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Abstract 

Does the allocation of transboundary water strengthen cooperation among states or cause inter-

national conflicts? This is a question that is highly disputed among several scholars, whereas the 

arguments of both sides seem equally rational. An analogous dissent can be seen in the research 

area of the Mekong River. For that reason, it is rational to avoid engaging in this everlasting 

disagreement and rather look at the problematic question from another viewpoint. This article 

deals with the Mekong case from a relatively new angle by combining the concepts of power, 

hydro-hegemony, and coexistence of conflict and cooperation as proposed by the London Water 

Research Group for analysing the impacts of hydro-hegemony on water allocation. This approach 

enables us to observe that the power asymmetry deriving from four types of power (geographic, 

material, bargaining, and ideational power) gives China the position of the hydro-hegemon that is 

followed by five weaker non-hegemons in the following order: Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Vietnam, 

and Cambodia. Despite the great number of collaborative groups, the non-hegemons have not 

been able to resist the hydro-hegemony of China effectively, as the unity of non-hegemons is 

mostly hampered by different national interests. Therefore, the bilateral relations of China with 

the other riparian states individually—especially with Laos and Cambodia—have been stronger 

than on the multilateral basis with the Mekong River Commission. 
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Introduction 

Environmental issues constitute a larger proportion of the countries’ foreign and 

security policy than ever before, especially due to the increasing demand on natural 

resources and human-induced environmental degradation. Whereas scholars mainly 

started to turn their attention towards the environment as an essential part of interna-

tional relations paradigms in the 1970s, the studies became more systematic and 

specific only in the late 1990s. Next to the two popular concepts of ‘climate change’ 

and ‘sustainability’, there is also a growing attention directed towards water. Alt-

hough we may not notice the seriousness of water scarcity in Europe, it has become 

a severe concern and even a source of tensions in several parts of the world.  

The clashes between Sumerian city-states in 2500 BCE are considered to be the 

first known conflicts over water use, but the discourse about water conflicts in 

academia, media, foreign policy, and even culture has become more popular rather 

recently. For instance, there are numerous articles written about the danger of up-

coming water wars, while we celebrate every year the World Water Day and we can 

even read novels written about fictional water wars (e.g. Memory of Water by Emmi 

Itäranta). Nevertheless, among scholars a great discrepancy exists about the relation-

ship between conflicts and environment and, more specifically, between conflicts 

and transboundary water allocation.  

Broadly speaking, scholars fall into two antagonistic camps. Whereas one group 

warns against the possible relationship between environmental problems—including 

water allocation—and international conflicts, the other side suggests that environ-

mental problems may enhance cooperation between states. Thomas F. Homer-Dixon 

(2010), one of the most popular scholars in this area, suggests that the connection 

between environmental scarcity—comprising of supply-induced, demand-induced, 

or structural scarcities—and violent conflict is rather indirect but still relatively 

strong and hence cannot be ignored. This means that usually the environmental 

problems per se do not induce violence, but together with other social, political, or 

economic difficulties can bring about severe violent conflicts. Peter Gleick from the 

Pacific Institute (2012) has presented a similarly negative view by proposing a 

chronology and map of water conflicts. Arun Elhance (1999: 7) as well as Wenche 

Hauge and Tanja Ellingsen (1998: 314) could likewise be rather categorised under 

the more pessimistic perspective, as they acknowledge the linkage between envi-

ronmental problems and conflictive stance.  

Alternatively, according to Aaron T. Wolf et al. (2006), water resources offer 

more incentives for cooperation than for violent conflicts. Also Marit Brochmann 

and Nils P. Gleditsch (2012) have concluded that solely sharing a river basin does 

not influence the risk of violent conflict between states, but at the same time they do 

not deny that the inequality deriving from the location of countries along the river 

basin—upstream versus downstream—might exacerbate the tensions. Additionally, 
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Daniel Deudney (1990) proposes that environment and national security are two 

separate issues and should not be handled together.  

It is thus difficult to find any consensus in this multiplicity of opinions and ap-

proaches, as both sides have reasonable arguments. Nevertheless, in many parts of 

the world, especially in Africa, Middle-East, and Asia, we can see that the allocation 

of transboundary water is causing severe tensions and hence should be investigated 

more thoroughly. Whereas most of the transboundary river and lake basins are 

shared by two countries, there are also those shared by more riparian states. The 

Mekong River Basin in Southeast Asia is a good example, as it is shared by six 

states, i.e. Cambodia, China, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. Fortunately, 

violent incidents over water use have been rare in the region, but it is possible to see 

tensions, accusations, and unilateral actions that threaten the cooperation as well as 

the environment. Moreover, as there are often serious problems with floods and 

droughts as well as controversies about the active development of hydropower 

projects in the region, it offers an interesting case for analysis.  

Just as there are contrasting views among scholars about the connection between 

environmental problems and international conflicts, there are also diverse opinions 

regarding water allocation in the Mekong River Basin. Scholars such as Dinar et al. 

(2007), Onishi (2007), and Schmeier (2009) consider water sharing of the Mekong 

as a good opportunity for inducing collaboration as a spillover effect on other issues 

in the region. On the other hand, there also exist several pessimistic viewpoints. For 

instance, Cartin et al. (2012), Collins (2003), Haacke (2013), Hinton (2000), Kirby 

et al. (2010), Li (2012), and Wolf and Newton (2008) rather emphasise conflictive 

events and growing tensions over water sharing in the river basin.  

This complicated situation of highly diversified perspectives has hence prompted 

me to examine the Mekong case from a slightly different angle, not focusing solely 

on the cooperative or conflictive examples but rather combining them. Furthermore, 

as the riparian states of the Mekong are very different in terms of their material 

capabilities, political and economic conditions, as well as location and size, I find it 

interesting to investigate the case with a relatively new and non-traditional approach 

proposed by the London Water Research Group by adding the dimension of power 

and hydro-hegemony to the analysis. There have also been earlier attempts of study-

ing the role of power in the environmental issues, but it has not been used very 

systematically. Nevertheless, DeSombre (1999), Mitchell (2010), and Victor et al. 

(1998) have linked the issues of power with environment and their main conclusions 

have been that, due to their better positions, powerful states can force weaker coun-

tries to act in a certain way in environmental matters as well.  

The main research question of this article is: How does hydro-hegemony influ-

ence transboundary water sharing in the Mekong River Basin? In order to answer 

this question thoroughly two sub-questions for each section are raised. The first step 

of the analytical framework requires analysing the countries according to the con-
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cept of hydro-hegemony by assessing the power relations between the six riparian 

states via four different types of power, i.e. the geographical, material, bargaining, 

and ideational power. Thereby it will be possible to determine the hydro-hegemon 

and non-hegemons of the river basin and their differences in terms of these forms of 

power. Although several scholars have already referred to China as the hydro-

hegemon—and it is obvious that China has a strong position in the region—this 

paper examines whether China could be seen as the most powerful state in all types 

of power under consideration and if it also has the supremacy in the question of 

water-sharing, or whether it has deficiencies in some categories. As the bargaining 

and ideational are less visible types of power, the content analyses of statements, 

speeches, and media articles form an essential part of these sections. As the purpose 

of the article is to understand recent trends, the time period of these two content 

analyses is 2007–14.  

The second section of the analysis examines whether and which cooperative 

groups have initiated the weaker countries for resisting the hydro-hegemon, and 

what could be their strong and weak aspects. In case the non-hegemonic states have 

been passive in establishing alliances, then it would be interesting to look at the 

main reasons for their inactiveness. The third segment of the analytical framework 

enables us to find out which type of interactions are there between the hydro-

hegemon and non-hegemonic states, and whether the cooperative methods of the 

non-hegemons have been successful. 

This three-level analytical framework allows us to present an extensive overview 

of the situation in the Mekong Basin, while it does not focus exclusively on one 

hydro-hegemonic state but also concentrates on the role of non-hegemons and on the 

general power asymmetry in the basin. It observes thereby the role of hydro-

hegemonic order in the relations between riparian states and its impact on the actions 

and behaviour of countries in water-sharing questions.  

The article starts with an explanation of the three-level analytical framework 

whereby I will introduce the approach of the London Water Research Group and the 

modifications made for this research. Following this, I will apply the analytical 

framework to the case of the Mekong River Basin by analysing the distribution of 

four types of power, the main collaborative counter-hegemonic measures, and the 

relations between the hydro-hegemon and non-hegemons according to the Trans-

boundary Water Interaction Nexus (TWINS) approach. In the final section, I will 

demonstrate the main conclusions and answer the research questions. I have used 

variable sources for the analysis, such as academic journals and books for the theo-

retical part, reports of meetings and media articles for the content analyses, statistics 

from different databanks, several reports and homepages of the collaborative groups, 

national laws, strategies and action plans, and international treaties.  
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Analytical Framework  

The analytical framework consists of three main categories derived mainly from the 

London Water Research Group and slightly modified for the purposes of this re-

search. The London Water Research Group is a network of academics dealing 

predominantly with water research and its key members are Tony Allan, Dave 

Phillips, Mark Zeitoun, Jeroen Warner, Ana Cascão, Naho Mirumachi, and Mark 

Mulligan (LWRG 2014). The three main components of their methodologies used in 

this paper are: the hydro-hegemony that enables us to analyse water-sharing issues 

in relation to the concepts of power and hegemony; the counter-hegemonic tactics of 

non-hegemons for improving their situation; and, finally, the unified matrix of 

conflict and cooperation that allows for analysing the relations between two sides in 

a multi-layer framework (Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 27; Mirumachi and Allan 

2007). Although these three approaches are often used separately, they reinforce 

each other and are therefore applicable for one cohesive research.  

As these approaches allow us to include the question of power and hegemony to 

the transboundary water allocation and also simultaneously investigate conflictive 

and cooperative events, we are offered with an alternative way to the disputatious 

theoretical perspectives described in the introduction. This particular approach can 

hence be located between the two antipodes of the international environmental 

politics explaining the relationship between water allocation and international 

relations, because it avoids leaning towards one radical viewpoint (i.e. conflict or 

cooperation) and rather incorporates elements from both polarised perspectives. 

Additionally, it also includes some elements and definitions coming from the secu-

ritisation theory of the Copenhagen School, e.g. the conflict categories of the 

TWINS approach. 

Hydro-Hegemony and Four Dimensions of Power  

‘Power’ is a very abstract and ambiguous concept used by scholars widely, starting 

with the traditional notion of Robert A. Dahl (1957: 202–203) and ending with more 

contemporary definitions, such as the one offered by Joseph S. Nye (2011: 20–23). 

Although the definitions often seem, at first glance, quite different, it is possible to 

see that usually the meaning of having power marks the need to use others as tools 

for achieving desired outcomes. Consequently, when utilising the core of the afore-

mentioned explanations in the topic under consideration here, we may define power 

as ‘a need for achieving desired outcomes in sharing a transboundary river by influ-

encing other actors, e.g. other riparian states’. However, for examining its impact on 

the transboundary water allocation, it is essential to have some kind of practical and 

applicable means for measuring power. Cascão and Zeitoun (2010b) have presented 
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an appropriate method for analysing power according to the following four dimen-

sions: 

1. Geographical power is clearly visible by looking at the geographical positions 

of each riparian state—upstream or downstream of a river. Although it gives the 

upstream country a clear advantage and a possibility to manipulate water flows, 

the example of Egypt demonstrates that also downstream countries can be very 

powerful (Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 31) and thus it is not the most important 

indicator. Whereas the location measured only in terms of up- and downstream 

of a river could be too superficial for understanding the differences among the 

lower riparian states, I will additionally analyse the vulnerability of each coun-

try by looking at the share of the river basin catchment area in their territory and 

the number of people living in the basin. Hence, if the catchment area comprises 

a high percentage of the country’s territory and a great share of population lives 

in the basin area, then the state is more vulnerable and affected by the alterations 

made in the upper part of the basin and has a lower indicator for the geograph-

ical power. 

2. Material power measures the material capabilities of each riparian state, in-

cluding economic power, military might, technological prowess,
1
 relative size, 

and international political and financial support that are used in order to gain the 

compliance of other parties (Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 31; Zeitoun 2008: 26). 

The subcategories for measuring the material power in this research are: the 

gross domestic product (GDP) at purchasing power parity (PPP); GDP growth 

and the number of mainstream hydropower projects already constructed or in 

progress in the river basin for measuring the economic power; the share of mili-

tary expenditure as a percentage of GDP; the number of active military person-

nel and the size of the defence budget of the riparian states for analysing the 

military power; size of population; adult literacy rate; gross enrolment in tertiary 

education as a percentage of respective school aged population; life expectancy 

at birth rate; labour force participation rate; unemployment rate; number of mo-

bile cellular subscriptions and fixed broadband Internet subscribers for measur-

ing the human capital; international support given for water management of the 

river or to the region (river basin); the renewable water available for analysing 

the amount of water resources of the states; and the size of the countries.  

3. Bargaining power indicates the power of influencing the terms of agreements 

for getting desired results (Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 31). Some common ex-

amples of the bargaining power are: finding official recognition through an in-

                                                        

1 In this paper I have labelled the term more widely by using the category of ‘human capital’.  
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ternational treaty; claiming the moral high ground by linking the question with 

international water law; linking water with some other important or emotional 

issues (issue-linkage); influencing the negotiations by imposing the terms of bi-

lateral agreements; refusing to negotiate and cooperate, or agreeing to negotiate 

only on its own terms; promoting cooperative institutions and using trade-offs 

(Cascão and Zeitoun 2010a: 189–190; 2010b: 36; Zeitoun 2008: 26). Since bar-

gaining power is not as clearly visible and measurable as the two first types of 

power, it is useful to use content analysis of statements of meetings in order to 

see whether some countries have influenced the course of negotiations by using 

some of the aforementioned methods. Additionally, I will look at some factors 

that may influence the bargaining positions, such as the role of investments or 

hydropower projects. 

4. Ideational power is the less visible and the most abstract one among the four 

different types of power representing ‘the capacity of a riparian to impose and 

legitimise particular ideas and narratives’ (Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 32, 36). 

The most common method of this type of power is the usage of sanctioned dis-

course by delegitimising other types of discourse with its own hegemonic rheto-

ric, hiding necessary data, sharing ambiguous information, having better 

knowledge, stalling, securitising, using issue-exclusion and co-opting (Cascão 

and Zeitoun 2010b: 31, 36; Warner and Zeitoun 2008: 807; Zeitoun 2009: 15; 

Zeitoun and Allan 2008: 8). The ideational power will be predominantly exam-

ined with the content analysis of media, but it is also complemented with the 

question of data sharing among the riparian states, as the control over hydrolog-

ical data enables to shape the ideas in the river basin in a desired way. The con-

tent analysis examines the following techniques: linking the issue of water allo-

cation to national security and survival; using justifications, threats, and 

accusations as well as the discourse about data sharing and cooperation. In order 

to also investigate the hidden techniques, i.e. how the media has created and 

shaped ideas in a certain manner, the mood and focus of the articles will also be 

scrutinised. 

After examining these four types of power individually, it is possible to determine 

the hydro-hegemonic situation of each riparian state and the power asymmetry in the 

Mekong River Basin. Unlike Cascão and Zeitoun (2010b: 32) I will use numerical 

scales (1–6) for demonstrating the strength of each type of power for each country in 

order to have a better and easily comparable overview. Six points correspond there-

by to the highest possible score and one to the lowest measure. After allocating the 

values of each type of power to every riparian state, it is possible to determine the 

hydro-hegemon and the non-hegemons of the river basin and the reasons for this 

result.  
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In this paper I use the definition of hydro-hegemony as proposed by Ana Elisa 

Cascão and Mark Zeitoun (2010b: 27–28) who have modified the traditional concept 

of hegemony proposed by Antonio Gramsci. According to their definition, ‘hydro-

hegemony is hegemony at the river basin level that occurs where control over trans-

boundary flows is consolidated by the more powerful actor’, referring to the situa-

tion where ‘the first amongst equals’, i.e. the most powerful actor from a group of 

formally equal parties, has the controlling position due to the four forms of power 

(Warner and Zeitoun 2008: 805). The first section thus enables to answer the follow-

ing first two sub-questions:  

(1) How are the four types of power, i.e. geographical, material, bargaining, 

and ideational power, distributed between the six riparian states of the 

Mekong River Basin?  

(2) Which riparian state has the most and which ones have less  

powerful positions according to these types of power, i.e. which state 

can be considered as the hydro-hegemon and which ones are the non-

hegemons of the river basin?  

Whereas several scholars have already referred to China as the hydro-hegemon (e.g. 

Menniken 2007; Sinha 2012; Chellaney 2013), the second sub-question seems to 

have an obvious answer. Nevertheless, as my purpose is to examine the power 

relations between all riparian states by also looking at the differences between the 

non-hegemons and the reasons for this kind of situation—and not solely focusing on 

a simple division between one hegemonic state and five non-hegemons—it is rea-

sonable to use this type of question for comparing the countries. Additionally, as the 

analytical framework of this paper includes several types of power that could give 

variable results, it would be interesting to observe whether China has some weak 

aspects or could be seen as the strongest riparian state in every aspect.  

Counter-Hegemonic Tactics  

The second part of the analysis is dedicated to the counter-hegemonic tactics imple-

mented by the non-hegemons for examining whether the weaker states of the Me-

kong River Basin have also tried to improve their situation and balance the asym-

metrical condition by means of cooperation among each other or with some third 

parties. Although there are several options for applying counter-hegemonic tactics 

(as proposed by Cascão 2006: 5; Daoudy 2009; Warner and Zawahri 2012: 219, 

222), I will only focus on the cooperative measures of the non-hegemons, i.e. on the 

formation of several blocks, such as the Mekong River Commission, the Greater 

Mekong Subregion Program, ASEAN Mekong Basin Development Cooperation, 
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and many other groups in order to see whether the weaker states have been able to 

overcome their modest situation together. I will therefore investigate main activities 

and interest areas, regularity of meetings, attitude against the hydro-hegemon, and 

other strong and weak points of the groups. This section thus seeks to answer the 

following questions:  

(1) Whether and which cooperative methods have the non-hegemonic states 

used in order to resist the hydro-hegemon? What are their strong and 

weak points? 

(2) If the countries have not used many cooperative methods, what could be 

the reason for this passiveness? 

Transboundary Water Interaction Nexus 

The third and final part of the analytical framework uses the Transboundary Water 

Interaction Nexus proposed by Naho Mirumachi and John Anthony Allan (2007). It 

is a useful two-dimensional method that neglects the typical linear continuum of 

conflict and cooperation. The model shows that conflictive and cooperative aspects 

may coexist and do not exclude each other, since conflictive interaction may also 

include positive effects and every cooperative relation need not be entirely positive 

(Cascão and Zeitoun 2010b: 29). Whereas the TWINS method requires also infor-

mation from the two previous sections—e.g. cooperative methods or information 

about power asymmetry—it is suitable to use it as a final step of the analysis. The 

model has two parts: the horizontal scale for measuring the cooperation intensity, 

and the vertical scale for conflict intensity that is mainly adopted from the securitisa-

tion theory of the Copenhagen School (Table 1).  

The table indicates that the intensities of cooperation and conflict increase 

downwards, whereas the most positive solution in the cooperative level would be the 

fifth option and in the conflictive level the first solution. The vertical scale of the 

model is mainly adopted from the Copenhagen School and adapted to the TWINS 

model with some small modifications. An important concept among the scale is the 

‘existential threat’ that is used by a securitising actor for changing an issue from a 

lower level of conflict to a securitised one (Buzan et al. 1998: 24). Nevertheless, the 

securitisation does not necessarily mean that an actual threat exists but rather that the 

issue is framed in this manner (ibid.). For instance, Cambodian media has often used 

securitisation technique by emphasising the threat of the hydropower projects to the 

fisheries, people, or to the whole country.  
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Table 1 Categories of the horizontal and vertical scales of the TWINS model  

from low to high levels 

Horizontal scale of cooperation intensity Vertical scale of conflict intensity 

(1) confrontation of the issue — the problem is 

acknowledged, but there exists neither joint 

action, identification nor shared goals 

(1) non-politicisation — the state is not 

concerned over the water-sharing issue and 

the question is not in the public domain 

(2) ad hoc interaction — joint action but no 

shared goals 

(2) politicisation — water sharing gains a place 

on the political agenda and public policy, 

requires government decisions and resource 

allocations or some other communal gov-

ernance 

(3) technical cooperation — shared goals but 

no joint action 

(3) securitisation-opportunitisation — (a) the 

issue is presented as an existential threat 

that requires emergency measures and justi-

fies actions outside the normal bounds of 

political procedure or (b) the issue offers a 

chance to improve the situation by justify-

ing actions outside the normal bounds of 

political procedure 

(4) risk-averting cooperation — shared goals, 

joint action, and a mutual belief that the 

other will act as expected, but the states do 

not undertake the unforeseen costs in the 

future when committing such action 

(4) violisation — the issue is intensified to the 

point that violent action is employed and 

extreme measures are included 

(5) risk-taking cooperation — ideal form of 

cooperation where costs and risks are taken 

into account and the reciprocal behaviour is 

evident 

 

Own compilation, based on: Buzan et al. 1998: 23–24; Mirumachi and Allan 2007: 5–7; 

Zeitoun 2007: 219  

Whereas the concepts of ‘securitisation’ and ‘existential threat’ can be used in 

numerous ways, unlike the Copenhagen School, I consider any discourse of a state 

(political leaders, government etc.), media, or other actors in the context of water 

allocation that includes references to a damaging effect on state, people, animals, 

biodiversity, water resources, environment, economy, or other similar essential 

subjects as a securitising action and the aforementioned examples of negative im-

pacts as existential threats. On the other hand, when there exists no direct reference 

to the damaging effects on these matters but the regulation on the political level—

e.g. in the national strategies or legislation—is implemented or required, it can be 

seen as a way of politicisation of water issues. Moreover, the London Water Re-

search Group has also added the concept of ‘opportunitisation’ referring to a chance 
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of improving the current situation by justifying actions outside the normal bounds of 

political procedure (Mirumachi and Allan 2007: 6). The latter is hence a more 

positive side of the securitisation. There is also a possibility of desecuritisation, 

which refers to the situation where an issue moves out from the securitised atmos-

phere and back into the logic of politics (Buzan and Hansen 2009: 216–217).  

Instead of focusing on changes over a certain period of time as it is often done 

with the model, I will concentrate on the current stance and will not divide the 

analysis between different time frames. However, I will apply the model for analys-

ing the relationships between multiple actors and not only between two partners as 

proposed by Mirumachi and Allan (2007). Therefore, I will assess the current bilat-

eral relations between six riparian states, i.e. between the hydro-hegemon and non-

hegemons, but also between the hegemon and the bloc of non-hegemons in order to 

see whether the counter-hegemonic tactics have improved their situation. Thereafter, 

it is possible to conclude whether the interaction between states is positive, neutral, 

or negative depending on the values of the matrix (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008: 

310). The final section of the analytical framework will thus enable us to answer the 

following two questions:  

(1) Which types of interactions (i.e. positive, negative, or neutral) exist between the 

hydro-hegemon and the non-hegemonic states of the Mekong River Basin ac-

cording to the TWINS model?  

(2) Have the cooperative methods of the non-hegemons (if any) been successful? 

Mekong River Basin  

With its strategic location and size, the Mekong River is a highly relevant water 

source of the region for transportation, fishery, agriculture, industries, public water 

supply systems, mineral resources, and hydroelectricity (UNEP 2006: 25). At the 

same time, there is an array of contrasting issues about the Mekong River Basin that 

make the water management and allocation complicated.  

On the one hand, there are already serious differences due to the geographical 

characteristics of the river basin. As the river extends from the Tibetan Plateau to the 

Mekong Delta in Vietnam we can see a variable climate ranging from cooler tem-

perate areas to tropical regions. Furthermore, there are great differences due to the 

monsoon seasons that divide the year roughly into wet (June—October) and dry 

periods (November—May) (Kirby et al. 2010: 573; MRC 2013a: 5). The Mekong 

River Basin can also be divided into several smaller sub-basins formed by a great 

number of tributaries and into six different bio-geographical zones (UNEP 2006: 

17–18). This means that the river basin, due to its mountainous features, includes 
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areas that are sparsely inhabited as well as regions with many forests, lowlands, and 

coastal zones.  

Next to the geographical differences it is also possible to notice contrasting inter-

ests among the riparian states. One of the main disputable areas is the development 

of hydropower projects that is causing several tensions between the riparian states. 

For instance, some countries like China and Laos are actively trying to build several 

hydropower projects in order to produce needful electricity, but they are confronted 

with the concerns of the downstream states over the dangerous consequences that 

could possibly emerge due to the constructions at the upstream of the river. 

Hydro-Hegemony: Distribution of Power in the Mekong River Basin 

Geographical Power  

Geographical power, as the first type under analysis, is measured with the geograph-

ical location but also with the indicators showing the vulnerability of the states. 

China that enjoys the strategically most convenient location in the upstream of the 

river basin has the greatest source of geographical power. Also, Myanmar, which is 

often considered to be a part of the Upper Mekong River Basin (UNEP 2006: 11), 

has a relatively good position. Nevertheless, as the Mekong River comprises only a 

narrow and quite inaccessible area of Myanmar, the country is not very interested in 

engaging in the river management (Schmeier 2009: 33; Thim 2010: 58–60). The 

feature of vulnerability strengthens the dominant positions of the two upstream 

states further, as the catchment area comprises 38 per cent of China’s territory and 

only 4 per cent of Myanmar’s territory (Thim 2010: 58). Similarly, the percentage of 

the population living in the basin is low, since the upper reaches are mountainous 

and sparsely inhabited. Whereas the predominant positions of China and Myanmar 

in the first type of power are clear, the distribution of geographical power between 

the other four downstream states may not be that visible and requires the examina-

tion of the vulnerability factor.  

When considering only the geographical position, Laos and Thailand would have 

remarkably better positions than Cambodia and Vietnam. However, the indicators 

for the vulnerability slightly alter the situation. On the one hand, Laos and Cambo-

dia are, according to the selected criteria of vulnerability, clearly more dependent on 

the river resources than Thailand and Vietnam, because the indicators of catchment 

area of the countries and the percentage of population living within the Mekong 

River Basin are higher for Laos and Cambodia. For instance, the catchment area 

comprises 97 per cent of the territory of Laos and 86 per cent of Cambodia, while 89 

per cent of the Laotians and 81 per cent of the Cambodians live within the river 

basin (MRC 2011b: 13; Thim 2010: 58). On the other hand, Thailand, which is 
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situated between Laos and Cambodia, is in a less vulnerable position, as the catch-

ment area comprises 36 per cent of the country while 36 per cent of the Thai popula-

tion live in the basin (MRC 2011b: 13; Thim 2010: 58). In contrast, Vietnam, having 

the most inconvenient geographical position in the lower part of the Mekong River 

Basin, has clearly lower indicators for the vulnerability than Cambodia or Laos, i.e. 

the catchment area of the basin covers 20 per cent of the country’s territory and 

about 24 per cent of the population live in the basin (MRC 2011b: 13; Thim 2010: 

58). These data reassure that even though and due to its location Vietnam has the 

weakest position in regard to the entire geographical power, the differences between 

Vietnam and other downstream states—especially Cambodia—are not that great, as 

the dependency factor has evened out the results. 

In brief, the final distribution of geographical power (Figure 1) considering both 

the location and vulnerability indicates that China has the most powerful position in 

the basin, followed by Myanmar. Although Laos should, according to its location, 

have stronger geographical power than Thailand, Lao’s remarkably higher levels of 

vulnerability decrease its relative geographical power, and therefore both countries 

have an equal position. Cambodia and Vietnam are the weakest countries according 

to this type of power. Although Cambodia has a larger share of catchment area in its 

territory and more people living in the basin, Vietnam is still the lowest riparian 

state depending to a great extent on the activities in the upstream and hence has the 

weakest position in the geographical power. 

Material Power  

The category of material power is relatively wide encompassing numerous subcate-

gories and should therefore offer a comprehensive overview. Firstly, when looking 

at the economic power as one subcategory of material power, one sees that China 

enjoys the predominant position among the riparian states due to good values con-

cerning the indicators GDP at PPP, GDP growth, and number of hydropower pro-

jects in the mainstream of the river, i.e. seven operational dams, five under construc-

tion and sixteen in the planning or preparation stage (International Rivers 2013).  

Secondly, it is interesting to notice that, according to GDP values, the other five 

countries are in quite an equal position, but when adding also the criterion of 

planned or constructed hydropower projects, the results turn out to be different. This 

means that despite its low GDP value, Laos has a relatively good power position, as 

it has been actively developing several mainstream hydropower projects. For in-

stance, among the five downstream states, only Laos has one mainstream dam under 

construction and additional nine in planning or preparation stage (ICEM 2010: 150). 

Thailand and Cambodia, on the other hand, are in central positions (both have two 

mainstream projects in the planning or preparation stage) and the least powerful 
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positions belong to Vietnam and Myanmar due to their modest indicators on GDP 

growth and because of non-existing mainstream hydropower projects. In brief, Laos 

can be considered as the greatest surprise for the criterion of economic power, as it 

has compensated its low economic position with the active development of the 

mainstream hydropower projects.  

Military might, as the second subcategory of economic power, is analysed based 

on three operational criteria, i.e. defence budget, military expenditure as a percent-

age of GDP, and active military personnel. According to the first sub-criterion, 

China with the highest defence budget (129.4 billion USD in 2014) is clearly in a 

predominant position (IISS 2015). The same can be said about the number of Chi-

na’s active military personnel that reaches up to 2.3 million (IISS 2015). The criteri-

on of military expenditure as a percentage of GDP, however, gives quite different 

results and locates Myanmar, with 4.3 per cent, at the first place (SIPRI 2014). 

Nevertheless, China enjoys the strongest position of military might and is followed 

by Myanmar, Vietnam, Thailand, and Cambodia. Laos as a country with lowest 

scores for all three indicators is hence in the last position.  

The results of the analysis of the human capital—with eight operational sub-

criteria—are diverse and fascinating. This category has also allowed for the chang-

ing of the typical ranking and locates Thailand at the most powerful position with its 

good results of population size, educational and health indicators, unemployment 

rate, mobile and Internet subscriptions (ADB 2013; UN 2012; World Bank 2012a, 

2012b, 2012c, 2012d, 2012e, 2013). China holds the second position due to lower 

labour force participation, higher unemployment rate, and lower number of mobile 

cellular subscriptions. Vietnam has quite a similar position as China, as it has rela-

tively average scores in all categories, but also has the highest number of mobile 

subscriptions. The fourth place in the ranking belongs to Cambodia that has the best 

indicator on labour force participation but also strong positions in unemployment 

rate and mobile subscriptions. Thereafter follow Laos and Myanmar that have 

visibly weaker results.  

The next subcategory, which compares the size of the countries’ land areas, 

shows that China again has a clear advantage with its territory totalling 9,388,211 

km² (World Bank 2014). It is followed by Myanmar (653,290 km²), Thailand 

(510,890 km²), Vietnam (310,070 km²), and Laos (230,800 km²). Cambodia, with 

176,520 km², is the smallest country and hence has the lowest position in this rank-

ing.  

Water resources, as the next subcategory of material power, change the power 

positions once again. Firstly, China with the highest indicator on total renewable 

water resources of 2011 (2,840 km³ of total renewable water per year) (Aquastat 

2012) has the best position and is followed by Myanmar (1,168 km³), Vietnam 

(884.1 km³), Cambodia (476.1 km³), Thailand (438.6 km³), and Laos (333.5 km³). 

Nevertheless, when considering the total renewable water available per capita, the 
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situation is quite the opposite, as Laos has the highest indicator (52,322 m³) and 

China the lowest (2,051 m³) (Aquastat 2012). Cambodia has a better position in this 

ranking as well (32,884 m³) and is followed by Myanmar (23,972 m³), Vietnam 

(9,853 m³), and Thailand (6,275 m³). Also, the results of water stress (Gassert et al. 

2013) give Laos the best position among the riparian states, followed by Myanmar, 

Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, and China. Therefore, Laos and Myanmar have the 

strongest positions and China with Thailand the least convenient conditions in this 

category.  

The criterion of international support indicates that the greatest international aid 

is addressed to the lower riparian countries, deriving, for instance, from Japan, the 

USA, New Zealand, Germany, and the European Union, whereas Laos and Cambo-

dia are the biggest recipients of foreign aid. Also, Keskinen et al. (2008: 97) and 

Leibo (2012: 58, 185) suggest that Cambodia is one of the world’s most aid-

dependent countries, as about half of the country’s operating budget derives from 

foreign aid, while Laos has also received substantial foreign investment for its 

hydropower projects. On the other hand, China, Thailand, and Vietnam receive less 

international aid and rather invest in the hydropower projects of other riparian states.  

When adding all the six subcategories of material power together, it is evident 

that China enjoys a predominant position. However, as China does not have for each 

type of power the strongest position, the distance between China and other states is 

not as great as one would predict. Hence, Laos could be located in the second posi-

tion, which is actually surprising, as it has low results in the military might and 

human capital. However, the strong position in water resources and international 

support secures for Laos a relatively good position of power. Thailand, Myanmar, 

and Vietnam are equally located in the middle position, while Cambodia with its 

modest results almost in all subcategories has the weakest position.  

Bargaining Power  

Bargaining power, as the third category, is mainly investigated through a content 

analysis of statements and thereafter supplemented with some more general infor-

mation about bargaining positions. The content analysis of 60 speeches or state-

ments—10 from each state from the 2007–13 period —demonstrates that China uses 

this type of power more actively than the other five riparian countries. However, 

Myanmar, Vietnam, and Laos also hold quite powerful positions, while Cambodia 

and Thailand have been more passive.  

China has used six different methods in its statements. The most frequent tool 

used by both China and all the other riparian states has been the verbal promotion of 

cooperation. One significant example can be seen at the 16th dialogue meeting of 

the Mekong River Commission (MRC) (2011c: 52), where China used the slogan of 
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‘Together we can’, implying how important it is for China to demonstrate its will-

ingness to cooperate. Additionally, China has often used issue-linkage by relating 

the question of water sharing with social and general development, traditions, pov-

erty or business, while it has often promoted bilateral agreements and demonstrated 

its refusal to join the MRC. It is thereby possible to notice how China has imposed 

its own terms of negotiations by either stating that it wishes to remain a dialogue 

partner on a bilateral basis or by referring to its power to decide how and when to 

share necessary data with lower riparian states. It is also clearly visible how China 

tries to justify its hydropower development by stating that the projects do not affect 

downstream states negatively.  

Myanmar has also promoted cooperation. Interestingly, Myanmar has chosen to 

emphasise the concept of MRC+2 by referring to the country’s wish to remain a 

dialogue partner and not become a full member. This means that the method of 

agreeing to negotiate only on its own terms is clearly visible in the official speeches. 

Myanmar has also used issue-linkage and has demonstrated its importance and 

success in the dimension material power—for example by emphasising its abundant 

land and water resources—in order to gather more decision power and a better 

position in the negotiations. On the other hand, Vietnam has several times made 

references to the 1995 Agreement and once to international law as well. However, 

the most popular methods have been the promotion of cooperation and issue-

linkage. Additionally, Vietnam has tried to portray itself as a victim in the basin. For 

instance, it has stated the following: ‘In this dry season, Vietnam and its Mekong 

Delta in particular are suffering from the dual impacts of the most serious ever 

droughts’ (MRC 2010).  

Similarly to Vietnam, Laos has referred to the 1995 Agreement of the MRC as a 

way of finding official recognition through an international treaty, but it has also 

several times used issue-linkage and promoted cooperation with different partners, 

e.g. China, Myanmar, ASEAN, Japan, India, the USA, Russia, and the European 

Union. Due to Vietnam’s need to develop hydropower projects, it is also possible to 

notice several attempts to present the controversial dams in a positive light. In 

comparison with other states, Cambodia and Thailand have used less methods of 

bargaining power. The most common tools used by both countries are the promotion 

of further cooperation and issue-linkage.  

When looking at the bargaining strategies as a whole, it is possible to see that the 

non-membership of China and Myanmar in the Mekong River Commission is an 

essential and significant factor influencing interactions in the river basin. Their 

refusals to join the group as full members denotes their high bargaining power, as 

they have denied negotiating on an equal basis and prefer to discuss the issues in a 

way that is suitable for them. Additionally, the development of hydropower projects 

influences their bargaining power. For instance, China and Laos, as the two states 

with numerous mainstream projects or plans, could be considered as endowed with 
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greater bargaining power, because they have been able to disregard the complaints 

of others over the negative impacts of dams, refuse to negotiate on those issues, 

discuss the topic on their own terms, or make decisions unilaterally. A good exam-

ple of China’s unilateral action is the construction of the Danwan dam in the main-

stream of the Mekong without prior consultation with the downstream states 

(Keskinen et al. 2008: 93). Another significant factor is the investment in other 

riparian states. As China, Thailand, and Vietnam are the greatest investors of hydro-

power projects in other countries, they also have significant power over others. On 

the other hand, as they are interested in investing in those countries and do not want 

to lose their potential benefits, they have to be careful and act in a relatively friendly 

manner so that these countries would not choose other investors. Thus, mutual 

dominance and interdependency are more than visible. 

In a nutshell, China enjoys the strongest position in regard to bargaining power 

mainly due to several hydropower projects, unilateral actions, its role as an investor, 

and because of the bargaining techniques used in its official discourse. Vietnam, 

Laos, and Thailand are equally located in following positions. The main reasons for 

Vietnam’s good placement are its investments in other states and bargaining tech-

niques used at the meetings. The strength of Laos lies in its development of hydro-

power projects and usage of several bargaining methods. The main reasons for 

Thailand’s good position are its investments but also the planned mainstream hydro-

power projects and bargaining techniques used in statements. Finally, Myanmar and 

Cambodia are the weakest states. Myanmar’s weakness lies in the fact that it is not a 

great investor, has no hydropower projects, and seems to display quite a low interest 

in the river basin. Although Cambodia has used less bargaining techniques than 

other states, it has only two mainstream dams in the planning stage and is highly 

dependent on foreign investments—especially on China’s finances. Cambodia holds, 

due to the on-going hydropower development, a similar position as Myanmar. 

Ideational Power 

Ideational power is the most abstract and least visible form of the four types of 

power. Similarly to bargaining power, it is examined in two ways. Firstly, I use 

content analysis of 300 media articles written about the Mekong River Basin—50 

for each country from the 2008–14 period. Secondly, it is supplemented with the 

overview of the availability of data, i.e. the knowledge about the basin and the 

openness and willingness to share accurate data with other riparian states.  

The results of the content analysis indicate that the tools of ideational power are 

widely used in all six states but not in the same manner. Interestingly, Thailand has 

used these tools more often than other states. Firstly, it could be explained by the 

country’s interest in Laos’ hydropower projects. On the other hand, the best position 
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in press freedom index among the six states (Reporters Without Borders 2014) may 

contribute to this result as well. For instance, it is often possible to notice that nega-

tive impacts and positive effects are handled simultaneously in one article. In addi-

tion, the activeness of civil society in Thailand could be seen as an essential factor 

(Cronin and Hamlin 2012: 26–27). Myanmar, on the other hand, has used less 

methods of ideational power than other states, which can be mainly explained by the 

country’s little interest in the river basin. Cambodia and Vietnam have used the 

methods quite actively but China and Laos rather moderately.  

The usage of different tools of ideational power can also be linked to the main 

interests of the countries. For instance, Cambodia has used securitisation most often, 

which can be explained by its dire situation and the need to show the country’s poor 

living conditions. Cambodian media have thus: highlighted the number of people 

who are dependent on the river and whose livelihood is threatened by dams; talked 

about the danger to fishery, food security, biodiversity and animal species; and 

demonstrated emotional aspects by using interviews with local people. One expres-

sive example of emphasising the emotional factor is the following: ‘When I heard 

about this, I panicked. I thought about my family’s future… We depend on fishing 

and the river, the river is our life’ (David 2013). Also Vietnam and Thailand have 

relatively often used securitisation, but China, Laos, and Myanmar have used it very 

rarely, as two of them are keenly interested in developing the hydropower projects 

and do not want to link the question of the Mekong with security issues. Therefore, 

China and Laos rather ‘desecuritise’ the issue by understating the negative impacts 

of hydropower development.  

There are also great differences in how accusations are used. Thailand is again 

the most active user of the method. Cambodia, Vietnam, and Myanmar have also 

used accusations quite often, while China and Laos rarely. On the other hand, Laos 

and China use justifications repeatedly. They have demonstrated that the projects are 

not harmful and offer many benefits. The discourse about data sharing is used by all 

six states in an equally modest manner. Although the promotion of cooperation is 

the most common tool by all countries, it is used with diverse sanctioned discourse. 

The members of the MRC have often emphasised the cooperation within the MRC, 

but China and Myanmar have rather talked about bilateral cooperation or collabora-

tion in other areas. The tool of threatening is used relatively rarely and not very 

boldly. 

The mood of articles demonstrates that the media in Laos, Myanmar, China, and 

Vietnam publish clearly more articles with positive attitude than in Cambodia and 

Thailand. The result of Cambodia is expectable, as the country has often tried to 

show its vulnerability and pessimistic stance. Thai media have used both types of 

articles moderately, which supports once more the fact that it has often reflected 

viewpoints from both sides. Also the emphasis of the articles indicates that Cambo-

dia has typically focused on other countries—e.g. the negative impacts of upstream 
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projects—and less on its own activities. On the other hand, China, Myanmar, Vi-

etnam, and Laos have mostly focused on the cooperation with and less on the actions 

of the other riparian states. Thailand has similarly often concentrated on the inter-

basin cooperation, but also on other countries or mistakes made in the basin.  

The next big category under the ideational power looks at the availability of hy-

drological data. First of all, the control over information is closely linked to the 

geographical position, as upstream countries have better opportunities to measure 

and predict necessary hydrological information. This means that China has a clear 

advantage in this as it has the ability to act unilaterally and keep the necessary data 

obscure. Several scholars have also accused China of refusing to share necessary 

data, e.g. Aiken (2014), Chomchai (2005: 144), Cronin (2013: 32), Cronin and 

Hamlin (2010: 15, 29; 2012: 6, 40), Magee (2013), and Pomeranz (2013: 4). The 

results of the content analysis indicate that the problem of data sharing is acute 

among the riparian states. Cronin and Hamlin (2010: 15) suggest that sharing data 

among the downstream countries is equally flawed, as the states do not give suffi-

cient information to each other. They have especially referred to Laos’ secrecy in 

developing its hydropower projects.  

However, there have also been some improvements in data sharing. For instance, 

China informed other riparian states about ‘daily data collections and river monitor-

ing of water levels, rainfall and discharge data for two stations in China’ for the first 

time during the dry season in 2010, and extended the period of data-sharing by 30 

days and promised to do it more regularly in 2013 (MRC 2011a: 38; 2013b). Also, 

the system of Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement of the MRC may be 

seen as an improvement in this area. On the other hand, the latter is not entirely 

functioning and has prompted several misunderstandings and delays. For instance, 

there have been disagreements about whether Laos’ Don Sahong dam is a main-

stream one or not. Whereas Laos has stated that it is not a mainstream project and 

used the system of prior notification, other states claim that it is a mainstream dam 

that needs prior consultation (Fawthrop 2013). Also Laos’ Xayaburi dam has caused 

strong controversies, as the country has provided information about the dam too 

slowly and late, not providing sufficient time for a constructive feedback from other 

countries (Cronin and Hamlin 2012: 74). Therefore, we can see that China as an 

upstream country has a clear predominant position, but also Laos has the possibility 

to stall, hide, or share ambiguous information about its own projects. 

The combined results of the ideational power demonstrate that China and Laos 

have the strongest positions in this category. They are followed by Thailand that has 

been the most active country according to the content analysis. Cambodia, Vietnam, 

and Myanmar are thereafter in relatively equal positions due to their opportunities in 

data sharing. The results also indicate that the ideational power is quite evenly 

distributed among the states, as this type of power also gives the downstream coun-

tries more opportunities. However, the factor of data sharing still hinders the per-
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spectives of downstream states greatly, while China as the most upstream country 

has the most convenient position for deciding how and when to share hydrological 

data with others. Additionally, Laos, as an active developer of hydropower projects, 

has with its non-transparent actions and secrecy gathered a powerful position.  

Hydro-Hegemon and Non-Hegemons of the Mekong River Basin  

Figure 1, showing the computed average sum of subjectively allocated scores of the 

four types of power derived from previous information, allows us to explain the 

power asymmetry and to decide which country is the hydro-hegemon and which are 

the non-hegemons in the Mekong River Basin. The numerical scale from ‘1’ to ‘6’ 

measuring the geographical, material, bargaining, and ideational power ensures a 

clearly visible comparison between the six states and enables to comprehend the 

differences in the strength of each type of power quicker and better than without the 

numerical scores. Awarding the points is definitely a highly subjective process—

especially when considering the last two types of power, i.e. bargaining and idea-

tional—but as the points are derived from many different operational sub-criteria 

explained beforehand—including much statistical information—the final results 

demonstrating the average amounts should indicate the highest possible grade of 

objectivity. 

First of all, the final scores demonstrate that, with 6 points, China can be seen as 

the hydro-hegemon. Although China has in some subcategories—e.g. human capital, 

water resources and international support of the material power, and in the content 

analysis of the ideational power—lower scores, overall it still enjoys the most 

powerful position. Laos with the score of 4 is situated in the second place and has 

thereby clearly compensated its weakness in the first two categories of power with 

its bargaining and ideational power. Thailand is situated in the middle position with 

the score of 3.5, as it has rather decent results in every category. Myanmar with 3 

points has also a relatively strong position, despite of its quite low interest in the 

basin. Vietnam with the score of 2.75 and Cambodia with 2.25 are the two most 

vulnerable states in the basin. Nevertheless, due to their good indicators on the 

bargaining and ideational power, they are quite close to other lower riparian states 

and there is not such a great gap in the power relations as one would predict based 

on the results of the first two types of power.  

The results also indicate that the often emphasised geographical position along 

the river or the military and economic power alone do not designate the power 

relations. Although China as the hydro-hegemon in the river basin has also the best 

position according to geographical and material power, the lower riparian states 

have compensated their weaker positions in geographical or material power with 

other means. For instance, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam have, as a sum 
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of all four types of power, better positions contrary to what would be the case when 

considering only the geographical location. On the other hand, Myanmar has re-

markably lost its position in the two latter types of power. 

Figure 1 Distribution of power in the Mekong River Basin (compiled by the author) 

 

Cooperative Counter-Hegemonic Tactics in the Mekong River Basin  

The power asymmetry in the Mekong River Basin demonstrates that the non-

hegemons are in relatively equal positions and thus it should be logical and com-

paratively easy for them to establish cooperative institutions as a counter-mechanism 

against China’s hydro-hegemony. The analysis of cooperative groups, however, 

proves the opposite, as the weaker riparian states have not been able to cooperate 

effectively. The key groups that are analysed are the following: the Mekong River 

Commission, the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) Program, ASEAN Mekong 

Basin Development Cooperation (AMBDC), Japan’s Mekong Initiative, Lower 

Mekong Initiative (LMI), Mekong-ROK (South Korea) Cooperation, Mekong-

Ganga Cooperation, Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation. 

Attention is also paid to other smaller groups in the region.  

There are several factors that impede the groups to become stronger and more 

effective in resisting China’s hydro-hegemony. One important weak point that all 

groups share is the infrequency of meetings, as they averagely come together once a 

year. For instance, the Council of the MRC usually has sessions at least once a year 

and the Joint Committee twice a year (MRC 1995: Art. 17; 23). Another common 
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impediment is the absence of strict regulations that would oblige the member coun-

tries to work more actively and steadily. The Mekong River Commission is regulat-

ed more strongly than others but still has several weak and loose characteristics that 

allow the member countries to circumvent the rules by interpreting the regulations 

differently. In addition, the legally non-binding decisions, high dependency on 

foreign funding, and a lack of well-functioning dispute resolution (Schulze and 

Schmeier 2012: 238–239) weaken the organisation. For instance, only 1.2 million 

USD from the total income of 2.7 million USD of the 2012 budget derive from the 

riparian governments (MRC 2012). 

The great number of different interest areas of the collaborative groups may also 

hamper focusing on a specific issue and handle the problems quickly. This also 

means that the main topics are dealt with by many different programs. For instance, 

human resources development and tourism are the key focus areas of eight different 

groups; agriculture is handled by seven; transport and trade by six different organi-

sations. Water issues are explicitly included and highlighted in five different groups, 

i.e. in the MRC, Japan’s Mekong Initiative, LMI, Mekong-ROK Cooperation and, in 

some ways, also in the agreement between China, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand 

(i.e. the ‘Agreement on Commercial Navigation on Lancang-Mekong River’ of 

2000). The collaboration is hence excessively scattered among different collabora-

tive groups, whereas it would be more effective and efficient to have fewer yet 

stronger institutions.  

Another common weakness is the character of membership. Although most 

agreements include all five non-hegemons as members, the most important frame-

work for enhancing cooperation on the water management—MRC—includes only 

four non-hegemons, while Myanmar is not a full member. When comparing the 

activeness of riparian states, it is clearly visible that China is the most passive ripari-

an state, as it acts as a full member only in two greater groups—GMS and 

AMBDC—and has further agreements with Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand as well. 

Thus, China focuses mainly on bilateral agreements and avoids engaging in multi-

lateral groups. 

When answering the research questions of the second section, it is possible to say 

that the non-hegemonic states are quite active in engaging with different cooperative 

agreements. However, as many groups coincide in membership as well as in interest 

areas, their effectiveness is seriously hampered. Instead of spending a myriad of 

resources on several institutions and organising different summits and meetings, the 

non-hegemonic states should rather establish with some strong international sup-

porters one broader and stronger cooperative framework dealing actively and on a 

regular basis with water management. It would also be reasonable to have different 

working groups, regulations about efficient resolution of differences and tensions 

between the members, and clear rules—e.g. about data sharing—that all members 

have to obey. It appears that, in this manner, the non-hegemons could withstand the 
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hydro-hegemony of China better and compensate their weakness together as a bloc, 

instead of having the current scattered network of several smaller groups that do not 

have sufficient resources and incentives to work actively. 

There are several factors that have prevented the non-hegemons from establish-

ing stronger groups. The greatest obstacle seems to be the cleavage between the non-

hegemons themselves, caused mainly by their conflicting interests. For instance, it is 

possible to conclude that the states that are mostly interested in developing hydro-

power projects—e.g. Laos—or importing hydropower from neighbouring countries 

—e.g. Thailand—probably do not want to have stricter rules, which might hamper 

the construction of dams, and hence they would rather avoid the more binding 

agreements. On the other hand, the countries that are in a vulnerable position and 

suffer seriously from upstream hydropower projects—e.g. Cambodia and Vietnam—

may be more interested in those agreements that require stronger commitment and 

stricter rules.  

Additionally, the high dependency on China’s investments makes the situation 

even more complicated, as some riparian states do not want to lose this crucial 

support and seek a balance between engaging with China and other non-hegemonic 

states. Also, the fact that the cooperative groups with strong international support-

ers—e.g. Japan, the USA, South Korea, or India—are too loose, hamper their ability 

to resist the power asymmetry.  

Application of TWINS Approach to the Mekong River Basin  

The final section of the three-level analytical framework examines the relationships 

in the Mekong River Basin according to the Transboundary Water Interaction Nexus 

by locating the bilateral interactions in relation to their cooperation (horizontal scale) 

and conflict (vertical scale) intensities. Therefore, the concluding method of TWINS 

also utilises as a basis the results of previous sections, i.e. the outcomes of the 

content analyses of the bargaining and ideational power and counter-hegemonic 

tools used by non-hegemons, but it includes supplementary elements as well. As a 

first step, I will use the method for analysing the bilateral interactions between the 

hydro-hegemon and the non-hegemons separately by looking at the individual 

national strategies and legislations dealing with water sharing as well as the bilateral 

agreements regulating the area. The information about the national strategies and 

legislation will help to understand the relevance of water allocation for each coun-

try—i.e. whether the question is politicised, securitised, or handled as a marginal 

issue—and explain the vertical scale of conflict intensity. It is supplemented with the 

bilateral agreements that enable to elucidate better the horizontal scale of coopera-

tion intensity. Thereafter, I will examine the relationship between the hydro-

hegemon and the non-hegemons as a bloc—with the example of the MRC as the 
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most important and best institutionalised collaborative group dealing predominantly 

with water issues—in order to see whether the collaborative measures of non-

hegemons have helped them to compensate for their weak position. 

The final results of the analytical matrix (Figure 2) indicate that the bilateral rela-

tionships between the hydro-hegemonic China and the non-hegemons are diverse, 

i.e. the groups are located in quite different positions in the table. However, it is also 

possible to find some similarities. For instance, the relations between China and 

Thailand, and China and Vietnam are somewhat analogous. There are also some 

parallels between Cambodia and Laos regarding their interaction with China. On the 

other hand, the relations between China and Myanmar are in a distant position. 

Figure 2 Relations in the Mekong River Basin according to the TWINS approach  

(compiled by the author) 

Note: CA – Cambodia, CH – China, LA – Laos, MY – Myanmar, TH – Thailand, VI – 

Vietnam, MRC – Mekong River Commission 

The most positive interaction is between China and Laos, as they have neither 

politicised the issue strongly nor used securitisation. Although both countries con-

centrate on their national hydropower projects and have quite general regulations 

about international cooperation on water management, their collaboration is relative-

ly strong due to China’s investments in the hydropower projects of Laos and several 

agreements between the countries, such as the comprehensive strategic cooperative 

partnership of 2009 that was strengthened in 2011 and 2013 (ANN 2013; MOFA of 
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the PRC 2013; People’s Daily 2011). In addition, the content analyses of the previ-

ous sections demonstrated that Laos and China rather talk about positive accom-

plishments and do not keenly use the securitisation method. Overall, despite several 

positive signs, the partnership does not seem to be ideal enough for placing it to the 

highest category, as the water management is predominantly concentrated on a 

narrow area, i.e. hydropower development, and thus we can describe it as a risk-

averting cooperation. In the conflictive dimension, the relationship could be located 

between the categories of non-politicisation and politicisation, as the issue of water 

allocation is included into the political agenda but not handled very intensively or in 

a detailed way. 

Although the relationship between China and Cambodia is usually considered to 

be strong and cordial, in regard to the water question it is slightly more negative than 

between China and Laos. The main reason is that the issue is politicised but also 

partially securitised. For instance, Cambodia has regulated the area with its national 

laws and strategies rather widely, but there are also examples of securitisation in the 

media and several protests against China’s actions on the local level. On the other 

hand, the interdependency between states is strong due to China’s investments and 

some recent agreements. For instance, in 2013, the countries signed the Action Plan 

of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership of Cooperation that includes, among 

many other topics, the need for enhancing coordination in water conservancy, and 

launched the Cambodia-China Intergovernmental Coordination Committee (Peo-

ple’s Daily 2013a; 2013b). As a result, the bilateral relationship in the cooperative 

level could be positioned in the area of risk-averting cooperation, as there are joint 

actions and goals, such as China’s investment and support in Cambodia and the 

agreement of strategic cooperation. In the conflictive dimension we can see a differ-

ent picture, as Cambodia has clearly politicised and, by some means, securitised the 

question of water allocation.  

The most negative bilateral relationships are between China and Thailand, and 

China and Vietnam. The final position in the TWINS matrix is similar for Thailand 

and Vietnam, because both countries have used politicisation and securitisation in 

their national strategies. The content analysis of the previous section showed that 

both countries have also used securitisation relatively often. There have recently also 

been some agreements with China—e.g. China-Thailand strategic cooperative joint 

action plans in 2007 and 2012 and the Memorandum of Understanding in 2012 

(Royal Thai Government 2007, 2012); China-Vietnam Joint Statement for Future 

Cooperation in 2000, and the establishment of the Steering Committee on Bilateral 

Cooperation in 2006 (People’s Daily 2000, Thayer 2010)—but due to their general 

and loose characteristics along with the smaller amount of investments from China 

in their hydropower projects, the cooperation has been quite technical. One im-

portant difference between Thailand and Vietnam could be also seen in terms of 

their legislation. Whereas Thailand has not very specifically regulated international 
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water management, Vietnam has handled the area on the legislative level in a more 

detailed way. However, Thailand has dedicated a great part of the Eleventh National 

Economic and Social Development Plan of 2012–16 to the question of water man-

agement (Office of the Prime Minister of Thailand 2012) and has used politicisation 

as well as securitisation techniques. The same can be said about Vietnam, especially 

when looking at the National Strategy on Climate Change of 2011  

(Socialist Republic of Vietnam 2011). As a result, both bilateral relationships could 

be placed under the category of securitisation in the scale of conflict and under the 

category of technical cooperation in the cooperative dimension. 

The relationship between China and Myanmar is the most neutral interaction and 

hence quite distant from other bilateral groups. The main reasons for this neutrality 

are the weak signs of conflict and cooperation on the water issue, as Myanmar has 

not actively securitised or even politicised the question. For instance, the laws 

regulating this area are very general and also the cooperation on water management 

has been rather modest, as neither of the countries demonstrates their concerns and 

focuses on other topics. The neutrality can be explained with Myanmar’s little 

interest in the river basin, as it currently has enough water resources and is not as 

vulnerable as the other states. In addition, due to its democratisation process, the 

government focuses on other issues. Hence, water sharing on the political level is 

not handled very actively. Therefore, it appears that the issue is quite underdevel-

oped and non-politicised. However, as there are some minor examples of including 

the issue into the political agenda of Myanmar, the relationship between China and 

Myanmar could be located between the categories of non-politicised and politicised 

in the conflictive dimension of the TWINS matrix. Since the cooperation is not very 

strong on this matter, but there still are some signs of collaboration in managing 

water resources, it could be situated between the levels of confrontation of the issue 

and ad hoc cooperation.  

When comparing the bilateral relationships with the interaction between the 

MRC and China, it is possible to conclude that the MRC has diverse impacts on its 

member states. On the one hand, Laos and Cambodia have clearly better positions 

when acting bilaterally with China. However, Thailand and Vietnam are in slightly 

different situations. This means that although the level of conflict is somewhat lower 

in the MRC (less securitisation) than in the bilateral relationships, the cooperation is 

also weaker due to the lack of joint cohesive goals. The refusal of China and Myan-

mar to join the MRC as full members can also be seen as an example of negative 

interaction. This situation also requires separate regulations, such as the agreement 

on the provision of hydrological information on the Mekong River of 2002 or later 

amendments to this agreement made in 2008 and 2013 (MRC 2013c). However, 

these steps also indicate that the cooperation is often strengthened after some neces-

sary conditions, such as floods, and can be seen as a spontaneous ad hoc coopera-

tion. Also the antagonistic attitude of the MRC towards China acts as an impediment 
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to a stronger relationship, as there are simultaneously positive as well as negative 

opinions about China’s actions.  

In brief, it seems that due to different interests among the member states of the 

MRC—e.g. development of hydropower and interest in China’s investments versus 

environmental protection—the non-hegemonic states are not able to act as a unified 

and strong force against China. On the conflictive level, we can position the rela-

tionship under the category of securitisation. However, the securitisation is not very 

strongly represented due to the wide spectrum of opinions in the MRC, and thus the 

relationship is leaning more towards a lower level of conflict. Therefore, this collab-

orative counter-hegemonic tactic of non-hegemons does not appear to be very 

successful in resisting the hydro-hegemon and the bilateral relations are often more 

useful. On the other hand, the power asymmetry in the bilateral relationships is more 

strongly represented and hence the non-hegemonic states have to comply with the 

rules of the hydro-hegemony individually and more strongly than within the MRC.  

Conclusion  

The three-level analysis used in the research demonstrated that hydro-hegemony 

plays a great role in the water allocation process. First of all, the hydro-hegemonic 

order is correlated with the power relations among the six riparian states of the 

Mekong River Basin, as the hydro-hegemon and non-hegemons of the basin are 

determined according to four different types of power, a concept developed by 

Cascão and Zeitoun (2010). Therefore, it was possible to see that China with the 

highest scores of all four types of power can definitely be regarded as the hydro-

hegemon of the Mekong River Basin. However, it is also important to highlight that 

in some subcategories it also experiences deficiencies, such as human capital, avail-

ability of water resources, international support, and the usage of ideational power in 

the media.  

Although China as the strongest country in the river basin has also the advantage 

of being situated in the upstream of the river, the analysis demonstrated that the 

location is not the main factor determining the power positions among the non-

hegemonic states. For instance, Laos could be seen as the most powerful state 

among the five non-hegemons, despite the fact that it is located below Myanmar. 

This also means that regardless of its modest indicators on the geographical and 

economic power, military might, human capital, and size Laos has strengthened its 

position with the good results in the bargaining and ideational power. 

Thailand has similarly balanced its average position in the dimension of geo-

graphical and material power with better results in the fields of bargaining and 

ideational power, especially with its investments in other riparian states and by 

frequently using the methods of ideational power in the media. In contrast, it was 
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possible to see that Myanmar has lost its relatively strong position in the geograph-

ical and material power among the riparian states mainly due to low indicators on 

ideational and bargaining power.  

Vietnam and Cambodia as the most downstream states have the most vulnerable 

and weakest positions in the river basin based on the sum of all types of power. 

Whereas Vietnam has the lowest score in the geographical power, in regard to 

material and ideational power it holds quite average positions. Vietnam’s best 

indicator is in bargaining and ideational power, due to its investments in other 

riparian states and because of the activeness in using the methods of these two types 

of power. Cambodia has rather low indicators on all four aspects. However, its best 

position is in ideational power. On the other hand, Cambodia has been one of the 

most passive riparian countries in using the tools of bargaining power, and has also 

serious deficiencies concerning geographical and material power. 

Although the non-hegemonic states are relatively equal and should thereby have 

a stronger stimulus to establish collaborative groups for resisting the hydro-

hegemon, the results of the second section proved the opposite, where the equality of 

the non-hegemonic states has not prompted them to collaborate effectively. This 

means that despite the high number of different collaborative groups, the coopera-

tion has been quite weak and fragile in resisting China’s hydro-hegemony. The main 

reasons are the following: a scattered network of many collaborative formations that 

deal simultaneously with the same topics; the infrequency of meetings; the refusal of 

both China and Myanmar to join the Mekong River Commission as full members; 

and the lack of strict regulations that could make it more effective and efficient for 

all riparian states. The inability to form stronger groups derives mainly from the 

passiveness, disinterest, or contrasting interests of the riparian states. Also the 

prevalent tendency of foreign countries to form collaborative groups with the non-

hegemons separately but not with other great supporters, and the high dependency of 

non-hegemons on China are obstructing the cooperation. China as the hydro-

hegemon and great investor has a crucial role in influencing the actions of non-

hegemons, as the latter are not very keen to cooperate with other non-hegemonic 

states and are afraid to demonstrate their distrust towards China. 

The third section of the Transboundary Water Interaction Nexus showed that 

there are diverse bilateral interactions in the river basin. Whereas the most positive 

interaction is between China and Laos, the collaboration between China and Cam-

bodia is slightly weaker. The bilateral interactions of China with Thailand and 

Vietnam are the most negative ones, while the relationship between China and 

Myanmar is the most neutral one in the river basin. The positive relationship be-

tween China and Laos derives mainly from the weak politicisation, China’s invest-

ments as well as from their mutual agreements. Although the interaction between 

China and Cambodia is also quite positive, Cambodia’s securitisation of water 

allocation is turning the relationship to a more negative one. On the other hand, in 
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the cooperative level, the relations between these two countries are relatively strong, 

which also demonstrates the importance of the two-dimensional TWINS approach. 

The relations between China and Thailand, and China and Vietnam are leaning 

towards a more negative interaction due to the active securitisation in Thailand and 

Vietnam and the smaller dependency on China’s investments. The neutrality of the 

interaction between China and Myanmar derives from their passivity, while neither 

of the countries has actively politicised the question nor initiated any remarkable 

steps for enhancing bilateral cooperation on water management.  

The interaction between the hydro-hegemonic China and the bloc of non-

hegemons, i.e. the Mekong River Commission, is relatively negative. This means 

that Laos and Cambodia have definitely better positions by collaborating with China 

bilaterally. However, Thailand and Vietnam have an ambiguous situation, while the 

level of cooperation as well as that of conflict is slightly stronger when interacting in 

a bilateral way with China. Therefore, the joint collaborative action of the non-

hegemonic states has not been very successful in resisting the hydro-hegemony and 

the countries often have even better results when interacting bilaterally with China. 

Nevertheless, the non-hegemonic states individually have definitely less opportuni-

ties to resist the hydro-hegemony and have to comply more with the demands of 

China. Additionally, the MRC has been successful in implementing some agree-

ments that require hydrological data from China and could be seen as good examples 

for giving the non-hegemonic states a way of acting together strongly. 

The results of the three sections clearly indicate that the phenomenon of hydro-

hegemony influences transboundary water sharing and the behaviour and activities 

of the riparian states. As the power asymmetry gives some of the riparian states 

more dominant positions, it also influences further relations between countries and 

enables to better understand the tendency and dynamic of the relations in the river 

basin. For instance, as the weakest country, Cambodia has tried to be active by 

inducing collaboration on different levels. On the one hand, Cambodia has ap-

proached China due to the need for investments, but has also tried to demonstrate its 

environmentally vulnerable situation in the Mekong River Commission. Moreover, 

Cambodia has regulated the topic with its legislation and national plans in a detailed 

way. Vietnam as also being situated in a weak position and has, similarly, tried to 

regulate the transboundary water allocation on the legislative level and with its 

national strategies. Thus, Vietnam is quite actively trying to simultaneously enhance 

cooperation with the international organisations but gradually with China as well. In 

contrast, Laos that has the best position among the non-hegemons has not politicised 

the issue of water management strongly and rather tries to cooperate with China and 

Thailand bilaterally due to its need for investments and also focuses mainly on its 

national projects. Thailand and Myanmar with middle positions have different 

approaches. Since Myanmar has relatively little interest in the Mekong River Basin, 

it has not been very active, but Thailand has tried to approach Laos due to the inter-
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est in importing hydroelectricity from Laos and has also focused on the cooperation 

with the Mekong River Commission, while worrying about the availability of hydro-

logical data from the upstream states. 

Consequently, it is clearly visible that the hydro-hegemony influences water al-

location on different levels. On the one hand, we can notice that the hydro-

hegemonic situation may have an impact on the environmental conditions, as the 

countries with greater position of power often act in the river basin unilaterally by 

neglecting the environmental situation or the concerns and needs of other states. 

This was predominantly demonstrated with the example of concerned voices of the 

downstream states about the upstream hydropower projects. Moreover, the hydro-

hegemonic situation influences the relationships between the riparian states, i.e. their 

behaviour and actions, as the weaker countries often try to find a balance between 

approaching the hydro-hegemonic state and collaborating with other non-hegemons 

in order to constrain the hegemonic state. This also means that, due to different 

behaviour and a wide variety of interests among the non-hegemons, they have not 

been very successful in resisting the hydro-hegemonic state together. As a result, the 

protection of the environment and the sustainable use of river water are undermined, 

compromises are hard to find, and the selfish interests of the states are more salient. 

Due to hindered multilateral cooperation, the dominating roles of stronger states are 

also even more visible. The results of the paper thus suggest that hydro-hegemony is 

an essential aspect in the transboundary water allocation that cannot be overlooked 

and should definitely be included in the research, as this phenomenon helps to better 

explain and understand the whole situation and patterns of relationships.  
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

AMBDC Mekong Basin Development Cooperation 

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

GMS Greater Mekong Subregion 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

LMI Lower Mekong Initiative 

MRC Mekong River Commission 

PPP Purchasing Power Parity 

PRC People’s Republic of China 

ROK Republic of Korea 

TWINS Transboundary Water Interaction Nexus 
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