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Dear readers:

A note from the editor

Welcome to the April 2016 issue of Thinking ASEAN!
This month, we bring our attention to the Greater Mekong subregion in mainland Southeast Asia. The
4,350-km-long Mekong River meanders from the Tibetan Plateau down to southern China and marks the
border of Laos, Myanmar and Thailand before passing through Cambodia and ending up in the deltas of
southern Vietnam. With the Mekong affecting five ASEAN member countries, how the Mekong River Basin
develops has implications for the rest of Southeast Asia.
Chheang Vannarith, a Cambodian consultant for the Nippon Foundation’s Southeast Asia program, opens this
month’s issue with his discussion of the tensions and prospects over the Mekong. He highlights the river’s
centrality to Laos’ hydropower strategy and the livelihoods of millions of people in downstream Cambodia
and Vietnam. He also lists several points critical of Laos’ hydropower plans as well as reviews extra-ASEAN
actors’ involvement in the Mekong River Basin.
In response, Lattana Thavonsouk, deputy director-general of the Institute of Foreign Affairs in Laos, reviews
the rules of sustainable development of the Mekong River that the four riparian countries—Cambodia,
Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam— have signed on to. He then elaborates on the Lao perspective of hydropower
development along the Mekong.
The third article of this issue looks into Sino-Vietnamese relations and how that dynamic affects Vietnamese
foreign policy. Truong-Minh Vu, director of the Center for International Studies at the University of Social
Sciences and Humanities in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, sketches out what he calls a “struggling coevolution”
to explain how Sino-Vietnamese relations have evolved in recent decades.
Reflecting the issue’s focus, the Infographic section looks at the facts surrounding the Mekong River Basin
and its hydropower projects. Meanwhile, this month’s ASEAN Round-Up section highlights flagging media
attention to ASEAN events, lack of policy coordination on skilled labor movements in the context of the
ASEAN Economic Community, and the establishment of a new ASEAN center for food safety.
Please do not hesitate to drop me a line at thinkingasean@habibiecenter.or.id if you have suggestions or
prospective submissions.
Happy reading!
Best regards from Jakarta,

Ray Hervandi
Managing Editor

Thinking ASEAN is a monthly publication that aims to provide insightful, cogent and engaging perspectives on issues
central to contemporary Southeast Asia and the ASEAN member states. It is a product of The Habibie Center,
with the generous support of the Republic of Korea’s Mission to ASEAN.
The content of Thinking ASEAN does not reflect the official opinion of The Habibie Center or institutions related to
the publication.The Habibie Center was founded by Indonesian President Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie in 1999 as an
independent, non-governmental and non-profit organization to promote the democratization and modernization
of the country.
Responsibility for the information and views expressed in Thinking ASEAN lies entirely with the author(s). For
comments, suggestions and prospective contributions, the Managing Editor of Thinking ASEAN can be reached at
thinkingasean@habibiecenter.or.id.
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Aerial view of Prey Lang forest Cambodia. Like many other forests in the region,
Prey Lang is also subject to deforestation.
Photo Credit:Wikipedia.

Tensions and Prospects Over the River Mekong
Chheang Vannarith is consultant for the Southeast Asia program of the Nippon Foundation.
The Mekong River and its related resources are natural assets of mainland Southeast Asia, supporting the livelihoods
and food security of more than 60 million people. The Mekong River Basin is also the largest inland fishery in
the world and the main source of soil nutrients in a region where about 60 percent of the population relies on
agriculture.
The Mekong River is now at greater risk. Hydropower dams and climate change are threatening the ecosystem and
biodiversity of the river, as well as the economic and social wellbeing and living standards of millions of people. The
dams degrade the river’s rich biodiversity, disrupt fish migration cycles, and trap nutrient-rich sediments.
As the regional demand for energy increases as a result of rapid population growth, urbanization, and industrialization,
Laos is pursuing an energy development strategy. It aims to become the battery of the Mekong region, an exporter
of electricity. This is notwithstanding the fact that it does not have its own national power grid and thirty percent
of Laos’ population living in the rural areas does not have access to electricity.
Laos has constructed two hydropower dams on the main stem of the Mekong River: the US$3.5 billion Xayaburi
Dam and the US$300 million Don Sahong Dam. These two dams adversely impact Cambodia and Vietnam, which
are the two downstream countries along the Mekong. Vietnam’s Mekong Delta is home to 20 million people and
constitutes 90 percent of Vietnam’s rice exports. The dams will also have serious effects on the biodiversity of
Cambodia’s Tonle Sap Lake, which has a large wetland supporting the livelihoods of more than 2 million people.
These two controversial dams are the seeds of future diplomatic frictions between Laos and its two downstream
countries.
The Mekong Subregion is one of the least developed and most vulnerable regions in Southeast Asia. Addressing
the impact and challenges caused by the construction of hydropower dams and climate change is critical to poverty
reduction and sustainable development in the region. Furthermore, sustainable and inclusive management of the
river helps prevent tension and conflicts over water resources among riparian countries.
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Founded in 1995, the Mekong River Commission (MRC) aims
to ensure that the Mekong River Basin is developed in the
most efficient manner, one that mutually benefits all member
countries and minimizes harmful effects on the people and
the environment of the Lower Mekong Basin. Cambodia, Laos,
Thailand, and Vietnam are the four members of the MRC, while
Myanmar and China are its two dialog partners.
The Agreement on the Cooperation for Sustainable
Development of the Mekong River Basin in 1995 provides clear
principles of cooperation and rules of engagement in managing
the differences and disputes. The agreement covers the
principles on the protection of the environment and ecological
balance, cooperation on the basis of sovereign equality and
territorial integrity in the utilization and protection of the water
resources, maintenance of the flows on the mainstream, and
prevention and cessation of harmful effects.

ASEAN and its dialog partners need to show more commitment
and effort in assisting the people in the Mekong Subregion in
dealing with and adapting to changing water flows, nutrient flows,
food insecurity, environmental degradation, and climate change.
More financial and technical support is required to assist local
communities to become more socially and ecologically resilient.
Building a mutually supportive community in the Mekong River
Basin is essential for sustainable and inclusive development.
A number of ASEAN’s dialog partners have initiated programs
and projects to support the Mekong countries. However,
these initiatives are not well coordinated and integrated,
which to some extent lead to overlapping activities and waste
of resources. These Mekong initiatives do not include trustbuilding measures, preventive diplomacy, and conflict resolution
in regard to potent conflicts caused by the mismanagement of
the transboundary water resources.

However, enforcing the agreement is a challenge. The member
states of the MRC are not willing to surrender their sovereignty
and national interests for the sake of the subregion’s collective
interests. The MRC, hence, has not effectively managed the
transboundary water resources due to the lack of legally binding
agreements. As a result, the Mekong River is facing mounting
challenges and issues stemming from divergent national interests
among the riparian countries.

China is one country with strong interest in the Mekong region,
but its initiative on the Mekong region officially launched just
last. In November 2014, at the 17th China-ASEAN Summit
in Myanmar, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang proposed setting a
mechanism to deepen ties between China and other Mekong
countries. A year later, the first foreign ministers’ meeting took
place to formally announce the establishment of the LancangMekong Cooperation (LMC) group.

Various regional initiatives in the Mekong Subregion have been
created. They include the Asian Development Bank’s Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS) program, the ASEAN-Mekong Basin
Development Cooperation (AMBDC), and the Initiative for
ASEAN Integration (IAI) focus on development and poverty
reduction by investing in infrastructure development, agriculture,
human resources, and energy. They also aim to protect the
environment and promote tourism, trade, and investment. Yet,
these initiatives lack synergy and coordination.

The first Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Leaders’ Meeting took
place in Sanya, China’s Hainan province, on March 23 this
year to mark a new chapter in China-Mekong cooperation.
The LMC is part of China’s efforts to deepen and widen its
comprehensive partnership with the Mekong countries.
The LMC has five prioritized areas of cooperation, namely
connectivity, production capacity, crossborder economic
cooperation, water resources management, and social, cultural
and people-to-people exchanges.

As ASEAN moves toward a people-centered community of
opportunities, it needs to address poverty issues foremost.
Mismanagement of the Mekong River has severe adverse
repercussions on millions of people whose livelihoods depend
on the river. Development without participation from the local
communities leads to maldevelopment. Economic inequality
and social exclusion are the two main root causes of social
and political ills, which in turn can lead to social and political
upheavals.

At the meeting, Li announced that China would offer
concessional loans of US$1.54 billion and credit lines of up to
US$10 billion to fund infrastructure and improve connectivity
in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, and China.
US$5 billion in loans will be specifically dedicated to industrial
production capacity cooperation between China at the upper
reach of the Mekong—known as Lancang in the Chinese
stretch—and the five Southeast Asian countries at the lower
reaches of the river.

Managing transboundary water resources is difficult due to the
lack of legally binding regional instruments and sincere political
will of the riparian countries to forge a collective identity
through collective interest. There is a need to strengthen
regional institutions. Strong partnerships between ASEAN and
the MRC are vital to enhance regional cooperation on Mekong
River management.

India, Japan, the United States, and South Korea have their own
Mekong initiatives. Their main objectives are to promote regional
economic development and poverty reduction, and protect the
environment, particularly water resources management. The
United States and Japan, in particular, are also interested in
keeping the rising power of China in check.

It needs to be emphasized that transboundary water resources
management is one of the core issues of ASEAN. Without
effective mechanisms and sufficient resources to address the
impacts caused by hydropower dams and climate change,
people living in the Mekong River Basin cannot escape poverty.
Tensions and conflicts over Mekong water resources will
threaten regional security and development.

India became more active in the Mekong region in 2000 under
the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) initiative, which covers
tourism, culture, education, transport, and communication. Due
to resource constraints, however, India has not substantially
invested in connecting the region through the improvement of
either hard or soft infrastructure. The most visible project is
the Transnational Highway connecting India with Myanmar and
on to Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam.
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Japan reached out to the Mekong countries in 2007 through
the Japan-Mekong Regional Partnership Program. In 2008, the
first meeting of foreign ministers was convened and in 2009,
the first Mekong-Japan Summit was held. Last year, the leaders
from Japan and the Mekong countries adopted the New Tokyo
Strategy 2015 to further cement their strategic and economic
ties. Japan has committed US$110 billion to support Mekong
countries over the next five years. The strategy focuses on
the industrial infrastructure development, industrial human
resource development, and the Green Mekong program.
The United States initiated its Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI)
in 2009, prioritizing agriculture food security, connectivity,
education, energy security, water security, environmental
issues, and public health. The US approach is to strengthen
public institutions, empower civil society, promote social
justice and human rights, and support sustainable and inclusive
development.
South Korea started engaging with the Mekong region in 2011.
The foreign ministers from South Korea and the Mekong
countries adopted the Mekong-Korea Comprehensive
Partnership for Mutual Prosperity with an emphasis on
connectivity, sustainable development, and people-oriented
development. The Mekong-Korea Plan of Action (2014-2017)
prioritizes six areas: infrastructure, information technology,
green growth, water resources development, agriculture and
rural development, and human resources development.
Trust, expertise, and financing are critical to developing
cooperative equilibrium and cooperative solutions to common
regional public goods. The Mekong River Basin governance is
facing lack of trust, scientific research, and sources of funding.
Mekong River Commission (MRC), ASEAN, and the Mekong
cooperation mechanisms initiated by the ASEAN’s dialog
partners need to make their programs and projects work
better in order to multiply the impacts and further strengthen
regional cooperation and institution building.
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Theun Hinboun Dam Wall, Central Southern Laos.
Photo Credit: Laurence McGrath for Wikipedia.

The Development of Dams in the Mekong River
Basin: A Lao Perspective
Dr. LattanaThavonsouk is deputy director-general of the Institute of Foreign Affairs, Laos.

The agreement for cooperation on the sustainable development of the Mekong River was signed in April 1995 by
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. The agreement affirms and expands the Spirit of Mekong cooperation for
sustainable development and utilization of the Mekong River Basin. In 2003, the Mekong River Commission (MRC)
adopted Procedures of Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA), strengthening the commitment of
the four riparian countries to work together to address the protection of the environment and the ecological balance
in the Mekong Basin.
The objective of the PNPCA is to promote better understanding and cooperation among member countries in a
constructive manner to ensure sustainable development, management and conservation of the water of the Mekong
River. The procedures recognize the sovereign equality and territorial integrity of the member countries, the principles
of equitable and reasonable utilization, respect for rights and legitimate interests, and the need for good faith and
transparency.
What is required under the Mekong agreement with regard to proposed development projects?
A member country has to submit a project under either the Notification, Prior Consultation or Specific Agreement
procedures.
Notification: The Notification requirement applies to (a) intrabasin use and interbasin diversion on the tributaries,
including the Tonle Sap; and (b) intrabasin use on the mainstream during wet season. The Notification process includes
submission of a feasibility study report, implementation plan and schedule, along with other data.
Prior Consultation is required for (a) interbasin diversion from mainstream during wet season; (b) intrabasin
diversion from mainstream during the dry season; and (c) interbasin diversion of surplus quantity of water during the
dry season. The prior consultation process is aimed at arriving at an agreement. In addition to the information and
data required for Notification, the country proposing the project under prior consultation must provide additional
technical data and information on the proposed use for evaluation of impact on riparian states. There is a six-month
time frame.
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Specific agreement: Any interbasin diversion project on
the mainstream during the dry season must be approved by
all members of the MRC’s Joint Committee composed of one
high-ranking official from each country. In the event the MRC is
unable to agree, the discussion can be raised to the ministerial
level.
Prior Consultation is a process for the MRC member countries
to discuss and evaluate benefits and associated risks of any
proposed water-use, which may have significant impacts on
the Mekong River mainstream’s flow regimes, water quality
and other environmental and socioeconomic conditions. Any
member country that intends to proceed with project is
required to notify the other three countries and provide them
with available data and information.
The process enables the notified countries to assess possible
impact on their territories and comment on the proposed use.
The process also aims for the MRC Joint Committee, which is
the body comprising high-level government official from each
member country to reach an agreement to achieve an optimum
use and prevention of waste of water, and to issue a decision
that contains agreed-upon conditions for the project.
The prior consultation is not about approving the proposed
water use. Rather, it provides the opportunity for the country
proposing the project to listen to the concerns raised by the
other member countries and, based on this, consider measures
to address such concerns. This is because, as specified by the
Procedures of Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement
(PNPCA), the prior consultation is neither a right to veto the
proposed use water by any member country without taking
into account the others’ rights.

What are the steps for deciding how to proceed Prior
Consultation?
As set forth in the Mekong Agreement, the steps are as follows:
Submission: The process officially begins when the MRC
receives the submission from the relevant government agency
of the country proposing the mainstream development through
the country’s National Mekong Committee. After a check
on compliance with documentation requirements, the MRC
Secretariat then forwards the submission to the other member
countries through the Joint Committee Members.
Evaluation: Once the submission is received by all member
countries, as a process of technical review will start, coordinated
by the MRC Secretariat. They will consult on the proposed
mainstream development and request further information,
as needed. The review will determine compliance with MRC
procedures on flow regime and key environment and social
impact areas including the extent to which any transboundary
impact has been adequately addressed.
Reaching Agreement: After consulting, the aim is to reach
a common agreement among the MRC Joint Committee
Members on how to proceed. The MRC’s goal is to assist
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member countries in finding sustainable solutions for the river
and its peoples during this process.

Is MRC approval required for dams on the Lower Mekong?
No. The 1995 Mekong Agreement established a voluntary
framework and procedural rules to ensure cooperation of
the governments of Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam for
sustainable development of the Mekong River Basin. While it
promotes cooperation, the Mekong Agreement also respects
member countries’ sovereignty and right to develop. Specific
Agreement of the Member is required only when a project
diverts water from the mainstream of the Mekong in the dry
season. Run-of-river projects proposed by Laos are a nonconsumptive use of Mekong River water.
The Xayaburi and Don/Sahong hydropower projects are the
first and second projects on the Lower Mekong to undergo the
Prior Consultation Process. The Lao government complied with
all rules and procedures, provided full and frank information,
and allowed MRC members to voice their concerns. Their
engineering and operating concerns were reviewed by MRC
national committees and panels of technical experts. The Lao
government responded to all legitimate concerns expressed
during the six-month process. The Prior Consultation process
was completed in April 2011. No further action by the MRC
was needed. However, the Lao government commissioned
additional consultant studies to mitigate potential adverse
impacts. Finally, major concerns of the riparian countries were
addressed and incorporated in a revised design.
An Environmental Impact Assessment and a Social Impact
Assessment for the two dams projects are completed and
approved along with an Environmental Management Plan and
a Resettlement Action Plan. These will guide implementation of
plans formulated by national and local authorities in consultation
with affected communities.
Laos is rich in natural resources but poor in terms of capacity,
infrastructure and workforce to spur industrialization. When
the World Bank and Asian Development Bank urged Laos to
attract private investment, hydropower was deemed to be the
best opportunity. Hydropower accounts already for about onethird of the nation’s capital wealth and further development
is needed to aid economic growth and lift Lao people out
of poverty. Laos has the potential to develop as many as 100
hydropower dams with a total capacity of 26,000 MW. As of
September 2015, there were 21 dams with installed capacity
lager the 1 MW in operation, with a total capacity of 2,910 MW.
The national energy policy is to maintain and expand affordable,
reliable, and sustainable electricity so that the electrification
ratio exceeds 90 per cent by 2020 and renewable energy
accounts for 30 per cent of supply by 2020. With the goal of
supplying cleanly generated electricity to domestic household
and ASEAN neighbor countries, Laos is tapping its very
large hydropower potential with the participation of private
developers. Hydropower contributes about 33 percent of the

nation’s capital wealth. Hydropower development is the only
way to create enough capital growth to enable Laos to leave
Least Developed Country status by 2020.
Hydropower is reliable, clean, zero-carbon-emission, affordable,
and renewable energy that does not pollute the environment
or consume water. No other method of power generation
provides the additional benefits of water for irrigation and
human consumption, as well as flood control and infrastructure
improvement. Like other many countries, Laos wants to reduce
dependence of fossil fuels, gas, oil, and coal. At this time, nuclear
energy is not an option.
Perhaps more than any other country, Laos depends on the
Mekong River for its survival. In this country, the Mekong plays
an iconic and spiritual role in people’s lives, sustain livelihoods,
serves as a highway for the transport of goods and passengers,
and attract tourism. At the same time, Laos has a sovereign
right to develop natural resources within its boundaries for
the good of its people. The Lao government has retained
world-renowned consultants, with vast experience developing
successful and environmentally friendly hydropower projects
on Europe’s international rivers. These consultants, including
the Finnish company Poyry and the French firm Compagnie
Nationale du Rhône (CNR), have performed exhaustive
technical and environmental studies to ensure the mainstream
projects are built to international standards and to be efficient,
sustainable, and without significant impact on the river or
natural environment in Laos and beyond its borders. The Lao
government and its development partners continue to be
responsive to all concerns raised by legitimate parties.
Laos has more than 40 years of experience developing
hydropower projects, and has won praise for its Nam Theun
2 project, with special notice of its environmental and social
programs. Any hydropower project along the Mekong River
has been planned, designed and engineered in consistence with
international obligations, MRC design guidelines for sustainable
development, and the best international practices for stateof-the-art hydropower plants around the world. Backed
by international expertise, Laos can guarantee that every
hydropower dam along the Mekong River will be world-class in
every aspect of design, construction, and operation.
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A new dawn, morning view of the Mekong river.
Photo Credit: Wikimedia commons.

Vietnam and the Search For
“Struggling Coevolution”
Dr. Truong-MinhVu is director of the Center for International Studies (SCIS) at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities in Ho
Chi Minh City, Vietnam, and co-editor of the book Power Politics in Asia’s Contested Waters—Territorial Disputes in the South
China Sea (Springer, 2016).

Of all the countries in Southeast Asia,Vietnam has the most complicated and multifaceted relationship with China.
Sino-Vietnamese interactions are far more complex than historical, cultural, or ideological issues alone. In the
post-Cold War era, four factors characterized China’s main interests in Vietnam: 1) Gaining advantage in territorial
disputes with Hanoi; 2) Keeping Hanoi from veering toward the United States; 3) Encouraging Hanoi to pursue
pro-China policies on the Taiwan issue and other international affairs; and 4) Encouraging Hanoi to give preferential
treatment to Chinese products and businesses.1
The core elements of the Chinese strategy toward Vietnam are embodied in the complex relationship between
China and ASEAN as a whole, which skillfully combines aspects of cooperation and competition. Being among the
top five trade partners for ASEAN member countries, China’s rise exerts a powerful pull on all ASEAN economies.
At the same time, China’s strategy is designed to offset any collective response by ASEAN, a potent threat since
four of its members—Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam—have disputes with China over the South
China Sea. Beijing’s long-held view is that disputes should be resolved bilaterally between it and individual claimant
states.
This practice in the South China Sea, known as salami-slicing, involves the slow accumulation of small changes,
none of which in isolation amounts to a casus belli but nevertheless adds up over time to a substantial change in
the strategic picture. The strategy’s purpose is not open confrontation but the creation of a fait accompli that has
limited possible responses from ASEAN claimants and the international community, including the United States.
Since normalization of Sino-Vietnamese ties in the early 1990s, Hanoi has assiduously pursued a strategy of
hedging its bets toward China. On the one hand, it has undertaken measures to increase economic engagement
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as well as deepen party-to-party relations. On the other hand,
Vietnam has sought to diversify its external strategic relations
by reaching out to other powers—Russia, India, and the United
States—to check Chinese territorial adventurism.
While Beijing and Hanoi cooperate where they can, there has
also been a deepening struggle in the relationship. The context
has shifted to what is aptly called a struggling coevolution, as the
two countries continue to search for a glue, as it were, to keep
their relations together. Beijing wants to keep Hanoi within its
sphere of influence as much as possible, and Vietnam tries
to manage the asymmetries to maintain its autonomy. The
struggling coevolution between both countries is increasingly
comprehensive, spanning the commercial, the political, the
diplomatic, and the technological. The phenomenon is evident
even in the ideational world where China tries to provide
“objective and common” knowledge that supports regional
planning and cooperation and creates the image of a regional
order led by it.
Regardless of the status of the bilateral relationship, any effort
to develop Vietnam’s policy other than coevolution with China
must deal with the following difficult issues. The first point is
that Vietnam’s collective leadership does not want to develop a
relationship with the United States at the expense of bilateral
ties with China. Vietnam’s foreign policy formed after the oil
platform incident has shown visible signs of moving closer to
US-friendly powers, but Vietnamese leaders are treading very
carefully to avoid displeasing China. Sometimes, their perceived
fear of provoking China has affected other relations. Hence,
advocates of better relations with the United States complain
that Vietnamese moves are often slow.
Even though the 12th National Congress of the Communist
Party of Vietnam just reelected Nguyen Phu Trong—known for
his conservative ideology—as CPV secretary general,Vietnam’s
diversification and multilateralization strategy will continue.
Secretary General Trong has accumulated experience dealing
with China since his rise to the position in 2011. A huge
change in Vietnam’s relations with China and the United States
is unlikely. Vietnam is cautious enough to keep its strategic
options open to avoid establishing a formal alliance with a
power against a third power. Hanoi does not want to take risks
jeopardizing Sino-Vietnamese bilateral ties that are crucial to
Vietnam’s economic growth and security. In addition, Vietnam’s
memories of its recent past—being stuck in the Cold War’s
Soviet-Vietnam-China triangular relations—have influenced the
formulation of Vietnam’s national interests and foreign policy.
The second point is always there, and it is the geopolitical issue:
the tyranny of geography.2 Vietnam’s calculations in foreign
policy are complicated by its geographical proximity with China.
Vietnam shares a 1,347-km border with China, so maintaining
security along its northern border has long been a major
geostrategic imperative for Hanoi. Echoes of the situation are
clear in the case of Mexico and the United States. In addition,
history lessons with China are still fresh in the minds of the
current Vietnamese leadership. China’s hostility toward Vietnam
after the latter struck a defense treaty with the Soviet Union
in 1978 has taught the latter’s leaders that a clear balancing or
bandwagoning policy can be harmful for the country’s security.

This argument envisions a Hanoi that will continue to cultivate
ties with Washington and simultaneously mix both elements of
engagement and resolve in its relations with Beijing. Hanoi is
always afraid that its soft external balancing may irritate Beijing
and worsen China’s perception of encirclement. Hence, a formal
alliance of any kind will not be in the interest of Vietnamese
leaders because it may be interpreted to be encircling China or
anti-Chinese.
The fact thatVietnam has forged closer relationship with powers
that have convergent interests such as the United States, Japan,
Russia, and India to enlist their help comes from the changing
international context. China’s search for regional ascendance
has made other existing powers question its real motives.
Competition for power and influence is getting more intense
in the Asia-Pacific. Thus, China’s rise might be both a bane
and boon for Vietnam. It would be beneficial if Vietnam knew
to how exploit the rivalry between China and other powers.
It might backfire if Vietnam misses the chance or does some
wrong calculations. It is important to note that this approach is
only a continuation of the diversification and multilateralization
policy that the Vietnamese Communist Party embraced in its
7th National Congress in 1991.
Given that context, we should expect that Hanoi will
experiment more with ASEAN as a multilateral framework in
dealing with powerful China. Despite its weaknesses, ASEAN
can indeed bring to Vietnam’s table two important things. The
first is its normative clout. Given the power discrepancy with
China, having ASEAN defend the validity of existing rules and
procedures and their usefulness in dispute management in
the SCS is a major asset for Vietnam. More importantly, a
multilateral framework like ASEAN tends to favor weaker actors
by giving them a stage to express their interests and bargaining
power within the institution. It is in Vietnam’s interest that its
leaders have the acumen and tact to strike a balance between
the two juxtaposed notions of struggle and coevolution.ASEAN,
moreover, can enable them to create a commitment about the
use of power, methods to solve common issues, and rules to be
utilized as common norms of the community.

Endnotes
1.

Dosch, Jörn and Alexander Vuving, The Impact of China on
Governance Structures in Vietnam (Bonn: German Institute
for Development, 2008).

2.

Thayer, Carl. “The Tyranny of Geography: Vietnamese
Strategies to Constrain China in the South China Sea,”
Contemporary Southeast Asia: A Journal of International and
Strategic Affairs, Volume 33, Number 3, December 2011, pp.
348-369.
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Hydropower Development Along the Mekong
The Mekong River is a source of livelihoods for many in Southeast Asia and southern China. The
transboundary river flows from the Tibetan Plateau through China before it passes Myanmar, Laos, Thailand,
Cambodia, and Vietnam. For centuries, different peoples along its basin have depended on the river for
fishery and transportation. The development of hydropower dams is controversial as their impact—social
and environmental—reverberates along the river and its tributaries. The infographic highlights several
facts surrounding hydropower development on the Mekong.

Mekong River Facts

• The largest inland fishery area in the world
• Accounts for up to 25 percent of the global
freshwater catch
• Retail value of capture fisheries is estimated to be
US$4.2-7.6 billion per year
• Source of livelihoods for around 70 million people
• Home to around 1,100 freshwater species, including
the endangered Irrawaddy dolphins
• 30,000 MW estimated hydropower potential excluding China.

Mainstream dams on the Mekong

• Entering final construction stage.

• US$3.5 billion total cost,

developed by Thailand’s CH Karnchang.

• Preliminary work has started on the
US$300 million Don Sahong Dam
in southern Laos.

Mainstream dams on the Mekong
The Xayaburi Dam is not the only controversial dam along the Mekong River Basin
and its tributaries. Development of other dams, such as the Lower Se San Dams
in Cambodia, have allegedly significantly reduced fishery resources and displaced
thousands of people.
The Mekong River Commission was established by the Mekong river countries
in 1995—with China and Myanmar as dialog partner to achieve,“an economically
prosperous, socially just and environmentally sound Mekong River Basin”.
However, progress and cooperation for mutual benefits and prosperity among
members are still major challenges. Hydropower remains a major source of
energy security for these countries. The question is: how to balance the need
for energy and economic security with environmental sustainability and human
security?

Climate change is also a threat
Controversial policies aside, the people living around the river and its tributaries
are also under threat from extreme climate change. Scientists have predicted that
continuous increase of global warming will reduce rice yields between 15 to 25
percent.

The rate of deforestation in the surrounding area also does not help
• In the 1970s, three-quarters of the Greater Mekong area was lush with forest
• In three decades, 30% has been lost to deforestation
• WWF estimated that since 1980, Cambodia has lost 22% of its 1973 forest
cover, Laos and Burma 24%, and Thailand and Vietnam 43%.
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What If They Gave an ASEAN Summit and the
Media Failed to Turn Up?

there are such differences between the ASEAN countries in
terms of the development, it is hard to see how any politician
can actually talk about free movement of labor.

The Diplomat, April 3, 2016

Read more: http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/
singapore/lack-of-political-will/2656908.html

Traditionally, the annual ASEAN Summit is one of ASEAN’s
most highlighted events covered by teams of journalists and
photographers. However, the media’s interest is declining as
costs escalate. The major problem is that ASEAN gatherings
rarely offer newsworthy news for the front pages. ASEAN
leaders simply appear for a smiling photo-op and a hand
shake with fellow ASEAN member states. On the other hand,
the current ASEAN chair will not be much help either. Under
the Lao regulation, any foreign media organization that wants
to establish an office or simply report is required to have its
contents vetted by Laos’ foreign affairs ministry before they are
being printed and broadcast. It would be a shame if important
ASEAN issues went unreported, especially among the people
these governments are meant to serve.
Read more: http://thediplomat.com/2016/04/what-if-they-

Why it matters: Despite ASEAN’s attempt to bring

the most out of the skilled labor flow, little attention
has been given to low-skilled labor. This group of
people contributes to the largest number of labor
flow in the region, as nine out of 10 ASEAN migrants
are low-skilled workers, mostly in domestic and
construction work. The ASEAN Mutual Recognition
Arrangements (MRAs), which is aimed to enhance
skilled labor mobility, only covers 1.5 percent of the
total ASEAN workforce. Therefore, it excluded the vast
majority of the ASEAN workforce. Continuing lack of
policy coordination that excludes low-skilled labor will
hobble the implementation of AEC.

gave-an-asean-summit-and-the-media-failed-to-turn-up/

Why it matters: The media exposure of ASEAN is

already low in the first place. While ASEAN continues to
inform the public through media activities, but the reach
often stays in the realm of high politics, such as elite
diplomacy and summitry. Some initiatives with the media
to increase the level of ASEAN exposure among the public
were met with the minimum amount of funding and support
from the government. To enhance understanding about
ASEAN, there should be a continuous interaction among
stakeholders, like countries of ASEAN or the ASEAN
Secretariat. If the media could not get any encouragement
from the stakeholders, they would not consider ASEAN as
an important cause for the people.

Lack of Political Will Impedes Flow of Skilled
Labor in ASEAN: Experts
Channel News Asia, 1 April 2016
Some experts have questioned whether the ASEAN Economic
Community (AEC) will truly bring a greater mobility of skilled
human capital in the region. Some of the doubts emerged
considering the insufficient policies among the countries and
industries to allow for dynamic crossborder flow of skilled
labor. This is not to mention the socioeconomic and cultural
aspects as there is a huge gap in skills and education among
the different ASEAN member states. There need to be regional
standards to facilitate the flow of labor. Professor De Meyer of
the Singapore Management University mentioned that as long as

New Institute a Step Forward For Food
Safety in ASEAN
Bangkok Post, 4 April 2016
The launch of the ASEAN Risk Assessment Centre for Food
Safety (ARAC) is formal evidence that the Association has
taken food safety issues seriously. The 10 member-states
committed to strengthening national food control systems
and working together to contribute toward safe, quality food
in the ASEAN region. The objectives of this center is to: (a)
promote a wide range of regional cooperation programs, (b)
help coordinate the conduct of food safety risk assessment,
and (c) strengthen the capacity of ASEAN member states to
undertake risk assessment.
Read more: http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/
asean/920697/new-institute-a-step-forward-for-food-safetyin-asean

Why it matters: Food safety in the region is

considered as a new emerging initiative under the
ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) pillar. It
is part of the ASEAN commitment that commits to
enhancing the quality of life of its people by putting
their welfare and well-being at the heart of its activities.
This initiative is a major step for ASEAN as the region
is not merely producing food for local consumption
but also exporting it. Therefore, it is crucial that ARAC
will help to regulate and standardize the safety of food
coming from the region.

The Habibie Center was founded by Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie
and family in 1999 as an independent, non-governmental,
non-profit organisation. The vision of The Habibie Center is to
create a structurally democratic society founded on the morality
and integrity of cultural and religious values.
The missions of The Habibie Center are first, to establish a
structurally and culturally democratic society that recognizes,
respects, and promotes human rights by undertaking study and
advocacy of issues related to democratization and human rights,
and second, to increase the effectiveness of the management of
human resources and the spread of technology.

The Mekong River in the province of Xayaburi
in Northern Laos.
Photo Credit: Pianporn Deetes, International River

The ASEAN Studies Program was established on February 24,
2010, to become a center of excellence on ASEAN related issues,
which can assist in the development of the ASEAN Community by
2015. The Habibie Center through its ASEAN Studies Program,
alongside other institutions working towards the same goal, hopes
to contribute to the realization of a more people-oriented ASEAN
that puts a high value on democracy and human rights.
The objective of the ASEAN Studies Program is not merely only to
conduct research and discussion within academic and government
circles, but also to strengthen public awareness by forming a strong
network of civil society in the region that will be able to help
spread the ASEAN message. With the establishment of ASEAN
Studies Program, The Habibie Center aims to play its part within
our capabilities to the ASEAN regional development.
ASEAN STUDIES PROGRAM
The Habibie Center
Jl. Kemang Selatan No.98, Jakarta Selatan 12560
(P.) 62 21 781 7211
(F.) 62 21 781 7212
www.habibiecenter.or.id
www.thcasean.org
facebook.com/habibiecenter

@habibiecenter

