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1. Introduction

Hardly anyone would deny the fact that freshwater is a matter of survival. The pressure to
maintain control over access to this natural resource can lead states to see water as an issue of
national security. Population growth, economic development, agriculture, energy supply,
pollution, overuse, global climate change or a simple state of scarcity of water; the motivation
behind resource capture can be various. To make the issue even more difficult, the nature of
water does not force it to stay in the same place: “by virtue of crossing national boundaries,
flowing surface waters force riparian states into a situation of interdependence” (Daoudy
2008: 99). So even though a river on the territory of a state does allow for claiming state
sovereignty rights, it is physically shared by the other riparians and the effects of any changes
or exploitation have to be considered in light of the effects on the neighbouring riparians. A
hydropower plant built on the upstream part of a transboundary river can be perceived as “a
harmful resource capture”, from the point of view of the other downstream co-riparian states
(Williams 2003; cited in: Mirumachi and Warner 2008: 3). A natural resource becomes a
source of tensions, where difficulties encountered with managing and sharing it, arise; and
where possibly differing interests of states clash. Shared water, shared challenge of problems.
Just as the water allocation, utilization and management pose a challenge for states
sharing a transboundary river, the question if these rivers are a potential source of conflict or
cooperation has been posing a challenge for academics and practitioners from different
scientific fields (economics, law, political science, ecology) until nowadays. The debate over
the existence of ‘water wars’ or rather ‘peaceful cooperation over water’ has polarized
academic and practitioners’ community into two camps: one of them is dominated by
forecasts of possibilities of water crisis/conflict or even water wars (Gleick 1993; Homer-
Dixon 1991, 1994; Klare 2001; cited in: Mitchell 2006: 357). The second promotes
transboundary rivers as opportunities for water cooperation and peace, mobilising data to
show that cooperation (in the form of transboundary agreements and treaties) is the norm in
many transboundary basins (see e.g. Wolf 1995, 1998; Ohlsson and Turton 1999). Why do
some experts see conflict, while others see cooperation? The coexistence of these two
dichotomous points of view has many possible explanations. To some extent, the most
plausible would be the differing understanding and definitions of the terms conflict and
cooperation, being an immanent feature of social/political sciences. Nevertheless, it does not
explain, why some authors view the presence of an agreement/treaty as cooperation. In

addition, would the presence of cooperation mean nonexistence of conflict? Is the presence of



the two mutually exclusive? Similar questions are the point of departure of theoretical
approaches developed by various researchers affiliated with the London Water Research
Group, from which the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony (Zeitoun and Warner 2006) has been
chosen as the theoretical basis for this paper.

The aim of this thesis is to explore the widespread assertion of ‘any cooperation is
desirable and a conflict should be avoided’ by analysing the water interaction between the
riparians in the Mekong basin by applying the conceptual Framework of Hydro-Hegemony.
To date, mainly basins from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region have been
examined (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 439). A fruitful application of the framework will allow
for an examination of power asymmetries in the water-related conflict and cooperative
interactions between the Mekong riparian states (China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia
and Vietnam'). The main contribution will be not only filling the gap in the present literature
on hydropolitics, but also adding complementary perspective to the prevalent
conceptualization of transboundary river conflict and cooperation. A testing of the framework
across another spacial and temporal setting will help determining the value of it for
broadening the scope of ways able to explain and analyse the water interactions.

Based on the objectives of the thesis, these research questions will be addressed here:

How does the relative power distribution among the Mekong riparian states influence
the upstream-downstream dynamics of water interactions in the basin?

What is the nature of China’s behaviour towards its co-riparians in terms of water
resources on the Mekong and what is their perception of it?

Why answering these questions it supposed to be relevant and relevant for whom? A
thorough and theory-based examination of the dynamics of water relations in the Mekong
basin makes it “possible to identify the driving forces shaping conflict and cooperation. Such
driving forces can be considered to enhance or frustrate basin water governance initiatives”
(Mirumachi and Allan 2007:3). The contribution to understanding of the character of
transboundary interaction in the basin can prevent misinterpretation of the conflictive or
cooperative developments and thus “the risk of unexpected outcomes and ineffective policy”
(Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008:298) which might be a futile “waste of time, effort and funds”
for analysts and policy-makers alike (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008:311). In addition, testing

of the analytical framework can open up ways for its further refinement, detection of its

" The People’s Republic of China, will be termed ‘China’ for convenience, as well as Lao People’s Democratic
Republic as ‘Laos’.



limitations or point to the possibility of replicability or generalization, helping researchers,
water professionals and decision-makers alike.

The thesis will be structured as follows. The following chapter will very briefly discuss
the relevant literature on transboundary hydropolitics and its main strings of discussions. The
third chapter will define the scope of the thesis and justify the choice of the theoretical
framework, before moving onto the framework itself; and specific methodologies used to
collect and analyse the information that should help the author to answer the research
questions. The fourth chapter investigates the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony, elaborating
further on the underlying concept of power and suggesting and determining a set of indicators
for each of its forms, in addition to the operationalized categories of the theoretical framework,
preparing the ground for the application to the Mekong basin water interactions in the main
part of the thesis. There, first the Mekong basin and the interests of its riparians will be briefly
considered, before the relative power distribution on the Mekong basin among its riparians
will be analysed and counter-hegemonic tactics identified and the form of hydro-hegemony in
the Mekong basin assessed. Finally, the thesis concludes with restating the research questions

and a discussion of findings.



2. Methodology

To meet the research aim, arguments need to be set out, based on evidence. What forms this
evidence and which methods will be used to gather and select it, will be defined in this section.
Even though researchers write from a position based on knowledge, they often differ in their
understandings of the fundamental terms they work with. So first, the key terms will be
defined; a step, when left out, can lead to terminological misconception: water scarcity, power,
hydropolitics.

A basic example for a terminological confusion is the term ‘water scarcity’. Against
the assumption that only the physical unavailability of water can be a source of water conflict
(or a potential source for cooperation), Molle and Mollinga very usefully illustrate five
different conceptualizations of water scarcity: physical (water is limited by nature, for
instance in arid and desert areas); economic (incapacity to provide human or financial
resources to access water); managerial (improper management of water); institutional (failure
to deal with rising imbalances in water supply and demand or preserving the environment;
also includes third party impacts: upstream/downstream change and impact either in quantity
and/or quality); political (when people are prohibited from accessing available water sources)
(Molle and Mollinga 2003: 531). In sum, not only physical scarcity of water, but also water
allocation, utilization and management cannot be left out of the list of sources of potential
tensions between states sharing a river. The challenge of shared water conflict/cooperation is
a concern to both states with physical abundance of water as well as states suffering of water
scarcity, in different intensities and settings.

Hardly anyone would deny that most definitions of politics involve power and most
international interactions are political. There is not much left to debate. Power matters. Power
is one of the key concepts in international relations, social sciences and philosophy. It takes
centre stage in endless discussions that have not lead to any agreement about its definition, its
conceptualisation or measurement. Scholars and experts amongst themselves have not
reached a consensus neither with respect to the role of power nor with respect to the nature of
power. At least, what they do agree upon is that addressing this issue is a necessity (Baldwin
2013: 273). A precise understanding of the concept of power belongs to the classics of
unresolved issues in political science and will be touched here upon only briefly. This paper
does not aspire to find a solution to this dilemma, there is not enough space to dive into the
discussions too deep, here, the same definition of power is employed as the authors of the

Framework of Hydro-Hegemony do. For the purpose of analysing transboundary



hydropolitics the scholars of the London Water Research Group have chosen from the myriad
of possible definitions and focus more on what power does, then what it is (Guzzini 2005;
cited in: Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 7). They utilize the concept of “three dimensions of power”
assembled by political theorist Steven Lukes (2005 [1974]) and associate the first dimension
with material power, the second dimension with bargaining power and the third dimension
with ideational power. Theses aspects of power will be dealt with in detail in the analytical
framework, where they will be operationalized to allow for their as exact as possible
measurement.

In academic discourse, definitions of hydropolitics can be found very rarely: they
differ considerably (or their clear definition is left out completely) and there is no clear and
accepted definition established so far. For the purpose of this thesis, a wider and a narrower
definition of the meaning of hydropolitics will be used interchangeably: hydropolitics as
politics of water is an aggregate of ‘water and politics’ — in contrast to water from the
perspective of law, economics, ecology etc. and the latter, hydropolitics as “inter-state politics
regarding the allocation, distribution, control and quality of water resources” in contrast to its
intra-state counterpart of formulating and implementing of water resource policies (Mollinga
2001: 735).

From the perspective of hydropolitics, an interpretative single case study method
appears to be the best candidate for the research strategy, as it allows for a complex and
detailed empirical testing of already established theories, even at the expense of not
considering other aspects and contexts. Its weak point — it does not offer a possibility of a
general and direct comparison (Speier-Werner 2006: 57) — can be compensated by its
potential of future comparisons across basins which have been analysed from the viewpoint of
the hydro-hegemony theory which gives it a systematised basis.

Having defined the key terms, the author now will turn to the discussion of methods.
The methods of a mixed qualitative and quantitative approach will be employed, collecting
and analysing numerical as well as non-numerical data, which are also a major part of this
thesis, to observe and analyse the water interactions of Mekong riparians in detail. As

transboundary rivers” are trans- and interdisciplinary subjects, scholarship from nearly every

2 For the purpose of this thesis, the term “transboundary river” refers to a “freshwater flow whose basins are
situated within the borders of more than one state” (Sadoff and Grey 2005: 1). The term “river” is a very loose
description for a watercourse which has been defined in Article 2 of the UN Convention on the Law of the
Non-navigational Uses of International Watercourses as follows: “‘Watercourse’ means a system of surface
waters and groundwaters constituting by virtue of their physical relationship a unitary whole and normally
flowing into a common terminus” (United Nations 1997; cited in: Phillips et. al. 2006:1). Groundwater resources
have been largely ignored in the academic literature due to their complicated hydrological nature. They are
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academic discipline may be relevant: politics, economics, engineering, law, hydrology, etc.
Collecting of data necessary for the analysis requires a thorough and extensive document
review of an enormous body of literature that has been produced on international freshwater
issues, to filter out only the relevant information. In doing so, the focus will lie mainly on
primary literature (official documents, policy papers, governmental and non-governmental
reports, graphs, maps and numerical data) and secondary literature (including but not limited
to academic journals, research papers, reports and books) from the field of political,
theoretical, economic and legal studies. There is a very broad range of popular literature,
mostly books with sensationalist titles will be left out of the analysis. The statistical data
should be understood as an estimated proxy, supporting or opposing the findings derived from
the qualitative analysis. The author seeks to ask and answer counter-hegemonic questions
which can offer possibilities to challenging the status quo in the Mekong basin; nevertheless,
such an undertaking requires a careful evaluation of information and weighting of potential
biases present in the researched sources. As Bakker adequately points out, “the figures [...]
vary widely, depending on the era, the institution and the optimism of the consultant involved”
(Bakker 1999: 214).

Geographically, the Mekong basin will be the case under study. There are several
reasons for this choice. First, the Mekong basin has not been researched before from the
viewpoint of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony. An analysis will allow for a comparison
with other already researched basins worldwide and potential parallels can be identified that
offer support to researchers and practitioners alike, to better understand water conflict and
cooperation. Second, it may be questioned, whether the Mekong basin is an appropriate
candidate for such an analysis in the first place and this question may be one of the
explanations, why it has not been researched already: compared to the ‘hot’ and perpetual
conflict between Palestine and Israel, or as discussed as the conflict on the Nile river, may
create an impression, that there is ‘no conflict’ between the states in the Mekong basin.
Finally, this assumption is often reinforced by the argument of the existence of the Mekong
River Commission (MRC) not uncommonly praised for its cooperative nature. However, it
leaves out the fact, that China and Myanmar are not members of the MRC, the terminology is
thus misleading, and it would be more accurate to title it the Commission for the Lower

Mekong Basin. In addition, the mere “presence of a treaty does not automatically translate

starting to receive attention from scholars recently, however, in the case of the Mekong basin, surface water
plays a pivotal role, whereas groundwater is not of particular importance for the conflicts and cooperation
between the riparians.



into behavioural altering cooperation. [...] on the Mekong basin, for example, relations
remain conflictive despite some form of institutionalised cooperation” (Warner and Zawahri
2012: 215). By analysing the Mekong basin, the simultaneous cooperative and conflictive
features of water interactions will be shown.

Both terms conflict and cooperation have to potential of ambiguity, and often, the term
‘conflict’, is used as the synonym of ‘war’ or ‘armed conflict’. However, apart from this
military interpretation of the term, for the purpose of this thesis, transboundary conflict is
referred to as “disagreement or clash between ideas, principles or people” (Encarta 2006;
cited in: Zeitoun 2007: 106f) over the management, allocation and utilization of shared water
resources and benefits derived from them. It is a situation “where 1) at least two riparian
states interact in an incompatible way, 2) at least one of the involved parties aims for or
ignores the negative impacts of the interaction on the other party, and 3) at least one of the
involved parties experiences damage from the interaction” (adapted from Mason 2004: XX;
cited in: Luzi 2007: 44). On the other hand, the notion of transboundary cooperation is used
for “any advance along one or several of the following tracks: 1) attribution of riparian water
utilization rights and responsibilities, 2) establishment of joint river management institutions,
3) joint planning and implementation of river development strategies and projects, and 4) any
further provisions, e.g., regarding data exchange, or research cooperation” (ibid: 44). On
logical grounds then, elements of cooperation and conflict are not mutually exclusive and can
be found co-existing. However, both conflict and cooperation may have various intensities,
which is not a generally recognized fact across the academic literature on the issue of water:
“‘cooperation’ is always (either explicitly or implicitly) lauded and advocated as a normative
and policy goal” (Selby 2013: 2). As the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
put it in its 2006 Human Development Report, "it makes sense to promote and support
cooperation of any sort, no matter how slight" (UNDP 2006: 228, also especially Sadoff and
Grey 2002; cited in: ibid: 2). A treaty for instance, may be interpreted as a form of
cooperation, however, not taking into consideration the real effect for the co-riparians bound
by the treaty, and whether the allocation of benefits can be considered long-term of rather
short-term, and which actors does it advantage. The Framework of Hydro-Hegemony allows
for an analysis that does not overlook this potential for conflict veiling through minor
cooperation.

In order to apply the theoretical framework to the Mekong basin, the time frame of
analysed water interaction needs to be set. Not only the present situation will be analysed, as

the water interactions between China and each of its co-riparians evolve in a different speed
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and with a different path. An individual historical, as well as a present overview of the water
interactions is considered appropriate for the purpose of this paper: starting from the 1950’s
(when diplomatic relations, or the Mekong River Committee have been established), however,
the pre-1990’s era will be dealt with very briefly, while the main focus will lie on the period
starting with normalisation of the relations in 1990’s and the establishment of the Mekong
River Commission® in 1995 (Osborne 2006:1).

Having described how the research questions will be approached from the
methodological point of view, now it is important to set the theoretical scope of the thesis, and
justify the selection of the theoretical approach, as the theoretical framework informs both the
chosen methods and the approach to interpreting the data, relating all of these explicitly to the
research questions addressed.

The theoretical scope of the thesis focuses on the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony and
the concept of power through a realist view of international relations. The inter-relationships
of the riparian states in the basin will be focused on, while the interactions of the actors on the
domestic level cannot be dealt with, as they exceed the limit of the scope of this thesis.
However, the international level should be considered to the extent, that the international
institutions and organizations have influence on the development of the water interactions in
the basin. Apart from the realist International Relations theory, the authors of the Framework
have been inspired by critical security theory and constructivist literature and integrated
thoughts from both of the strings of theory into their work, especially showing how the
construction of security and scarcity can be deployed in hydropolitics (Warner and Zeitoun
2008: 803). In sum, the main emphasis of their theoretical background lies on power and thus
on neorealist assumptions, however combined with the power of ideas (constructivism) and
cooperation (neoliberalism).

It can be argued, that the approach is eclectic, not clearly identified with a particular
clear-cut research tradition of International Relations, however, its methodological
adequateness can be shown in the field of transboundary hydropolitics in the academic
literature, which is characterized by interdisciplinary, reflecting the reality of water: water can
be researched from the perspective of hydrology, politics, agricultural sciences, economics,

engineering, law, etc. Incorporating elements of other theoretical approaches can indeed be

3 When not stated otherwise, in the following parts of the thesis, the name of Mekong River Commission will be
abbreviated to MRC, the Mekong River Committee does not exist anymore, since 1995 when it was replaced by
the Mekong River Commission which is its successor (Osborne 2006:4).
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expected to create more usable and more comprehensive patterns of explanation, which can

be perceived as an advantage of an eclectic approach:

The benefits of embedding scholarship within research traditions—the cultivation of a
recognizable professional identity, efficient communication based on shared stocks of
knowledge and skills, a common set of evaluative standards linked to explicit methodological
assumptions, and the psychological and institutional support provided by fellow members—
need to be sacrificed for the purpose of recognizing and framing problems in ways that more
closely approximate the complexity of the social world and that can be explored through
different permutations of concepts, data, methods, and interpretative logics taken from separate

research traditions (Katzenstein and Sil 2008: 117).

There are however several trade-offs and risks for this perceived empirical accuracy and
practical and normative relevance of eclectic approaches. Firstly, they “cannot ignore or
substitute for the intellectual products generated within separate traditions” and they are not
‘protected’ by the core epistemological and methodological assumptions that have developed
within the research traditions (ibid: 119). Secondly, ‘eclectic’ should not be termed an
‘anything goes’ approach or such “in which there is little attention paid to relevant arguments
developed within existing research traditions” (ibid: 124). Thirdly and most importantly, the
theoretical synthesis of eclectic approaches cannot avoid the “dangers of conceptual
muddiness as they work with multiple analytic languages in conjunction with a wider range of
empirics cast at different levels of generality” (Johnson 2002; cited in: ibid: 125). In sum,
fruitfully and consciously combining concepts and logics of different theoretical approaches
can help illuminate the connections between the different research traditions and their
problems and mechanisms, however, such undertaking has its problems and risks.

There are other approaches and theoretical frameworks, to analyse water interactions
in international basins, similarly eclectic or not, so what justifies the selection of the
Framework of Hydro-Hegemony to analyse the water relations between China and its
co-riparians in the Mekong basin?

As already discussed in the introduction, the established research on the topic of
relations over transboundary waters, has in line with the mainstream International Relations
theory been focused either on the conflictual or on the cooperative side of the water relations
between the riparian states. There is a tendency to analyse the interaction between states over
transboundary water as either conflict or cooperation. Such a rather simplistic approach
“carries with it a strong value judgement: put simply, that cooperation is good, and conflict
bad” (Selby 2013: 2). Such distinction usually means that “less ugly faces of conflict and less

pretty faces of cooperation are overlooked” (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008: 299). The
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intensity of conflict and cooperation vary in time and space, most significantly, however,
“various forms of conflict over water occur almost without exception alongside various forms
of cooperation” (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008: 299). The point of departure for the
Framework of Hydro-hegemony analysis is the coexistence of conflict and cooperation — in
various intensities — and their respective less visible and less emphasized faces.

Second, the Framework examines the forces shaping the process and outcomes of both
conflict and cooperation in water relations and not only the outputs (treaties, agreements,
regimes, etc.). In other words, it concentrates on the quality of the outcomes (interaction
between riparians), not the quantity of outputs (Jagerskog 2008:1). The forces that shape the
process and outcomes of water interactions have one underlying feature; they evolve under

circumstances of asymmetric power:

[...] conventional analysis tends to downplay the role that power asymmetry plays in creating
and maintaining situations of water conflict that fall short of the violent form of war and to
treat as unproblematic situations of cooperation occurring in an asymmetrical context (Zeitoun

and Warner 2006:435).

Why analysing power asymmetries is relevant for water interaction between states? Without a
critical consideration of power asymmetries in the riparian relations, non-violent forms of
conflict may remain unseen and cooperative arrangements “may in fact sustain conflict, they
were intended to transform” (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008: 297).

In the next part of the chapter, the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony will be defined
and discussed. In doing so, the author will focus on identifying options, how to operationalize
and measure each of the described categories. However, first the current state of the art in the

literature on hydropolitics will be discussed briefly.
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3. State of the Art

Where can the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony be embedded in the context of relevant
academic discourses? This section reviews the literature on transboundary hydropolitics with
a particular focus on the challenge of water allocation and development in transboundary river
basins and the Mekong basin if possible, from the point of view of evolving conceptual
approaches to the issues of water cooperation and water conflict. Even though there is a very
large number of publications from different disciplines of the social sciences and humanities
(law, economics, anthropology etc.), the objective is to outline the main positions that have
framed the relevant hydropolitical discourses in political science. The trade-off is maximal
scope for greater depth®.

No exact date exists for the initial spark of interest of the academic community in the
international freshwater-related conflict and cooperation. After the World War II and in the
late 1950s, mainly water practitioners (World Bank, UN) have driven research on water issues,
their work however, did not produce much theory-driven analytical results (Dinar and Dinar
2003: 1222) and until the end of the 1990s, the literature was heavily prescriptive, pure
theoretical or “lessons learned” (see Chapman 1963; United Nations 1975; Fox and Le
Marquand 1978; Frey 1993; World Bank 1993; Elhance 1999; cited in: Bernauer and
Kalbhenn 2010: 5802). The research on the Mekong River during this time focused on
providing a historical account of the relations and hydropolitics between the Mekong riparians,
a chronology of key events, institutional mechanisms and a step-by-step description of the
negotiation process that led to the establishment of the Mekong River Commission (see
Radosevich 1996, Browder 2000, Jacobs 2002; cited in: Dinar and Dinar 2003: 1273). An
exception is the geopolitical focus of Karen Bakker’s analysis. She exposed the connection
between the international support for the river management (hydropower development) on the
Mekong and the “predominant geopolitical orders as they shifted from Cold War
securitization and post-Cold War market liberalism” (Bakker 1999; cited in: Furlong 2006:
443), when she found that the Mekong “has been transformed from a Cold War ‘front line’
into a ‘corridor of commerce’” (Bakker 1999: 209). Warner et. al. support this view,
elaborating further on the hydropower development on the Mekong where the Mekong

Committee with the intervention and funding of the US has been one of the first 'hydraulic

4 A very comprehensive literature review of water conflict and cooperation from the perspective of different
academic disciplines (economics, international relations, negotiation theory and international law), was compiled
by Shlomi Dinar and Ariel Dinar (2003): The State of the Natural Resources Literature. Recent Developments in
the Literature on Conflict Negotiation and Cooperation over Shared International Fresh Waters. In: Natural
Resources Journal, 43/4, 1217-1287.
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mission'-type regional development projects (Warner et. al. 2008: 122) outside of the USA
inspired by the US Tennessee Valley Authority model of integrated regional development “a
Fordist approach to developing one’s way out of the US Great Depression, co-opting farmers
and workers to prevent them aligning with the socialists” (Warner 2008a: 279). With the end
of the Cold War, similar research diminished, as the efforts in the study of transboundary
hydropolitics reached their peak, based on the observation of Dinar and Dinar, it were the
Dublin and Rio conferences in 1992 that most likely sparked the attention of academic
institutions, corporations, foundations, national and international agencies, and NGOs to
transboundary water research (Dinar and Dinar 2003: 1222) which became more aware of
potential non-military threats to the international security and peace (Bernauer and Kalbhenn
2010: 5803). Since then, the majority of hydropolitical academic work can be divided roughly
into two groups: either revolving around transboundary water as a source of conflict or a
source for enhancing cooperation between the co-riparians sharing the resource.

As already mentioned in the introduction, the debate, whether water is a source of
conflict or an opportunity for cooperation has polarized the academic world. The most severe
claims come from the proponents of the ‘water war hypothesis’ exploring the linkages
between natural resource scarcity — in this case freshwater - and the potential for violent
conflict. In the public discourse, the predictions of water wars have been spreading
extensively “the frequency with which water wars are mentioned and the credibility given to
that prospect do seem to be markedly overrepresented in public discourse* (Katz 2011: 12) >,
and they did not leave the academic debate untouched. The group of researchers that claim
possible future wars over water covers a broad range from those who predict water wars are
likely (see Bulloch and Darwish 1993; cited in: Warner 2012: 175; further see Cooley 1984;
Naff and Matson 1984; Starr 1991; De Villiers 1999; Ward 2002; cited in: Katz 2011: 12),
certain (Myers 1993; cited in: ibid) and only a matter of time (Waslekar 2005; cited in: ibid).
Several attempts have been made to back up such claims with evidence, two most
fundamental: by Gleick’s identification of water in its diverse roles in violent conflicts — not
only being the issue of the conflict itself — but also the target or tool for political or military
groups (Gleick 1993; cited in: Bernauer and Kalbhenn 2010: 5803); the latter being

Homer-Dixon’s consideration of gradual reduction and pollution of freshwater resources as a

> For instance the former UN Secretary-General Boutrous Boutrous Ghali’s (1985) statement that “the next war
in the Middle East will be fought over water, not politics,” or former World Bank Vice President Ismail
Serageldin’s (1995) declaration that “the wars of the next century will be over water” in line with the words of
the current UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon who recently (2008) stressed that water scarcity is creating “a
high risk of violent conflict” (cited in: Katz 2011: 12).
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possible cause of violent conflict. However, both do not provide systematic empirical
evidence (Homer-Dixon 1994; cited in: ibid: 5803f). Similary, the main difficulty Furlong et.
al. (2006) and Gleditsch et. al. (2006) encounter when examining the link between conflict
and sharing a transboundary river, is the unanswered question, whether conflict is directly
linked to transboundary rivers shared by states or it merely occurs between the states.

This is the main reason, why the water war approach to transboundary river conflict
has been criticized: for “relying on a very limited number of case studies or statements from a
handful of prominent figures” (Dinar 2002; cited in: Katz 2011: 13). Barnett sees the “critical
shortcoming® in the water wars hypothesis in its “impossibility of clearly distinguishing
among the many factors which contribute to warfare”(Barnett 2001: 35). Rather, the cause of
wars has to be looked for in a combination of political, structural, and institutional variables
(Lowi 2000: 167; cited in: Vukovi¢ 2008: 83). In other words, water wars scenario proved not
to be valid, at least in the sense of wars where water was the sole or even primary reason the
states were fighting for. However, despite there being no strong and convincing supporting
empirical evidence found yet, proclamations of upcoming water wars remain widespread. The
question, what are the reasons for the persistence of the water wars discourse and its
popularity, delves deeper into the topic, however, only a few researchers attempted to answer
it, for instance Katz cautiously formulates his assumptions of stressing the water-wars link to
“draw attention away from more important causes of conflict or to promote measures to avoid
it” (Katz 2011: 30). He suggests the incentives actors have to underestimate water conflict “in
order to encourage investment or influence negotiations” should be the focus of for further
research (ibid: 31).

The focus of the bulk of academic literature on water conflict has shifted from the
claim of water being the cause of violent conflict between states to a comparatively moderate
tone not dismissing the potential conflicts that arise from sharing a transboundary river, but
settling on a consensus, that with or without a conflict breaking out into a war, measures need
to be developed to avoid or set boundaries and thus mitigate conflicts. The construction of
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)® evolved out of the water conflict debate

as a problem-solving institutional arrangement working with River Basin Organizations

% IWRM is a basin-wide comprehensive institutional structure covering all relevant problems simultaneously
(involving water allocation, river basin planning, stakeholder participation, monitoring, pollution control,
economic, financial and information management); and is defined by the sister organization of the World Water
Council — the international network Global Water Partnership — as “a process which promotes the coordinated
development and management of water, land and related resources in order to maximise economic and social
welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems” (Global Water
Partnership 2014).
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(RBOs) promoting cooperation between the riparians (Global Water Partnership 2014). The
research on IWRM focuses on policy-output variables (mainly treaties and data from events)
with the justified assumption that policy-outputs are a prerequisite for problem-solving,
however, they inform little about the actual effectivity of these institutional designs in solving
specific problems (Bernauer and Kalbhenn 2010: 5814). Despite the fact, that it reached its
limits when only in seldom cases have the states been able to implement its complex policies
in their national water policies, the promotion of IWRM by the World Water Council and the
Global Water Partnership (both international water policy think tanks) has achieved to
become an established and acknowledged norm for “good water management” (Beisheim
2011: 16) and elevated to the status of undisputed solution as a point of reference in the
hydropolitical literature (see e.g. Thomas and Durham 2003: 24; Ahmad 2003; cited in:
Trottier 2008: 204).

While the debates continued, whether the IWRM is the appropriate and sustainable
solution for water conflicts, the counter-current of water cooperation publications gained
ground. They “mobilised data to dispel the water war myth and supporting the view that water
is conducive to cooperation” (Warner and Zawahri 2012: 217), showing evidence of hundreds
of transboundary water-treaties signed (since 1820, more than 400 water treaties and other
water-related agreements have been signed, with more than half of these concluded in the past
50 years (see e.g. Wolf 1995, 1998; Wolf et al., 2005); seeing “cooperation as the inevitable
march of history” (see Ohlsson and Turton 1999).

Scale | Event description

7 Voluntary unification into one nation

6 Major strategic alliance (International Freshwater Treaty)

5 Military, economic or strategic support

4 Non-military economic, technological or industrial agreement

3 Cultural or scientific support (non-strategic)

2 Official verbal support of goals, values, or regime

1 Minor official exchanges, talks or policy expressions — mild verbal support
0 Neutral or non-significant acts for the inter-nation situation

-1 Mild verbal expressions displaying discord in interaction

-2 Strong verbal expressions displaying hostility in interaction

-3 Diplomatic—economic hostile actions

-4 Political-military hostile actions

-5 Small scale military acts

-6 Extensive war acts causing deaths, dislocation or high strategic costs
-7 Formal declaration of war

Figure 1: Water Event Intensity Scala — WEIS (Yoffe et. al. 2003).

The most detailed study on water cooperation (and conflict) in general, was conducted by
Yoffe et. al. (2003). Figure 1 visualizes their Water Event Intensity Scala (WEIS) which ranks

water events related to conflict and cooperation between states on a scale ranging from formal
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declaration of war to a voluntary unification into one nation. It is an example of continua
being used as an analytical tool, which suggests the assumption that water interactions exist
on a single axis (Mirumachi and Allan 2007: 1) and the aim is to move them into the direction
towards cooperation to solve the conflictive nature of the riparian relations, where for instance
agreements are considered to be indicators of cooperation. The water cooperation approach
holds all forms of cooperation and institutions for desirable, expecting all conflict to be
destructive leaving out the possibility of a constructive water conflict (Martignago 2011: 28).
The critique of continua as a tool to examine water interactions between state marks the point
of departure of a new string of research that examines cooperation and conflict
simultaneously and maintains that they co-exist and are not mutually exclusive. Here, the
research of the Water London Research Group and their Framework of Hydro-Hegemony

belongs. In the next chapter, it will be discussed in detail.
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4. Analytical framework and the concept of power

4.1 Framework of Hydro-Hegemony

In accord with the realist point of view of international relations, every state in a
transboundary river basin has individual power resources at its disposal, relatively to its
co-riparians: material, geographical (upstream/downstream), bargaining and ideational power.
They compete for control over the resource, which they physically share. In cases, when there
is enough water, the competition for control may not be over greater volumes of the flow, but
may be targeted on hydropower, flood-management or other benefits and forms of utilization
and allocation of river water. The states compete for control over water by deploying water
resources control strategies (such as resource capture, integration and containment) that are
carried out through a range of tactics (incentives, treaties etc.). Each state has its own set of
coercive resources (international support, financial mobilization) that underpin its ability to
carry out tactics (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 439); for a visualisation of the system of coercive
resources and tactics, see Figure 3).

Whether they are able or not able to realise their objectives — control over water, its
utilization, management, allocation and benefits derived from it; etc. — is depending on how
much power they possess and their ability to exploit it. In addition to their ability to mobilize
their power resources, there are relationships of control and mutual dependency in the basin,
which taken together form a situation of power asymmetry (Lukes 1991: 86-90; cited in:
Daoudy 2009: 364). The authors of the Framework label this situation occurring in a basin, as
hydro-hegemony. The most powerful and most successful state in this interaction is depicted
as the hydro-hegemon (Cascdo and Zeitoun 2010: 30). It can be asked in the first place, why
hydro-hegemon? The state can represent a pure example of the most dominant actor which
uses coercion to keep his superior position as any regional great power in a situation of power
asymmetry would be expected to do. So how does a situation of hydro-hegemony differ from
a situation of dominion?

It is not a coincidence that the terms hegemony and dominion create confusion and are
often used interchangeably, even though there is a clear difference in their meaning. As the
definitions maintains: a situation of dominion of one of the actors over the others, is defined
as “leadership buttressed by coercion” (and by extension material power), whereas a situation
of hegemony means ‘““a leadership buttressed by authority” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 438).
The author has noticed that in the works of Framework of Hydro-Hegemony, the terms

authority and legitimacy are not clearly distinguished from each other and are often used
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interchangeably, when the authors refer to hegemony as leadership buttressed by legitimacy.
For the purpose of this paper however, it would not be fruitful to dive into the classics works
in political science on legitimacy by Locke, Weber, Hobbes etc. It is sufficient to conclude,
that legitimacy and authority are both understood here in the sense of acceptance of the norms
set by the powerful actor and thereby acceptance of his/her exercise of power by and over the
less powerful. As Beetham points out, “all hierarchical power relations must be legitimated at
every level of social life from the smallest scale to the level of multinational regimes”
(Beetham 1991; cited in: Warner 2008: 272). A situation of hydro-hegemony and power
asymmetry in a basin is an example of such hierarchical power relations between the riparians.

In both cases — dominion as well as hegemony — the most powerful, the leading actor,
is maintaining its position through building compliance with its rule. Compliance can be built
in a variety of ways; dominant leadership deploys coercive methods, where states use exertion
of power which secures the compliance of the other side through the use of threats. The latter
uses a combination of coercion and consent to secure compliance: “a successful hegemonic
strategy builds cohesion and compliance by attraction rather than intimidation, but relies on
an effective mix of the two” (Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 8). In other words, hegemony is
authority generating compliance based on methods that are distinct from pure coercion by
force. However, hegemony cannot be perceived as free from coercion. It depends on the
ability of the hydro-hegemon to combine the ‘treats’ and the ‘threats’ in a favourable way for
their leadership.

The Framework of Hydro-Hegemony applies the theory of hegemony in the context of
water-related interactions between states in a basin. The authors have built on the concept of
hegemony which was developed by Antonio Gramsci. He was the first to point out, that

consent can be produced by more than just coercion through force. He managed to:

challenge the simplistic notion of opposition between domination and subordination or
resistance. Instead, he recasts ideological domination as hegemony: the process of transaction,
negotiation and compromise that takes place between the ruling and subaltern groups (Jones

2006: 10).

In terms of power, strategies and tactics, dominance and hegemony can be distinguished.
Material power (and the strategies interrelated to it) would be used as the main tool to ensure
the compliance of the co-riparians in the basin in the situation of dominance, whereas
hegemons deploy tactics and strategies from the array of bargaining and ideational power

additionally to the material power resources, to gain compliance and consent.
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The last, but equally essential feature that distinguishes hegemony from dominion is
the formal equality of each of the state in the basin, which means, no side has absolute power,
in comparison to a situation of formal dominion of one powerful state over its weaker
counterparts as for instance in colonised states (Warner forthcoming: 3; cited in: Zeitoun
2008: 30). The emphasis should be put on the formal, as the power asymmetries allowing the
creation of situation of hegemony prevail beneath the surface. In this paper, the actors are
nation states, by definition, they all are formally equal, nevertheless the hydro-hegemon is
“‘first among formal equals’ — equal de jure but preponderant de facto” (Warner and Zawahri
2012: 216). While it is clear, that from the perspective of the hegemon, such situation looks
favourable, the weaker states may not be prone to share this view. On the contrary, their
perception may deviate substantially from the hegemon’s.

Taken together, depending on the positionality of the observer, one can either be
tempted to take the side of those who support hydro-hegemony and take its existence for
granted or, unintentionally evaluate the situation of hydro-hegemony in a basin as necessary
negative for the less powerful states. Here, the attempt is to go between, it does not matter if
proponent or critic of hegemony or whether the notion of hegemony is perceived as correct or
not, there is a need to and acknowledge its existence and “understand [...] the processes that
enable/disable the negative aspects of hegemony” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 440). There is a
mutual point of departure: power is relational, therefore, the asymmetries of power which
allow for hegemony to take root, are not stable, they change with the changing ratios of power
resources between the states, which offers space for a broad range of counter-hegemonic
strategies (Cascao 2007; cited in: Zeitoun 2008: 31). At the same time, the hegemon pursuing
its own interests is not bound to always act against the interest of the weaker states. In other
words, there are different forms of hydro-hegemony and one of them may be beneficial for

the co-riparians too.

Forms of hydro-hegemony and the forms of interaction

The hydro-hegemon, from its position of the most powerful state among the riparians in the
basin has a choice regarding the form of hegemony established in the basin: “It is the
oppressor who defines the nature of the struggle” (Mandela 1994; cited in: Zeitoun and
Warner 2006: 452). The hydro-hegemon is the one who determines whether the form of
hydro-hegemony that will be created, nevertheless the co-riparians evaluate, whether its

outcome is perceived as positive or negative. The assessment of the form of hydro-hegemony
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in the Mekong basin from the perspective of China’s co-riparians will help to uncover the
driving forces that may enhance future development away from ‘ugly cooperation’ or ‘pretty
conflict’.

The form of the hydro-hegemony established in a basin is contingent: first, on the
form of interaction between the hydro-hegemon and the riparians over water issues — is the
control over water shared, consolidated or contested? Second, on the main water control
strategy — which strategy does the hydro-hegemon deploy to pursuit their objectives?
Resource capture, containment or integration? (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 443). In other
words, how the riparians perceive the hydro-hegemony depends on how much control over
water the hydro-hegemon shares with them (form of interaction) and how it shares it (which
strategies does it deploy). First, the form of interaction between the states and the
corresponding perceived form of hydro-hegemony will be illustrated.

A manifestation of hydro-hegemony may be evaluated as positive/benign by the
co-riparians “if international public goods in the form of order, proper river regulation,
development and management, stable expectations and the option of free-riding outweigh the
negatives” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 439). The hegemon who wishes to maintain its rule, is
taking responsibility for significant transaction costs that are associated with delivering such
public good, which is one of the explanations why “non-hegemonic actors will accept and
comply with the hegemon’s leadership, even if it is unpopular, when they see sufficient
benefit in not having to assume the burdens that come with leadership” (Kindleberger 1981;
cited in: Warner 2008: 276). To establish such a positive-sum hydro-hegemonic situation, the
most powerful state will initiate “cooperative” interaction with its co-riparians under its
guidance, mainly by deployment of strategies, “where incentives of benefit-sharing are
granted or imposed” (emphasis in original; Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 453). The choice of the
words cooperative and imposed did not happen by chance. The positive form of
hydro-hegemony should not be conflated with a fair and full cooperation over water issues
and equitable control over the resource; it would not be hydro-hegemony then and the most
powerful state would be missing motivation to offer any incentives to the weaker states. In
other words, if some form of cooperation over water exists and the hydro-hegemon has
“negotiated a water-sharing agreement that is perceived positively by all riparians” the water
interaction is characterised by “shared control” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 443) which
positive hydro-hegemony is contingent on.

The question that needs to be asked here is why would the hegemon be interested in

building a positive form of hegemony in a basin in the first place? There are several reasons,
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first, to safeguard the legitimacy of their position in the basin: “while the hegemon’s ‘power
over’ the others continues, this power brings the hegemonised enough ‘power to’ meet their
goals to accept the hegemonic arrangement” (Haugaard and Lentner 2006; cited in:
Woodhouse and Zeitoun 2008: 112). Giving benefits to the co-riparians is balanced with the
prevention of any inhabitation of the continuity of the hegemon’s rule. Second, to prevent the
non-hegemons from developing successful counter-strategies (Cascdo 2008: 16; cited in:
Woodhouse and Zeitoun 2008: 112). Ana Elisa Cascao, who first conceptualized the approach
of counter-hegemony based on her analysis of the Nile basin; and Jeroen Warner who
analysed the Tigris basin, identify and examine counter-hegemonic tactics that are in general
focused on increasing the bargaining power of the weaker state and “chipping away at the
unquestioned assumptions that perpetuate a state of hegemony” (Cascao 2008, Warner 2008;
cited in: Zeitoun 2008: 34). Even though the theoretical conceptualization of
counter-hegemony is at its beginnings, it nevertheless can valuably contribute to the
understanding of options for states to counter the situation of hydro-hegemony. Examples of
such tactics will be discussed in further detail in the next parts of the thesis, as they are crucial
to answering the research questions. The final option is a situation when the previously
mentioned burden of transaction costs is too heavy, the most powerful state might be willing
to share them with their co-riparians and exchange them for benefits (Zeitoun and Warner
2006: 439) and a larger share of control over water, for instance a water-sharing agreement
that is perceived positively by the riparians.

The opposite extreme of the spectrum of forms of hydro-hegemony is the negative,
oppressive, exploitative configuration of hydro-hegemony, associated with water interaction
where control over the flow and its benefits is contested and “the competition is at its fiercest”
(Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 443). The most powerful state seeks to undertake unilateral
actions to gain maximum control over the resource, creating a situation where “the flow
allocations are grossly inequitable and the weaker state’s ‘rights’ to water are perceived to be
denied to them by the hydro-hegemon” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 439). The growing
inequity between the hegemon and the weaker states in the basin associated with the negative

form of hydro-hegemony is the result of the oppressive behaviour of the most powerful state:

hydro-hegemon intent on maintaining sole control over the resources (and the benefits
derived from the flow) will stifle competition through a number of means, resulting in [...]

a lingering (and usually ‘silent’) conflict (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 452).

This most negative (as perceived by the co-riparians) form of hydro-hegemony occurs, when

there is no cooperation between the hydro-hegemon and other riparians, the conflict that has
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arisen because of the contested control over the flow and its benefits by the most powerful
state, remains un-resolved and preserves. In such a situation, the competition over water may
take a violent form, when a weaker riparian gains in power relatively to the hegemon enough
to “present a real challenge to the status quo of hydro-politics” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006:
453).

Between these two extremes of ‘genuine cooperation’ (where control over the resource
is shared) associated with the positive form and ‘cut-throat competition’ (where control over
the resource is contested) in the negative form of hydro-hegemony, there is a zone of
consolidated control, where by the hydro-hegemon’s decision, there is no active and direct
competition while cooperation is minimal. The control over the resource is in the favour of
the hydro-hegemon and the form of hydro-hegemony can be perceived as neutral (Zeitoun and
Warner 2006: 443). On logical grounds, in reality, there are more basin examples of
consolidated control over water basins, in contrast to the number of examples of extremely
positive or negative form of hydro-hegemony. Whether there is a tendency towards a positive
or rather a negative form of hydro-hegemony depends on the form of interaction and the
strategies that the hydro-hegemon deploys to control the resource and how much control do
they share. The nature of interaction and the corresponding form of hydro-hegemony is the

outcome of various water control strategies.

Water control strategies
As already stated, there are three main water control strategies at the riparians disposal to
move ahead with gaining control over the resource. First of the strategies, resource capture,
refers to a situation of ‘active unilateralism’: when “a riparian, in the absence of formal
understandings, moves ahead with projects that affect the flow or quality of the resource”
(Waterbury 1997:279). For the deployment of such a strategy, the more ability the state has to
build large infrastructure projects (hydropower dams, large capacity reservoirs, irrigation
channels, groundwater pumping schemes, etc.), the more physical ability it has to “change the
hydrogeology of the resource, thereby creating new hydro-strategic and hydro-political
realities (...) which significantly alter the nature of the competition over water to the
advantage of the constructor” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 444f). This ability is directly related
to material power of a state, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

The second option for a state to gain control over the resource is containment strategy.

In contrast to the previous unilateralist strategy, engagement with the counterpart is obligatory
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here. The hydro-hegemon may find itself in a situation where it is faced with claims of
another riparian referring, when trying to “ignore or discredit the demands of the weaker
competitor would be less efficient then co-opting them” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 443). It is
up to the hydro-hegemon’s preferences “either to integrate the competitors or to contain them
in as asymmetric position as possible” (ibid: 443), by drafting and signing of a bilateral or a
multilateral treaty that is in the hydro-hegemons favour. The tactics of bargaining power
(mainly treaties and incentives) come into play here to influence the counterpart to persuade
them to accept the position preferred by the stronger actor.

Last but not least, the more consensual strategy of integration offers a method how to
“encourage compliance with agreements through incentives” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 445)
for example benefit-sharing. The Framework does not clearly define the difference between
the agreements being drafted and signed for the purpose of containment and for the purpose
of integration, as it is reasonable to assume, that the hydro-hegemon, even in the case of
positive leadership, will expect to gain profits from any incentive they offer their co-riparians.

In sum, Figure2 graphically demonstrates how the abovementioned forms of
hydro-hegemony (positive/negative), forms of interaction (shared, consolidated and contested
control) and the main water control strategies (resource capture, containment and integration)

relate to each other to form the basis of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony.

Form of Form of Interaction Main Water Control
Hydro-Hegemony Strategy
Positive/Benign Shared control Integration
Neutral Consolidated control Resource capture/
Restrictive containment
Negative/Oppressive Contested control Resource capture/
containment

Figure 2. Framework of Hydro-Hegemony; (adapted from: Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 443).

Tactics and coercive resources

The last part of the Framework is introduced in Figure 3. The three previously mentioned
categories of main water control strategies are the strategic outcomes of a deployment of a
range of tactics and a mobilization of coercive resources that states have at their disposal, to
attain their goal —control over water. The coercive resources are the basis for riparians to
deploy their tactics effectively (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 446) and will be dealt with linked

to their respective form of power — material and geographical powers. Let us now turn to a
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brief discussion of the tactics through which states can maximize their interests relating to

control over water its benefits, utilization, allocation and management.

Resources

CONSOLIDATED
CONTROL

Strategies A. RESOURCE CAPTURE B. CONTAINMENT

C. INTEGRATION

() MILITARY FORCE COVERT ACTIONS COERCION-PRESSURE
ACTIVE STALLING () INCENTIVES  (lll) TREATIES  (IV) SECURITIZATION
{(IV) KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION  SANCTIONING THE DISCOURSE

Tactics

Coercive

INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT FINANCIAL MOBILIZATION RIPARIAN POSITION

International Context: weak International Water Law; global political trends

Figure 3: Tactics deployed to pursue water control strategies to achieve the goal of control
over water (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 445).

The inventory of devices (tactics) used to carry out strategies of control over the resource was

classified by Ian Lustick (2002), who again draws on the list of mechanisms capable of

producing compliance to the decisions of states, suggested by Amitai Etzioni: coercion,

utilitarian, and normative mechanisms; and adds a fourth element: ideological hegemony

(1961; cited in: Lustick 2002: 23). Lustick ranks these four categories in order of their

increasing efficiency:

1.

Coercion compliance-producing mechanisms are for instance force, direct threat of force or

any coercion-pressure. The state uses military action, economic sanctions or political
isolation aimed at “weakening the political, military or hydraulic apparatus of the

competitor” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 446).

. Utilitarian compliance-producing mechanisms are complementing the first category of

sticks (coercion compliance-producing mechanisms) with incentives carrots in the form of
“trade incentives, diplomatic recognitions, military protection” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006:

446) or benefit-sharing water projects.

. Normative compliance-producing mechanisms are treaties and agreements signed to

institutionalize the status quo, whereby the less powerful co-riparians need to be convinced
by the hydro-hegemon, that there are “sufficient benefits to justify signing; and it is in their
best interest to comply” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 446). The intrinsic weakness of
treaties — they belong to the realm of international law — offers a well-suited tool to exploit

the situation by the stronger state: multilateral or bilateral water-treaties and agreements
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are no exception to the difficult enforceability of international law. The structures of
existing power asymmetries persist and set limitations to the answerability of violations of
the agreement as a whole or any part of it (ibid: 447). In addition, the option of strategic
exclusion of chosen riparians from the treaty (for instance through bilateral agreements)
“pre-empts the rights of the non-signatory states and once again leaves the issue
unresolved” (ibid: 447f). If the hydro-hegemon seeks to maintain the status-quo, frustrating
the achievement of long-term solutions that would compromise its aims, is a welcome
tactic for it.

4. Hegemonic compliance-producing mechanisms. Inspired by Gramsci, Lustick claims that

ideological hegemony comprises of “beliefs manufactured by hegemons™ and is an even
more efficient mechanism than the previously mentioned normative compliance-producing
tactics (Lustick 2002: 23). Here, compliance is only “common sense” because this is “the
way things are. Not complying is insane or even criminal” (emphasis in original; Lustick
2002: 24). The appropriate beliefs preferred by the more powerful state are created through
securitization, a conceptualization developed by the Copenhagen School, that can be

defined generally as:
a speech act that legitimises a state to take exceptional measures over an issue by propelling
it into the realm of security. The issue is an existential threat requiring emergency measures
and justifying actions outside the normal bounds of political procedure (Buzan et al.

1998: 23; cited in: Mirumachi and Allan 2007: 5).

Such extraordinary measures may allow for threats of use of violence, “in the name of
national or water security” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 446f). For analysts, several questions
are of interest when understanding securitization: who securitises, on what issues, for whom,
why and how (with what results and under what conditions) (Buzan et.al. 1998: 23f, 32; cited
in: Goh 2004a: 12).

Securitization describes a “process in which an actor declares a particular issue,
dynamic or actor to be an ‘existential threat’ to a particular referent object” with the purpose
of gaining control over a potentially threatening development “by moving it into an arena
where ‘emergency measures’ are applicable and legitimate” (McDonald 2008: 69). To
comprehend this definition, it requires explaining its parts separately. Securitization is a two
stage process: first, ‘securitizing actor’ (traditionally is this role played by states, i.e. their
decision-making elites) expresses ‘declarations’ of threat in the form of ‘speech acts’ to a
relevant and specific audience, which, in the second stage of the process needs to “accept the

move in order for the issue at hand to be recognized as an existential threat and thus
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accomplish successful securitization” (Buzan et. al. 1998: 25f; cited in: Biba 2014: 27). The
existential threat in the case of water relations (in the Mekong basin) can be framed in the
realm of water insecurity’ (an insufficient availability of fresh water to satisfy demand of all
sectors for which it is critical — consumption, energy production, agriculture, industry,
transportation, etc. (Biba 2014: 28). The ‘referent object’ under existential threat can be
framed in various ways: first, as a threat to economic growth (the base of state’s economy is
threatened); second, as a threat to sovereignty and autonomy (a transboundary river is
controlled by another state/s); third, as a an impulse for diplomatic tensions between states or
fourth, as a threat to socio-political stability as a result of resettlement or migration (ibid: 27).
Taken together, all these cases are centred on stability and legitimacy (and thus survival) of
the regime of the state. The understanding of ‘extraordinary/ emergency measures’ is often
taken for granted, however, a closer look reveals question about their definition. Answers are
found in Buzan et. al. conceptualization of securitization which “removes the [securitized]
issues out of the haggling of normal politics and moves the scope towards quick and coercive
options, often police and military options, and delegitimizes long-term solutions and
negotiations” (Buzan er al. 1998; cited in: Biba 2014: 29) which are an integral part of any
‘normal’ political decision-making procedure.

In addition, securitization serves as a tool to “construct knowledge” where an image of
reality is constructed that fits the interests of the more powerful actor, irrespective of the fact
whether the proposed image is based on reality or not: “under an efficiently-run hegemony,
such beliefs become unconscious, are held as true and may ultimately form a ‘sanctioned

999

discourse’” (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 447). In a sanctioned discourse, the more powerful

secure support for their own definition of reality which they have created by constructing

knowledge that is suiting their goals. Taken all together:
used hand-in-hand with knowledge construction [and/or securitization], a tactic of
sanctioning the discourse (...) may serve to veil certain aspects of riparian relations (e.g.
inequitable distribution) while emphasising others (e.g. the merits of technical cooperation).
The ‘cooperative’ tone of the more powerful actors’ discourse can be expected to sit well
with the international donor community, which thereby assists in sanctioning the prevailing

discourse while excluding the alternatives. (ibid: 448).

In such a way, the more powerful state deliberately sets and re-sets the frame and content of

the discourse at river basin level (as well as at international level) to influence the perception

’ For the sake of conceptual clarity, it should be pointed out, that ‘water insecurity’ is to be understood in terms
of ‘water scarcity’ (inclusive its various forms, not only physical scarcity, suggested in the conceptualizations of
Molle and Mollinga (2003: 531).
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and beliefs of the problem by the audience (in or out of the basin, depending on which
audience needs to be addressed), while ignoring and restraining other discourses that do not
fit their interests.

The hegemonic compliance associated with ideational power, is by far the most
efficient tactic (Lustick 2002: 23). The question that can be asked here is whether other
riparians cannot use hegemonic compliance-producing mechanisms to accomplish the same as
the hydro-hegemon deploying them. The precondition to put it into action for the state is the
need to persuade its co-riparians of the credibility of their sticks and carrots. For this purpose,
when ordering the four tactics according to their efficiency, Lustick draws the attention to the
links between the mechanisms — the Guttmann scale of relationships applies: each tactic may
only work provided that the previous coercive mechanisms are understood to be present (ibid:
23). The efficiency of each mechanism requires to be backed up by the credibility of the
previously ordered tactics. Incentives or agreements would not work without the belief of

coercive measures at disposal of the actor who is offering them.

Dimension of Compliance-Producing Efficiency Counter-hegemonic

Power (based Mechanisms (Lustick) mechanisms (Cascao)
on Lukes)

Material Power 1. Coercive Low Mechanisms of

deployment of material
power tactics

Bargaining 2. Utilitarian Functional/operational and
Power 3. Normative cooperative mechanisms
Agreement
Ideational 4. Ideological Liberating mechanisms
Power Hegemony
High

Table 1. Compliance-producing mechanisms (tactics), their efficiency and respective form of
power compiled by the author, adapted from Zeitoun (2008: 32); and enhanced with the
counter-hegemonic mechanisms identified by Cascao (2006: 10).

In the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony, as shown in Table 1. these four
compliance-producing mechanisms (tactics) are linked to three dimensions of power:
hard/material power (1. corresponding with coercion), bargaining power (here 2. utilitarian
and 3. normative agreements belong), and ideational power (corresponding with 4. ideological
hegemony) (Woodhouse and Zeitoun 2008: 111). The examination of the tactics carried out
by the hydro-hegemon (and its co-riparians) allows an assessment of the relative position of
the basin states in terms of power asymmetries. Why this step is relevant for the analysis, will

be shown in the third part of this chapter.
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Criticism

In sum, the strengths of the Framework in identifying the mechanisms and tactics and thus
enabling an evaluation of the water-related interactions in the Mekong basin have been
emphasized. For an objective analysis, the weaker points should not be overlooked. The most
problematic is the evident difficulty of the Framework encountered when operationalizing and
measuring the identified categories. Most of them require an in-depth qualitative analysis to
compensate this weakness which however does not allow for a clear numeric assessment. In
this thesis, the analysis will be backed up by an attempt to measure the forms power at play in
the basin. A further point that comes under criticism is the dominance of state-centric
approaches in transboundary water literature in general (for instance Jagerskog 2003; Furlong
2006), in the case of the Framework, Jan Selby argues, that the fact that the hydro-hegemons

are always states:

places unnecessary limits upon the analysis of the relations between water and power. This
inattention to the national and transnational dimensions of water politics is deeply
problematic, especially so given the nature and continuing transformation of the global
capitalist world order. [The author] calls for a broadening of the hydro-hegemony
framework to make it less dependent upon an outdated model of international politics, and
better suited to the analysis of water and power within an era of globalisation

(Selby 2007: 1).
This criticism is legitimate, because the Framework does not sufficiently reflect the role of
international, transnational, domestic, sub-national or non-governmental actors in
transboundary hydropolitics nor does it conceptually integrate them or the systemic linkages
between them. However, for the purpose of this paper, broadening of the range of actors
would not add any further relevant insights and clarity to the outcome of the analysis. On the
contrary, a too broad focus would generate less explanatory power of the results, as no
systematic framework exists to date, that would reflect and explain the complexity of the
reality of transboundary relations in every detail as well as a whole. International actors in the
form of international institutions (or states external to the basin) will not be omitted, but will
come into the picture not as individual actors, but as tools (or sources of power) strategically

used by the riparian states to deploy the different tactics and mechanisms.

4.2. Power and its measurement
An inherent feature of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony, the conceptual basis it is based

on, is power and its asymmetry in the real world interactions between states in a basin. The
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Framework of Hydro-Hegemony essentially revolves around power. It examines the means by
which hydro-hegemons and their co-riparians exercise their power and what resources —
forms of power — allow them to do so: “the more power a state has, the more tactics are
available to it and the more able they are to deploy them” (Zeitoun 2005). It focuses mainly
on the observation of the non/deployment of specific tactics and strategies related to different
forms of power in the situation of power asymmetry in the basin. However, it does not
suggest, how much power is ‘more power’ relative to the less powerful riparian, apart from
the visualisation in Figure 4 of the revised pillars of hydro—hegemonyg, which shows four
forms of power, both overt (geographical and material powers) and covert (bargaining and
ideational powers), which are present in a situation of hydro-hegemony in a river basin. The
length of the pillars signifies the power resources available to each riparian respectively. The
most powerful state “usually very strong in all dimensions of power, at least in relation to its
neighbours” is able to “create and maintain a situation of hydro-hegemony” (Cascdo and

Zeitoun 2010:32).

HYDRO-HEGEMONY

FOUR PILLARS OF POWER

r N [ N N 7 N\

GEOGRAPHY MATERIAL BARGAINING | | IDEATIONAL
POWER POWER POWER

J \ J

Figure 4: Revised pillars of hydro-hegemony (Cascao and Zeitoun 2010: 32).

Even though the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony elaborates on the concept of power, it does
not make any concrete references to the ways how the forms of power can be operationalized
and subsequently measured as precisely as possible. The authors define the options how
power can be exercised — through deployment of strategies and tactics; and mobilization of

resources available — and if and how a riparian state exercises which specific form of power,

8 For the purpose of this paper, the author is working with the revised version of the pillars of hydro-hegemony,
the previous version will be introduced shortly. It consisted of three pillars: ‘riparian position’, ‘power’ (in all its
three forms) and ‘exploitation potential’. After having put their theory to test, Cascdo and Zeitoun suggested
giving each of the three forms of power its own pillar, whereas ‘riparian position’ is forming the ‘geographical
power’ pillar and ‘exploitation potential’ becomes a part of ‘material power’ (Casc@o and Zeitoun 2010: 31).

30



but their approximations of how much power does a riparian possess in relation to the
hydro-hegemon are based on estimations without sufficiently being backed up by quantitative
data. A more nuanced examination of the measurement of power in its various forms can level
out the potential differences in interpretations by different scholars. Articulating an ideal
indicator is difficult, perhaps impossible and there is no consensus on a method how to do so.
But, despite the fact that no single measure or a set of measures can provide all information to
draw a detailed and complex picture that would offer a perfect reflection of reality, it still is a
contribution to minimizing of this methodological weakness. In this part of the chapter the
author will suggest a set of indicators for each form of power (geographic, material,
bargaining, and ideational — in the order of their rising efficiency), to illustrate the
quantitative-comparative understanding of power asymmetries in the basin alongside

qualitative analysis. Subsequently, they will be tested in the main part of the thesis.

4.2.1. Material power

What Lukes acknowledged as the first dimension of power — material power —, was first

described by Robert Dahl as “A has power over B to the extent that s/he can get B to do

something that B would not do otherwise” (Dahl 1957: 202). It is power in its most

recognisable form,; it is the “material capacity of one party to gain the compliance of the other”
(Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 7). The exercise of material power to produce the compliance of the

counterpart works by sanction, and is defined as ‘“coercion, or action designed to compel

another actor to do something by credibly signalling the costly consequences of his failure to

comply” (Rothgeb 1993, Martin 1977 cited in: Goh 2011: 4).

Applied to the case of water relations, the sources of this power are based on economic
and military resources, technical capability (for resource capture) that riparian states possess
and international political and financial support as well as their positional strength — the
downstream or upstream position of the state (Daoudy 2009: 363). Control over access to
water exercised by riparian states can be influenced by asymmetries in material power
(Cascao and Zeitoun 2010: 31). Those states that have more and stronger capacities at their
disposal or they enjoy a favourable riparian position have also more options to shape the
negotiations over water control. In the following part, all sources of material power will be

dealt with in detail.
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Military power

From the most classic realist perspective, military strength is the key factor of power, because
“force is the ultimate ratio of international politics” (emphasis in original; Mearsheimer 2001:
56; as cited in Flemes 2007: 12). In case of transboundary rivers, states can mobilize their
militaries and use their force to protect their access to the resource; keep control over the
resource or apply their military leverage as a threat. However, military power is not the only
power states possess. In international relations, special attention has to be given to the
tendency of “exaggerating the effectiveness of military power resources and the tendency to
treat military power as the ultimate measuring rod to which other forms of power should be
compared” (Baldwin 1979: 180). Secondly, it can be argued, that this form of power is easily
measured, compared to the other forms, which can partially explain its more or less
enthusiastic usage in academic argumentations. Yet, quantitative indicators measuring
military strength do not always link directly to military effectiveness, as has been
demonstrated in history, when smaller armies defeated larger rivals (Treverton and Jones
2005: 5). States exercise other forms of power they have at their disposal (bargaining or
ideational power), to overcome their disadvantaged military power position.

While not overestimating military strength and its indicators, a measurement of
military power is a meaningful component of an in-depth analysis of the power relations in a
basin. The author will gather and assess information and the most essential indicator: defence
budget (as a percentage of GDP), which conveys a measure of the resources provided to the

military of a state (Tellis et.al. 2000: 136).

Economic power

Economic power is closely related to military powers; it serves as its foundation, based on the
presumption that a wealthier state has more options to convert its economic capabilities into
military power (Tellis et al. 2000). The most important indicator used to measure economic
power is state’s GDP per capita and is still used despite its evident limitations when drawing a
picture of economic power of a state (Treverton and Jones 2005: 5). A disparity in GDP per
capita between states in a basin points to a high level of economic inequality, which might
reinforce the leverage (such as trade and aid) of the more economically powerful states
against their economically less developed co-riparians (Kehl 2011: 226). As an additional
measure of capital as a building block of economic power of a state, the annual growth rates

of GDP will be used. They inform about the future size of the riparian’s economy: “they
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determine the choices that a state has with respect to developing its future (...) power”. (Tellis
et al. 2000: 87). Again, a stronger economy has more possibilities to choose the direction in
which its resources will go — how the power of the states will be increased, compared to other
riparians.

This issue is closely related to the diversification of the economy of a riparian state. A
diversified and developed economy is more efficient and has more options to extract power
from its economic resources compared to an economy based on a few profitable sectors. In
particular, an economy with heavy dependence on agriculture (irrigation, livestock, fishing,
harvesting and processing food, etc.) as the main driving sector. To be able to comparatively
assess the economic strength of the Mekong riparian states in this regard, the size of the
agriculture sector as percentage of GDP will be measured controlling for the total
employment in agriculture. If there are many people employed in agriculture while the GDP
output of the sector is low, it produces little. The wider the gap, the less efficiently the
economy is managed.

Even having the main economic output outside of the agricultural sector, developing
the economy does not assure states a favourable position in the competition over water.
Having powerful friends, however, can. International political and financial support (for
instance in the form of financial aid) from states or international financial institutions can be a
very efficient source of power (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 449). To partially assess the effect
of these external sources in numerical terms, the inflow of foreign direct investment (and aid)
will be used as a measure. The diversification of external sources will approximately show on
the help of which states/ groups of states as the top partners and donors the state is depending.
The most important for economic power resources for China’s co-riparians will be having
different aid and FDI donors. If China is the important donor or FDI partner, it is a source of

bargaining power for China, not material power of its co-riparians.

Geographical power

The riparian position of the state in the basin — either upstream or downstream, depending on
the position of the state in relation to the source of the river (at or near the headwaters, or in
the lower parts of the river system), is typically the most stable factor considered when
analysing transboundary water relations. It can be considered “as an asset of material power,

because of its concrete nature and enduring quality” (Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 7). And it is
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nature — geography and gravity — which provides the upstream state in possession of
mountains with several advantages.

On logical grounds, the quality and quantity of water is better the closer it is to its
source, compared to the downstream states. In addition, any changes in the quality and
quantity of water cause physical impact for the downstream riparians, as the riparian
geographically closer to the headwaters of the river is able to control them. The quantity of
the water flow can be decreased if the upstream state manipulates the flow of the river by
storing, diverting it, extracting water from it or through construction of dams, canals or
pipelines (Salman 2010: 351). It does not suggest, that downstream riparians are deprived of
this option, but regions with large altitude changes which are usually close to the river source
— thus most likely on the territory of upstream states — are much more suited for instance for
hydropower projects because hydropower generation here is more efficient (Cascao and
Zeitoun 2010: 31). Furthermore, the upstream riparian can affect the quality of the water in
the shared river, through pollution caused by industrial waste, agricultural runoff or sewage
(Salman 2010: 351). This may cause complications for any riparian downstream, as pollution
moves on with the river flow downwards, which can lessen the motivation of the upstream
riparian to take joint measures to address any pollution issues (Scheumann and
Herrfahrdt-Pihle 2008: 27).

An upstream riparian position can be beneficial for the state itself and at the same time
function as a strategic leverage to gain control over water. If a state controls the headwaters or

the upper point of river, it uses its geographic advantage as leverage over other states. It is
perhaps the most static form of coercive resource, and one that is essentially outside of the
struggle for a better position in the balance of power between states. Political entities
blessed with such a coercive resource are not likely to have it eroded, short of territorial

conquest by another (Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 450).
This may create an impression of riparian position being a very influential and determining
form of power a state can possess. Furthermore, the visualisation of the four equally wide
pillars of hydro-hegemony might suggest that each form of power has equal weight, when it
comes to influence. However, compared to the effects of exercise of other forms of power,
geographical power should not be over-emphasized. Cascao and Zeitoun found, that
geographical power is relevant only under certain conditions, only when the state combines it
with military, economic and geopolitical power (Cascdo and Zeitoun 2010: 36). Therefore, an
upstream position in the absence of advantage in the other pillars of power is less relevant and

not a precondition to become the hydro-hegemon in the basin. The upstream downstream
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power asymmetry on the Nile Basin exemplifies a case where Ethiopia despite its favourable
upstream position so far could not realize its ‘hegemonic potential’ that such a position has to
offer (examples from other basins of upstream riparians that are not hegemons are
Afghanistan and Nepal), while Egypt, the most powerful riparian uses other forms of power to
compensate its unfavourable downstream position to gain its share of control over water as
the hydro-hegemon in the basin (Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 10).

Riparian position is not measurable, at least not in an optimal quantitative form that
would contribute to a more thorough analysis of hydro-hegemony in the basin. The author
suggests the ‘hydropower potential’ of a state as a rough estimate and indirect measure of the
riparian position to distinguish between the riparians in the lower part of the Mekong river
that has a less steep altitude changes. A state with high hydropower potential is closer to the
possibilities of an upstreamer, compared to a state with negligible hydropower potential.
Nevertheless, the answer to the question, which state is the upstream riparian in the basin, is
at the same time the answer to the question who has more geographical power, that serves as a

solid base for the deployment of other forms of power available.

Technological capacity

In the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony, the exploitation potential is defined as the ability of a
state to exploit transboundary water resources (Cascao and Zeitoun 2010: 31), in other words,
the actual technological capacity of a riparian to utilise water from the river. This technical
infrastructure and capability for gathering and storing water belongs — in addition to the
military, economic and geographical power — to the material power of the state. An effective
planning, construction and operation of hydraulic infrastructures to exploit the advantages the
river has to offer, provides the state with more material power, in comparison to its
co-riparians, who have not such abilities and capacities at their disposal.

First, through the utilization of the function of electric power generation, states can
meet their electricity demand needed for their present and future economic development.
Second, dams function as ultimate tools to control the water flow. Not only the quantity and
quality as has been noted before, but also the timing of the flow of the water can be changed.
A large storage facility for surface water can be operated in various ways. It can either even
out seasonal variations of water flow: store the high water levels from the rainy season and
release them during the dry months allowing irrigation for agricultural production (Alam et. al.

2011: 427), or not. In a transboundary river basin, where the situation is complicated by
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upstream and downstream positions of states, with national interests coming into play, the
reality is lagging far behind this ideal picture. There are more cases of upstream riparians
operating hydropower plants for power generation, releasing water from the reservoir
according to their own needs, and not in close cooperation and coordination with the needs of
their downstream co-riparians (ibid: 427).

In accord with most hydro-political analyses, it will be exactly this physical
infrastructure — dams — that will be focused on here as the core indicator of exploitation
potential, to assess the power of the Mekong basin states. For a numeric illustration, the

installed hydro-capacity (measured in megawatt) will be used.

On the whole, material power is the most visible form of power. Its sources include economic
power, international financial and political support, military power, riparian position and
technological prowess. An asymmetrical distribution of this overt form of power in the basin
can influence the outcomes of the competition over the control exercised over water in favour
of the riparian that possesses more of it.

However, by about any common measure of material power, enough examples can be
found, where the obviously materially very powerful state has failed to obtain what it wanted
despite its opponent being considered as weak by these accepted standards (Cascao and
Zeitoun 2010: 31). So there has to be some other source of power, apart from the material,
that the states possess to accomplish their goals. As indicated before, there are two such forms
of power, bargaining and ideational. The authors of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony
perceive them to be the “key explanatory factors for asymmetric power relations in
transboundary basins”. They even argue, that specifically in transboundary waters interaction,
direct deployment of force (especially military) is not as common as the water wars hype may
presume it to be (Cascdo and Zeitoun 2010: 31). Other forms of power are at play; beside
victory in a struggle, the agenda of the struggle can be determined in advance, by influencing
perceptions, the agenda, the discourse and the timing of negotiations and projects, etc. (ibid.
36). These abilities belong to the realm of bargaining and ideational powers and will be dealt

with in detail in the next two chapters.

4.2.2. Bargaining power
The authors of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony built their definition of bargaining power

upon the definition of Lukes’ second dimension of power. His conceptualization, again, is
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analogous to Bachrach and Baratz’ characterization of the “second face of power”, which
challenged the approach of Dahl (first face of power — material power) (Dahl 1957: 202), for
not considering “what does not happen” in decision-making settings (Bachrach and Baratz;
cited in Lukes 2005 [1974]: 22). Bargaining power refers to the impact of the options and
alternatives of one party on the other. When an actor is able to influence or change the
expectations of its counterpart, through its words or actions, in a way that is beneficial to its
own interests and consequently worsening the counterpart’s alternatives, the actor has
bargaining power. The primary means through which states attempt to effect such favourable
changes are threats and promises (involving provision of some benefits to the counterpart).
Bargaining power thus, similarly to material power, works by sanction. Exercising bargaining
power to produce compliance of the other actor is “inducement or getting another actor to
behave in a particular way by offering a reward” (Rothgeb 1993, Martin 1977; cited in: Goh
2011: 4). The degree, to which the actor is able to influence the expectation of the opponent,
to make him act in accordance with the stronger party’s will, is directly related to the extent of
its bargaining power (Cascao and Zeitoun 2010: 31). Bargaining power is closely associated
with the utilitarian and normative compliance-producing mechanisms realized in the form of
trade incentives or bilateral agreements. The main identified tactic of bargaining power can be
issue-linkage, which will be addressed in the context of counter-hegemonic strategies.
Negotiations and agreements between states, as complex processes where actors try to
persuade each other to accept their preferred positions, are the usual arenas, where
exploitation of bargaining power takes place. The more powerful states can maintain control
over the agenda in these decision-making settings, by deciding about what is important and
what is unimportant, which issues get on the agenda and which are consciously excluded, who
is allowed to take part, when and how the process will happen (Swartz 2007: 103). So, by
adding or subtracting of issues under negotiation or participants taking part, the stronger actor
is changing the rules of the game. In other words, bargaining power is the power “to decide
where the goalposts are and to move them at will” (Zeitoun and Allan 2008:7). The important
nature of this power comes to surface when considering what has been said before: it is the
degree of influence of demands of one state on the expectations of the counterpart. The source
of the influence is coming from the relationship between the actors. Bargaining power is
always relative, not absolute. A state may have bargaining power only relative to another state,
that state whom they are involved in the process of bargaining (Daoudy 2009: 365). Thus, it is
crucial to determine the indicators of measurement in terms of relations between the riparians

in the basin. However, compared to the relatively straightforward mechanisms that are in play
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in the first dimension of power, when measuring bargaining power, the complexity of the
picture is not as easily to be demonstrated in numerical terms as scholars and practitioners
would wish. Nevertheless, there are indicators that can offer a notion of the distribution of
bargaining power in the Mekong basin.

First selected measure of bargaining power is the level of dependency on bilateral
trade between China and each of its co-riparians — the mutual shares of trade between China
and its co-riparians will be assessed. An example for such bilateral trade can be the mutual
investment between the riparians into their respective hydropower industry or hydropower
infrastructure. Furthermore, a favourable position in terms of bilateral cooperation is also a
source of bargaining power for the state which enjoys it. Apart from the state’s ability to
influence the conditions of bilateral trade and cooperation, bargaining power relates to the
influence over relevant institutions like international law. The ability to appeal to; to create,
write and veto international law is a further component of bargaining power. Using reference
to international law “to gain a sense of legitimacy for customary practices” (Dellapenna 2003:
289, cited in: Zeitoun and Warner 2006: 442), can increase the visibility of the issues,
demands and the voice of the state appealing to international law. It is assumed, that states,
which have such ability, have more bargaining power relative to their co-riparians in regard to
the issue at stake. The options that allow states to do so are embodied in customary
international water law, a set of rules which are meant to govern relations between riparian
states that share transboundary water resources and are codified in the 1997 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Non-navigational Use of International Watercourses
(hereinafter referred as ‘the 1997 UN Convention’)9, which is now “widely considered to be
the most authoritative legislative instrument relating to international water law” (UN 1997;

cited in: Phillips et al 2006: 11f).

In the previous sections the forms of power which offer tools and tactics to the states to assert
their interests in the process of decision-making about water sharing of a transboundary river
have been discussed. Economically, military strong states (optionally combined with
favourable riparian position), which have access to advanced water-extraction and water use
technologies can pursue their own interests creating compliance of their co-riparians by

deploying material power. Or, states can maintain or improve their situation by asserting

° The three key principles codified are: 1. Equitable and reasonable use of shared freshwater resources,
2. Prevention of the causing of significant harm, 3. Provision of prior notification by the riparians who have
plans considering new allocations or utilizations of the resource that might affect other riparians (UN 1997, cited
in: Zeitoun 2008: 35).
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political or economic pressure over their counterpart through using bargaining power in the
negotiation process in the context of formal or informal institutions or, thirdly, they “can use
their power to get those without power to believe that their predicaments are reasonable, and
not worth questioning at all. Force, deals and ideas: and the greatest of the three is ideas”

(Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 9).

4.2.3. Ideational power

Lukes describes the third dimension of power — ideational power'® — as the most effective
form of power operating at a deeper and more invisible level, also active in the world of
transboundary rivers; it is the answer to the question: “how do the powerful secure the
compliance of those over which they wield power?” (Lukes 2005 [1974]: 12). Lukes
maintains that the powerful actor deploying ideational power, manufactures knowledge,
beliefs and “deeply rooted forms of political socialization where [the less powerful] actors
unwittingly follow the dictates of power even against their best interests” (Lukes 2005 [1974];
cited in: Swartz 2007:2). In other words, ideational power is the ability to shape preferences
and assumptions of the counterpart in a way that is in accord with the interests of the riparian

manipulating them. Lukes defines the power in realm of ideas as

“power to prevent people, to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their
perceptions, cognitions and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the
existing order of things either because they can see or imagine no alternative to it, or because
they see it as natural and unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely ordained and

beneficial” (Lukes, 2005 [1974]: 28).

As shown before, each form of power produces compliance by different methods. Whereas
bargaining power shapes the agenda of negotiation settings — which issues are discussed and
which are left out, etc. — effective deployment of ideational power does not only keep issues
from the decision-making table, but also from the “minds and consciousness of the different
players involved” (Vene Klasen and Miller 2002, cited in: Gaventa 2006: 29), so the beliefs

and acceptance of status quo is being shaped. The most powerful actors exercise ideational

' The term ideational power is often conflated with “soft power” a nearly clichéd and conceptually contested
term which is ubiquitously used in politics and academia. It has been popularized by Joseph Nye who defines it
as “the ability to affect others through co-optive means of framing the agenda, persuading, and eliciting positive
attraction in order to obtain preferred outcomes” (2011: 20f). From this definition it can be seen, that
conceptually, ideational power (as well as bargaining power) is associated with soft power, however, to what
extent or are they identical? Neither of the authors of the analytical frameworks applied in this paper draws a
clear distinction between these two terms nor addresses this question. It must be noted however, that no matter
how soft and ideational power are related to each other, both are posing difficulties for analysts in terms of
objective measurements. So, for the purpose of this paper, the term ideational power will be used because it fits
the terminological conceptualization of the used frameworks.
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power efficiently by “(re)writing the rules of the game, to represent the world in a particular
way — and find these representations accepted and reproduced by those not in power. The
state of affairs can become so institutionalised and ‘normalised’ that it is rarely challenged”
(Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 8), because it is defined and perceived as normal and acceptable.
Ideational power is about “the propagation of dominant beliefs, which, once accepted,
constrain and align the preferences of the subjects with those of the powerful actor” (Goh
2011: 13). In addition, as the authors observed, the most powerful state in the basin deploying
ideational power tactics associated with hegemonic compliance-producing mechanisms
(securitization, knowledge construction or discourse sanctioning) conceals the conflictive
issues and emphasises the cooperative tone which can be expected to “steer international
donor funding and policy” which in turn sanctions the discourse leaving out the alternatives
(Woodhouse and Zeitoun 2008: 111). In principle, the actor exercising ideational power needs
to convince another “that it is in her best interest to do as he wishes” (Rothgeb 1993, Martin
1977; cited in: Goh 2011: 4).

Obvious analytical difficulties emerge from these definitions: how beliefs, preferences,
assumptions, perceptions, strategies or interests should be identified and defined not to
mention operationalized and measured without the seemingly inevitable subjectivity of the
analysis? The bulk of criticism on Lukes’ theoretical conception of dimensions of power
focuses on the assumed incapability of current social sciences to measure this form of power
and the causal mechanisms at play and such categories as ‘real interests’ in general (see e.g.
Hutchings 2005, Hay 1997, Shapiro 2006). Nevertheless, attempts have been made to
measure how ideas influence water-interactions between states from the viewpoint of
legitimacy and credibility of the riparians, which offers a way of advancing towards an
assessment of the ideational power that states have at their disposal. Accountability and
credibility of a powerful state granted by its co-riparians assures their compliance and is
essential for the wielding of ideational power. The debate in International Relations moves on
to the next step of attractiveness of values, moral behaviour and norms of a state and

leadership, measured in different ways'' however it is a too broad definition of ideational

' A very broadly used way of measuring ideational power are quantifying variables such as technology transfer,
research and development expenditure and published journal articles (Kehl 2011: 221) because of their proposed
evidence on how legitimate and credible a state is perceived by other riparians. Considering these variables
however, it cannot be clearly distinguished, if economic reasons or ideational power abilities are at play.
Similarly, there are suggestions to assess ideational power (soft power) of a state in terms of cultural resources
and impact (Flemes 2007: 13) or polling data from (public) surveys used to assess the ‘image’ of a state. Here,
Goh points to the clearly missing link between the polling data and the actual policy choices of the state
(2011: 16). Thus, none of these variables will be used to evaluate the ideational power capabilities of the riparian
states in the Mekong basin.
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power not feasible for the purpose of operationalization in this thesis. Instead, a different
approach will be taken.

Instead of focusing on the discourse, the narrative will be used as the unit of analysis
to examine China’s wielding of ideational power in the Mekong basin. Cascao and Zeitoun
lean on Hajer in their understanding of the narrative as one of the various functional units of a
large complex organized around a discourse (Hajer 1997, Cascdo and Zeitoun 2010: 32).
Narrative is thus linked to the knowledge construction of states that serves to distribute the
stronger sides’ beliefs and representation of the issue to the counterpart or that securitizes the
issue. If such narrative gets accepted and aligned with the preferences of the counterpart, the
wielding of ideational power is effective. So the process is twofold, the response of the
‘audience’ decides about the effectivity of ideational power of the actor distributing its story.
Two question baskets will be answered to assess the ideational power of China and its
co-riparians.

Firstly, in a narrow understanding of ideational power, China’s actions in the Mekong
basin in terms of cooperative behaviour will be assessed. Does China cooperate in the
Mekong basin-wide, how and in what extent? The answer leads to the approximate image for
cooperation of the Mekong river that China proposes, is it oriented towards unilateral actions
or cooperative multilateral actions? Secondly, in a broader understanding of ideational power,
does China frame the Mekong issue in terms of securitization? So, with what narrative does
China attempt to influence the perceptions of its co-riparians and persuade them of its own
vision? Is it successful? Is China’s representation of the issue accepted and reproduced by the
co-riparians which would imply, that China has more ideational power relative to its

co-riparians?

4.3. Counter-hegemony

Tightly bound to the distribution of power resources and capabilities in the Mekong basin is
the range of tactics and strategies of counter-hegemony. As Cascdo points out: “power
relations are not an irreversible or a static reality; the status quo does not last forever. Power,
and power asymmetry, are constantly being contested and challenged” (Cascao 2008; cited in:
Cascao and Zeitoun 2010: 31). Even though this quote can be considered as very enthusiastic
and does not specify how often such ‘constantly’ happens, it does not diminish the fact that

even if the hydro-hegemon is stronger in every form of power, bargaining or ideational
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powers can be the main source of counter-hegemonic tactics for the co-riparians (Cascao and
Zeitoun 2010: 30).

So, being powerful is connected to the ability of exploiting the situation in which the
state is, to its advantage. How can this be done? The tactic of issue-linkage is an example of
an important source of bargaining power that allows states to gain more of it by trying to
indirectly influence the behaviour of the hydro-hegemon through institutional instruments. In
international transboundary interaction, for instance, by linking water-issues under
negotiation to non-water issues “forming ‘bigger baskets’ from which a range of potential
benefits can be generated” (Tollison and Willett 1979: 425-449; cited in: Daoudy 2009: 365).
In doing so, states signal readiness to grant concessions on those matters of less importance in

exchange for more significant issues. As Daoudy maintains:

By linking the resolution of issues over which the ‘weaker’ player has an upper hand with issues
it is otherwise unable to avoid subordination to, a second-best outcome for the weaker side is

possible (Daoudy 2005: 119; cited in: Zeitoun 2008: 28).

Issue-linkage is only one of the possibilities states have at their disposal to counter the
hydro-hegemony in the basin. They can not only deploy tactics that are related to bargaining
power, but also to the other forms of power: material and ideational. Cascao gives examples
of mechanisms, she observed in the counter-hegemonic struggles of riparians. The similarities
to the compliance-producing mechanisms identified by Lustick in the Framework of
Hydro-Hegemony can hardly be overlooked. On logical grounds, the difference is that these
are used to confronting and opposing the existing situation of hegemony in the basin instead
of reinforcing it. Table 1. visualizes their similar nature.

Mechanisms of deployment of material power tactics are predominantly violent:
military acts, support to opposition groups by neighbouring states and bellicose threats
(Cascao 2006: 10). The functional/operational and cooperative mechanisms: reactive
diplomacy (complaining, denouncing, letters of protest to international institutions),
pro-active diplomacy (lobby campaigns, region-wide cooperation, cooperation either with
co-riparians that includes the hegemon or excludes them, or cooperation with states out of the
basin), mobilisation of alternative international funding are just a few examples (Cascao
2006: 10). The liberating mechanisms: knowledge/expertise construction (proposals of
innovative ideas/ alternative scenarios towards equity and justice of water allocation,
utilization and management in the basin “based on top-level expertise and applied
knowledge”), discourse alternatives (water as a basic social and human right, environmental

protection) and coalitions with progressive forces (incentives, activities or networks which
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involve NGO'’s, domestic or international organizations) (ibid: 9) are in form and content
nearest to the hegemonic compliance-producing mechanisms that are evolving around sources
of ideational power.

If the state pursuing these strategies succeeds, their bargaining (as well as material or
ideational) power has increased, relatively to its counterpart, compensating for a relative
imbalance in material power. If any of these tactics actively deployed by the co-riparians of
China in the Mekong basin can be identified, they can be related to counter-hegemonic
strategies. In essence, any strategy that would help the non-hegemons either gain more
bargaining power relative to the hegemon or modify the status quo of the hydro-hegemony;
can be considered as counter-hegemonic. By examining the processes of major negotiations
and agreements between China and each state in the Mekong basin, it is expected to find
examples of cases where the downstream states increased their bargaining power by linking
water-issues to matters of high importance for China or raised their bargaining power in
different ways. Even though such findings do not say anything about measuring the effect of
this strategy, they offer information about the power proportions being changed between the

dyad of actors in favour of the less powerful riparians.

Having defined the methods and the theoretical conceptualization and proposed an analytical
operationalization of the identified categories, the author will now move on to the main part
of the thesis where they will be applied to the water interactions between China and its
co-riparians in the Mekong basin to find answers to the research questions of this thesis. First,
a brief introduction to the Mekong River Basin is inevitable to understand the basis for the

cooperative and conflictive behaviour of its riparians.
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5. Analysis

5.1. Mekong River Basin and the interests of its riparian states

The Mekong River Basin is shared by six states, as the river flows through or by them: China,
Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. Together with its tributaries, the Mekong
River is among the world’s longest and largest systems in the world and the longest in
Southeast Asia, with an estimated length of nearly 4900 kilometres (Dore et. al. 2012: 24). Its
source originates in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau in wetlands situated about 5000 metres above
sea level. Called the Lancang River (Lancang Jiang, ‘Turbulent River’) in China, this upper
section of the river comprises nearly half of the rivers length and flows across south-western
province of Yunnan, mostly through steep gorges inhospitable to settlement but suitable for
construction of dams because of their large altitude changes (Osborne 2004: 1f). By the time
the river leaves Chinese territory, the altitude falls to about 400 meters above sea level before
it spills into the South China Sea, after passing its second half of length through and by the
other riparian states where the greatest part of the population of the basin exceeding 70
Million people live (Daming and Kung 1997, Hori 2000; cited in: Dore et. al. 2012: 24). This
further growing population depends upon the Mekong for resources that range from irrigation
water for agriculture and forestry, to fish, transport or potable water. It is argued that
comparatively to the other similarly large rivers in the world, the Mekong is relatively
unspoiled and undeveloped thus possesses hugely productive ecology and especially
hydrology potential that has not been exploited excessively mainly because of civil conflicts
and wars in the region, but the relative peace and economic development since 1990’s set of a
range of plans for hydropower development (Goh 2004a: 1). So while the river continues to
be perceived as a base for livelihood, it is more and more becoming an important engine for
economic development. These roles not only compete often and make the water governance a
challenging issue, but the externalities of any realised hydropower plans are born by other
riparian countries as well.

In terms of scarcity of water, by any standard, the Mekong basin is extremely water-
rich, despite this, in Cambodia, Laos and the Mekong Delta less than 50 percent of the
population has access to water of acceptable quality for drinking (MRC 2003: 57; cited in:
Phillips et. al. 2006: 91). According to the definitions of scarcity of water in a basin,
conceptualized by Molle and Mollinga (2003: 531), the riparians in the Mekong basin in the
above mentioned states face economic scarcity based on domestic incapacity to provide

human or financial resources to access water, while in general, states face institutional
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scarcity of water as their source of conflict (and cooperation), where the impact in quantity
and/or quality comes from the upstream changes of the flow by another state.

In the late 1980’s, the pressing demand for energy supply for the growing economy
and population moved China to harness the favourable geography potential of the Lancang
with the estimated hydropower potential of 30 000 megawatt with a cascade of eight
consecutive mainstream dams of which four are currently fully operational, one partially and
the further three are in planning stages. Once completed, these dams will have a maximum
installed capacity of over 15 000 megawatt, roughly equivalent to 80 percent of China’s Three
Gorges Dam, the largest dam in the world (Matthews and Motta 2013: 1). The reportedly
positive side of dam building for hydropower production is their reduction of harmful
greenhouse-gas emissions in the process of electricity generation and helping with water
supply for navigation and irrigation during the dry season and flood control during the wet
season (Freeman 2009: 458, McCormack 2001: 16; cited in: Biba 2012: 609). Will these
outweigh the downsides? According to the generally accepted proportion of water flowing out
of each state in the basin — China 16%, Myanmar 2%, Laos 35%, Thailand 17%, Cambodia
19% and Vietnam 11% — the impact of China’s dams should theoretically be limited to a
degree of its runoff, however, these data do not show the importance of sustaining the dry
season flow where the impact of an alternation of the flow is much greater (Osborne 2004: 1).
Even though China has officially stated that construction of dams ‘‘will not harm the interests
of countries located downstream’’ (Xinhua 2011a), no such large infrastructure work on a
river can remain without external consequences for the further downstream parts, it is nearly
impossible to ensure that there will be no negative effects on any downstream riparians
(Pomeranz 2013: 5). A transboundary river means transboundary consequences: ecological,
economic and political.

Beginning with possible ecological impacts, the threat from landslides is universally
acknowledged, additionally, there is probability of higher frequency and magnitude of
earthquakes as well. The filling of the dams may take up to ten years, during which water is
held back, rising the probability of falls in water levels (Roberts 2001: 9). It depends on the
behaviour of the most upper-stream state, if it considers the effects on downstream riparians
or protects its own interests and withholds water during the dry season to keep its electricity
output and protects the dam during floods by releasing water (Goh 2004a: 3f). The natural
pattern of flood and retreat of the Mekong’s waters, however, is essential to the river’s
ecology. Seasonal floods are a desired way how nutrients and sediments reach to the natural

flood plains and “their reduction will lead to a decline in soil fertility over wide areas of rice
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cultivation in the lower Mekong basin (mainly Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam).
Agriculture and salinity will also be affected by flow regulation. Floods usually provide a
natural constraint to salt water intrusion from the sea” (Freeman 2009: 462f, cited in: ibid: 4f).
Furthermore, notwithstanding the special case of behaviour during floods, it is predicted, that
any flow regulation in general (dam as barrier to the river flow) impedes the vital sediment
flows with far reaching impacts on ecosystems, agriculture production, fisheries and thus
livelihoods in the basin, in addition to significantly decreasing the storage capacity and thus
lifetime of the dam with the trapped sediment in its reservoir (Kummu and Varis 2007,
Risinen et al. 2012; cited in: Matthews and Motta 2013:2).

Economically, it would be “virtually impossible to define the flows and water
allocation in the lower basin if the incoming flows are neither stable, nor agreed upon, or even
predictable” (Phillips et. al. 2006: 106) which may cause externalities for the agricultural
sector. Furthermore, if Mekong’s biodiversity declines as an effect of the alternation of the
flow regime through the dams, the productivity in wild fisheries is expected to fall. This is
insofar vitally important for the region’s food supply and its economic viability. In Cambodia,
70 percent of its population’s annual animal protein intake comes from the fish caught in the
lake Tonle Sap and the Mekong (whereas Mekong feeds the ecosystem of Tonle Sap). There
are few alternatives for nutrition and employment (Mydans 2003, cited in: Biba 2012: 609).

Politically, the dams on the upper Mekong allow for controlling the quantity (as well
as their own existence changing the quality of the resource) of water released to the
downstream riparians and altering the conditions on which their economic, food and
livelihood security depend on: “the dams thus represent a potentially powerful tool to exercise
influence over the downstream states and pose a possible diplomatic threat, especially in the
absence of any formal agreements that bind China to a reasonable international water policy”
(Goh 2004a: 6).

However, it must be noted, that the real impact of current dams on the fisheries,
hydrology and rice cultivation is still not fully understood despite great numbers of studies on
this topic (Matthews and Motta 2013: 2). Notwithstanding the explanatory power of studies,
Chinese dams have significant impact on the flow of the Mekong already and it is likely, that
any further construction of dams will exacerbate these fundamental problems. At this point,
readers would be forgiven for losing interest in the Mekong basin, when depicting China as
the powerful hydro-hegemon unilaterally exploiting the resource of the Mekong without any
cooperation with its less powerful and smaller downstream co-riparians which have to bear

the consequences of China’s actions, the outcome of the analysis may look clear. However, a
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look into the further development on the river gives a more complex picture of the water
interaction in the basin.

China’s dam construction on the Lancang triggered plans in the downstream states to
build their own dams on the mainstream of the Mekong and its tributaries. These plans started
to raise concerns as well. Studies conducted to date suggest, that “China’s dam-building plans
are worrying enough, but the proposed new dams on the mainstream of the Mekong below
China would pose even more serious concerns” (Baker 2012: 19). In addition, the fact, that
these downstream dams are funded by private capital or other riparians state-owned firms,
with electricity supply contracts to the riparians in the basin (ibid: vi), sheds different light on
the question about the causal connections between actors, dams and their negative
externalities, and makes the issue even more complex with intertwined interests of all
riparians. This complexity of the geopolitical setting in the Mekong basin is the starting point
for the analysis. First, the alleged interests in water issues of all Mekong riparians
(represented by their governments, which are the main actors in this paper) will be discussed
briefly, identified according to the present literature on the topic, to gain insight into the

setting of water interactions.

Various interests in the Mekong basin

As previously mentioned, there are no criteria to assess the interests of states that would
strictly account for their objectivity. The following assessment of the interests of the Mekong
riparians should thus be understood in context of: firstly, the states pursuing their goals based
on their alleged ‘objective’ criteria based on their upstream or downstream positions, whether
their parts of areas require irrigation or are subject to flooding or saline intrusion; and
secondly, the interests of states can be determined by the actual or potential (economic)

benefits that could be derived from the river (Hirsch et. al. 2006: 46).

China

In a larger context, the utilization of the Mekong can be integrated into China’s general
domestic needs: firstly, economic development vital for regime legitimacy and thus domestic
stability (Biba 2012: 607) is facilitated by enhancing trade opportunities in the neighbouring
states, enabled through building infrastructure for the movement of traded goods on land or
on water (the Mekong is a source for transport if it is navigable). Secondly, meeting surging
energy demands to maintain the growing economy through diversification of energy sources

inland (for instance harnessing the potential of hydropower on the Lancang) and abroad, by
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constructing of hydropower dams and power grids to facilitate hydropower energy import
from other riparian states. Last, but not least, for a full assessment of China’s general
domestic needs, pressing freshwater needs in the arid, urban and industrialized northern parts
of the country with major cities should be mentioned. The realization of the South-North
Water Transfer Project that would divert water to these regions is underway, well known for
being the largest water-canal project in history. Its western route in contrast to the eastern and
central routes considered transboundary rivers sourcing in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau
(including the Mekong River) and was thus highly controversial with high potential for
transboundary conflict if constructed. Its questionable feasibility, seismic activity and the high
probability of reduction of the power generation capacity of the hydropower dams in this
region has thus led to the final decision leaving the Lancang river out of consideration, as
“The Ministry of Water Resources has publicly rejected the idea as too technically complex,
environmentally risky, and dangerous to China’s foreign relations” instead the focus was
shifted on the tributaries of the Yangtze, which is not transboundary (Pomeranz 2013: 6).
Nevertheless, Pomeranz suggests that the possibility is “lurking in the background” (ibid: 5)
and could have an impact on the perception of China in the Mekong basin, which is difficult
to prove scientifically.

In terms of specific policies, China’s exploitation of the hydropower potential on the
Lancang in the Yunnan province is a part of a dual strategy of ‘China’s Western Development
Program’ otherwise known as ‘Opening Up the West’, which is “a massive infrastructure and
poverty alleviation programme” to develop the poverty-stricken landlocked western provinces
with an extensive infrastructure programme as well as create and enhance cross-border
integration with the neighbouring states of the region (Hongyi Harry Lai 2002, cited in:
Hensengerth 2009: 3). During the 1990s and 2000s, Yunnan became an important driver of
this policy, as it actively took the lead in “formulating strategies to re-establish Yunnan as a
‘bridge, hub or pivot’ between China and Southeast Asia” (Summers 2012: 447, Ho 2014: 16),
discovering developing hydropower as a ‘vital sunrise industry’ to aid the development of the
province (ibid: 17). Thus, the strategy of Developing/Opening up the West and its content
concerns not only the domestic development. It became a part of China’s general foreign
policy strategy aiming since the early 2000’s mainly at convincing and reassuring the

neighbouring states in question of peacefulness of China’s developmentu:

"2 The topic of China’s ‘un/peaceful rise’ or China’s ‘charm offensive’ has been discussed in an exhausting
number of academic publications and public discussions in the media and will not be dealt here in more detail
then necessary.
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Chinese government officials, academics and the press have promoted China’s ‘peaceful
rise’ later renamed ‘peaceful development’. This approach has been designed, among other

things, to reassure smaller states on its periphery that they should not fear that China will be

aggressive and hegemonic. One of the key points of this concept is to create ‘‘win-win’’

opportunities with other countries (Liebman 2005: 283, cited in: Biba 2012: 610).

China’s policies towards the Mekong issue should thus be understood in this larger context. A
friendly and peaceful neighbourhood allows for economic growth and domestic stability.
Such situation can be only guaranteed, if the issues between China and its neighbours are not
let to escalate. Applied to the water interaction in the Mekong basin, China’s interests are
twofold: it builds dams on the Lancang to produce energy for its growing needs vital to its
continuous economic development; it constructs dams, infrastructure and navigation projects
on the Mekong and in the basin outside of its territory to facilitate trade and economic
development. For instance: “the Yunnan-Mekong route inherits national interest and vital
geopolitical significance for China” as it is a route allowing China to access important
international seaports and the possibility of construction of oil-pipelines from southern
Thailand that could mitigate the strategic dependency on the Malacca Strait as a transport
route for energy supply (Onishi 2011: 403). On the other hand, it reassures and enhances the
relationship with the riparian states to maintain interaction with its co-riparians that facilitates

growth and stability.

Co-riparians

As already mentioned, the Lancang Cascade and the further projects on the Mekong have the
potential to cause considerable concern in riparian states further downstream, however, at the
same time, triggered interest of these states in boosting the development by exploiting the
hydropower potential of the river. It must be noted that the interest of lower riparian states in
building hydropower dams is not new. Dams have been planned since the 1950’s (within the
plans proposed by the Mekong Committee), but the Cold War development stopped any
realization of these projects until China’s construction on the Lancang triggered their revival.
Philip Hirsch suggests several possible reasons for this development: firstly, the altered
hydrology as a consequence of the Lancang Cascade that evens-out the flow if it releases
water during the dry season and withholds water during the rainy season “makes the
economics of dams on the lower mainstream more favourable than before” (Hirsch 2011).
Especially the prospects for year-round power generation of ‘run-of-river’ dams, which do not

have large reservoirs and are dependent on a regulated flow regime, could be greatly
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improved. Second, the lower riparian states with interests in harnessing the hydropower
potential appear not to have reasons to hold back on the construction of dams, when China is
doing so, claiming its national sovereignty rights. Downstream dams, “in many cases [...]
offer fewer benefits than upstream dams, and similar risks, but [China’s co-riparians] seem
likely to proceed anyway because they represent the only way that downstream counties can
be assured of capturing any of the benefits of dam-building” (Pomeranz 2013: 5). For the
members of the Mekong River Commission however the construction is complicated by the
requirement of prior consultation for projects that may have potential for transboundary
impact. Last, but not least, the source of capital for the funding of dams has shifted from
public investment to private investment. Loans from the World Bank and Asian Development
Bank (ADB) have been replaced by commercial projects'’. The investments of China’s
state-owned power companies estimate up to 40 percent of all proposed hydropower projects
on the mainstream and tributaries of the Mekong, which will be financed, developed,
constructed and contracted out by them and usually require the approval of the government in
both donor and recipient states (Hirsch 2011). However, Hirsch does not explicitly state the
reason why China’s companies gain such attention from the states they are supposed to build
the hydropower projects for. It may be suggested, that there are parallels to the conditions
which are these projects bound with, compared to the other foreign investors: “so far, most
private hydropower investors have demonstrated limited commitment to environmental
review, mitigation, or human livelihood safeguards, though this is slowly

changing* (Grumbine et. al. 2012: 94).

Myanmar

The Mekong basin covers only a small portion of the territory of Myanmar — Mekong flows
along its borders with Laos. Accordingly small is its interest in participation on the Mekong
interaction between the riparians. It has not developed an active or influential profile in the
basin or in the MRC (Will 2010: 15). In general, Myanmar’s role in the water interaction in

the basin is very indirect.

'3 Bakker points out the possible, but not inevitable outcomes of increased loss of transparency and
accountability for the projects and their ecological and social impact, when private capital is involved in the
construction and funding of dam projects (Bakker 1999: 228).
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Thailand

Approximately a third of the territory of Thailand lies in the Mekong basin and the majority
of this part belongs to its least developed, dry and peripheral regions in the Northeast, the
Mekong thus represents the potential for irrigation and development (Dore 2003:423, Makim
2002b:29, cited in: Backer 2006: 40). The hydropower potential of this part of the Mekong
has already been exploited and there are no further plans, owing to the NGO community,
which is very active and influential compared to the other Mekong riparians. Thus, Thailand
is interested mainly in water diversion, economic development (new markets for Thai export
and development opportunities for the northern part of the state enabled for instance through
improved navigation on the Mekong) and hydropower development projects abroad for its
growing energy needs, which it supports especially in Laos, Myanmar and China for energy

import and energy supply diversification (Schmeier 2009: 36).

Laos

Laos belongs to the smallest and least developed riparians in the lower Mekong basin and
almost all its territory lies in the basin, in addition, it is landlocked which makes it largely
dependent on the river for irrigation, transport and development. By far, its hydropower
potential is one of the few resources it has for development and overshadows the other areas
of interest. The state is interested in using it as a tool to boost its economy, mainly through
energy export (for instance to Thailand, China or Vietnam) by becoming the ‘battery of
Southeast Asia’ (Schmeier 2009: 38). The hopes of Laos to become the hydropower centre for
mainland Southeast Asia are impacted by the calculations of cost-effectivenes of Lancang
dams (their alleged total cost of building are expected to be 33.5% of that for dams on the
lower Mekong, based on less flooded area of land, higher capacity of power generation and
fewer resettlements). China could sell electricity more cheaply than Laos, according to the

estimates (Goh 2004b: 9).

Cambodia

Cambodia is a small, predominantly rural state and with more than 85 percent of its territory
in the Mekong Basin, one of the most vulnerable riparians still plagued by political violence,
inadequate human resources, infrastructure and capital (Utrikesdepartementet 2002:2,
Krongkaew 2004:981, cited in: Backer 2006: 46). Hydropower production does not play a
major role in the interests of Cambodia, although there is some substantial potential for

electricity generation and potential plans to develop these capacities, mainly for export
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reasons to boost the economy (Mehtonen 2008:6). As already mentioned before, the
population living in this part depends on the fish caught in the Mekong and the Tonle Sap for
their basic nutrition, as well as for export, so compared to hydropower development, fisheries
(and agriculture) are the more pressing issues for Cambodia. Cambodia is the fourth largest
inland fishery state in the world (MRC 2003: 101, cited in: Phillips et.al. 2006: 111). In turn,
fisheries are highly vulnerable and depend heavily on the flow regime of the river, the
quantity and quality of its water in general. If it is alternated, or the fish cannot migrate
through barriers of dams built, the livelihoods and food security are under threat (Phillips et.al.

2006: 111).

Vietnam

Only 25 percent of the population of Vietnam lives in the Mekong Basin. However, this
region — comprising mainly of the Mekong delta — “produces 50 percent of all the country’s
agricultural products, including 80 percent of the country’s rice crops and 90 percent of its
rice exports, and contributes 50 percent to its seafood exports” (Backer 2007: 43).
Furthermore, Vietnam’s energy demands are increasing rapidly in line with its economic
development and it developed plans to construct more hydropower dams, in addition to its
energy imports (Reuters 2006, cited in: Mehtonen 2008: 165). As the most downstream
riparian, the agriculture production and the fisheries of its delta region is dependent on the
flow of the river which has impact on its sediments and the salinity intrusion from the sea,
which both are threatened by the Lancang dams, as well as any hydropower development in
the lower part of the Mekong. Phillips et. al. maintain, that Laos wishes to protect the
production levels of agriculture and aquaculture of the delta as well as to construct
hydropower dams on the tributaries of the Mekong in the central highlands (2006: 96).

In sum, notwithstanding varying stages of economic development and political
regimes among the riparians, it can be seen that the majority of interests, even though
differing, revolves around the imperative of economic development, while the envisioned
path that should lead to that aim is individual (energy needs, energy exports, trade,

infrastructure, agriculture).

5.2.  Power distribution in the Mekong basin
While the previous chapter assessed the alleged various interests in the Mekong basin, this

chapter analyses and illustrates the relative power distribution among the individual co
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riparians and China based on the categories for operationalization and measurement of power
developed in the analytical framework. Furthermore, all these categories will be associated
with the tactics and coercive resources that states in the Mekong basin deploy to achieve their
goals concerning water utilization, management or allocation and their benefits. Their ability
to realize these objectives depends on how much power resources and capabilities they have

at their disposal.

5.2.1. Material power

Sources of material power are based on military, economic resources, technical capability for
resource capture and the geographical position on the river as well as their basin-external
support from international donors and other sources. Material power sources and capabilities
are associated with the coercion compliance-producing mechanisms of the Framework of
Hydro-hegemony. States deploying tactics of threat of force, military action, economic
sanctions or political isolation are using their material power to gain control over the resource
and its management, utilization and benefits. Notwithstanding the results — as it may be
expected that China is the strongest state in this regard — it is important to analyse the
resources of other co-riparians as well, whether there is some potential to build on, if

strategies of counter-hegemony in the basin would be deployed.

Military power

For the proponents of classical realist perspective, military strength is the key factor of power.
However, the tendency of these strings of International Relations Theories to exaggerate the
‘power’ of military power must be taken into account. Nonetheless, applied to settings where
conflicts are not violent and no force and warfare is deployed — which is a case of the Mekong
basin — military resources (and their effective deployment, which is the key ability of any
military power exercise) can serve as an effective reminder of coercive potential vis a vis

other states.
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Country | 2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | Ranking
Cambodia 1,3 1,2 1,3 1,1 1,2 23 1,6 1,6 1,6 1,6 3
China 2,1 2,1 2,1 2,1 2 2,2 2,1 2 2 2 1
Laos 0,5 0,4 04 04 0,3 0,3 0,2 0,2 02].. 6
Myanmar 1,9 1,6].. .. .. .. .. 2,6 4,6 4.5 5
Thailand 1,1 1,1 1,1 1,3 1,6 1,9 1,5 1.6 L5 L5 4
VietNam 2 1,9 2,1 2,5 2,3 2,5 2,5 2,2 2,4 2,3 2

Table 2.: Mekong riparians military expenditure 2004-2013 as percent of their GDP adapted
from SIPRI Military Expenditure Database 2014, ranking compiled by the author, 1 is the
most powerful state, 6 is the least powerful.

Not surprisingly, China still belongs to the five biggest spenders on military in the world
(topped only by the US), keeping up with the long-term policy of rising military spending in
line with its economic growth despite its more assertive behaviour and heightened tensions in
the territorial disputes in the South and East China Sea (Perlo-Freeman and Solmirano 2014),
it is by far the most powerful Mekong riparian in terms of military power and spends 2% of
its GDP on military, however, compared to the US which spends twice as much (The
Diplomat 2012). Southeast Asian states exploit the rapid economic growth of recent years to
modernise its militaries and significantly update and innovate their military technology; and
became one of the fastest-growing regions in terms of defence spending in the world,
increasing together by 13.5% last year, to 24.5 billion USD. The effect of China’s continuous
enhancement of military arsenal cannot be dismissed altogether. However, as Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute analysts note, the enhancement of the defence sector is
a normal process and this increase in absolute defence spending should not be
overemphasized (ibid 2014). So “despite the increases, the economies of East and South Asia
remain relatively demilitarized in comparison to the Cold War” (The Diplomat 2012).

Apart from Myanmar, no other Mekong riparian spends more than three percent of its
GDP on defence. The high military spending in Myanmar is due to the ongoing civil war and
in this context; it is to be understood as inward military spending, for domestic purposes. As a
further explanation for its ranking, Myanmar has comparatively good stable relations with
China, so the willingness to deploy its military resources against China is expected to be
rather low. It even allows China military access to the Indian Ocean (Hensengerth 2009: 8).
Domestic political calculations are the reasons behind the acceleration in Thai military

spending since the military coup in 2006, so both countries will be ranked lower according to
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the relative military power distribution (see Table 2). The rise in expenditure in Vietnam is
caused by the ongoing tensions with China in South China Sea with the goal of better power
projection for international influence. Cambodia, is not party to the South China Sea disputes,
however in recent years it had border dispute with Thailand which may explain their similar
levels of military spending. Laos is comparatively poor and its expenditure reflects this fact.
In sum, China’s co-riparians lack the military power to coerce China to change its behaviour
on the Mekong, without the help of their allies, while it is questionable, if they would be
willing to confront China. The same applies to China’s willingness to take this step. For both
sides, the gain-loss ratio speaks against such decision. Military coercion is for China, as well
as its co-riparians, neither the best option to choose, nor does it produce a stable outcome that
would compensate the losses and costs. Nevertheless, as the case of prevailing tensions in the
South China Sea shows, militaries have been used for deterrence effects. The same level of
tensions does not apply to the situation on the Mekong and in addition, Vietnam is the only
Mekong riparian having disputes with China in the South China Sea, and it must be assessed
if their mutual tensions have any spill-over effect on the development of the water relations in
the basin.

These numbers and ranking give a rough estimate about military power distribution
among the Mekong basin riparians, however, they are only a part of the whole material power

resources each state has at its disposal.

Economic power

One of the possible ways of application of economic power is to transform it into military
power. However, as has been shown in the previous part, this case does not apply
appropriately to the Mekong basin interactions. The second possibility is to use it as a
coercive mechanism in the form of economic sanctions or political isolation. Do the states in
the Mekong basin possess enough economic power to attempt do so? Do they have enough
capacity?

The basic indicators of economic power are the strength of the economy, financial
support from external sources and its diversification. Especially in the case of hydropolitics, if
agriculture is the largest contributor to state’s economic output (and employment); firstly, the
economy is less efficient, less strong and the state less economically powerful, which in return
has the potential to lessen its economic leverage in the struggle for control over water.

Secondly, a heavy dependency on agriculture translates into a heavy dependence on water,
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which makes the state and its population and economy more vulnerable. In general,
agriculture is the “thirstiest” sector and is usually an example of inefficient water utilization'*

(Phillips et.al. 2006: xvi).

GDP  per | Annual Agriculture % of | Employment in | Ranking
capita GDP GDP in 2012 agriculture (%
(current growth (%) of total
USD) 2012 in 2012 employment) in
2012
China 6093 7.7 10 33 1
Myanmar 824 6.3 48 70 6
Laos 1412 7.9 28 73 4
Thailand 5480 6.5 12 38 2
Vietnam 1755 5.2 20 48 3
Cambodia 945 7.2 36 51 5

Table 3 Basic indicators of economic power of Mekong riparians (compiled by the author,
from: OECD 2013, Asian Development Bank 2013, World Bank 2014)

China’s economy experienced a slowdown of its annual growth but rebounded since the
financial crisis and is steady, reflecting the “offsetting influences of growth support measures
and administrative tightening introduced to rebalance the economy away from credit-fuelled
capital investment” (World Bank 2014). The emphasis is policies to restructure the economy
to enhance domestic demand and sustainable growth (Asian Development Bank 2013: 154).
Despite these challenges, it is one of the largest economies in the world. Thailand’s economy
experienced high economic growth during the 1980°s and 1990’s (excluding the years where
it suffered from impacts of the Asian financial crisis, not being an exception among Southeast
Asian states) and was able to diversify its sectors and establish itself as a newly industrialised
country (Backer 2006: 40), it managed to rebound after the flooding in late 2011 and GDP
rose by 6.5 percent in 2012, being the strongest economy among the lower riparian states with
only 38 percent of its total labour force employed in agriculture (see Table 3), (Asian
Development Bank 2013: 247). Thus, in terms of water use, Thailand is not so vulnerable
based on dependence on the resource, as its other co-riparians. In Laos, despite its economic
reform and the consequent annual growth averaging 6 percent between 1980’s and early 2000’
and more than 7.5 in the next years, the impressive economic growth left the state with a very

low GDP per capita and agriculture providing 73 percent of total employment and accounting

' There is a considerable difference in the need of water for agricultural production (irrigation and food
production) and for industrial production. FAO Aquastat gives an overall percentage of 70 for agricultural sector
and 20 for industry sector of world’s water withdrawal (World Water Development Report 2012: 47). In addition,
the water used for industry returns to the natural water systems, unlike the water withdrawn for agricultural
purposes. So while in the case of (polluted) industrial water returned back to the water systems is the quality of
water a cause of concern (generally in states where water is abundant or their needs are met), in the case of
agriculture, sufficient quantity is the primary problem in states with water scarcity (Swain 1997; cited in: Swain
2001: 771).
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for only 28 percent of GDP (Asian Development Bank 2013: 227). Even though the second
largest labour force among the Mekong riparians employed in agriculture, Cambodia’s GDP
in agriculture output is higher than Laos’. However, a well performing economy with annual
GDP growth averaging 7 percent since 1990’s translated into lowest GDP per capita in 2012.
Myanmar has a very similar profile, its dependence on agriculture is higher, it may change, if
it can harness the potential of its natural resources (including hydropower) (Asian
Development Bank 2013: 218).Vietnam has a similar employment ratio in agriculture as
Cambodia, however, the output of only 20% of GDP makes it even more dependent on the
water resources of the Mekong. Even though its economic growth slowed down from above
6% to average 5% since the financial crisis of 2008-2009 (Asian Development Bank
2013: 252), its GDP per capita is higher than Cambodia’s.

The Framework of Hydro-Hegemony points to the possibility of ‘borrowing power’ by
utilizing the financial support from outer-basin states. The options for states to utilize their
‘powerful friends’ in the Mekong basin are measured here in amounts of foreign direct
investment (and aid) flowing into the recipient state. In general, the statistical data on foreign
aid (loans, grants, concessions, official development assistance) are gathered according to a
much diversified system based on differing definitions that complicates a comparative
assessment between states. Adding to the confusion, firstly, the official wording of the
understanding of foreign aid may divert from real practice, secondly, it is a very difficult
undertaking to draw a line between foreign aid and foreign direct investment — in other words,
financial resources invested for the purpose of commerce or financial aid for development of
the host state. The latter is especially significant for China’s investments abroad. It has its
own understanding, conditions and categories of ‘foreign assistance’ that blur the lines of
categories of ODA set by ‘Western’ states, as often has been reported in research as well as
media. At this point a broad discussion could take place, as foreign aid is a controversial topic
when it comes to critique of ‘Western” mostly OECD donor states of the foreign aid practice
of China missing transparency, questionable support of authoritarian regimes and not
attaching conditions bound to granting its aid. Urban et. al. point to a further aspect associated

to the conditions of China’s foreign assistance:
[...] by practising a policy of non-interference in Southeast Asian politics and a ‘no strings
attached’ policy in the dispensation of aid, China presents itself as an alternative to the
West which gives aid based on non-negotiable demands. Thus, while this provides
Southeast Asian countries with a certain measure of leverage in dealing with the West, it
raises a number of ethical considerations. This includes China’s support of authoritarian

regimes like the government in Myanmar (Urban et. al. 2013: 314).
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An in-depth analysis of China’s foreign aid in different regions worldwide or a state to state
comparison would exceed the scope of a second thesis, the general discussion about aid,
notwithstanding which country does it offer, triggers normative questions and is heavy loaded.
Thus, the topic will be dealt here only in essential terms.

Considering the fact that a significant part of the reviewed literature and the available
statistical data on the topic do not take into account this difference makes the comparison of
financial support from outer-basin states and financial support from China especially
challenging. To overcome this difficulty, the FDI inflows into the co-riparian states, will be
assessed based on the parallels between China’s foreign direct investment bound to its state-
owned enterprises and financed by state-owned banks; and ‘government sponsored
investment’ composing the largest part of China’ ‘foreign assistance’: “the Chinese practice is
often to bundle aid, trade and investment by providing, for example, both investments and
concessional loans for dam building and linking this to the export of electricity coupled with
the import of Chinese manufactured goods and trade deals for Chinese firms” (Urban et. al.
2013: 312).

As can be seen from Table 4, China is the top destination for FDI inflows in the
Mekong basin, while it invests in the co-riparians economies as well. The economic power of
Thailand is further reinforced by the diversification of its financial support partner states.
Thailand attracts the most FDI inflows in the lower Mekong riparians and China does not
figure among its top three FDI states in terms of inflow, which are Japan, ASEAN and EU-28.
Vietnam follows Thailand, ranking second in the amounts of FDI inflows and, similarly to
Thailand, does not receive a significant amount of FDI from China. The situation is different
for the least developed Laos and Cambodia which both receive investments from ASEAN, but
from China too which makes them more vulnerable to any economic pressures of stopping
these inflows. If ASEAN FDI inflows would be considered as individual states investments —
which is an not negligible step to assess the economic power resources in the Mekong basin
riparians — China surpasses ASEAN, providing 8.9 billion US dollars between 1994 and 2011
in own understanding of FDI by the Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC) (a
government agency which oversees investment activities) as “investment projects, which are
approved by the CDC to grant investment incentives and guarantee (Council for the
Development of Cambodia 2012). Cambodia receives a substantial amount of China’s aid, the
largest part of the financing has been for infrastructure projects or hydropower dams (for
instance 260 million US dollars for the Kamchay Dam, Cambodia largest FDI project to date),

that further “enhance market access and provide valuable experience and economies of scale
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for Chinese state-owned firms, thus strengthening their market position within Cambodia”
(Reilly 2012: 79). A similar situation is in Laos, where according to the state media, in 2013
China has surpassed Thailand and Vietnam as the single largest investor, opening projects
worth over 1.3 billion US dollars, while Laos is listed as the second largest FDI receiver in
China’s FDI outflows to ASEAN member states (The Economist 2013). Even though
Cambodia was able to attract more foreign support than Laos, its dependence on China’s FDI
is higher. Myanmar is the most dependent on investment inflows from China. In sum,
according to Table 4, firstly, the inflows of foreign direct investment into China surpass the
rest of the co-riparians’ taken together; secondly, the inflows of FDI into the Mekong riparian
states economies rank China among the top three source states between 2005 and 2012.
However, China does not hold a leading position in any of its co-riparian FDI source states,
but in Myanmar, which explains its ranking as the least powerful riparian in terms of FDI

inflows despite the amount received.

Host FDI inflow 2005-2012 by Total FDI inflow | Ranking
country Source country, top three (million USD) (million USD)
China 350 699 Hong | 38 246 EU-28 | 37 920 781 454" 1

Kong/ 40 401 ASEAN

Japan
Myanmar 1 072 China 933 ASEAN 711 EU-28 8776 6
Laos 486 ASEAN 276 China 231 EU-28 2013 4
Thailand 22 567 Japan 11901 8 039 EU-28 | 71 039

ASEAN
Vietnam 8 108 ASEAN 7 854 Japan 6 116 USA 52226 3
Cambodia | 2 067 ASEAN 1 246 China 866 ROK 6317 5
Table 4 Inflow of foreign direct investment (compiled by the author, from: ASEAN

Statistical Yearbook 2014 and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
Statistics 2014, ASEAN Community in Figures 2014b)

In sum, these data do not show an explicit and in-depth picture of the riparian
economies, but give a very approximate assessment of their economic power, showing
convergence between the assessment of their basic economic indicators and the financial
support from outer-basin states in terms of FDI. From the point of view of tactics and
coercive resources that utilize economic power (material power), economic coercion pressure

(or a threat to use it) can produce compliance. As in the case of military power, it is the least

' China’s FDI figure has to be interpreted with caution. There is a round-tripping between China and mainly
Hong Kong, when Chinese companies move funds out of China to Hong Kong and other countries and return to
China as FDI to take advantage of preferential tax treatment. It is estimated, that 25 to 50 percent of FDI inflows
to China may be attributed to round-tripping (Chia 2004:11).
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likely tactics China’s co-riparians can use to resolve the situation of China’s dam building on
the Lancang and secondly, even though Thailand and Vietnam show a diversification of their
donor partners, and Thailand is itself an important donor of FDI in the Mekong basin, it does
not possess the sufficient power resources to pressure China in terms of economic coercion

alone.

Geographical power and technological capacity

The most stable factor in the material power category of riparians is their position in relation
to the source of the river. For the purpose of this thesis — where hydropower development is in
the main focus of analysis — the upstream/downstream ranking of states in the basin will be
accessed controlling for their hydropower potential. Even though a rough estimate and an
indirect measure, it gives information about their upstream/downstream possibilities in the
competition over control of the resource. The geographic advantage of an upstream position
can bring benefits to the state itself and simultaneously function as a strategic leverage against
its co-riparian competitors. The quantity as well as the quality of the river can be affected,
depending on the behaviour and decision of the state.

The second element — the technological capacity — is the ability of the state to utilize
its riparian position and the hydropower potential it has at its disposal and may be thus
associated with the geographical position of the riparian. An effective planning, construction
and operation of hydraulic infrastructures to exploit the transboundary water resource to
utilize the water from the river gives a state an edge over its competitors who may have the
same starting position, but are missing the actual technological capacity to do so. The
installed hydro-capacity used here as the measure of technological capacity refers to the total
power output of turbines at a dam and is measured in megawatts (MW) (MRC 2011: 81). The
examined data have been narrowed down geographically to the Mekong River (for instance if
China’s installed hydropower capacity in other basins would be counted into the analysis, it
would skew the results) and its tributaries, as they are the focus of the analysis.

The Lancang part of the Mekong which is located most upstream, gives China as the
most upstream riparian, great comparative advantage in terms of better quality and quantity of
water, controlling the allocation, utilization and management of the resource, as well as

hydropower potential for construction of dams with large capacities. China’s currently
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installed capacity of almost 15 000 MW '® on the upper part of the Mekong and further project
in planning to harness the potential of 30 000 MW on the Lancang confirms it first position in
the ranking according to the technological capacity'’ of the states.

The total actual installed capacity in the Lower Mekong Basin riparians is 2,600 MW
but could potentially rise to 29 700 MW if all planned eleven mainstream dams are built. As
Table 5. shows, currently Vietnam has the largest capacity (45%) even though according to its
geographical position on the river, it is the most downstream riparian and with Cambodia the
most vulnerable bearing the consequences of any alternation of the quantity and/or quality of
the resource at any place upstream. Laos and Thailand each have 27% of the basin total
capacity, while Cambodia with only one dam is the last state in the ranking. If however, the
future potential of installed capacity is taken into account, the largest share would be in Laos
(there are 11 mainstream dams proposed in the lower part of the Mekong river and 9 of them
are planned in Laos) and even Cambodia would surpass Vietnam (MRC 2011: 81), utilizing
their more upstream position offering them more strategic leverage in terms of control over
water and its benefits. Thailand, as already mentioned before, does not have much
hydropower potential left for utilization and the state focuses instead on financing and
constructing of dams abroad, preferably in the riparian states on the Mekong (especially
Myanmar and Laos), which however points to its technological ability. Even though
Myanmar possesses huge hydropower potential that could move it up in the ranking, it is on
other rivers, not on the Mekong and the importance of the river for the state is marginal in
general, as well as in terms of hydropower dams, compared to the potential of other rivers for
hydropower development (Osborne 2004: 8). The total technological capacity distribution is
clearly visible from these statistics: 1. China, 2. Thailand, 3. Vietnam, 4. Laos, 5. Cambodia,
6. Myanmar. The ranking of the riparian position of the states considers their hydropower

potential: 1. China, 2. Laos, 3. Thailand, 4. Cambodia, 5.Vietnam, 6. Myanmar.

16 Four mainstream dams are fully operational: the Manwan (1550 MW), the Dachaoshan (1350 MW), the
Jinghong (1750 MW) and the Xiaowan (4200 MW). As of June 2014, the Nuozhadu (5850 MW) will be fully
operational and the Gongguogqiao (750 MW) is under construction (Matthews and Motta 2013: 2).

' addition, China’s technological capability is reinforced by its record of large dam construction and funding

worldwide: 25 000 dams, the half of world’s total lie in China while China’s banks and firms are engaged in the
construction of of 216 dams in 49 states worldwide (Imhof 2010: 9, cited in: Cronin and Hamlin 2010: 27).
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Mekong Ruver Tributaries
Country Planned Existing Under Planned Tributary Total
construction total

Cambodia 1,310 5,590
Lao PDR 10 417 2,764 6 847 10,350 20,767
Thailand 745 745 745
Viet Nam 1,204 1,016 363 2,583 2,583

Table 5. Total installed capacity (in MW) of existing, under construction and planned
hydropower project for the four lower Mekong Basin states. Source: Mekong River
Comission (MRC) (2011: 81).

With the final summary of material power distribution among the Mekong basin riparians (1.
China, 2. Thailand, 3. Vietnam, 4. Laos, 5. Cambodia, 6. Myanmar), taking into account the
current average level of economic and social development in the basin, the question that can
be asked here is, with enhanced resources in the form of aid and FDI inflows from external
support for enhancing their economic (and potentially military) power, has any of the
co-riparians the ability to utilize these existent or alleged material power resources to coerce
China to cooperate on the Mekong or share control by stopping its constructing dams on the
upper part of the river? There is a great divergence between the degree of material power held
by the lower Mekong riparians, nevertheless, Biba maintains, that the financial assistance of
the external donors “will not bring China to the negotiating table. In addition, it seems
improbable that any of these donors will ever be willing and able to spend very large amounts
to finance large-scale projects to increase wind and solar power in China so as to ‘convince’
Beijing to freeze its dam-building schemes in return” (Biba 2012: 614), in addition to the fact,

that China has the capacity and resources to build the dams itself, as has been noted before.

5.2.2. Bargaining power

The asymmetrical distribution of material power in the Mekong basin speaks for itself, China
has more material power capacities at its disposal and additionally, enjoys a favourable
riparian position, however cataloguing the material resources of the riparians is not sufficient
to assess if and how powerful they are in a larger context. There are other sources and abilities
that can be used to either multiply the effect of the power of the state or even compensate
some missing capacities to accomplish their goals. The Framework of Hydro-Hegemony
perceives the bargaining and ideational power as key factors that can explain the interactions
in the basin. In this chapter, the relative bargaining power distribution in the Mekong basin

between China and its co-riparians will be assessed based on the abilities of riparians to
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utilize international water law and bilateral trade and cooperation in terms of efficient

deployment of utilitarian- and normative-compliance producing mechanisms.

International water law in the Mekong basin

International (water) law can be used as a tool to increase the state’s legitimacy, visibility of
their issues and demands, and hence, its bargaining power vis-a-vis its counterpart. The
abovementioned 1997 UN Convention codifies the set of rules that are meant to govern the
relations between the riparians in a (transboundary) river basin'® and offer options to utilize
the bargaining power of states by appealing to this body of law. However, only if the state
possesses the ability and capacity to deploy such strategy.

The establishment of the Mekong River Commission (MRC) was based on the
signing of ‘1995 Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the
Mekong River Basin’ that can be considered as the legal representative framework of
international water law in the Mekong basin. It is praised by some observers as “a milestone
in international water resources management due to its emphasis on joint development,
ecological protection, and a dynamic process of water allocation’’ (Jacobs 2002: 36; cited in:
ibid: 608). The primary intention of the 1995 Agreement is to provide rules for signatories to
cooperate and utilize the water resources based on key principles of equitable and reasonable
use of water, the maintenance of flow in the dry season, and the exchange of information and
data. A further look into the articles of the 1995 Agreement however reveals that rules
regarding consultation and notification have not been clarified, as well as the definition of dry
and wet season, mainstream and tributary, hydrological processes and the timing of annual
floods, all of them are “characterized by a fair amount of uncertainty” (Sneddon and Fox
2006: 190). These rules where negotiated among the member states (Cambodia, Thailand,
Vietnam and Laos), they decided according to their preferences not to define the terms strictly
and leave room for interpretation and manoeuvring or side-lining (ibid: 190). This drives the
MRC development towards the “inclination to overwrite hydrological complexity with
geopolitical simplification in order to facilitate autonomy of decision-making” (ibid: 190). It

must be noted however, even if the states decided otherwise, without the complete and current

'8 The 1997 UN Convention has not entered into force yet, to be considered as conventional international
law, as it has not been ratified by enough states. Nevertheless, “[...] all states are bound through its
customary principles, whether or not these are codified and ratified” (emphasis in original; McCaffrey 2005;
cited in: Zeitoun 2008: 35) by the individual state in question.
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data of the flows of the river (without China and Myanmar participating in full scope) it has
proven difficult to define these categories clearly.

Compared to the previous agreement of the Mekong Committee which had more
binding rules and veto possibilities, in the 1995 Agreement they were replaced by prior
consultation and notification: “signatories are bound to consult with each other and take into
account each other’ interests in the pursuit of equitable and reasonable utilization of the
Mekong’s water resources” (MRC 2003, cited in: Grumbine et. al. 2012: 95). States
developing projects with potential transboundary impact are bound by the Agreement to
adhere to ‘prior consultation’ which is a “timely notification plus additional data and
information” to the other riparians, who can discuss it, however not veto it, while tributary
projects can proceed only with a notification requirement (MRC, 1995, cited in: Bakker 1999:
222). The adverse effects of the missing veto are observable in the simmering and
controversial case of the Xayaburi dam project in Laos'® which is a first test case of the ‘prior
consultation” mechanism of the MRC.

The 1995 Agreement was signed before the 1997 UN Convention, however, it “was
drafted with the full benefit of the International Law Commission draft articles of the 1997
UN Convention” (Bearden 2010: 810). Despite this, Bearden points out, that it
“conspicuously lacks a number of basic principles and provisions included in the 1997 UN
Convention” (Bearden 2010: 811), in sum: firstly a basin-wide scope (China and Myanmar
are not signatories); secondly, a specific regulating mechanism for the development of the
Mekong tributaries; thirdly, elements of sustainable water development (environmental
impact assessment, access to information and a framework for stakeholder participation);
lastly, a detailed dispute resolution mechanism (ibid: 811). It can be suggested, that the
signatories of the 1995 Agreement, when confronted with the choice of MRC with a legal
authority to enforce its rules that would be binding and their individual state’s autonomy of
decision-making in the issues of Mekong development and resource utilization; have chosen
the latter, at the cost of leaving the MRC to function mainly as an advisory body.

On the other hand, China is not a member of the MRC and thus, the 1995 Agreement

does not apply to its actions on the Mekong river. In addition, it is one of the three states

' There is not enough space to dive in the whole context of the complex development, but Xayaburi is the first
of the proposed mainstream dams on the lower part of the Mekong and it was submitted for approval adhering to
the procedure of prior consultation. Cambodia and Vietnam voiced in the MRC their protests against the
controversial dam and urged Laos to halt its construction. Despite the opposition and a the results of the MRC’s
Strategic Environmental Assessment report that called for a ten year moratorium until studies of full risk of the
consequences of the dam can be assessed, Laos did not stop the project, constructed by Thai company with a
share of 95 percent of its output for exports to Thailand (Grumbine et. al. 2012: 95).
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which voted against the 1997 UN Convention (the others are Burundi and Turkey) and this
behaviour is not seldom interpreted as evidence of the expected behaviour of an upstream
hydro-hegemon demonstrating reluctance to share the resource or cooperate on the issue (Ho
2014: 3f).

The international water law in the less binding form of the 1995 Agreement in the
Mekong basin in terms of bargaining power of China’s co-riparians can be assessed in more
levels. The non-inclusion of China (and Myanmar) from the MRC is not an exclusion strategy
of the MRC co-riparians in terms of utilizing their bargaining power. On the contrary, it is a
willing step of China to refuse to join the MRC and its regulatory framework, which is
frustrating the achievement of long-term solutions to the Mekong and pre-empts the
effectiveness of the cooperation in the institutional framework. This suggests missing
bargaining power of China’s co-riparians to resolve the issue, in terms of international water
law as a tool to bring China to the negotiation table. Furthermore, the own reluctance of the
MRC members to compromise on their national sovereignty (even though not absolute, as in
the case of China) pre-empts their ability to utilize the 1995 Agreement as a tactic deploying
bargaining power. The national sovereignty of states, the key organizing principle in
international politics, sets the limits to the scope of the enforceability of international water
law which “still lacks the teeth to punish and hence to deter transgressions® (Zeitoun 2008:
35). The international water law in the Mekong basin embodied in the MRC’s 1995
Agreement is subordinate to the effects of other forms of power, and to the individual interest
of its members and has thus less potential to be utilized as a bargaining power tactic towards

China.

Bilateral trade
Even though being far from a perfect measure, the assessment of bilateral trade between the
co-riparians and China offers basic information on the level of dependency between the dyad
of states. A state highly dependent on bilateral economic ties with its wealthier co-riparian
might sign a water-sharing agreement that affects them negatively, for fear of losing trade or
aid. Bargaining power from such a relationship provides the more powerful state with
different possibilities of leveraging it by offering incentives of increasing bilateral trade or
threatening to reduce it (Zeitoun 2008: 106).

While the intra-ASEAN trade remained relatively unchanged between 2005 and 2013
producing 25 percent of the region’s GDP, there have been changes in the extra-ASEAN trade

shares of trade partners. China’s share has increased while the shares of US, Japan and EU-28
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have decreased. In 2011, China emerged as the largest trading partner for ASEAN as a whole,
increasing by at least fortyfold from 1993 to 2013, while ASEAN is China’s third largest
trading partner (ASEAN 2014b). If an to what extent had this change been associated with
signing of the Agreement on Trade in Goods of the Framework Agreement on
Comprehensive Economic Co-operation (ASEAN-China FTA Agreement, ACFTA/CAFTA)
in 2002 (coming in effect in 2010), is a topic for continuous heated discussions, however, in
terms of the assessment of China’s trade with the Mekong riparians, in Cambodia, Laos,
Myanmar and Vietnam the agreement will only take effect from January 2015, thus only
Thailand-China bilateral trade could be affected currently. As has been shown before, FDI
inflows or aid donations from China are not significant to Vietnam, furthermore, bilateral
cooperation or China’s investment in terms of hydropower development is minor between
these two states. In comparison, the trade balance shows a different picture. China is
Vietnam’s leading trading partner in terms of imports with a share of 27.9 % of Vietnam’s
total imports, while the exports to China are low (10 %), compared to the shares of exports to
EU-28 and USA (ASEAN 2014b). The trade imbalance is further reinforced by the structure
of the bilateral trade: Vietnam largely imports manufactured goods, while the exports are
resource-intensive and comprise mainly of agricultural goods and raw materials which have
comparatively low added value. If the share of imports from one state is significant, the
dependence of the importing states is significant as well. The situation is not much different in
Cambodia, where the gap between exports and imports with China is large, 3% of trade
comprising from exports to China and 32.6% of imports from China (dominated by fabrics,
cotton and machinery), surpassing the predominant share of intra-ASEAN exports (ASEAN
2014b). Both Cambodia and Laos are much less economically developed than Vietnam and
their economies are additionally dependant on the FDI inflows and aid (a significant share is
for hydropower development) from China, increasing the leverage for China in terms of
bargaining power. As in the case of Cambodia, China’s state-owned companies are becoming
the major investors in Laos (most important in the hydropower sector), which exports
predominantly agricultural products and minerals, wood and wood products to China (14% of
its share of total exports), while the main imports from China are industry, clothing and
agriculture inputs (15.5 %), even though China and Laos have developed plans to increase
their bilateral trade, Thailand remains the largest trading partner for Laos with the growing
share of electricity exports (ASEAN 2014b, Hensengerth 2009: 7) and is thus less dependent
on China than Cambodia, because its trade profile with China is more balanced. Myanmar’s

imports from China in 2013 accounted for 30.5% (a similar share as with ASEAN), while the
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exports to China reached 26.7% (ASEAN 2014b) resulting in a trade deficit, with China being
a more important trading partner for Myanmar in their bilateral trade relationship. Thailand,
the most economically developed lower riparian, imports 15.1% from China, while China is
its second largest export market with the share of 11.9 % of its total exports (ASEAN 2014b),
which suggests a lower dependency on bilateral trade compared to the other riparians based

on the .

Bilateral cooperation

Similarly as bilateral trade, any asymmetrical relationship in bilateral cooperation or bilateral
agreements points to an asymmetrical distribution of power among the riparians and gives the
more powerful state space to exercise its relative bargaining power over the counterpart to
realize its aims. The challenging part of this statement lies in the question how this asymmetry
in cooperation should be assessed. The Framework of Hydro-Hegemony focuses on the
state’s capability of agenda-setting, issue-linkage and control of rules of the game, when
assessing its bargaining power vis-a-vis other state.

China’s bargaining power in terms of controlling of rules of the game in the Mekong
interactions is its preference of bilateral (or multilateral cooperation) instead of a basin-wide
approach. The perception of membership in the Mekong River Commission, which could
potentially endanger its national sovereignty and narrow its room for manoeuvre of utilizing
the potential of its part of the transboundary river, speaks for such suggestion. The
counter-argument could be raised, that China cooperates actively in the Greater Mekong
Subregion Programme (GMS), which encompasses all Mekong riparians and has thus a basin-
wide approach. However, the GMS is not an international organization with rules or norms, as
will be shown in the next chapter. From the point of view of bargaining power, the incentive
of China in successfully promoting the FTA with ASEAN convincing the ASEAN members
of the ‘sufficient benefits to justify signing’ can be categorized as a utilitarian compliance-
producing mechanism in form of a trade incentive. Based on the argument, that the relative
size of the ASEAN market is disproportionate to China’s effort promoting the FTA, Ravenbhill
has shown, that it was driven mainly by political objective rather than economic interests,
being “a ‘diplomatic masterstroke’ to assuage ASEAN fears of China’s accession to the WTO”
(Ravenhill 2010: 200). There are more examples of successful bilateral free trade negotiation
of China with the states in the Mekong basin. For instance the ‘Early Harvest Programmes’

with some ASEAN countries—in which trade barriers on selected goods are partially lifted —

67



“have been portrayed as favourable treatment, whereby China ‘gave more and took less’
(Jiang 2008, cited in: Goh 2011: 16).

Apart from these trade agreements, hydropower trade, agreements on infrastructure
construction, China has concluded bilateral agreements related to freight and passenger
transport on the Mekong with Laos (1994) and Myanmar (1994), on commercial navigation
with Laos, Myanmar and Thailand in 2000 and a Joint Statement on law enforcement
cooperation with Laos, Myanmar and Thailand in 2011 (Chen 2013: 218f). The multilateral
initiative between China, Laos, Thailand and Myanmar - Quadripartite Economic Cooperation
— based on the Agreement on Commercial Navigation on the Mekong-Lancang River signed
in 2000 — is a joint mechanism to make a 880 kilometre stretch of the Mekong between
Simao/Pu'er in Yunnan and Luang Prabang in Laos better navigable (mainly in terms of
facilitating shipment of heavier tonnage) through blasting of natural barriers and building of
ports with the aim to utilize the river for the transport of goods and people in order to
facilitate trade and tourism (Osborne 2004: 9f). Hensengerth suggests a strategy behind the
establishment of the cooperation which bypassed the MRC regulation even though navigation
falls under the MRC domain (2009:10). It is unclear, which country initiated the project
originally; nevertheless, China is the key promoter and appears to have the largest motivation
for an active role in it. The enhanced navigation is profitable for the trade of all members of
the initiative, which however does not imply its equitable distribution among them.
Furthermore, China has signed numerous Memoranda of Understanding with the riparian
states on transportation, power grids, drug prohibition, tourism and science and technology
(Xinhua 2011b). As can be seen from the topics of the agreements, none of them focuses on
water-sharing or ecological sustainability of resource development on the Mekong.

China has set the agenda with its initiative focusing on economic development which
does not resonate negatively with the riparians preferences, instead it is in line with them:
“conversion of the river’s significant flows into energy for human consumption and industrial
processes has become the dominant geopolitical and developmental goal in the region”
(Sneddon and Fox 2006: 187). For instance, China has signed a Memorandum of
Understanding with Thailand, for export of hydropower produced by dams on the Lancang to
Thailand, in which a Thai company and Thailand’s leading state-owned company Electricity
Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) have agreed to partially finance some of the dams
(Osborne 2004:12), which implies that “Thailand recognises China’s right to develop her
parts of the Mekong River” (Dore 2003:432, cited in: Backer 2006: 41). So China not only

decides, who it signs agreements with, ignoring a basin-wide approach based on binding
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rules; but also, which issues get on the agenda — economic development in its various forms —
and which are consciously excluded: the negative impact of development of China’s dams on
the Lancang have largely been ignored by its co-riparians: “ [...] the extent to which these
states are able to protest the impact of Chinese dams is limited by their own interest in
building dams on the Mekong and their reliance on Chinese aid and investment for these
projects” (Ho 2013: 20). The own hydropower development plans (mainly in Laos and
Cambodia, and in Myanmar on other rivers) and the investment and construction of these
dams for the purpose of energy imports (Thailand and Vietnam compete in this area) largely
inhibit the bargaining power abilities of the lower Mekong riparians as a whole, towards
China. Arguments against its Lancang dams and their negative impact on the environment,
fisheries and agriculture are perceived in the context of the negative impact of their own
downstream dams and the imports of electricity from China to meet growing energy needs.
Vietnam is a strong case in point, as it mostly affected by any upstream or downstream dam
development and its government has the strongest motivation to oppose further construction
in the framework of the MRC, while the same government invests and develops plans to
purchase electricity from the same dams. So while China pursues its own goals by developing
the Lancang and signs agreements with its co-riparians beneficial to its interest (navigation,
trade, infrastructure development etc.), its co-riparians benefit from these developments as
well (for the price of negative impact to the environment, fisheries and agriculture), this
however worsens their alternatives vis-a-vis China in terms of bargaining power.
Last, but not least, China has de facto linked its hydropower projects to broader issues of
mutual development in the basin, where its co-riparians can profit from increased trade, aid or
FDI inflows, creating a situation of ‘actor-reversed issue-linkage’ (Biba 2012: 605), with a
range of potential benefits of water resource development formed by the actor, who has more
relative bargaining power. In the case of China in the Mekong basin seeking to play the role
of the advantaged actor leveraging the linkage-possibilities it has “[...] to do so as a means to
perpetuate [its] benefited position and simultaneously forestall and avoid potential linkage
attempts by those players finding themselves in a disadvantaged position over any initial issue”
(ibid: 606). The development of plans for downstream dams by the lower basin riparians
implicitly points to the efficiency of China’s deployment of the issue-linkage strategy.

While it can be suggested, that China’s bargaining power is comparatively strong, the
lower riparians are not powerless. While Cambodia and Myanmar are heavily dependent on
China in terms of trade, Vietnam, Laos and Thailand were able to diversify their trading

partners “to ensure that growing Chinese economic power is balanced out” (Goh 2011: 12).
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While the ranking of Thailand as the second strongest state in terms of hegemony cannot be
regarded surprising, Laos ranking can. Laos was the most effective among the least developed
states in the basin despite being dependant on China, Thailand and Vietnam, when it managed
to “satisfy all other actors while not letting one particular player dominate. Though Lao is
economically reliant upon these three states, its classical realist ‘power’ is its ability to
balance off and facilitate their competitive needs, earn hard currency and gain
technological/infrastructural assistance” (Chambers 2009: 91).

Whereas the approximate account of relative bargaining power distribution in the
Mekong basin has been given, an aspect should not be underestimated. The degree of
bargaining power of a state is related to the ability to influence or change the expectation of
the counterpart. Have the expectations of co-riparians on Mekong issues been changed by
China, or is the cooperation based on mutual interest? A deeper look into the reaction of the
lower riparians to the development of dams on the Lancang that affect their quantity and
quality of flow, reveals a picture rather different from the one presented in the international
media, popular and even scientific literature which is full of complaints and protests of
riparians and their alleged critical stance to the issue of China’s dam projects. For the thesis, it
is critical to find the ‘who’ behind these activities. In the course of close-reading of the
relevant literature, the author found extremely challenging to find the specification of actors
that are behind the criticism. Further research led to the suggestion that a mainstream of
literature does not distinguish between the official governmental criticism and the criticism
voiced by local communities, NGO’s and grassroots organizations. Both are conflated and
presented as ‘official stance of countries’ in their argumentation. Pichamon concludes “Indeed,
it is only occasionally, and mainly under critical circumstances, that one hears overt criticism
of Chinese dam-building from Southeast Asian governments and the MRC. Here, scrutiny of
— and opposition to — Chinese upstream dams continue to emanate chiefly from civil society,
especially downstream” (Pichamon 2014: 714). Thus, it is necessary to point out the possible
interpretation of China’s alleged bargaining power in terms of mutual interest shared with the
states in the basin.

In other words, is the successful bilateral cooperation (and trade) of China with its
co-riparians an account of its power strength (either its bargaining power or the effectiveness
of wielding of tactics and strategies of hegemonic compliance-producing mechanisms
associated with ideational power) or it is the bilateral cooperation based on mutual meeting of
interest of both sides? If the latter option is the case, bargaining power of China would be

relativized, when no significant friction is created, that would need to be overcome by
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wielding influence from China’s side to make its counterpart act in accordance with China’s
will. When the interests of China as well as its co-riparians align, both sides benefit from the
gains of mutual cooperation and trade and no side benefits overwhelmingly from the
agreement. In that case, China’s co-riparians would be tapping the source of China’s
development on the Mekong as a source for their own development and the successful
bilateral cooperation could not be accounted to wielding of bargaining power of China. Or
can the missing strong protest of co-riparians be associated with the effective ideational

power abilities of China?

5.2.3. Ideational power

Does China shape the preferences and assumptions of its co-riparians in the basin in such
extent, that their preferences are constrained and aligned with China’s interests? In other
words, does China have the ability to wield ideational power over the lower riparians? To
assess the ideational power distribution in the Mekong basin, the analysis comprises of two
parts. Firstly, China’s relationship to the organizations and initiatives relevant to the water
interactions in the basin (Greater Mekong Sub-region Programme (GMS), Mekong River
Commission (MRC) will be assessed. Then, the broader understanding of China’s ideational

power capacities and abilities will be elaborated and evaluated.

China’s basin-wide cooperation on the Mekong

Greater Mekong Sub-region Programme (GMS)

The GMS was initiated by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and established among all six
Mekong riparians in 1992. From the beginning it was a loosely connected group of states,
according to its wide and market-led concept, with the ADB providing funding (two thirds are
funded through the ADB by regional countries), administrative and technical support, and
functioning as GMS Secretariat. The ADB depicts its role as a “neutral broker helping to
bring together a once-divided region” (ADB 1996, cited in: Bakker 1999: 223), portraying
itself as an ‘apolitical’ body that ‘coordinates’ and ‘assists’ and is ‘informal’ (ibid: 223). The
GMS focuses on economic development and exploitation of natural resources, especially
through infrastructure development with the goal to “promote greater efficiency through
power sharing to meet changing power demands” (for instance in the form of an integrated
regional power grid connecting existing and proposed hydropower plants; roads and

railways); promotion of trade liberalization and FDIs, the removal of trade barriers, building
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“corridors” between the participating states, altogether led by the idea of “increased
connectivity, improved competitiveness, and a greater sense of community” (GMS 2007,
cited in: Schmeier 2009: 47). The most striking feature of the GMS however is the fact that “it
does not have any regulatory functions, in whatever fashion, so far as use of the Mekong
River is concerned, [it is] a body without any charter to mandate particular policies or institute
developments other than on a consensus basis” (Osborne 2004: 6f). This consensus for
instance for development of joint projects requires the participation of at least two states,
without the requirement of asking for the approval of other members (Schmeier 2009: 47),
which is likely to worsen the cooperation among states especially in the case of hydropower
projects.

The GMS focuses on economic development and exploitation of natural resources,
especially through infrastructure development with the goal to “promote greater efficiency
through power sharing to meet changing power demands” (for instance in the form of an
integrated regional power grid connecting existing and proposed hydropower plants; roads
and railways); promotion of trade liberalization and FDIs, the removal of trade barriers to
facilitate free flow of goods, building “corridors” between the participating states, altogether
led by the idea of “increased connectivity, improved competitiveness, and a greater sense of
community” (GMS 2007, cited in: Schmeier 2009: 47). The developing of the sense of
community should however be realized in the form of primarily individual projects on a
national basis while not having any general encompassing structure (interviews, cited in:

Backer 2006: 39).

China and GMS

No binding framework of rules, apolitical, informal, assisting etc., the structure and the role of
the GMS appear to be in line with China’s preferences, based on the fact of China’s
membership: “GMS is not an international organization, nor even an international regime
characterized by norms, principles, rules, and procedures to which members commonly
adhere. The Chinese government considers the ADB a safe international actor, since the Bank
strictly adheres to the principle of non-interference into its members’ internal affairs” (Dosch
2007: 230). The willingness of China to join was greatly facilitated further by the focus of
GMS programs on infrastructure (for instance the road project connecting Kunming with
Bangkok, Nishizawa 2008) and economic development and exploitation of natural resources,

without the sensitive emphasis on environmental issues (for instance in hydropower projects),
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as the GMS’s environmental agenda concentrates mainly on land ecosystems, while river and
aquatic environment remain largely ignored (Keskinen et. al. 2008: 85). This focus of the
programs was well received in China mainly in terms of its potential as engine for the
deployment of its ‘Opening Up the West’ strategy. In sum, by actively participating in the
GMS, China can work on its domestic goals of developing the Yunnan province and the
Guangxi Autonomous Region (which later joined the GMS as part of China membership)
through building infrastructure and opening up of possible export markets in the neighbouring
states, while pursuing its foreign policies of enhancing integration with its riparians. Further,
China is increasingly not only participating but also playing a role of a donor, in this way, it
can utilize its strengthening position in the GMS by using the summits of GMS to offer

financial aid to the downstream countries (Osborne 2006: 22).

Mekong River Commission (MRC)

The governance and management of the Mekong River has a long history®® but the current
development is guided by the ‘1995 Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable
Development of the Mekong River Basin’ (the 1995 Agreement, discussed before), which is
the final product of the negotiation between the four lower riparians: Cambodia, Thailand,
Vietnam and Laos through which the Mekong River Commission was established. The scope
of MRC focuses on the very same key areas as the GMS: irrigation management, navigation,
hydropower, flood management, fisheries, watershed management, environment and tourism.
With the objective to “cooperate in all fields of sustainable development on the basis of
sovereign equality and territorial integrity in the utilization and protection of the water
resources of the Mekong River Basin and to optimize the multiple-use and mutual benefits of
all riparians” (MRC 1995, cited in: Biba 2012: 608).

Without diving too deep into the structure of the organization, it is sufficient to
mention, that the MRC consists of a Council chaired by officials from the ministries of natural
resources and environment of the riparian members bearing responsibility for policy
decisions; a Joint Committee operationalizing the Council’s strategy; and the MRC

Secretariat tasked with providing technical, administrative services and implementing projects,

20 The first institutional body governing the Mekong was the Mekong Committee a joint river basin management
effort established in 1957 initiated by the US and the UN Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (UN-
ECAFE) with the focus on integrated development (by investigating the potential for hydropower, irrigation and
flood control). It served as a symbol of cooperation in the Cold War geopolitics as “a means of bringing peaceful
political relations to the region” (Brady 1993: 90, cited in: Sneddon and Fox 2006: 185). The regional conflicts
however had serious impact on the effectivity of this cooperation or realisation of any of its projects in the basin
until 1995 (Schmeier 2009: 43).
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latter two led by the Chief Executive Officer (CEO), which plays a crucial part when it comes
to decisions about the direction and the focus of the whole organization, which can result in
fluctuating and differing visions and ideas for the orientation of the organization. This post is
to be held by ‘foreigners’ (Backer 2006: 37). Similarly, foreign considerable unit, is mirrored
in the funding of the organization: the ownership of the riparian states is very low compared
to the remaining 90 percent of the funding coming from external western donors (EU states,
Japan, US, Australia, UN) (MRC Audited Financial Statements, cited in: Haefner 2013: 35).

While the ownership of the organization lies in donor states and institutions outside of
the Mekong basin, and the MRC is managed by non-riparian representatives, the enforcement
power is granted to the MRC member states with respect to their national sovereignty, which
entitles them to implement the policy recommendations from the MRC according to their own
decision and is not binding (Schmeier 2009: 46). Two implications for the assessment of the
MRC can be derived from this fact: first, the MRC has no coercive or enforcement power as
the member states decide which policies will be implemented. Taking this into account,
Osborne points out, that the organisation “is a ‘creature’ of the governments that are members
of the Commission. While its critics might want it to be otherwise, the MRC has no mandate
to act on its own in any fashion that has not been approved by the member countries”
(Osborne 2004:9). Second, the objectives of the MRC and its member states are not
necessarily connected. Member states are focusing on their main priority of pushing for strong
and fast economic development, whereas the donor countries strongly focus on sustainable
development and environmental protection, further increasing the dilemma of the MRC in
order to find a balance between economic growth and environmental protection” (Haefner
2013: 37). Hirsch et. al. use the phrase “like a chameleon on a batik™ to describe the attempts
of the MRC to accommodate the various interests and objectives (2006: 82). The missing
balance can move the disparities among the MRC and its member states even further apart: as
the MRC’s “donor-driven priorities, mainly focused on participation and IWRM, operate
regardless of national government’s development plans and their interest in the MRC’s
programmes” (Suhardiman et al. 2012, cited in: Matthews 2012: 402), whereas the
abovementioned fact of lacking enforcement power of the MRC allows member states to
implement policies and projects according to their self-interests. Backer’s interpretation
suggests that “many riparian member states prefer the MRC to be a rather toothless
organization that identifies development projects and attracts external funds, whilst control of
the development remains with the states themselves” (Dore 2003: 425, cited in: Backer 2006:
38).
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The suggestion seems plausible, that the effectiveness of the MRC is challenged not
only by the absence of all of the Mekong riparians, but also by its internal dilemma of
balancing the diverse interests of its decision-making bodies seeking to realize the objective
of the institution; and the interests of its member states, when it seeks to act “both as an
independent knowledge producer and as a political discussion forum between its member
countries” (Keskinen et. al. 2012: 320). It has a mandate to cooperate on issues of
development of mainstream and tributary projects and to date it has gathered data on river
monitoring “with limited effectiveness in analysing trade-offs to inform decision-makers and
creating a platform for discussion” (Dore and Lazarus 2009, cited in: Matthews 2012: 402).
This focus on gathering data and building capacity enables its member states to share
information (Baker 2012: 19). Thus, its efforts to provide space for discourses can be
perceived as useful and this value in providing a platform for water issues to be discussed
(mainly by civil society, academics and the media) cannot be underestimated (Suhardiman et

al. 2012, cited in: Matthews 2012: 406).

China and MRC

Despite being a riparian in the Mekong basin, with a not negligible position in terms of
riparian relations, China is not a member of the Mekong River Commission, nor has it been
member of its forerunner the Mekong Committee. Not being the member of the MRC (and its
continuous refusal to change it) is repeatedly stressed as the main obstacle to the effective
cooperation in the Mekong basin: “if China is able to continue to effectively ignore the MRC,
the legitimacy of the Commission will continue to erode” (Cronin and Hamlin 2010: 33).
There have been suggestions of possible reasons for China’s lack of participation, one of the
factors could be the perception of the MRC as a ‘Western- and Japan-dominated, funded and
administered organization’ (Dosch 2007: 230). The second is for many analysts a
straightforward reason: “China takes the view that it has no obligation to submit its actions, so
far as these relate to that section of the Mekong River in its territory, to discussion or
consideration by other countries” (Osborne 2004: 7f). Thus, it is suggested, that despite the
often criticized weak institutional setting of the MRC, China does not want to have the
realization of its interests constrained in any way. The issue of national sovereignty is given
highest priority and should not be jeopardized. A membership in the MRC would expose it to

such risk and limit possibly the freedom of action for China’s interests.
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Nevertheless, China does not completely ignore the existence of the MRC. It is the
official dialogue partner of the MRC, since 1996. As a dialogue partner, China is not required
to adhere to the rules stipulated in the 1995 Agreement in any formal way, which in turn
limits the MRC’s capacity to move China to comply to any water-sharing agreements
(Pichamon 2014: 718). Owing to that, or despite that, China is slowly expanding its
participation — in various forms, understandings and scope, to the extend preferred by China:
nonbinding, focused strictly on scientific research and data exchange or dispatching of its
representatives to the dialogue meetings held by the MRC (among others from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Water Resources) (MRC 2005, cited in: Onishi 2011: 398).

While the dam construction on the Lancang triggered controversy as being responsible
for the unusually low water levels in the 1990’s, the criticism from the local communities
pushed their governments to voice their concerns, after serious floodings with around 800
people killed on the downstream part of the Mekong in early 2000’s and comprehensive flood
forecasting became an even more important issue for the downstream riparian states. The
MRC held a round of talks with China that led to a signing of an agreement in 2002 on the
provision of hydrological information on the Lancang River. The agreement included
technical cooperation to share data on water-level, discharge and rainfall from two
hydrometeorological stations on the Lancang to improve the downstream riparians’ forecasts
of floods and protection (MRC 2013). However, data is delivered in the rainy season and only
from two stations which is not sufficient for comprehensive flow monitoring (Schmeier 2009:
44f). Without reliable and continuous exchange of data or schedules for water release from
the reservoirs of China’s dams on the Lancang during the rainy as well as the dry season, the
downstream states miss necessary information. Since the agreement was signed, China
refused to share more significant information about its dams, plans for development of the
river, or the results of its hydrological and environmental studies with MRC and has shown
little interest in consulting these with the downstream riparians, instead provided only broad
research conclusions that were missing transparency (Osborne 2004:7-8, Cronin and Hamlin
2010: 233). However, Pichamon contends, that this shift in China’s policy is noteworthy,
when it is considered in the context of its previous reluctance to share any data on the basis of
national sovereignty considerations (Pichamon 2014: 718).

In 2008 repeated floods caused severe problems, local residents and activists suspected
China’s dams for the situation, the MRC however, despite the missing data, officially stated,
that the floods were a result of abnormally high water runoff after a heavy rainfall in the

northern parts of the Mekong basin and “the current water levels are entirely the result of the
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meteorological and hydrological conditions and were not caused by water release from
presently operating Chinese” (MRC 2008). In 2010, the Mekong suffered severe droughts in
the dry season that coincided with the filling of China’s Xiaowan dam’s reservoir and raised
concerns and protests of the local population in several affected states and created higher
policy resonance among the governments as well, the issue got on the agenda of the MRC
Summit that year, however, similarly, as in the case of 2008 floods, the MRC and Thai and
Lao government officials attributed the situation to extreme low rainfall in the dry season and
emphasized the willingness of China to provide the MRC with “hydrological data for
emergency use” (MRC 2013). China, not diverting from its continuous rejection of alleged
negative impact of its Lancang dams as in the previous cases, denied that its Lancang dams
have exacerbated the drought in the Mekong basin, instead blamed the low water levels on
unusually dry weather and agreed to increase data sharing and improve dialogue with lower
riparian states (Xinhua 2010). Furthermore, it has emphasized the benefits of dams in flood
and drought management and stated that “any hydropower developments on its stretch of the
river will carefully consider downstream impacts” (China Daily 2012; cited in: Matthews and
Motta 2013: 2) showing concern to the issue raised.

Further steps have been taken to present China as a “responsible upstream country”
showing its willingness to “pragmatic cooperation with the MRC” (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of China 2010). China has committed itself to host an international training program
on flood control management etc,, has sent invitation for official representatives from MRC
member states to visit one of the dams on the Lancang and prompted “MRC and Sub-region
countries to reinforc[e] communications and mutual trust and jointly, objectively and fairly
explai[n] to the public and media the actual situation and cooperation achievements of
Lancang River-Mekong River water resource development and utilization” (ibid 2010), which
suggests that China frames the concerns of downstream states as misconception of the
development on the Lancang seeking support for its own definition of the reality on the
Lancang dams that suits its goals.

In 2013 China renewed its cooperation on data sharing, extending the period of
information exchange by 30 days, from June 1st until October 31st, every year and increased
the frequency from once a day to twice a day (MRC 2013) as a sign of “deepen[ing of] the
substantive cooperation with MRC and its member countries in the areas of hydrological data
sharing, hydropower development, flood management and disaster mitigation, environmental
protection and personnel exchanges under the principle of friendly consultations and mutual

benefit” (MRC 2013). It is challenging to answer the question how much data does China
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indeed share. The assumption of the author based on the reviewed of the literature, MRC
statements and the accessible information is: not enough, there is still missing transparency
and incompleteness of provided data. If the MRC perceived in 2013 the data exchange
cooperation progress as ‘a boost in data sharing’, there is considerably more room for

improvement.

Summary

To sum up, a pattern can be observed in China’s actions in terms of basin-wide cooperation:
China cooperates where and when it serves its interests, in cases, where “[...] unilateral
actions and bilateral relations are not sufficient to secure its national interests” (Hensengerth
2009:10). China cooperates fully and actively with the GMS realizing the benefits it offers to
further advance with its domestic as well as foreign policies. The GMS does not restrict
China’s development of the Lancang through binding rules, on the contrary, it facilitates
infrastructure and trade. Furthermore, it offers possibilities to foster the relations with the
riparian states through river basin management initiatives which can enhance the creation of a
stable and friendly neighbourhood vital for economic growth and development. Delivering
economic growth is the vital way of ensuring regime legitimacy not only in China, but also in
underdeveloped or ethnically disparate riparian states of the Mekong basin (Goh 2011: 9).
However, the analytical framework applied in this thesis distinguishes between ‘ugly
cooperation’ and ‘genuine cooperation’ on water issues in a basin. As can be seen, the
category of ‘genuine cooperation’ does not apply to the cooperation of China on the Mekong.
China uses the GMS for its attempts to propose an image of cooperation based on common
utilization of the Mekong in terms of mutual benefits based on economic development. The
basin-wide cooperation on water issues and management of the resource is framed in context
of economic development — transboundary is defined as water-related economic cooperation,
where the Mekong serves as a source of potential to economic development. China attempts
to tap the alleged focus on economic growth of its co-riparians, through offering initiatives
which can serve as a useful tool to drive away the attention from the problematic issues, if

effectively deployed. Biba maintains that
China is using its leading role in the GMS to channel the focus of Mekong riparian
countries toward common development goals and not allow potentially contentious
resource (i.e. water) issues to gain traction. [...] under the umbrella of GMS, China has

begun to exercise so much economic and political influence over the DRCs [downstream
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riparian countries] that with their present preference for an ‘economy first’ approach they
are no longer able and willing to make use of the few options that are theoretically available

to them to press for China’s co-operation (2012: 605)

While China seeks to broadly propagate the imperative of economic development, the GMS’s
focus can be interpreted as a tool to reinforce the process: “The conversion of the river’s
significant flows into energy for human consumption and industrial processes has become the
dominant geopolitical and developmental goal in the region” (Sneddon and Fox 2006: 187).

In contrast, a more ‘genuine’ transboundary cooperation is supposedly framed in the
more binding rules of the MRC. China appears to be missing any benefits that would be
derived from a full cooperation with the organization, as it would restrict its fundamental
principles of autonomy and national sovereignty. The gains thus would not overweight the
losses of such commitment. Despite that, the MRC offers a possibility for China to utilize the
cooperation with it to mitigate the negative effects of its continuous dam construction on the
Lancang. As shown before, China re-acted in those cases, when and if the tensions reached a
certain critical level, where the MRC was forced to step in and formally ask China to react.
China’s reaction consisted thus far from minor commitments, mainly on technical cooperation.
The focus of the agenda is shifted to such cooperation, while any halt to construction of the
Lancang is kept out of the discussion forum. In this strategic move, China steps “in time to
take the wind out of the sails of any potentially sharp criticism from MRC member states,
[while] making no commitments at all to scale back existing projects” (Biba 2014: 35). Thus,
Menniken points to China’s ability to keep issues out of the agenda, but use time as a part of
its ideational power strategy in the framework of the MRC: “With the current speed of
rapprochement, the two parties will not come to a shared problem perspective, let alone form
an approach to solve this common problem before the Mekong and Lancang dam cascade is
completed and display its full potential to create externalities” (Menniken 2007: 110). While
the conclusion, that China cooperates based on its interests is not surprising information,
however, in this context, it points to the ability of China to deploy tactics of ideational power
by efficiently presenting its own vision of basin-wide cooperation, as it has not been seriously
pressured or forced to any changes towards a different scope of transboundary cooperation
and the other riparians cooperate with China outside of the MRC framework on issues, that

should be dealt with in the MRC.
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Securitization

China’s behaviour in terms of bilateral, multilateral or basin-wide cooperation with the MRC
and GMS, is to be understood in the wider context of its foreign policies. Here, the focus is
placed on securitization, knowledge productions and narratives through which the broader
understanding of ideational power of China in the Mekong basin will be facilitated. Goh
argues that transboundary rivers are especially prone to securitization of issues concerning the
exploitation of the resource (Goh 2004b: 2), so is it the case in the Mekong basin as well?

Does China link its perception of national security with water security? A thorough
analysis is required to identify the securitizing actor, its speech acts, the existential threat to
the reference object, the audience, and the extreme measures that are taken as a response to
propelling the issue into realms of national security.

The evidence of securitizing actors and speech acts can be found in multiple
documents of the Ministry of Water Resources of China and top level governmental
statements that frame the water issue in terms of threat to national security. Water is declared
to be under threat to satisfy the demand for consumption, industry, agriculture, transportation
and energy production, which endangers economic growth, food security, social stability and
national sovereignty: in 2011 Hu Jintao stressed that “[...] water has exerted more evident
impact on China's economic security, ecological security and national security as the
economic and social development and improved livelihoods are facing water strains” (Xinhua
2011c). The urgent prioritization of water resources in terms of food security and water
conservation for protection from floods and droughts has been featured in several high-level
official documents: the 11™ and 12" Five Year Plan as well as the Number One Document
where the government priorities are announced annually (Ministry of Water Resources of
China 2011). However, speech acts do not automatically translate into securitization of an
object as a threat to national security. They need to be accepted by the audience. In single-
party or non-democratic states that tend towards an authoritarian system (in the traditional
neoliberal understanding), the question who counts as domestic audience, upon which
acceptance the securitizing is successful, can be a source of further discussions. In the case of
China, the various levels of governments are expected to be the audience which may of may
not support the securitizing move of the central government as the securitizing actor. It is out
of the scope of the thesis to discuss the political system of China and its mechanisms. It is
sufficient to point out, that the addressed audience are the local and provincial governments,
not international actors or neighbouring states. The last phase of the process of securitization

comprises of the emergency measures that remove the issue out of normal rules and

80



procedures of politics. These ‘extreme’ or ‘emergency’ measures that successful
securitizations allow for are in the most cases understood to mean use of military force or
violent measures by the securitizing actor to secure the issue under threat. From the content
analysis of the relevant speech acts, the actions and measures that were proposed to be taken
to ensure water security, were in major part revolving around construction of water facilities
and the mobilization of financial resources for that purpose. As China’s Premier Li Keqiang
stated: “China will step up construction of major water conservation projects [which include
diversion projects, reservoirs and irrigation] that have strong economic and social importance,
especially in rural areas and central and western regions” (Xinhua 2014a). Similarly, several
years ago, Hu Jintao maintained that: “China will prioritize water projects in its infrastructure
construction and take irrigation and water conservancy as a major task in rural infrastructure
improvement. Accelerating development facilities is an urgent need for the nation to
guarantee grain safety, restructure its economy, build an energy-saving and environment-
friendly society, promote social stability and combat natural disasters” (Xinhua 2011c). Even
though these projects contain construction of dams on transboundary rivers like the Mekong
as well, where China unilaterally acts in realizing its interests, can financial mobilization and
development of water projects be understood as emergency measures? While speech acts
where ‘national security’ has been promulgated, have been performed, they can be understood
in rhetorical sense (Goh 2004: 13). Furthermore they were focused on domestic audience,
pointing to the possibility of securitization on “different levels of abstraction”, not neglecting
securitization vital for the political survival of the state regime, as Goh suggests (ibid: 14).
Thus, in terms of the Mekong, the above mentioned speech act can be framed in China
prioritizing the issue of water projects development instead of propelling it to the realm of
emergency measures, while the emergency and ‘extremity’ of the measures taken to secure
water is questionable as well.

As can be seen, there are several problematic issues that the concept of securitization
applied to China’s relationship and policies towards water issues, cannot fully explain. Again,
the complex context where China’s water interaction dynamics takes places in, is very
challenging to fit to the securitization dynamics.

With the domestic water crisis (and energy, for economic growth and national
sovereignty) on one side, China is confronted with its own wish to maintain stable relations
with the neighbours in the Mekong basin as outlined in the narrative of Peaceful Development.
So while the pressing need to secure water and hydropower translates into construction of

dams on the Lancang, any negative externalities of the same dams on water quality and
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quantity downstream have the potential to negatively impact the relations with the riparians
and cause disruption in the stability of the neighbouring region. There is a strong realization
and broad consensus in the circles of China’s decision-making elites, that the relationship
with neighbouring states in the Mekong basin — even though largely underdeveloped and
small from a realistic point of view, but members of ASEAN in a region which is of eminent
importance to China (Zhao 2011: 55) — needs stability and peace for realization of national
interests and aims of China and that “straightforwardly power-based approaches and entirely
uncooperative behaviour seem generally unfit for creating and upholding the positive image
and friendly relations China seeks” (Biba 2014: 31). Which implies that a strict securitization
of water would not translate into the expected outcomes, on the contrary, it would bear a high
risk of creating negative perceptions among co-riparians. Securitization thus cannot be
perceived as a feasible strategy of ideational power.

It has been suggested, that the dynamics of desecuritization instead of securitization
account better for the explanation of China’s behaviour in terms of water: “desecuritization
refers to the process of moving issues off the security agenda and back into the realm of [...]
political discourse and ‘normal’ political dispute and accommodation” (McDonald 2008: 69).
China’s desecuritization patterns comprise of a combination of use of multilateral initiatives
to channel the focus of Mekong riparians towards common economic development away from
potentially conflictive issues of hydropower development on the Lancang on one side and on
the other side, a further ideational power strategy of knowledge production is deployed
through various narratives to construct a fitting image of a responsible and cooperative
neighbouring state to dismiss any potential concerns of its co-riparians. As Biba points out,
“desecuritization is not necessarily tantamount to a notion of China completely refraining
from unilateral actions and instead shifting to a mode of full-blown cooperation. Specifically,
the concept of desecuritization indicates that China may pursue cooperative strategies of non-
or de-escalation despite a possible continuation of unilateral actions [...] it is then equally
possible that desecuritization moves ‘can be very effective while remaining instrumental and

29

negative/reactive’” (Biba 2014: 29). So while China pursuits the strategy of desecuritization

Knowledge Construction

China attempts to construct an image that fits its interests and serves to veil certain aspects of
the relations with its co-riparians (the negative impact of Lancang dams and their continuing
unilateral construction), while other issues are emphasized: the possibilities of mutual benefits
of economic development, facilitation of transportation, trade, electricity production, etc.
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China’s cooperative tone is welcome in the GMS, the states, where China is pledging aid and
other multilateral and bilateral arrangements, which further sanctions the narrative. “China’s
overseas policies are viewed as a welcome change from those imposed by Western countries
and are helping China to gain diplomatic support to defend its international interests” (Aguilar
and Goldstein 2009: 1557, cited in: Urban et. al. 2013: 314). Whether the prevailing
imperative of economic development is the main focus in the GMS and is not an ‘fresh input’
from China, China still functions as the economic engine in the region, which enables its
smaller riparians to attain their goal of own economic development through trade with China
(energy or goods, hydropower development, construction or other areas).

The narrative of the New Security Concept combines both, major interest of China —
economic development — and attempts of desecuritization by emphasising principles of

cooperative and sustainable security that enhance normal political dispute accomodation:

“Cooperative security means promoting the security of both individual countries and the
region as a whole through dialogue and cooperation”, such cooperative security should
“increase strategic mutual trust, reduce mutual misgivings, seek common ground while
resolving differences [...] Sustainable security means that we need to focus on both
development and security so that security would be durable. Development is the foundation

of security, and security the precondition for development” (Xinhua 2014b).
The joint patrols on the Mekong, are an example of the understanding of such cooperative
security. Since thirteen Chinese merchant sailors have been killed in 2011, China initiated
joint patrols on the Mekong with Laos, Thailand and Myanmar based on the “Joint Statement
of the Chinese-Laotian-Burmese-Thai Mekong River Joint Escort Patrol Law Enforcement
Ministerial Meeting” with the main objective to stabilize the Mekong to ensure safe trade
routes for China and other riparians. The aim of the joint patrols is to “to safeguard peace and
stability along the Mekong River within their own jurisdiction and on the basis of mutual
respect for sovereignty, equality, and mutual benefits, and therefore should strengthen and
grow friendly relations, deepen cooperation, solidify unity, pursue friendly consultation and
enhance strategic partnership and mutual trust” (Xinhua 2011d). While this inherently means
China’s military presence in the territorial waters of riparian states, the project is praised by
China: “the resumption of shipping along the river will help improve China’s image as a
responsible regional power and promote free trade between China and Southeast Asia”
(Zhang and Cui 2011, cited in Erickson and Strange: 2014: 121). Even though not a long-term
arrangement, the joint patrols show the reframing of security in terms of desecuritization

while the ‘common’ and ‘mutual’ is emphasized.
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A very thorough research would be required to assess the individual ideational power
capabilities and abilities of the lower basin states. Furthermore, it is questionable, if ideational
power strategies deployed separately by individual states would bring about the required
effect to overcome China’s own ideational power wielding. Based on the Guttmann scale of
relationships, the previous forms of power must be understood to be credible and at disposal
of the actor who is wielding ideational power, which in the case of some riparian states is still
far from reality. Nevertheless, for the assessment of relative power distribution in the Mekong
basin, it is necessary to give approximate evaluations of the individual ideational power
capacities of all riparian states. If a state would construct alternative knowledge through
activities that involve international NGO’s and ““facilitate coalitions with progressive forces”
that involve domestic or international organizations (Cascdo 2006: 9), this new discourse
could be further sanctioned by international actors. Thus, the strength and activeness of the
riparian states’ NGO’s and local communities (civil society) can be used as a very indirect
measure of ideational power in this aspect. Furthermore, their strength has been shown in the
cases where they pushed their respective governments to voice the concerns in the framework
of the MRC. Otherwise, the stability and legitimacy of the governing regime can be affected,
if they ignore the negatively impacted communities. Thailand’s NGO community has been
already mentioned as been the most vital and largest among its lower co-riparian states, with
cooperation with other states’ local communities. Laos and Vietnam “provide little space for
action” for civil society while in Cambodia, they are better positioned (Hirsch and Jensen,
2006: 15). Even though a very rough estimate, it gives a certain image of the ideational power
distribution in the lower Mekong basin.

In the struggle, who is the more powerful state in the basin in terms of ideational
power, Zeitoun maintains that “the more powerful side in any discursive competition will be
the one with an edge over its competitor in terms of intellectual capacity, eloquence, access to
media, etc., and it can expect some success in embedding its ideas in the minds of those who
matter” (2008:114). China shows more signs of efficient deployment of such power,
compared to its co-riparians, which are inhibited in their action by their various interests.
However, the question remains open, how long China’s ideational power strategy is going to
remain sufficient and successful?

The next chapter will examine the reaction of co-riparians to China’s behaviour on the
Mekong (and towards its wielding of bargaining and ideational powers); and their potential
for future possibilities to counter the hydro-hegemony in the basin. Before that, the final

assessment of relative power distribution will be given.
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5.2.4. Final assessment of relative power distribution in the Mekong basin

Figure 5 summarizes the rankings of power distribution in each of the four dimensions of
power identified in the Framework of Hydro-hegemony: geographical, material, bargaining
and ideational. It is important to note, that the figures do not account for the relative
differences between each of the states and China in relative terms, as they are based on
rankings. Nevertheless, they fulfil the basic requirement to assess the hydro-hegemonic power
distribution in the Mekong basin.

Even though China is, as expected, the most powerful state in the basin, and the
hydro-hegemon, its bargaining and ideational power ranking has been reduced to incorporate
the possible effects of mutual benefit from the shared imperative of economic development.
Myanmar has been assessed differently in the literature, for instance its hydropower potential
has been praised (on other rivers), which would raise its bargaining power possibilities.
However, the current relative power distribution accounts only for the development on the
Mekong river and Myanmar does not show any considerable interest in the Mekong water
development. Thailand are Vietnam are the two states with most power capacities and
abilities relative to China, while Cambodia is the least powerful state among the four lower

riparians.

China Myanmar Laos Thailand Cambodia Vietnam

M geographical power material power M bargaining power  Mideational power

Figure 5 Relative power distribution in the Mekong basin. Based on own assessment of the
author.
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5.3. Counter-Hegemony in the Mekong basin - Record and chances

The recurring question that remained unanswered thus far is, whether the low profile and
almost negligible official critical response of the lower riparian states towards China’s
unilateral dam building is the outcome of China’s efficient wielding of bargaining and
ideational powers strategies pointing to riparians’ subsequent weakness in their own power
abilities; or, there is missing motivation to push China to more binding cooperation in terms
of control over water and water allocation, because the gains would not outweight the losses
of potentially endangered pursuit of own economic development strategies. Do China’s
co-riparians comply with its hydro-hegemonic behaviour because of the power asymmetries
or because of the benefits of cooperation on economic issues?

From a larger perspective, “China has not been confronted with any sustained and
serious criticism from its downstream neighbours” even though the states are negatively
affected by the Lancang dams, “they have largely failed to bring China to the negotiation
table and apparently even lack the will to challenge China on its dam-building” (Biba 2012:
604). The missing willingness can be partially attributed to the efficient China’s deployment
of ideational power strategies and the asymmetrical power distribution in the basin. Weak
states that are dependent on aid from China have less to gain than lose from confronting it on
responsible resource allocation and the benefits derived from it.

Otherwise, as has been shown, the only cases where concerns were raised officially by
the governments of downstream states were in situations of destructive impacts of floods and
droughts based on the domestic level protests. While the causal link cannot be taken for
granted, it is to suggest, that the official concerns of lower riparians raised towards China,
have been the outcome of a long and complex process starting at the level of local protests of
communities and NGO’s reaching the local level of governmental officials, than the
governmental level of the state and finally the MRC. At every stage, the process can turn
around, the decision can be made to ignore, dismiss or suppress the critical voices, or not.
This is an issue of domestic policy, politics and polities, and the effectiveness of local protests
depends on their strength as well as on the political system and approach of the state towards
the issue. Thus, in those cases, domestic protests translated into the initiative and motivation
of the lower riparian states to voice these concerns officially (mainly in the MRC context),
China moved to react. The missing motivation of lower Mekong riparians to confront China
without the input of civil society is attributed to their own pursuit of economic development,

what should ensure the stability of the political regime, as has been mentioned briefly before.
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However, in theory, if the riparians would decide to confront China’s behaviour, do they have

the potential capacities to do so?

Counter-hegemony - chances

While the deployment of material power capacities even with external support from
international donors is not a feasible strategy for the co-riparians to coerce China to change its
unilateral stance on the Lancang dam building, there are strategies linked to bargaining and
ideational power tactics to induce China to comply to a different model of water allocation

and utilization.

Bargaining power

It has been suggested, that water’s specific nature of multiple usages (irrigation, hydropower,
transportation, potable purposes, etc.) provides the option to ‘expand the pie’ of negotiations
between the parties (Daoudy 2005; cited in: Daoudy 2008: 95). Through the tactics of
issue-linkage, larger baskets of issues can be linked together that are of matter of high
importance for China. These issues concern for instance regional energy independence and
energy diversification or infrastructure. As already stated, China is interested in mitigating its
dependency on oil that has to be transferred through the Malacca Strait; the Gulf of Thailand
offers one possibility, while the hydropower potential in Cambodia can be harnessed as well
to diversify the energy sources. Furthermore, China cooperates actively on issues of
infrastructure construction to link important spots in the Mekong region. States may either
attempt to link the issues individually, or in a larger regional context. The importance of
ASEAN as the representative regional organizational body for China’s strategic and economic
interests can be utilized in the Mekong issue as well, as China has shown reluctance and
suspicions towards organization that incorporate ‘Western’ powers, as in the case of MRC,
while ASEAN has managed to raise the level of mutual trust. China now has close and
productive dealings with ASEAN which should not be threatened. “Both ASEAN and China
recognise the Mekong River Basin as an area where cooperation could yield significant
economic benefit for riparians” (Bobekova et.al. 2013: 20). If any of the lower Mekong
riparians can induce China to cooperate on the issues of its top interests as outlined above, it

would raise their bargaining power towards the hydro-hegemon.
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Ideational power

According to Cascao, the lower Mekong riparians could use the basin-wide MRC and GMS
initiative to project a different image for the utilization and development of the Mekong
resource. States could construct alternative knowledge in the form of comprehensive
environmental and socioeconomic impact assessment for development and construction of
dam projects that would introduce better and sustainable practice of hydropower development
in terms of environmental protection and water as basic social and human right. Such
narratives could gain international community which would sanction them, raising their

influence. What are the riparian positions towards the GMS and MRC?

Lower Mekong riparians and GMS

The fact, that the GMS proposes an image of an economic region without comprehensive
political structures, is received very well among the riparians (Will 2010: 6). Furthermore, the
GMS not dealing with water management can partly be explained with its members being
engaged in large dam-building programmes, either directly or indirectly (profiting from such
projects): “six GMS members are doing their utmost to exclude water management from the
work programme while utilizing their national stretches of the Mekong and its tributaries for
national economic development” (Hensengerth 2009: 9). As an example Vietnam can be
given. It imports electricity from the Lancang dams, whereas the transport is facilitated
through the integrated regional power grid constructed and funded by the GMS (Hensengerth
2008: 117, cited in: Schmeier 2009: 38). On a different level, as Schmeier concludes: “in
doing so, Vietnam indirectly supports projects it suffers from™ (ibid: 38). Vietnam’s example
is symptomatic for other riparians interested in electricity import from the hydropower plants

on the different parts of the Mekong.

Lower Mekong riparians and MRC

Thailand is the most developed state in the lower Mekong basin is not as dependent on the
funding of the MRC as its other members and thus has less motivation to push for a stricter
and more institutionalized MRC regime. On the contrary, a more regulative and binding
framework for the cooperative development of the Mekong river would possibly restrict its
future water diversion projects to supply the north-eastern part with water. In addition it
claims that any regulatory scheme has no purpose without China fully participating in the

MRC (Backer 2006: 42). Laos is interested in the funding and the competence of the MRC
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and acknowledges the importance of its mechanisms especially for their role in investment of
projects (Browder 2000: 243, cited in: Backer 2006: 43), nevertheless, its position towards the
MRC is ambiguous. Despite the future even more serious impact of China’s dams, its national
interest and the dependency on the hydropower projects for the economic development, it is
not likely to propose a more strict and binding water regime on the Mekong that would
regulate the river. Laos is “neither completely willing nor capable to comply with the [future
potential] requirements of the MRC” (Schmeier 2009: 34). Cambodia’s dependence on the
Mekong may explain its interest in the MRC as a framework for regional cooperation.
Cambodia promotes the establishment of cooperative initiatives that are more directly related
to the river, as it wishes to conserve and protect the current flow regime and the regime of
seasonal floods, essential for its agriculture and fishery. However, it still does not possess the
capacity to “to actively engage in the promotion of joint river basin management or to even
push for more binding rules (Schmeier 2009: 37). This fact is reinforced by the interests in
hydropower development to supply energy for its economic growth. Vietnam attaches
importance to the cooperation in the MRC based on its vulnerable most downstream position
on the river and is interested primarily in the detailed flow management regime, data
exchange, joint flood protection and the establishment of binding rules on water quantity and
quality (Schmeier 2009: 38, Backer 2006: 50). However, profits from hydropower
development in the basin by purchasing energy from its neighbours, in the same way as
Thailand does. As already mentioned, Myanmar is a dialogue partner of the MRC and not its
member, its interest in the participation in the MRC is negligible, as the river does not play an
important part in the policies of the state.

Furthermore, the positions and interests in the MRC of its individual members differ
as well. For any deployment of ideational power strategies, the states would need to reach
consent to act cohesive and present a common position. “The lower Mekong riparian states
have not presented a united front towards China, due to the disagreements between upstream
and downstream users throughout the Mekong and conflicts among them over one another’s
dam building activities” (Ho 2013: 20). Cambodia’s and Vietnam’s potential interest in
pushing for more binding rules relates to the framework of the MRC and its members and not
primarily to China’s development on the Lancang. They are further impaired by their own
interests in hydropower development, either direct or indirect. In addition, MRC members
have disputes with each other and the MRC missing a dispute-solution framework cannot be
used. The Xayaburi dam is an illuminating example, where Cambodia and Vietnam officially

voiced protest against the mainstream Mekong dam built in Laos financed by Thailand. Thus,
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MRC and GMS cannot yet function as forums for wielding more ideational power to counter
China’s hydro-hegemony. In terms of the effectivity of China’s deployment of ideational
power strategies towards the riparians, if the MRC would show signs of desire to empower
the organization or strengthen its approach towards equitable water utilization and allocation,
they could be interpreted as counter-moves of the riparians towards weakening of China’s
ideational power in terms of proposed model for the water cooperation in the Mekong basin.
However a content analysis of the relevant official statements of the MRC cannot confirm
such finding. The Mekong Basin Development Strategy plan, developed every five years,
most recently, increasing transboundary benefits, addressing long-term development needs
and regional benefit-sharing stand high in its agenda (MRC 2014).

There is another possibility for co-riparians to push China for more binding
development. Do lower riparian states securitize the issue? There would be sufficient reasons
for framing water insecurity as existential threat (while all riparians are negatively affected by
the changes in quality and quantity of water, Vietnam’s fisheries and rice production in the
Mekong delta or Cambodia’s fisheries in the Tonle Sap, etc.), however, Goh maintains, that
among the lower riparians, “the lack of securitisation moves [can be found].This is because of
the strong power differential that exists between China and the other Mekong riparian states,
but also because of their shared economic developmental priorities and worldviews” (Goh
2004b:18). If they desire to induce China towards more cooperative and binding behaviour,
they would need to abide by the rules themselves. The extent of the effectivity of their
counter-hegemonic strategies is bound to their own behaviour as well as their own interest in

developing or utilizing hydropower.

5.4. Form of hydro-hegemony in the Mekong basin

The assessment of the form of the hydro-hegemony established in the Mekong basin is based
on its parts, from the largest to the smallest unit of analysis: the form of interaction, the main
water control strategy and the tactics and coercive resources. In the previous chapters, the
tactics and coercive resources have been analysed with their subsequent forms of power
which they are associated with. The form of interaction — the ‘if” and ‘how’ of China sharing
control over the resource has been assessed based on the multilateral and bilateral cooperation
that China is involved in. The main water control strategy in contingent on the strategic

outcome of the tactics that were outlined in the chapters examining bargaining and ideational
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powers. This chapter should assemble the individual pieces into a final picture of the form of
hydro-hegemony that is present in the Mekong basin.

The various tactics of compliance producing mechanisms, as their name reveals, are
deployed to build compliance with the regime and the form of hydro-hegemony, the
hydro-hegemon from its position as the most powerful state, has chosen to define. China
builds compliance — the acceptance and willing or unwilling consent — with its behaviour in
the basin in terms of utilization and management of the Mekong. Even though China
possesses the military resources to coerce its co-riparians into compliance, it does not utilize
this option in the Mekong basin. Instead, it deploys its economic power in the form of FDI
and aid and trade incentives or bilateral agreements for hydropower dam construction to
enhance (trade) relations with the co-riparians. It is not only simply inducing of compliance,
China uses its economic power as a resource for bargaining power functioning “[...] as a
force multiplier to convert shared preferences into regional economic cooperation” that is in
line with its preferred imperative of economic development (Goh 2011: 9). China utilizes its
bargaining power to decide about the preferred bilateral form of cooperation (in contrast to a
more binding basin-wide MRC framework based on principles of international water law), or
sets the agenda of multilateral initiatives to fit its interests (navigation, trade, infrastructure
development) and is simultaneously taping the source of aligned interests for economic
development of its co-riparians, functionally linking hydropower development with economic
development. The second covert form of power associated with hegemonic compliance
producing mechanisms offer China to attempt to underline its bargaining power through
spreading an image of China as responsible and cooperative neighbour which cooperates on
in the basin, while diverting the attention from its own hydropower development.

Based on this synopsis, which main water control strategy does China deploy in the
pursuit of its objectives on the Mekong? If all economic initiatives, bilateral and multilateral
cooperation and agreements would be taken aside, the fact remains, that China nevertheless
unilaterally develops the water resource on its territory which necessary impacts the quantity
and quality of the flow in downstream states and negatively impacts the perception of the
states in terms of the form of hydro-hegemony. Neither of these multiple treaties and
agreements that China has signed with the riparians or the GMS are comprehensive treaties
that would regulate the allocation and distribution among all or any riparian states.
Furthermore, China has the largest and most developed capacity and abilities to harness the
potential of the river, reinforced by its material power resources. These abilities and

unilateralist resource capture are associated with the water control strategy of ‘active
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unilateralism’. China’s behaviour towards its co-riparians does however not fully account for
‘the upstream bully’ label. China engages in a containment strategy as well, while it develops
the resource without the consent and consultation of the downstream states. It seeks to
influence the riparians to compliance with its preferred order through deployment of
bargaining and ideational power tactics.

The issue of water allocation and therefore the sharing of control over the resource is
not regulated in terms of a treaty among the four lower riparian states. China is not a member
in the MRC and the sharing of control can be framed only in sharing of water data, so the
cooperation in terms of water allocation is minimal, while the co-riparians cannot be
perceived as raising expectations for a more active competition over water. Control is thus
consolidated and thus the final form of hydro-hegemony can be perceived as neutral.

It must be noted, that the analysis of the water interactions in the Mekong basin
through the prism of power and the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony has illustrated the
different approach of water conflict and cooperation that the framework does not account for
entirely. Nevertheless, it allowed for the finding, that in the Mekong basin is the issue of
water allocation addressed in the context of economic relations between the co-riparians. The
focus of water interactions in the basin is thus on economic development that utilizes the
economic benefits that can be derived from the resource, which can be a valuable information

for further comparative research among other basins worldwide.
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6. Conclusion and Discussion

To summarize, these questions have been addressed in this thesis: How does the relative
power distribution among the Mekong riparian states influence the upstream-downstream
dynamics of water interactions in the basin? What is the nature of China’s behaviour towards
its co-riparians in terms of water resources on the Mekong and what is their perception of it?

The relative power distribution in terms of all four forms of power: geographical,
material, bargaining and ideational, based on the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony has been
assessed for every riparian to demonstrate the resulting power asymmetry in the Mekong
basin. The power asymmetry in upstream-downstream transboundary context has led to a
situation of hydro-hegemony, where China is the most powerful state, an upstream
hydro-hegemon. Based on the examination of the tactics and strategies associated with
different forms of power China deploys to assert its position and how are they perceived by its
co-riparians, the form of hydro-hegemony in the basin was assessed as neutral, based on the
Framework. This is the part of the range of forms of hydro-hegemony where ugly cooperation
or pretty conflict are present.

China continues with its dam construction on the Lancang without the consent or
consultation with its riparians despite the transboundary impact of such projects. The picture
of highly conflictive water relations and almost looming war on the Mekong presented in the
media and mainly popular literature should fit the expected reaction of the lower riparians
which necessarily bear the negative consequences of changes in the quality and quantity of
flow which harms their agriculture, irrigation and fisheries. However, it does not. Against the
backdrop of this picture the thesis analysed the actors behind this criticism and it can be
concluded, that the majority of the protests and opposition to dams on Lancang emanates
from the civil society, not the governmental level of the states, which apart from some cases
where the states voiced their concerns in the arena of the MRC, has remained silent on the
issue. To date, China has not been propelled to face any sustained and serious criticism
towards its unilateral development of dams on the Lancang. Why the lower riparian states do
not confront China despite the negative effects on the livelihoods and economic base of their
citizens and despite their counter-hegemonic potential especially in realm of bargaining
power? There are two possible reasons for the missing motivation.

On one side, downstream riparian states have their own interests concerning
hydropower and resource utilization in general. Laos is interested in becoming the battery of

Southeast Asia by harnessing its large hydropower potential, Thailand and Vietnam are
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interested in electricity trade to meet their growing energy demands, so they invest and
construct hydropower projects in Laos and Cambodia. It has been suggested, that the
mainstream dams on the lower parts of the Mekong are even more dangerous to the natural
river flow, than the Lancang dams. Nevertheless the imperative of economic development to
sustain the legitimacy of the political regimes in the basin states, is the prevailing focus that
trumps the equitable and sustainable allocation of the resource. The MRC is a case in point,
where the Secretariat has no enforcement power, because its member states have decided
against binding rules that would endanger their national sovereignty and possibly restrict their
autonomy on water projects in the basin.

On the other hand, China has been actively deploying its bargaining power strategies
underlined with its economic power clout in bilateral, multilateral cooperation towards the
end of inducing closer economic ties with the states in the basin and projecting economic
development as the main driving force of the basin to create a stable and untroubled
neighbourhood that is vital for the pursuit of its national objectives either concerning foreign
policy or domestic economic growth. China wields ideational power to drive away the focus
of attention to its unilateral dam construction, and presents itself as a responsible and
cooperative riparian, while it cooperates where and how it suits its interests (for instance
effectively avoiding binding pitfalls of arrangements of MRC membership or international
water law). The combined effects of these power strategies can explain the missing
motivation of the co-riparians to confront China.

How long such complex conflict potential veiling (of China towards its co-riparins)
and conflict potential neglecting (co-riparians towards their citizens) can sustain in this

situation of ugly cooperation in a hydro-hegemony, is a question for further research.
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Abstract

Water is a matter of survival. Its flowing nature of crossing boundaries puts even more
pressure on states to maintain control over access to this natural resource. A natural resource
becomes a source of tensions, where difficulties encountered with managing and sharing it,
arise; and where possibly differing interests of states clash. This thesis examines the water
interaction between the riparian states in the Mekong basin based on the analysis of
hydro-hegemony and power asymmetries.

Zusammenfassung

Wasser ist die Frage des Uberlebens und ihre flieBende Natur, wenn sie Grenzen von Staaten
tiberquert, vergroBert nur zusitzlich den Druck die Kontrolle iiber den Zugang zu diesem
Rohstoff zu behalten und kann Staaten dazu fithren, dass sie Wasser als Frage der nationalen
Sicherheit sehen. Wasser wird somit zur Quelle fiir Spannungen zwischen Staaten, wenn sie
mit den Herausforderungen des Wassermanagements, Allokation und den moglicherweise
widerspriichlichen Interessen beziiglich der Nutzung konfrontiert sind. Die vorliegende Arbeit
untersucht die Wasser-Interaktionen zwischen den Anrainerstaaten in der Mekong-Region
basierend auf der Analyse der asymmetrischer Machtaufteilung und der Hydro-Hegemonie.
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