAN. There has been growing interest and funding for several of the key programs of the MRC which reflects the recognition of the critical importance of addressing some of the crucial development issues in the region and the role that MRC can play in the process. For example, UNDP has recently approved a USD 1 million project on “Environmental Governance in the Lower Mekong Countries”, with the aim of strengthening the capacity of the MRC Secretariat and the NMCs in each of the riparian countries to (a) target policies and practices to improve Environmental Governance in the Lower Mekong Basin and (b) contribute to vulnerability reduction and livelihood enhancement of the poor.  This project will be complemented by another USD 75,000 UNDP/WB/UNV project on “Facilitating Dialogues among the Communities of the Lower Mekong River Basin” to foster community understanding of and capacity for environmental governance through dialogue among selected communities within the basin.  On 19 July 2004, in Vientiane, Lao PDR,  UNDP/IUCN/MRC, in the presence of representatives from the four riparian countries, jointly launched the “Mekong River Basin Wetland Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use Programme”, a USD 30 million initiative currently funded by UNDP/GEF/IUCN/MRC/Dutch Government. The objective of this programme is to promote the conservation and wise use of the biodiversity of selected wetlands found in the Lower Mekong Basin.

ASEAN

Since its establishment in 1967 with its original five member countries, namely, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand, the organization has doubled its membership to now include the ten countries of Southeast Asia when Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam subsequently joined its ranks. ASEAN holds Summit meetings of its leaders annually with regular meetings convened at the ministerial, senior officials and working levels corresponding basically to its three broad areas of cooperation as follows:-  (a) political/security, (b) economic, and (c) socio-cultural.  At the Summit held in Bali, Indonesia in October 2003, it was agreed that an ASEAN Community would be established by the year 2020 in line with what was espoused in the ASEAN Vision 2020 adopted by the leaders back in 1997.  This ASEAN Community would rest on three pillars, namely, an ASEAN Security Community, an ASEAN Economic Community and an ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community.  Under the latter, one of the stipulations is for the Community to intensify cooperation in addressing problems associated with, inter alia, “environmental degradation and transboundary pollution as well as disaster management in the region to enable individual members to fully realize their development potentials and to enhance the mutual ASEAN spirit.”   The organization adopted its next six-year action plan known as the Vientiane Action Programme (2005-2010) to realize the medium-term goals of ASEAN Vision 2020 together with several other plans of action at the Summit held in Vientiane, Lao PDR at the end of November 2004.

As described earlier, ASEAN had set up an ASEAN Mekong Basin Development Cooperation (AMBDC) scheme in June 1996 comprising all member states of ASEAN as well as China. The purpose of this forum is to mainly foster economically sound and sustainable development of the Mekong Basin through the establishment of economic partnerships and linkages between the riparian and non-riparian members of the forum. Five ministerial-level and various senior officials meetings of the AMBDC had already been convened which focused primarily on the Singapore-Kunming Railway Link and other economic and infrastructure-related projects. China has been a Dialogue Partner of ASEAN since 1996 and it is interesting to note that the ASEAN-China relations had grown by leaps and bounds in recent years and the Mekong River Basin features quite prominently as a priority area in the various frameworks of cooperation between the two sides, be it political/security, economic or otherwise.  In fact, in the latest Plan of Action to Implement the Joint Declaration on ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity (2005-2010), there are specific references made to strengthening cooperation under various Mekong River Basin frameworks such as AMBDC and the GMS and includes environmental protection measures related to the waters and related natural resources shared by all riparian countries in the river basin.  In the Basic Framework of the AMBDC adopted in 1996, one of the stated principles that govern the cooperation is that “it complements cooperation initiatives currently undertaken by the Mekong River Commission, donor countries and other multilateral agencies”.  It has therefore been an accepted practice that representatives of the ADB and MRC have been invited to participate in AMBDC meetings, thus enhancing closer coordination and collaboration among the key concerned players. 

ASEAN-China’s current close and cordial relations offers a window of opportunity for constructive engagement efforts to tackle the more sensitive issues pertaining to the Mekong Basin such as the upstream-downstream water sharing issues including a comprehensive basin-wide assessment of the benefits and costs of dam construction and operations and navigation channel modifications. In this regard, precedence has been set in another similar case in the South China Sea (SCS) where some lessons could perhaps be drawn. The SCS has, until very recently, been a source of friction and confrontation revolving primarily around sovereignty issues over territorial and marine resources.  In this connection, the Spratly islands chain has been a zone of dispute and contention over the past decades among half a dozen claimant parties bordering the area, namely, China, Taiwan, Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia and Brunei Darussalam, the latter four of which are member states of  ASEAN.  The SCS is of geo-strategic importance due to its location straddling vital sea lanes for both commercial and military vessels. It is also rich in marine natural resources and the underlying seabed purportedly contains deposits of hydrocarbons including oil and natural gas.  A number of the littoral parties have made periodical claims to various portions of the SCS, some of which are multiple and overlapping in nature. This had often resulted in human occupation of some of the islands, reefs and rocks and/or naval clashes involving boats and ships of one or more parties.  Several such incidents which occurred in the late 1980s prompted a group of concerned watchers of the region to initiate a process to defuse the tension and address the underlying problems that caused the flare-ups. 

The Managing of Potential Conflicts in the South China Sea project began in 1990. It comprises of a series of annual workshop sessions cum research studies with the associated establishment of relevant technical working groups to address specific issues, and was led by Indonesian and Canadian institutions with initial financial support from the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). The fundamental objective of this project is to reduce potential conflicts among the parties concerned by undertaking joint or cooperative initiatives that would then create an environment conducive to building trust and confidence so as to enable them to resolve the conflicts or prevent them from occurring. Due to the sensitive and delicate nature of some of the matters to be addressed in connection with the SCS case, it was decided at the outset that the forum of discussion should not be a formal or inter-governmental one as that would more likely lead to deadlocks and stalemates.  The approach taken became known as the Track 2 mechanism within ASEAN circles as opposed to the Track 1 process which is the traditional and official fora with accredited representatives of sovereign parties making known the official position on the issues concerned.  Track 2 or informal diplomacy has no official standing and its decisions are therefore non-binding among the state parties and the participants, who can be government officials, academics, researchers and experts but become engaged in their personal and individual capacities only.  These features allow a freer flow of ideas and discussion on some of the contentious and sensitive matters with less concern and restriction of necessarily expressing an official stance or position on some of the issues.  The chances of official posturing or stonewalling are therefore much less in a Track 2 mechanism as compared to a Track 1 process.

Another basic aim of the above project is to achieve a better understanding and increasing recognition that the SCS is a single ecosystem shared by the various littoral parties which therefore need to be managed properly and collectively by all stakeholders in order to obtain optimum utilization of the resources available as well as provide effective protection for them.  This has led to the formation of several working or study groups during the course of the project in the following areas: - marine scientific research, marine environmental protection, resources assessment, legal matters, safety of navigation and zones of cooperation.  The outcomes of these Track 2 mechanisms eventually resulted in raising the degree of understanding and comfort level in addressing difficult and controversial issues relating to the SCS to the formal Track 1 level and were at times instrumental in providing inputs to the Track 1 process.  Examples of such include the issuance of the Declaration on the South China Sea by the Foreign Ministers of ASEAN in 1992 and even more significantly the adoption of the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DoC) by the Foreign Ministers of ASEAN countries and China in 2002.  The latter statement was a significant milestone in ASEAN-China relations particularly on the SCS issue as it represented the first time that both sides have reached a common understanding on the principles of engagement on a commonly shared marine resource by upholding the relevant international laws and universally applied norms pertaining to the matters at hand.  Interestingly, the DoC also leaves open the possibility of the concerned parties adopting a more legally binding code of conduct on the SCS sometime in the future.  These developments clearly demonstrated the political will of both ASEAN and China to manage conflicts peacefully and undertake joint activities in the spirit of cooperation.  Both sides are currently in the process of implementing in an incremental fashion the provisions of the DoC. 
Some of the potential disputes and tensions that are likely to appear and intensify within the LMRB in the coming years include upstream-downstream riparian issues and in particular the distribution or allocation of water for multiple uses between countries, within a country or even between population groups as well as the possible adverse environmental and social impacts of various development schemes on the millions of people who depend on the Mekong River system for their livelihoods.  It could now be a timely moment to start putting in place some confidence building and cooperative measures as well as mediation and dispute settlement mechanisms for the entire LMRB. In this regard, the SCS case, especially its Track 2 process, could serve as a model for developing a similar framework for the transboundary cooperative management of freshwater and related resources among the riparian countries.  The composition or makeup of the concerned parties and the basic issue in question in both cases are quite similar with 4-5 ASEAN countries and China sharing and/or contending over a common resource.  In fact, a SIDA-led Mekong Dialogue Initiative has begun in 2005 to explore the possibility of undertaking a SCS-type Track 2 approach to help address in a constructive and cooperative manner some of the water sharing and utilization issues in the LMRB.

 
Another noteworthy development in terms of putting water management issues more centrally on the agenda of relevant bodies within ASEAN and its dialogue partners is the establishment of the ASEAN Working Group on Water Resources Management (AWGWRM) in July 2002, with the assistance of the Southeast Asia Technical Advisory Committee (SEATAC) of the Global Water Partnership (GWP).  As the AWGWRM comes under the overall purview of the ASEAN Ministers responsible for the Environment, it is also significant to note that at the latter’s first meeting with their counterparts from China, Japan and the Republic of Korea held in Vientiane, Lao PDR in November 2002, they agreed to intensify cooperation in areas of common concern including freshwater resources. Later on, in December 2003, the Ministers adopted the ASEAN Long Term Strategic Plan for Water Resources Management to meet the needs in terms of health, food security, economy and environment. With assistance from the Australian Government, ASEAN has now adopted an Action Plan to operationalize its Strategic Plan on Water Resources. The Strategic Plan is rather comprehensive in its coverage and underpinned by Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) principles of having multi-stakeholder participation and cross-sectoral integration.  It includes attention to matters such as efficient and effective management of water, promotion of equitable sharing among water users and environmental protection, mitigation of water-related hazards and maintenance of ecological balance,  improving water governance, empowerment of water sector stakeholders, enhancement of decentralized, participatory and multi-stakeholder decision-making processes, mainstreaming of gender concerns and recognition of water as a natural asset with social, cultural, environmental and economic functions and values. Some of these elements were also echoed in the Chiangmai Ministerial Declaration on Managing Water Resources in Southeast Asia issued on 21 November 2003 by the Ministers responsible for water resources from all ten Southeast Asian countries. The Ministers reiterated and further elaborated on these various principles when they met again on 3 September 2005 and issued the Bali Ministerial Declaration on Water Resources Management in Southeast Asia in which a regional water resources management action plan was also adopted for implementation. One of the key issues stated in the declaration is to “promote peaceful cooperation between users and synergies among different uses of water at all levels in the case of boundary and transboundary water resources in between concerned states through sustainable river basin management, including groundwater aquifers, as part of IWRM, on the legal basis, or other appropriate approaches”. In line with these Ministerial decisions, the AWGWRM could very well serve as the champion and spearhead for addressing some of the upstream-downstream riparian issues based on the above-mentioned considerations. This would add relevance and significance to the role of AWGWRM and AMBDC and embedding IWRM practices more firmly in the mainstream of ASEAN-China cooperation, perhaps beginning with a Track 2 process if necessary, like in the SCS case.

Another comparative advantage which ASEAN possesses is the breadth of coverage of its institutional machinery to include not only political/security but also economic and quite importantly socio-cultural dimensions, the latter of which include areas such as culture and information, social development, environmental and other transnational issues.  This makes ASEAN a more multi-dimensional and comprehensive organization which is potentially well-positioned to address the host of multi-faceted issues facing the region and the world today.  While there are still much room for improvement in the workings of ASEAN such as its institutional inertia due to a consensus-driven style and non-interference approach in decision-making and the need for a more pro-active NGO and public participation policy in the affairs of the regional organization being obvious examples, the ASEAN Vision 2020, adopted by the ASEAN leaders back in 1997, does provide provisions for such when it stated that 

We envision a socially cohesive and caring ASEAN……where the civil society is empowered and gives special attention to the disadvantaged, disabled and marginalized and where social justice and the rule of law reign.

We envision the evolution in Southeast Asia of agreed rules of behaviour and cooperative measures to deal with problems that can be met only on a regional scale, including environmental pollution and degradation……

We envision our nations being governed with the consent and greater participation of the people with its focus on the welfare and dignity of the human person and the good of the community.  

Interestingly, an ASEAN Civil Society conference is being organized along the sidelines of the 11th ASEAN Summit scheduled for December 2005 in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. A noteworthy element in this connection is the provision for the designated representative(s) of the conference to present its findings and recommendations to the ASEAN Leaders at the Summit itself. 

The proposal to utilize the institutional arrangements and instruments of ASEAN described above for addressing some of the critical issues facing the Mekong region in no way preclude or replace other parties or bodies, existing or planned, from being engaged in the LMRB development process.  In fact, it is intended to facilitate and complement other mechanisms and modalities in the pursuit of an integrated and sustainable development paradigm for the GMS.  The aim is therefore to merely present it as a viable option at this point in time taking into account the current geo-economic-political relations among the key players in the Mekong region. As a matter of fact, as stated earlier, there are already on-going links and collaboration established among all the three key institutions described and it would be beneficial if these could be further strengthened. It might even be useful to consider the prospect of creating more synergies or forging a strategic alliance among the “troika” agencies with ASEAN spearheading on the political/security sphere, ADB leading in the economic and financial arena and MRC providing the technical support and analytical work, whereby all three are playing their important respective roles in accordance with their niches and comparative advantages, making it a possible win-win combination.  

CONCLUSIONS

The approach taken in solving water problems/issues often depends on the perspective or paradigm that is adopted. Emeritus Professor Clarence Schoenfeld from the University of Wisconsin at Madison once said “Water management is 10% water management and 90% people management”.  Water, being an essential substance for all living organisms and practically much of human activities, is power just like knowledge is.  While water flows naturally downstream, it is equally self-evident that the power to control water lies upstream. As people are the sources of essentially all water resource conflicts, the solutions to these problems also lie with human beings and their institutions to put in place fair, efficient and sustainable systems of water governance. The proposed approach of building upon the IWRM principles and incorporating these into the appropriate geo-political-institutional setting at the proper time, could serve as a model for confidence-building as well as conflict prevention and management on a transboundary water-based issue such as the LMRB.  As indicated previously, the Mekong Committee was formed in 1957 bringing together the four lower riparian countries of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam under a common legally-binding framework for the coordination and management of the Lower Mekong River. Interestingly, the former Chinese Foreign Minister Marshal Chen Yi, during a visit to Burma (Myanmar) in 1957, wrote a poem in dedication to the mutual friendship between the peoples of the two countries:- 

I live in the upstream and you live in the downstream,

Our friendship flows with the river we both drink.
In a way, one could interpret that the “Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Spirit” was expressed back in 1957 in both the upper and lower basins but in a pluralistic fashion, i.e. the lower riparian countries decided to take a more legal and institutional approach while the upper two riparian nations taking a more diplomatic/political and less formal approach. Perhaps this type of cooperative spirit should be continuously fostered to serve as the guiding light to inspire us to work towards sustainable and equitable development of the Mekong region. What is further required are leadership, political and good will and pluralistic societies and/or champions to help make it happen.  
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