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Countries Blame China, Not Nature, for Water Shortage

Tang Chhin Sothy/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images
A Cambodian worker transporting sand along the Mekong River. Farmers and fishermen affected by the river's low levels
are lashing out at China. More Photos »

By THOMAS FULLER
Published: April 1, 2010

BANGKOK — In southern China, the worst drought in at least 50 SIGN IN TO
years has dried up farmers’ fields and left tens of millions of people RECOMMEND
short of water. TWITTER
But the drought has also created a E-MAIL
Multimedia major public relations problem for the SEND TO PHONE
Chinese government in neighboring PRINT
countries, where in recent years China
has tried to project an image of REPRINTS

benevolence and brotherhood.
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Slide Show - ~ Farmers and fishermen in countries
Drought Along the Mekong River that share the Mekong River with
China, especially Thailand, have
lashed out at China over four dams
that span the Chinese portion of the 3,000-mile river,
despite what appears to be firm scientific evidence that low
rainfall is responsible for the plunging levels of the river,
not China’s hydroelectric power stations.
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This weekend, a group of affected countries — Myanmar,

Chinatopix, via Associated Press

Villagers collected water from a tank in -~ La0s, Cambodia and Vietnam — are meeting in Thailand to

China’s drought-stricken Yunnan

province. More Photos » discuss the drought, among other issues.

Thailand will be requesting “more information, more
cooperation and more coordination” from China, said Panitan Wattanayagorn, a
government spokesman.

Afternoon Update

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/02/world/asia/02drought.html?ref=science 4/2/2010
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China has begun a campaign to try to counter the perception that its dams are hijacking
the Mekong's water as the river runs from the Tibetan Plateau to the South China Sea.

13

BANKERS

by SIMON JOHNSON
and JAMES KWAK

READ THE INTRODUCTION

PUBLISHED BY PANTHEON
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,” said Yao Wen, the head of the
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Still, many in the room continued to focus on China’s dams. Mr. Yao listened to

Impassioned pisas by residents gfnorthern Thailand to stop further construction on the

river.

“It's where we fish, where we get food,” said Pianporn Deetes, a Thai campaigner for the
environmental group International Rivers. “It's where we feed our families.”

She blamed Chinese dams and the blasting of rapids to make the river more navigable for
reduced fish catches, and she criticized plans for more dams without more transparent
public consultations.

By one recent count, there are more than 80 hydropower projects in various stages of
preparation and construction for the Mekong and its tributaries.

“How can you decide without listening to us?” asked Ms. Pianporn, a native of Chiang Rai
Province, in northern Thailand.

As in so many other parts of the world, the politics of sharing water are rife with tension.
Within Thailand, where the drought has affected at least 14,000 villages, one official has
described “water wars” between farmers hoping to keep their crops alive.

But discussions among the countries that share the Mekong are more complicated. A
common approach toward planning the river’s future means accommodating Thailand’s
lively and freewheeling society, the military dictatorship in Myanmar, the authoritarian
democracy in Cambodia and the Communist-ruled systems of Laos and Vietnam.

Many Thais remain particularly suspicious of Chinese plans for the Mekong, called
Lancang in Chinese.

One professor at the seminar on Thursday prefaced a question to Mr. Yao, the Chinese
diplomat, with this: “I realize that it’s difficult for you to speak freely — after this
conference you would be fired if you talked freely.”

Some conservationists have attributed the low river levels partly to the construction of

China’s fourth dam on the Mekong, at Xiaowan. The dam began filling its reservoir in July,
during the rainy season, Chinese officials say, a process that was stopped with the arrival of

the dry season.

In recent weeks, as water shortages became acute and navigation at some points of the
Mekong became impossible, China released water from its dams, raising the water level,
according to Jeremy Bird, the chief executive officer of the Mekong River Commission, an
advisory body set up in 1995 by the governments of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and
Vietnam. China and Myanmar are not members but have some agreements to share
information.

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/02/world/asia/02drought.html?ref=science
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Over all, Mr. Bird says China has a “limited capacity” to reverse the effects of the drought
for countries downstream. The Mekong, he says, has always been volatile.

“Intense droughts and intense floods have been experienced for a long time,” he said.

Mr. Bird and other experts say dams on the lower part of the river, including one planned
in Laos, could have a harmful effect on migratory fish, among other problems.

But over all, Mr. Bird said he believed that more dams in China could even out the
Mekong's seasonal variations by storing water when it was plentiful and releasing it when
scarce.

For Ms. Pianporn, who says she cherishes the river’s natural beauty and its bountiful fish,
that argument is not persuasive.

“We don’t need more water in the dry season, and we don’t need less in the wet season,”
she said. “We would like to see the water as it is.”

A version of this article appeared in print on April 2, 2010, on page A4 of
the New York edition.
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