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The first decade of the twenty-first century marked the beginning of enormous change 
in geopolitics, geo-economics and security patterns in East Asia. Non-traditional security 
challenges are of rising importance this century due to their increasing impact on daily 
life and on broader national interests. Most non-traditional security challenges in the 
region, including transnational crime, drug and human trafficking, haze pollution, 
migration, piracy, spread of diseases and environmental degradation are transnational. 
Because they impact on several countries by crossing national boundaries, they cannot 
be solved solely by individual countries.1 
 
Environmental degradation2 affects East Asian countries in different aspects and 
locations. This research paper focuses on the Mekong Region as an important subregion 
due to its significance for more than 70 million people who live directly on its banks. The 
region is also important for the economic development of its six riparian countries, 
which include some of the poorest3 in East Asia.4 Moreover, because the Mekong 
Region links ASEAN with China, it has implications for the whole region in both non-
traditional security developments and regional cooperation. Whereas economic growth 
is crucial for improving livelihoods of dwellers along the Mekong and for the overall 
economic performance of the riparian states, environmental protection cannot be 
disregarded. Doing so would have devastating future impact on the subregion and the 
wider region. As Timoshenko observed almost a quarter century ago: 
 

Today we cannot secure security for one state at the expense of the other. 
Security can only be universal, but security cannot only be political or military, 
it must be as well ecological, economical, and social. It must ensure the 
fulfilment of the aspirations of humanity as a whole.5 

Significance of the Mekong Subregion and its Pressing Environmental 
Issues 

The Mekong is the largest river in Southeast Asia and the eighth largest in the world.6 It 
has enormous economic and ecological resources as well as political significance 
extending to all six riparian countries through which it flows: China, Myanmar, Thailand, 
Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos.7 The Mekong is a central source for food, accommodation 
and employment to millions and is further vital for the development of the entire 
Mekong region. This region is currently at a crossroad towards peace, cooperation and 
harmony or conflict, dispute and insecurity. Floods, draughts, famines, environmental 
disaster, soil erosion and deforestation are issues not only influencing regional and 
national developments but also impacting directly on the large population who live 
directly on the Mekong’s banks and depend on the river for their subsistence.8 
Additionally, the river hosts a diverse ecology with over 80 listed families of indigenous 
fish species in a significant ecological system with some of the world’s highest diversities 
of fish and snails, including the endangered and iconic Irrawaddy dolphin and the giant 
Mekong catfish.9 
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A major cause of environmental degradation and resource scarcity has been the 
industrialisation of the six countries along its borders with increasing consumption, 
urbanisation and energy demand combined with changes in agricultural and industrial 
production.10 The extensive consequences of environmental degradation in the Mekong 
Region include environmental refugees, biodiversity loss and social, political and 
economic instability. Practices such as deforestation and land degradation destroy the 
natural environment and foster natural disasters, such as flooding in China and 
elsewhere in the Mekong region in 2010 and landslides in Thailand in 2009. These kinds 
of disasters have enormous economic, environmental and social consequences for all the 
riparian nations, including large-scale population displacement, health problems and 
famines, which can be tackled successfully only through transnational cooperation.11 

Diverse Necessities, Priorities and Interests 

The Mekong region continues to be of great political interest for the wider region and 
beyond, especially since development will be linked more and more closely to China. 
China’s main interest in the region is twofold. First is physical suitability along the 
Mekong River for hydropower generation to satisfy exponential growth in the energy 
demand of major Chinese cities. Second is to achieve China’s main goal of national 
economic development, especially in the western agricultural provinces which are 
deficient for this purpose when compared to the urban areas where economic 
development has been rapid. 
 
The Chinese National Defence Paper 2002 states that the Mekong area is strategically 
important for China’s security, especially on non-traditional security threats.12 It is also 
important as connection and boost for Western provinces into continental Southeast 
Asia through major connecting riparian roads and improved navigation on the river.13 
 
Laos depends heavily on hydropower development for economic growth and therefore 
for its future. It uses hydropower generated from the Mekong not only to help satisfy 
its own energy demand but also as an important source of revenue through energy 
exports to its neighbours, including Thailand, China and Vietnam which face increasing 
energy shortages. Thailand’s interest in the Mekong particularly concerns the river’s 
utility for water diversion and irrigation projects to water the nation’s arid northeast 
region. Vietnam’s focus is on reducing damming on the Upper Mekong since around 50 
per cent of Vietnam’s annual rice crop is produced in the Mekong delta, which is 
suffering increasing salinisation as a result of upstream damming.14 Vietnam also needs 
the river for hydropower to help satisfy its growing energy demand.15 Cambodia is 
primarily concerned about the Tonle Sap Lake, the biggest lake in Southeast Asia. This 
lake depends on the Mekong River’s enormous water flows in the wet season to reverse 
the direction in the dry season carrying large amounts of fish and water life which breed 
in the lake during the wet season and account for at least 60 per cent of the annual 
protein intake of Cambodia’s population.16 
 
Energy, security and geophysical environment have become intimately interconnected. 
One very clear example is the dilemma between satisfying energy demand with dam 
construction on the one hand and preserving river flow and fishing necessities on the 
other. Further damming of the Upper Mekong not only results in habitat loss for people. 
It also obstructs the 600 migratory fish species as they try to swim to their spawning 
ground, and fosters trapping of sediment which influences the Mekong’s delta 
nutrients.17 
 
Besides the national goals of each of the six riparian governments, transnational 
organisations and networks also play a significant role in this picture and often cut 
across national and international boundaries. These players include NGOs, multinational 
companies, epistemic communities and financial institutions that are active within the 
region and have their own distinctive plans and demands.18 They include fishers, boat 
operators, NGOs, energy suppliers, construction companies and environmentalists 
pursuing different and sometimes conflicting interests and goals in the Mekong region. 
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The region also draws external players that include national governments and companies 
with interests in large-scale hydropower generation and other projects or delivery of 
extensive aid programs. 

Institutional Cooperation and Aid – Success or Failure? 

For most of human history, environmental impacts such as pollution or overexploitation 
have been seen and treated as local problems. Nowadays, however, environmental 
issues connect local, national and international processes and therefore appropriate 
responses to environmental problems are needed in an interdependent world.19 
Environmental cooperation is an important challenge for East Asia and has been 
recognised and addressed in the Mekong region by each of the six riparian countries 
nationally, as well as collectively through bilateral and multilateral agreements. 
 
Environmental cooperation within ASEAN began with the ASEAN Subregional 
Environment Programme of 1977, which provided the framework for regional 
cooperation in terms of priorities, specific projects and day-to-day activities. ASEAN 
members have lifted their priority on environmental cooperation since the Association’s 
1994 Strategic Plan stating the ‘importance, if not urgency, of conserving the region’s 
resources and protecting its environment’ and noting the need for greater collective 
awareness of environmental interconnectedness for cooperative efforts to be 
successful (Dent 2008). Sub-regional organisations such as the Mekong River 
Commission (MRC),20 the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Economic program,21 and 
the ASEAN–Mekong Basin Development Cooperation (ASEAN–MB) are important here. 
The ASEAN–MB and the GMS are the only subregional Mekong-specific institutional 
arrangements that take in all six riparian countries in the Mekong Basin. Since both 
organisations play a major role in the basin’s future development, they need to be more 
effective in implementing agreements. Other multilateral organisations that have all six 
riparian countries as members but are not concerned specifically with the Mekong 
include ASEAN plus 1, ASEAN plus 3, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the East Asia 
Summit (EAS) and the Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD). 
 
Besides these multilateral cooperation bodies, several important bilateral links are also at 
work. For example, ASEAN and China signed a Joint Declaration on Non-Traditional 
Security Issues in 2002 and a Plan of Action to Implement the Joint Declaration on 
ASEAN–China Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity (2011–15) in 2010.22 
Their bilateral ties also include the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Environmental 
Cooperation mechanism and the China–ASEAN Environmental Cooperation Centre 
(CAEC)23 in Beijing, which was opened in May 2011 as the main agency for technical 
support and implementation of relevant projects.24 Other bilateral links include, for 
instance, the China–Thailand friendship workshop to promote clean rural development. 
 
The Mekong River is especially important to the six riparian countries, but it is also 
significant for other countries in East Asia and beyond that are involved in various 
programs, and for regionally involved external banks. For instance, Japan and Australia 
are main donors to, and members of the Board of Directors25 of, the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) which supports several projects in the region such as the GMS Biodiversity 
Conservation Corridors Project and the GMS Corridor Town Development project.26 
Australia also has close ties to the Mekong region through past politics of war, 
immigration, diplomacy and economic engagement, as well as through research centres, 
scholarly exchange and NGOs.27 The Australian government supports several programs 
in the Mekong region through its foreign aid program administered by AusAID, focusing 
on a Water Resource Program with 2010–11 expenditure at around 6.4 million AUD.28 
Between 2009 and 2013 AusAID donated 16 million AUD within the Mekong region, in 
cooperation with the MRC or as bilateral support to specific countries.29 
 
Until now, bilateral and multilateral cooperation have been unsuccessful in tackling 
environmental degradation issues. Two major problems are regional identity and the 
principle of non-interference in other domestic member countries, as practiced in 
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ASEAN and most of the other regional multilateral agreements. The institutional 
mechanisms as well as the regional philosophies to deal with internal and external affairs 
have proven ineffective, and real problem solving requires more concrete action. 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

Environmental cooperation is an important challenge in East Asia. Although efforts are 
made at national and regional levels, transboundary effects remain a problem and will 
increase in the future.30 Continuing environmental degradation begs the need for long 
term political decisions that heed the problems of a growing population pressure, the 
fight against poverty, policy failure, political instability and rising demand for energy, 
food and other resources.31 
 
Besides regional and other external challenges, each of the six riparian countries also 
faces internal challenges that influence regional development and their own national 
goals for the Mekong River. Increased transboundary cooperation in regional institutions, 
including NGOs, local communities and global organisations, are the key to reaching 
long-term economic, social and environmental security in the region. Existing multilateral 
and bilateral cooperation in the subregion needs to be more effective to tackle 
environmental degradation. More human resources, technical and financial support – as 
well as willingness to cooperate and act – are needed to keep the pristine environment 
that sustains such important and unique biodiversity in the Mekong region. 
Today’s political decisions and guidelines are crucial to the livelihoods of current and 
future generations. These decisions also guide the region towards its destiny. As a result, 
decisions on the Mekong’s usage and development, as well as policies and partnerships 
related to this river, need to be made and implemented collectively and with the best 
possible knowledge, principles, values and conscience. 
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