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SYNOPSIS 

 
The aim of this project was to research the environmental, social and political implications of 

damming of the mainstream Mekong River in Southeast Asia, whilst challenging ourselves 

physically on a long-distance cycling adventure. Interviews were conducted with both experts in 

the field and local people along our route. The cycling part of our trip took place from Vientiane 

in Laos and concluded in Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia. Our research found that 

mainstream dams are predicted to have a devestating effects, both socially and environmentally, 

however, the political implications are far more complicated. Shockingly, we found few people 

in Laos who understood the consequences that damming could cause in the region and upon 

livelihoods. On the other hand, people we spoke to in Cambodia knew far more about the 

potential effects of damming but we discovered that few preparations have been to mitigate any 

impacts. The majority of those that actually understood the implications of damming were 

against construction continuing. Although non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are working 

to spread knowledge and prevent damming, it is clear that education is imperative in Southeast 

Asia to prepare local people and reduce devestation. Our research concluded that this is a highly 

complicated and contenious issue, which requires future research and policy making. However, 

we sincerely hope that our work can contribute beneficially to the wider damming debate. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Sunrise on Route 13 in Laos. 
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Figure 2: Celebrations at 500km of cycling! 
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ORIGINS OF THE PROJECT 

 
This choice of project originally stemmed from our interest in environmental sciences, both 

being MSc Environmental Bioscience in a Changing Climate students at the time of application. 

As part of this course we were taught to appreciate the complicated nature of this science, 

incorporating environmental, social and political spheres.  

 

We had a particular fascination with Southeast Asian countries, with Sophie having gained a 

taste for this exotic culture during a short visit to Cambodia in 2010. We began by researching 

current hot environmental topics in the area and discovered the controversial issue of mainstream 

damming. Although damming has occurred in the upper sections of the Mekong River, we 

decided to focus our work on the lower Mekong region. This is because it seemed, from our 

preliminary research, that damming in Laos and Cambodia is currently a complex contentious 

issue, undeniably in need of further, more direct, research. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Sophie immersing herself in the culture at Banteay Srei, Cambodia, 2010. 

 

Our choice to cycle was a result of wanting to research and travel, whilst challenging ourselves 

both mentally and physically in the process. We felt that spending time travelling through the 

countries at a steady pace, by bicycle, would allow us to witness and appreciate the extent to 

which local people rely on the river as part of their daily lives and as a source of income. 
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PROJECT AIMS 
 

Research aims  
 

 To highlight the social, environmental and political implication of damming in Southeast 

Asia by directly interacting with those who will be affecting. 

 To gain addition insights from experts in this field, including members of NGOs, 

University and Governmental bodies. 

 Consider both the benefits potential negative impacts of damming. 

 Disseminate knowledge to local people in Southeast Asia and on a wider level, through 

our online blog. 

 

Cycling aims 
 

 In Laos, we aim to cycle into the north, then back to the capital of Vientiane, from where 

we will continue to the Cambodia border. 

 In Cambodia, we intent to cycle from the border to the capital of Phnom Penh, then 

continue around the Tonlé Sap lake. 

 During this journey we aim to cover 50km a day in order to complete the route in time. 

 Observe how local people rely on and use the Mekong River as part of their daily lives. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Sunset on the Mekong River in Vientiane. 
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1. INVESTIGATION INTO THE IMPACTS OF DAMMING 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 
1.1.1 Mekong countries 
 

The Mekong is the longest river in Southeast Asia, with the upper section running through China 

and Myanmar and the lower running through Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. This 

research project focused on the lower section of the Mekong River, whose population relies 

heavily on fishing and farming for income. Hydropower dams will boost the economy in the 

region, but their creation is likely to have negative impacts on other sectors (Baran and 

Myschowoda, 2009). 

 

The Mekong valley has 84,000km of floodplains, which are essential for fish feeding and 

spawning, and produces 2% of global fish catch, including marine fish catch (Middleton, 2012, 

MissingVoices77, 2010) The Mekong River fisheries produce 2.5 million tonnes of fish per year, 

worth between US$5.6 billion -9.4 billion, making this the most productive inland fishery in the 

world (Baran and Myschowoda, 2009). These areas flood in the monsoon season, from May to 

September every year (Poulsen et al., 2002). The longer and higher these floods are, the higher 

the fish stock yielded (Koponen et al., 2007). Approximately 87% of the fish species here are 

migratory species, which require the ability to travel up river and down stream between breeding 

and feeding sites (Cullet).  Around 90% of these species take water discharge and levels as 

migration cues (Baran, 2006). The populations of the Mekong region heavily rely on fish for 

their diet and consume 1.5 million tonnes of fish every year (MissingVoices77, 2010). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Local in a Savannakhet market, purchasing fish such as the endangered catfish. 
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Cambodia  

 

The Mekong River is central to Khmer life, running through the country for over 500km. The 

Tonlé Sap river links the Mekong to the freshwater Tonlé Sap lake, the largest of its kind in 

Southeast Asia. The Tonlé Sap basin covers 44% of Cambodia’s total area and provides a home 

to a third of the population (Boobbyer and Spooner, 2010).  The Tonlé Sap system also supports 

the largest inland fishing industry in the world, with 70% of these fish deriving from the 

mainstream Mekong. These fisheries are central to the livelihoods of people in the region and the 

economy of the country, with approximately 12% of GDP is from freshwater fisheries in the 

Tonlé Sap (Daoruang, 2012). 

 

Laos 

 

Laos is a considered a poor and underdeveloped country. About 44% of the population lives on 

less than $1.25 a day and 76% of the population lives in rural areas. Around 80% of these people 

are subsistence farmers, with little or no cash income (MAG, 2012). The World Food Program 

classifies half the population as being ‘food insecure’ or living on the edge of food security 

(MAG, 2012).  

 

About half of the length of the Mekong River, about 2000 km, runs through the country 

(Boobbyer and Spooner, 2010). The region surrounding the river is the key area for agricultural 

production. Laos also has a large potential for hydropower development, leading it to be dubbed, 

the ‘battery of South-East Asia’ (Marley-Zagar, 2012).  

 

Laos is a single party socialist republic governed by the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party. This 

has been the case since 1975 when, after a 15 year civil war ravaged the country, the communist 

Pathet Lao came to power and ended the monarchy.  The communist government restricts the 

voicing of controversial opinions; therefore free speech is limited within the country. Laos is, 

additionally, one of the most bombed countries on earth. During the Vietnam War, the US 

dropped over 2 million tonnes of bombs, mainly on Xieng Kouang province, the Ho Chi Minh 

trail and the Pathet Lao cave city of Vieng Xai.  The repercussions of this are still felt 30 years 

on, with an estimated 500,000 tonnes of unexploded ordinances (UXO) embedded in the 

landscape, which continue to kill and maim every day (Boobbyer and Spooner, 2010).   
 

Vietnam 
 

The Mekong Delta is in southern Vietnam. The Tonlé Sap in Cambodia acts as a regulator of the 

Delta, preventing devastating floods that have been witnessed elsewhere in Vietnam. This makes 

the region a sustainable and productive area for rice production. Hence, the delta has earned the 

nickname ‘the rice bowl of Asia’, producing half of the region’s rice. 

 

Rice is staple food and essential in diets, particularly in Asia. Populations here, on average, 

obtain 30% of their average daily calorie intake from this food source (von Braun and Bos, 2005). 

In Vietnam, rice accounts for 70% of their daily calorie intake. Thus, rice grown in this region 

provides food security for the whole of Southeast Asia. Food security can be defined as a 

situation ‘when everyone has access to sufficient and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs 

at all times’ (FAO, 1996). 
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Thailand 

 

Most of the Lao and Thai border runs along the Mekong River. Thus about 1,800 km of Mekong 

River runs through the country, acting as a physical and cultural border with Laos. Most of the 

communities living on this stretch rely on fish from the river for survival. In the dry season, 

farmers use the fertile floodplains to plant vegetables, which are harvested before the onset of the 

wet season (Williams et al., 2009). 

 

Seasonal flooding, although a regularly occurring natural disaster, is increasing in frequency and 

severity during recent years. August 2008 saw the Mekong River flood, which overwhelmed 

2,200 villages and was thought to be the worst flooding in a century. Experts have voiced their 

concerns that human interventions, such as the construction of dams, are altering water courses 

and flood barriers (Williams et al., 2009). 

 

1.1.2 Damming in the region 
 

To date, only 5-10% of hydropower potential has been exploited. Yet, there is an estimated total 

capacity to produce 30,000 MW in the Mekong region (MissingVoices77, 2010). There have 

been 11 large hydropower dams proposed on the Lower Mekong Mainstream, with the proposed 

positions illustrated in Figure 6 (Ahmed at al., 1998). These dams would, however, cause sizable 

and permanent damage to both the river’s ecosystems and the populations that rely on the river 

for their food and livelihoods (Baran et al., 2007; Grumbine et al., 2012). 

 

 
 

Figure 6: A map of the Mekong River Basin from China to Vietnam, showing the mainstream 

dams. Operational dams are shown in blue, under construction in dark green and proposed in 

light green. The Xayaburi Dam is labelled. All operational on the mainstream are so far in China 

(BBC, 2011).  
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The Xayaburi Dam has not been officially approved by the Lao Government, but in August 2012, 

the damming company may it clear that construction would continue. In addition, in October 

2013, after the raining season, construction of the second mainstream dam will begin. 

Hydropower companies in Southeast Asia have exaggerated the green credentials of generating 

energy from dams. However, due to the severe environmental impacts and methane production, 

this is not reality (Trandem, 2012). Potential negative impacts of the Xayaburi dam include 

reduced water for agri-cultivation, irregular fluctuations in water levels and the loss of fish 

species. Food security will also be compromised and sediment flow will be reduced (Bunnarith, 

2012). 
 

1.1.3 The Mekong River Commission (MRC) 
 

The Mekong Committee (MC) was set up in 1957, including representatives from Laos, 

Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand, with aim to protect the Mekong River. The Water Charter 

replaced the Mekong Statute and was adopted in 1975. It included the prevention of pollution 

and equitable use of water resources between countries. However, due to political instability in 

Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia, in 1975 it was not actually put into practice. Cambodia rejoined in 

1991 and the newly formed Mekong River Commission (MRC) took over, under the 1995 

Mekong agreement, to implement the agreement effectively. It has three bodies: the Secretariat 

for environmental protection and peaceful negotiations; the Council, with supervisory and 

decision making power; and the Joint Committee, which is the most active as it implements 

policies and decisions from the council (Pinchyakorn, 2005).  

 

The MRC should act as an advisor for all countries involved; however, they do not actually have 

sufficient power to override decisions related to damming (Trandem, 2012). This is because the 

MRC lacks finance, technology and knowledge; therefore, it is uncertain how functional it can be. 

As well as this, the MRC is not an effective advisor because they do not have open discussion or 

forums to listen to the concerns of local people and the Lao Government has not heeded their 

advice (Daoruang, 2012). 
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1.2 Methodology 

 
1.2.1 Research preparation 
 

Before we embarked on our trip we prepared ourselves by undertaking online research to learn 

about the background of countries we would be visiting and damming, as well as to identify 

experts in the field who we hoped to meet with. We then contacted these experts to demonstrate 

our interest in the topic and attempt to arrange an interview. 

 

1.2.2 Interviews with experts 
 

We were lucky enough to meet with members of NGOs and academics in Bangkok, Vientiane, 

Savannakhet, Kratie and Phnom Penh during our visit to Southeast Asia. We decided that it 

would be highly beneficial to meet with a variety of NGOs because they all have a different 

stance on the topic and could, therefore, provide a range of insights. We were unfortunately 

unable to secure a meeting with anyone from a governmental organisation, despite numerous 

attempts. Meetings were hugely insightful and ranged from short discussions to two hour long 

in-depth interviews. 

 

1.2.3 Interviews with local people 
 

From our online research, it was clear that damming was a contentious issue in Laos; however, 

we did not quite understand the extent until we arrived here. We met with an academic from 

Luang Prabang University, who advised against entering villages to conduct our questionnaires. 

Instead she recommended focusing this research in large towns, where it would not cause 

unnecessary disturbance. This is because discussion of such controversial topics is tightly 

regulated by the Government in Laos and, therefore, our visits may have had negative 

repercussions for those who spoke with us. We were also told by a member of an NGO that 

interviewees would be less reticent if we made our research more of a ‘lifestyle study’ as oppose 

to direct damming questions. However, in Cambodia, this was not the case and we had no 

restrictions when conducting our questionnaires. We interviewed a range of people in each area 

that would be both directly and indirectly impacted by damming, including fishermen, boatmen, 

hotel owners, restaurants and tour operators. See Appendix 2 for a copy of the questions asked to 

local people in Laos and Cambodia. 

 

1.2.4 Other sources of information 
 

During our trip we enhanced our research by visiting local exhibitions, including two in 

Phonsavanh, detailing the current devastation caused to Lao people by unexploded ordnance 

(UXOs). Online articles and books also provided valuable information that benefitted our 

damming research. 
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1.3 Results 

 
1.3.1 Environmental impacts 
 

Fish of the Mekong 
 

There are 1,300 species of fish in the Mekong River, half of which are migratory species 

(MissingVoices77, 2010). Most of the commercially important fish are migratory; therefore, 

fisheries in the region would likely be severely affected by dams. This is because essential fish 

migrations would be blocked due to the loss of connectivity, preventing fish from completing 

their life cycle (Baran, 2007). Damming of the mainstream Mekong will also severely impact on 

fish in the Tonlé Sap (Mao, 2012; Trandem, 2012).  The closer the dams are located to the Tonlé 

Sap, the greater the devastation to the Great Lake (Trandem, 2012).  

 

The most damaging dam for fish migrations will be the proposed Dom Sahong dam. This is 

planned to be constructed at the Khone Phapheng Falls (Figure 7), which serves as a bottleneck 

for all fish migrations in the Mekong River.  The dam will stop the dry season migration of fish 

from the Tonlé Sap Lake in Cambodia and the breeding grounds in Laos and Thailand 

(MissingVoices77, 2010).  

 

Scientists have stated that no technology yet exists which could save the fish of the Mekong if 

these dams were to be constructed.  This is mainly because there is a plethora of fish species, 

each with varying migration patterns. However, if the dams were built on tributaries, as oppose 

to the mainstream, it is believed that some fish species may survive (Trandem, 2012). 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Khone Phapheng Falls, Champasak Province, southern Laos. 
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Agriculture  

 

Natural flooding, which brings fertile sediments to agricultural soil, will be disrupted by 

damming and, without it, productivity of the whole region will decline (Baran et al., 2007). This 

will negatively impact 80% of the rice production in the Lower Mekong basin (MissingVoices77, 

2010). This would cause serious problems because 80% of the Khmer population relies on 

agriculture for survival (Mao, 2012). Although dams would provide water in the dry season, which 

would be useful for agriculture, they may immerse the flooded forests all year round, causing 

their death (Baran et al., 2005).  

 

The Vietnam Delta 

 

The Mekong Delta in Vietnam has been growing for 6,000 years but in the last 10 years growth 

has stopped, suggesting a reduction in sediment flow. It is likely that this will be further 

disrupted as a result of damming. This will not only reduce the fertility of flood plains but will 

reduce channel stability, causing the tearing down of river banks (Trandem, 2012).  

 

Vietnam’s delta is already under environmental pressure as a result of climate change. It is likely 

that sea level could rise by 1m, causing the loss of one-third of the Vietnam Delta, the main rice 

producing area in Asia. Water flows are also predicted to change as a result of climate change, 

with both shorter, drier rainy seasons and longer, drier dry seasons. This will not only affect 

water levels but also the fish populations, because they depend on environmental cues for 

migrations and breeding (Trandem, 2012). 

 

Endangered species 

 

Endangered species, such as the Irawaddy Dolphin, the symbol of Cambodia, will become 

extinct if damming occurs. There are other endemic species, which are already critically 

endangered: the Giant Catfish, Giant Stingray and the Giant Barb, all of which would likely 

become extinct as a result of the damming (MissingVoices77, 2010). The loss of this biodiversity 

may also negatively impact on the tourism sector (Mao, 2012). 

 

Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) 

 

Khmer has begun to be more environmentally conscious. Environmental Impact Assessments 

(EIA) have improved and have even, in the last few years, been undertaken before construction 

of tributary dams begins. However, a development of this assessment is still needed. In Laos, the 

EIAs have been of poor quality, due to Government officials lacking capacity, skills and time. In 

addition, a negative EIA outcome has very little weight in damming construction process 

(Trandem, 2012). 
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1.3.2 Social impacts 
 

Fisheries and agriculture  

 

As previously mentioned both fish and sediment flows, needed for agriculture, would be blocked 

as a result of damming. Approximately 8 out of 10 people in the lower Mekong basin rely on 

subsistence fishing and farming for survival, with 75% of animal protein in Cambodia coming 

from fish (Ahmed et al., 1998; MissingVoices77, 2010). 

 

Damming would reduce the supply of food in the region and there are currently no alternatives, 

such as livestock rearing, to compensate. The reduction in fish catch will rapidly worsen, 

meaning that people, who rely on the rivers, will find it difficult to adjust. Since 2005, in Laos 

and Cambodia the nutrition levels of the children under 5 have begun to decrease significantly, 

showing that they are already lacking the necessary animal proteins (MissingVoices77, 2010). 

Damming is likely to further worsen this. Food provisioning instability, which is a situation 

when staple foods become unavailable or expensive, has been documented in the past to be the 

root cause of social unrest, as was seen in the 2007 Tortilla Riots, Mexico (Peabody, 2008). Food 

security may, therefore, become a major issue around the Lower Mekong, which could lead to 

social instability, civil wars and threatened governments (Trandem, 2012). 

 

This loss of agriculture and fisheries would mean a great reduction in the income for families in 

the Mekong regions. Current programmes to find jobs for these people have so far been 

unsuccessful. Options have included duck, frog and livestock raising, however, income 

generated is not sufficient to replace their original jobs. Another option would be to work in 

factories but it could be difficult for previously self-employed farmers and fishermen to adapt to 

this new way of life, earning less and potentially being exploited (Trandem, 2012).  

 

 
 

Figure 8: Agriculture beside the Mekong. 
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Water quality 

 

Damming will also reduce water quality, which damages irrigation systems as they have no 

water filters. Reduced water quality will also impact on those who rely on the river for their 

everyday basic water needs (Mao, 2012). 

 

Hydropower in Southeast Asia 

 

Overall, hydropower in Southeast Asia would provide poor energy security. This is because peak 

energy usage coincides with the dry season, when there is the least water. This has resulted in 

some countries building coal power plants to fulfill the additional energy requirements. From 

discussions with NGOs and scientists, it was concluded that small-scaled energy generation, 

without long-distance transmission lines would be more sustainable (Trandem, 2012). A positive 

of the damming is that it will provide more infrastructure, such as roads, bridges and railways, 

improving connectivity in this region (MissingVoices77, 2010).  

 

Laos 

 

Hydropower is so deeply ingrained in the national psyche that the Lao coat of arms incorporates 

a dam, symbolising power generation (Figure 9) (Cummings, 2008). However, none of the 

electricity generated by dams within Laos will be used nationally, with all energy solely for 

export to create a substantial source of revenue (Trandem, 2012). 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Coat of arms of Laos (Wikipedia, 2007). 
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Social benefits of damming in Laos 

 

Those that are pro-damming state that Laos will benefit from the construction of dams. The 

revenue that damming would generate could results in development of the country. Infrastructure 

will improve and those out of work, due to the damming, will be provided with new forms of 

employment. 

 

Xieng Khouang Province is one of the poorest regions in Laos and one of the most bombed areas 

on earth. Every single day someone is killed or maimed in this area by UXOs, with the severity 

of risk illustrated in Figure 10 (MAG, 2012). The main reason for this is that ploughing of the 

soil brings UXOs to the surface and the poverty stricken members of the population then collect 

these bombs to sell as scrap metal. Thus, areas of agricultural land cannot be extended, which 

means that many families can only provide food for 7 months of the year. This is not likely to 

change rapidly as, at current rate, it has been estimated that it will take 20 years to make this 

region safe to farm. From interviews with locals in Phonsavanh most are actually enthusiastic 

about the prospect of damming, as they believe it will bring development, more jobs and the 

chance to escape the dangers of farming.  

 

 
 

 

Figure 10: Map showing the severity of risk from UXOs in Laos (World Education Laos, 2008). 
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Negative social impacts of damming in Laos 

 

About 60% of the population of Laos are subsistence farmers or fishermen, many of whom rely 

directly on the river.  These people would need to change their livelihoods and, as a result, would 

need to move away from the communities in which they have lived in for generations. Of the 

people we interviewed, most relied heavily on fish in their diets and so would be seriously 

affected by the loss of fish in the rivers, even if their jobs are not directly involved with it. From 

numerous visits to small local markets, we were overwhelmed by the size of the fish industry and 

the reliance on this food source. 

 

 
 

Figure 11: How long will this remain a typical sight in a Lao market? 

 

Laos has reasonably underdeveloped tourism infrastructure. One of the most popular destinations 

is 4,000 islands, a region at risk of destruction and revenue loss, being the site of one of the 

proposed dams. Companies have suggested that dams would become a tourist attraction 

themselves, however, this is more likely to be local rather than national tourism (Trandem, 2012). 

 

How aware are Lao people? 

 

Damming is a very sensitive topic in Laos, with locals not willing to openly talk against 

Governmental policy (Trandem, 2012). Throughout Laos it was rare to speak to someone who 

knew about the mainstream dams. Even fewer of these people were willing to suggest that the 

dams would cause problems. However, it is unknown whether this is their honest opinion or if 

they are simply unwilling to speak out against government policy. 
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In Luang Prabang, around 150km away from Xayaburi, and Vang Vieng, shockingly no one we 

interviewed had heard of damming.  Nevertheless, some had heard about and were concerned by 

problems caused by other tributary dams, which had blocked the fish passage. Even fisherman, 

who rely directly on the river for survival had heard little of the dam. They were already worried 

about their future, as they said that there are too many fishermen in the area. As a result, smaller 

and fewer fish have been caught in recent years, suggesting overfishing is rife.  

 

In the capital, central and southern Laos very few had heard of the proposed dams, but when we 

explained the situation many were worried.  They said that in the dry season the river was 

already too low for boats to traverse at times, thus damming could result in more challenging 

boat travel and fishing. Some of the interviewees, however, felt there would be no social change, 

other than the dams attracting more tourists. This was felt to be both a positive, bringing more 

money to the area. However others were more dubious about the change from traditional 

livelihood as they were worried that the Lao culture would also be lost.  

 

NGOs are working to improve information dissemination in Laos, but are finding it difficult to 

reach rural areas.  Most of the information provided to villages around affected area has been 

from consultants associated with the damming companies. These people are biased; only telling 

of the damming benefits, which include the short term rewards of money for land lost. However, 

little of the information regarding long term effects is mentioned to villagers.  A village 

spokesperson, that we interviewed in Savannakhet, said that many of the indigenous people are 

so loyal to the Pathet Lao communist government that they do not question the consultants. The 

only regions that fully recognise the effects of dams are those that have already been negatively 

affected by previous tributary dams. One of the previous dams is Nam Theun II and, when 

interviewing someone who originated from one of the relocated villages, we were told that the 

dam was ‘hated’.  Few were given the full compensation they were promised and, having 

experience these problems first hand, they were deeply concerned that there are so many more 

dams proposed in the country.   

 

Compensation 

 

Under Lao law, the compensation provided should be sufficient to unsure that those impacted are 

in a better economic position than they were prior to any disturbance. However, this is a 

reasonably short term solution and in the long term this is not the case, and livelihoods will be 

inevitably lost. The first example of compensation in Laos was in a village close to the Xayaburi 

dam. In this case, the company in charge did not fulfill its promises and only half of the materials 

required for building a house were provided. As well as this, the new village is situated 17km 

away from the closest river and no compensation for lost fisheries was provided. They were also 

not given agricultural land or replacement fruit trees. NGO work has found that families 

displaced from villages close to the Xayaburi dam still have no source of income and are very 

distressed by the negative lifestyle change (Trandem, 2012). 

 

Compensation for damming often considered to never be sufficient. It is impossible to put a 

value on quality of life and the rights of the next generation. Many people do not, in fact, want 

compensation, they want to retain their culture and live how they have for generations (Daoruang, 

2012). 
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Cambodia 

 

Social benefits of damming in Cambodia 

 

There will be few positive outcomes of damming in Cambodia. It is possible that hydropower 

from the lower dams in Laos will be imported but currently Cambodia actually has sufficient 

means to meet their energy requirements themselves. Therefore, the benefits of additional power 

from the dams is unlikely to counteract any negative impacts (Bunnarith, 2012; Mao, 2012).  

 

Negative social impacts of damming in Cambodia 

 

In Cambodia, people rely on fish for 80% of their protein intake (Trandem, 2012). This has been 

reiterated by our interviews where fish explained to be highly important to diets, with 90% of the 

population consuming this food source every day (Mao, 2012). A WWF (World Wildlife Fund) 

study has stated that Cambodia would need a land area the size of east Timor to provide feed for 

the livestock that would be needed to replace fish protein (Trandem, 2012). 

 

A proposed dam in the Kratie region will be the most damaging, displacing 30,000 people, as 

well as having significant negative environmental impacts (Trandem, 2012).  Despite this, there 

is little evidence of any governmental plans to support those who lose their livelihoods due to 

damming. This could leave mean that, throughout the country, many regions may become 

destitute without warning.  

 

Additionally, from interviews in Stung Treng and Kratie, people in this area are particular 

worries about the effect that dams will have on tourists in this region. The Irrawaddy dolphins 

are already high endangered and are a major attraction in the region. The dams, particularly the 

example at Khone Phapheng Falls, will likely cause their extinction.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 12: The Irrawaddy Dolphin (WWF, 2012) 
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How aware are the Khmer people? 

 

The people that we spoke to in Cambodia seem to be more educated about the issues of damming 

than the people of Laos. This could well be due to greater freedom of speech in Cambodia.  

However the Cambodia Rural Development Team (CRDT) has found that Khmer people are not 

fully informed of the effects of damming. Some of the work of this NGO is, therefore, to bring 

information to those that may be impacted (Mao, 2012). In July 2012 there was a public 

demonstration by Khmer villagers protesting against the damming, illustrating how informed and 

how vehemently they disagree with it (Marley-Zagar, 2012). 

 

Compensation 

 

Cambodia currently has no resettlement laws; therefore, it is the responsibility of companies to 

decide how much compensation they provide. This is a risk free option for companies because 

any problems that arise, such as broken dams and resettlement issues, have to be resolved by the 

Government (Trandem, 2012). As well as this, though trans-boundary impacts are predicted due 

to the Laos dams, there are no plans for compensating the downstream countries that may be 

affected (Bunnarith, 2012). 

 

Thailand 

 

There are expected to be no major social impacts in Thailand as a result of damming, as a small 

proportion of the Thai people rely on the river as part of their daily lives. Despite this, most of 

the electricity generated by the Lao dams will be exported into Thailand (Trandem, 2012). 

However, it has been suggested that Thailand has no real need for the energy from these dams. 

The energy policy predicts not only a 7% increase in energy use each year, which is always 

overestimated,  but also that 125% of the energy used during the month of greatest energy usage 

is required. It is clear that these estimates are significantly higher than requirements, suggested to 

be a result of corruption within Thailand (Daoruang, 2012; Trandem, 2012). Thailand also insists 

that they require three to four times more energy than they currently use. All 12 proposed 

mainstream dams would only meet 11-16% of Thailand’s energy requirements, which would not 

justify the significant damage that would be caused elsewhere (Daoruang, 2012). 

 

Vietnam 

 

Vietnam will be able to import hydropower energy but this will be at a cost to the rice production 

regions, negatively impacting on the country’s GDP and livelihoods (Trandem, 2012). Further 

research is required to quantify these effects, but unfortunately our time in Southeast Asia to date 

was not sufficient to undertake this. 
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1.3.3 Political implications 
 

Although the social and environmental impacts of damming are likely to be devastating, these 

are not necessarily the only factors in the damming debate. It has been speculated that perhaps 

economics and political power are the issues with the greatest influence in the decision making 

process. 

 

Despite the fact that Thailand is the primary consumer of power in the Lower Mekong region, 

most of its consumers do not understand, nor are concerned as to where the energy is obtained. 

The primary concern is price (Middleton, 2012). In the last 30 years, Thailand has industrialized, 

increasing energy usage from 2,800 MW in 1982 to 32,000 MW today (Middleton, 2012). Their 

power companies are tightly regulated and because of strong civil groups and NGOs in the 

country, most of the proposed mainstream dams in Laos would not, in fact, be allowed to be built 

here (Middleton, 2012). 

 

There are various reasons why the mainstream damming would be politically beneficial to Laos. 

Since Thailand is the primary importer, this will mean the strengthening of the relationship 

between Laos and Thailand, the most powerful country in the region. The dam development 

would also bring $10 billion into the country (Middleton, 2012), which would increase 

development within Laos. This would increase the GDP of the country and cause the change in 

livelihoods from rural to industrial. The better the economy is in Laos, the more powerful they 

are within the region. 

 

Vietnam, though it is normally Laos’ biggest ally, it officially is against the damming. In April 

2012, the Prime Ministers of Vietnam and Cambodia issued public statements against the 

construction of hydropower projects (Marley-Zagar, 2012; Sun). Yet, strangely, Vietnam is a 

major donor in a few of the damming projects (Middleton, 2012). Although they have some 

leverage in Laos, as they are a significant donor, they have done little to prevent the dams being 

built (Trandem, 2012).. Officially, this is to ensure that they both have a stake in the hydropower 

and will also have some control over the flow of the river, to be able to prevent the delta being 

washed away (Middleton, 2012). However, it has been suggested that it is more likely a result of 

someone in power standing to gain financially, or to keep close political connections with China 

and Thailand. 

 

Cambodia is not in favor of the damming, partly due to a large percentage of the country’s GDP 

based on fisheries. Therefore, if fisheries were to collapse, this would have a significant negative 

impact on the economy. It is also conceivable that Cambodia is against the damming as the more 

powerful Laos becomes in the region, the less powerful Cambodia can be. 

 

Although, it seems that Laos and Thailand are happy for dam construction to go ahead, and 

Cambodia and Vietnam are against the plans, it is clear that this is a complicated political 

scenario in which a consensus of opinions would be unlikely. From this research it is clear that 

damming of the mainstream Mekong is highly a contentious environmental, social and political 

issue. 
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1.3.4 Case studies of Nam Thun II and Xayaburi dams 
 

Nam Theun II 

 

One of the largest dams built to date built is the Nam Theun 2 (NT2), a 600 MW hydroelectric 

dam on the Nam Theun River, Laos, built in 2010. It caused the flooding of 700 km
2
 (UN, 1997) 

of forest, part of a national biodiversity conservation area, and displaced 5000 indigenous people 

(Stoett, 2005). Although this dam was the World Bank’s model project (Middleton, 2012), it has 

fallen short of expectations (Worldwatch, 2005). This dam also created the capacity for such 

projects to be built in Laos. Since this dam, the World Bank refused to fund further damming 

projects and has been financing the building of legal framework to protect against the repetition 

of such mistakes in these countries.  

 

 
 

Figure 13: Nam Theun II (NTPC, 2012). 

 

Xayaburi 

 

The Xayaburi dam project, in Northern Laos (Figure 6), is the closest of the 11 ‘proposed’ dams 

to completion. It plans to provide 1,260 MW of electricity, 95% of which will be exported into  

Thailand. There has been significant opposition from the region’s people and NGOs to the 

building of this dam; however construction is currently going ahead despite possible trans-

boundary impacts. There are significant gaps in baseline data, which means that regional 

governments are unable to make informed judgments on the impacts of these proposed dams. In 

2010, the MRC produced a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), which suggested that the 

building of all the proposed dams should be put off for 10 years to allow for 50 different 

technical studies to be undertaken.  

 

The Xayaburi project is predicted to cost US$ 3.8 billion and will be funded by four Thai 

commercial banks. The project was awarded to a Thai company, which completed an EIA and a 

social assessment. It was said that it faced problems relating to poor baseline data and the focus 

was only on a 10km radius despite a likely trans-boundary effect hundreds of kilometers away. 

 

In 2010 the Lao government, submitted plans to the MRC, and consulted with Thailand, 

Cambodia and Vietnam. At a meeting of the MRC in April 2010, Cambodia and Vietnam were 

concerned over potential trans-boundary effects, thus hiring a consulting company, Pöyry Energy 

AG, which completed an environmental report in August 2011. The report recommended that the 
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dam projects continue despite knowledge gaps. A leaked copy of this undisclosed report showed 

scientific inconsistencies and errors. The report ignores impacts on fisheries, ecosystems, 

sediment flows and dam safety, and little data currently exists on these subjects (Herbertson; 

Radio Free Asia, 2011). This claim is however denied by the company (Kozlovsk, 2011). There 

are also claims that Pöyry have conflicting interests as they completed the EIA and will benefit 

from the engineering contract. As well as this, a subsidiary of Pöyry has been black listed by the 

World Bank due to corruption. 

 

Representatives of the four riparian states met in December 2011 to agree to study the possible 

impacts further (Trandem, 2011). Currently the project developer is continuing to build the dam 

and a power purchase agreement still exists between the developer and the Electricity Generating 

Authority of Thailand (EGAT) (Deetes, 2012). EGAT has stated that environmental and social 

issues are dictated by the host government rather than themselves (Foran et al., 2010). 

 

Potential Xayaburi impacts 

 

This dam is likely to cause a social and environmental catastrophe within Laos, and possibly 

basin-wide. All of the impacts of Xayaburi will be seen, to differing degrees, for each of the 

other 10 proposed dams. It is possible that these negative impacts could act synergistically for an 

even more devastating result. Socially, the direct result will be the resettlement of 2,100 people 

and adverse effects on 202,000 people. These people will have livelihoods and food security 

impacted upon, due to the loss of fisheries, farmland and forest products.  

 

The Social Impact Assessment (SIA) undertaken for the Xayaburi dam project has stated that 

poverty and inequality will increase for the first 30 year and then improve. This is because all 

profits during this period will go to the company rather than the government and subsistence 

farmers will lose their source of food.  This SIA has also recommended that hydropower dams 

not be built on the mainstream Mekong but on tributaries, advice that the Lao government has 

ignored.   

 

In the MRC report (Trandem, 2011), they found that the 11 dams would effectively transform 

over half of the river into reservoirs, which would block fish migrations leading to the loss of 

between 700,000 and 1.4 million tonnes of fish worth US$276-956 million. As well as the 

industry, much of the population of Laos and Cambodia rely on subsistence fishing for food 

security. Farming is an essential part of the economy with 75% of the Laos population, and 57% 

of the Khmer population working in agriculture (CIA, 2011). 

  

Sediment would also be trapped by the dams, which would reduce farmland productivity, losing 

about US$ 25 million per year in revenues. In addition, the Mekong River is rich in biodiversity, 

with the recent discovery of 200 new species (BBC Asia, 2011). It is the home of many endemic 

species such as the Giant Mekong Catfish and the Irrawaddy dolphin, which would be threatened 

by dam construction.  
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1.3.5 The future of hydropower in the region 
 

On 7
th

 August 2012, a coalition of 37 villagers, from the Network of the People in 8 Mekong 

provinces, filed a lawsuit in Thailand’s Administrative Court in Bangkok. This was against five 

Thai government bodies – including the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT). 

The aim of this is to stop at the construction of the Xayaburi dam as they believe the Thai 

Government did not fully consider the impacts on the Thai people living along the river banks 

(Deetes 2012).  Their claim is that the Government is breaking Thai law, and they are fighting 

for the power purchase agreement to be revoked between EGAT and the dam developer. The 

company building the dam is partly owned by the state; however, the Government should only be 

associated by projects within its own borders (Wipatayotin, 2012; Middleton, 2012). 

 

If they win this case, it would be a highly effective way of preventing dam construction, 

considering that 95% of energy is going to Thailand and there are no other suitable buyers.  

However, if this legal battle is unsuccessful, there are worries that this would provide a precedent 

for the successful construction of the other dams (Wipatayotin, 2012; Middleton, 2012).  

Although the focus of this project was on mainstream dams, as they will wreak the most havoc, 

tributary dams are comparably destructive and the potential impacts require both research and 

consideration. The proposed tributary dam in Cambodia, Se San II, would cause a blockage of 6-

8% of sediment flows and 9% loss of fish, the equivalent of food for 6 million people (Trandem, 

2012). There are over 100 tributary dams planned in the region (MissingVoices77, 2010), which 

will each cause localised problems and could also act synergistically with the impacts of 

mainstream dams, causing greater devastation.   

 

If damming of the mainstream Mekong was to continue and the full extent of predicted 

environmental impacts occurs, it will be next to impossible to restore rivers to their original state. 

As well as this, unpredicted impacts of dams will include decommissioning, which is both 

legislatively complicated and expensive (Trandem, 2012). 

 

NGO work in the region 

 

NGOs can form a powerful network of people, working together to tackle important issues (Mao, 

2012). NGOs, particularly in Thailand and Cambodia, are attempting to address the issues 

discussed by providing accurate information to people along the river, in the hope that the 

Government will be forced to listen to their concerns (Daoruang, 2012). 

 

A good example of an NGO working to empower local communities is TERRA. This NGO is 

trying to raise awareness of damming issues in Thailand by organising large exhibitions and 

encouraging the sending of postcard to the Prime Minister. These contain a message stating “We 

think the Mekong river should stay pristine and we will not use energy from hydropower from 

the Mekong river.” To date, over 8,000 of these have been sent to voice concerns. TERRA has 

spread the mainstream campaign, not only regionally but worldwide, with 50,000 people having 

signed the petition against the Xyaburi dam (Daoruang, 2012). Other NGOs in the region are 

taking similar action (Figure 14). However, cooperation between NGOs and governments is 

often difficult if both sides disagree on the topic (Mao, 2012). 
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Figure 14: An example of a postcard sent to the Prime Ministers of Laos, Cambodia, Thailand 

and Vietnam by the Save the Mekong Coalition (which comprises of NGOs, local people, 

academics, and journalists from within the Mekong countries) (Save the Mekong, 2012). 
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1.4 Research Conclusions 

 
It is already well known that the negatives of damming in the Mekong region will far outweigh 

the positives (Trandem, 2012). 

 

Damming will impact environmentally, on fish populations, agricultural land and some species 

that are already critically endangered in the area. The negative impacts on the aquatic ecosystem 

of the Mekong, particularly on commercially important fish species, are expected to be the worst 

environmental impacts of mainstream damming. This will be as a result of blocked migration 

routes between important breeding grounds and the Tonlé Sap Lake. 

 

Socially, damming will have serious impacts on the both the fishery and agricultural sectors, 

impacting on the populations of the region both directly and indirectly. The direct impacts will 

affect those that inhabit villages in proximity to the damming sites, who may be forced to 

relocate and alter their livelihoods without receiving appropriate compensation. The major 

indirect affect will be compromised food security in the Mekong countries. The effects will be 

trans-boundary, with fisheries and agricultural production in the whole of Southeast Asia 

predicted to suffer.  

 

Extent of damming knowledge across Laos and Cambodia is hugely varied, from those that are 

seriously concerned to those that are completely unaware. The Lao population had a lower level 

of awareness compared to those interviewed in Cambodia, which may be as a result of restricted 

freedom of speech in Laos. Finally, all of the experts that we met with voiced serious concerns 

over the future of the Mekong valley if damming was to continue. 

 

Political relationships and ramifications in Southeast Asia were found to be highly complex. 

Although most of the havoc that will be wreaked by damming will be of a social and 

environmental nature, it was suggested that those in political authority are more motivated by 

personal economic benefits and power.  

 

In summation, the social and environmental damming problems will be localised, with people 

that rely on the river suffering, but the economic benefits will be centralised. 
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1.5 Limitations to the research 

 
The research side of our trip was unavoidably limited in several ways. The interviewing of local 

people was the stage that raised the most issues. Early on in our trip, in Luang Prabang, Laos, we 

were lucky enough to have a meeting with a member of the local University who was able to 

provide invaluable advice before the real research had begun. She told us that in Laos, damming 

and any form of talking against governmental decisions was a very sensitive issue and should be 

directly avoided. She advised against entering villages to conduct interviews and warned us that 

the process to gain permission was long and not guaranteed to be successful. Also well as this 

our visit would mean the whole village would have to undergo a vigorous governmental audit, 

and we did not want to cause any upset during our research. This meant a drastic change in our 

plans was required. We decided to therefore focus interviewing in large towns in Laos along our 

route, an alteration which actually turned out to be beneficial because it was often much easier to 

find people who spoke English here. 

 

To be sensitive to the discussion of damming we decided to make our questionnaire into a short 

‘lifestyle study’, asking some general basic questions at first, and then ending with a question 

that could lead to a damming discussion. We used our initiative to interpret whether we felt the 

person was comfortable discussing the issue to decide whether to proceed or terminate the 

interview. In Cambodia damming was a topic that could be discussed far more openly and so our 

interviews were a more thorough discussion of the topic.  

 

In order to appreciate both sides of this complicated situation, in Laos and Cambodia, we had 

planned to talk with members of governmental bodies. However, despite numerous attempts at 

contacting them, we received no response. As a result, this could introduce bias into our result, 

which we tried to counteract by undertaking further research. 

 

Although English speakers were more common in large towns, it was not uncommon for 

interviewees to be unfamiliar with the word ‘dam’. We overcame this obstacle by seeking out an 

English speaker and getting then to tell us the word in the local language, which proved very 

successful. 

 

Due to the sensitivity of damming as a topic in Laos, despite our best efforts, we were prevented 

to visit any of the sites where dams will be constructed, which was a huge shame. 

 

Finally, in many of the large areas we only spent a day or 2 because of the need to progress and 

complete our route by bicycle in time. As a result we were not able to perform as many 

interviews with as wide a range of people as we would have liked, but it hoped that the results 

were still sufficient to begin to document damming opinions in Laos and Cambodia. 

 

Despite these obstacles we believe that this report will still valuable in contributing to ongoing 

research and the wider damming debate. The findings have been sought after by the members of 

NGOs interviewed during the research process and to contribute in any way to their work would 

certainly make the research even more worthwhile. 
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2. CYCLING DOWN THE MEKONG 

 

2.1 Our route 
  

Despite being beginners when it comes to cycling, our choice of transport during this research 

project was bicycle for several reasons. We wanted to progress along the river route at a steady 

pace, taking in the sights and immersing ourselves in the culture around us, whilst seeing first-

hand how local people use the river. 

  

We purchased the mountain bikes in Bangkok because we had been advised that this was the 

location with the greatest selection and best prices. After an unexpected and exhilarating 3 hour 

cycle back from the shop to our guesthouse in Bangkok rush hour, we were eager for the journey 

of a lifetime to commence. 

 

 
 

Figure 15: Bangkok during a quiet period. 

  

2.1.1 Bangkok – Vientiane – The North of Laos – Vientiane 
  

The cycling began in the capital of Vientiane, Laos, after an overnight train from Bangkok and 2 

weeks spent researching in the north of Laos, in places such as Luang Prabang. Online blogs 

advised against cycling in the north of the country because of the mountainous nature of the 

landscape. The energy-sapping and skin-burning effort on the first day concluded that this was 

certainly the case. After experiencing the sweatiest moments of our lives, we decided that a bus 

was a better and safer option for this leg of the journey.  

 

The bicycles had quite the adventure in the north, being loosely strapped onto the top of a variety 

of vehicles, ranging from trucks to 1960’s ex-Japanese school buses. We felt like concerned 

parents watching our bikes being dragged up the sides of coaches and were always pleasantly 
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surprised to find that they made it to our destinations intact. They were hugely beneficial when 

navigating towns during our visit, travelling to sights of interest and were, on the whole, a great 

money saver.  

 

 
 

Figure 16: Bikes looking secure on the side of a local tuk tuk. 

 

Phonsavanh was a northern town, which immediately stood out from the rest, with UXOs used as 

methods of decoration, ranging from plant pots to lamps. 

 

 
 

Figure 17: OUR FIRST BOMB! 
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2.1.2 Vientiane – 4,000 Islands 
  

The return to the capital signified the beginning of our cycle down the Mekong and there was no 

backing out now. We set off out of the hectic city and managed to find our way onto the main 

highway through Laos, Route 13, which would be our home for the next few weeks. Morning 

starts were early, at 5.45am before sunrise, in order to beat the unbearable midday sun. The 

painfully early starts were softened by the hazy sunrises and watching a plethora of monks 

collecting their daily alms from villagers. On average we covered 50km a day and reached our 

destination by around 9.30am, by which point the heat was already intense. We were 

unbelievably lucky in Laos and managed to find appropriately located guesthouses most of the 

way down. After a much needed shower we would often spend the days relaxing and exploring 

the towns, conducting interviews where we thought appropriate. The markets were hotspots for 

us, offering a variety of energy-replenishing snacks and some shockingly gory sights in the meat 

sections. Being the party animals we are, bedtime was usually 7pm. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 18: One of our many Mekong sunrises along Route 13. 

  

Lao people also offered a great source encouragement and entertainment throughout the trip, 

with yelled greetings of ‘Sabaidee!’ never failing to boost morale. Another common Lao 

exclamation was ‘Falang!’, roughly translating as ‘Hey, foreigner!’, which made us feel quite 

famous. Small children yielding toy saws kept us company during a break on our first day and 

were as captivated as the rest by our gleaming bikes and white skin. However, it was not all 

welcomes with open arms. In one town in particular, which presumably does not get its fair share 

of tourists, locals were astonished and quite inhospitable, which was a shame but luckily an 

unusual response. 
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Figure 19: Apparently saws make great toys in Laos. 

 

The scenery that we witnessed during the cycle down Laos was breathtaking. Vivid green rice 

paddies hugged the highway and the views of Mekong sunrises were incredible. One of our 

favourite stop-off points on our cycle was the town of Savannaket, offering a breezy riverside 

location, a French-colonial feel and an unexpected dinosaur museum where handling the 110 

million year old fossils is encouraged. Additionally, the end of Laos offered a few days of 

recuperation at the beautiful 4,000 islands. Cycling down the empty islands paths through 

expansive rice paddies, dotted with water buffalo, was unmistakably a highlight of the trip.   

 

 
 

Figure 20: Don Som, 4000 islands, provided some of the most beautiful rice paddies of the trip.  
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Unfortunately, a few short sections of the route needed to be traversed by means of local tuk 

tuks. This was a rare occurrence but sometimes necessary if no guesthouse was found. On one 

occasion, Sophie fell very ill and, after spending a long night in a local health centre on a drip, 

surrounding by countless cockroaches, we decided that cycling was not the best plan. After a few 

days in the next town she had luckily recovered and the cycling recommenced with a 

vengeance.   

 

 
 

Figure 21: Sophie looking far too happy on the drip. Ironically she was vomiting up bright green 

bile a mere 5 minutes later.   

  

2.1.3 4,000 Islands – Phnom Penh 
  

Our arrival into Cambodia was not the best start. After a short stop off at one of the world’s 

widest waterfalls, we made it to the border and entered the country by midday. The heat was 

almost unbearable but we were excited to begin the next stage of our cycling trip. Having read in 

our guide book that the first town was only 40km away we were sure that with sufficient breaks 

and plenty of water, it would be easily accomplished. Shortly after departing, we were 

confronted with a marker: Stung Treng – 60km. On top of the 30km already travelled that 

morning this was by far the biggest challenge of the trip. Nevertheless, feeling exhausted and 

dripping with sweat, we made it by sunset and vowed never to rely on the guidebook for 

distances ever again. This day highlighted to us how our fitness had progressed and we were 

tremendously proud of our development. 
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Figure 22: So close yet so far! 

 

We could not believe how immediate the change was when we crossed the Lao-Cambodian 

border.  As well changes in the landscape we began to share to road with long trains of oxcarts 

that we has never seen in Laos, which was unexpected because Cambodia is a more developed 

country.     

 

 
 

Figure 23: A glimpse of Cambodian rural life. 
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Also, unlike Laos, finding accommodation in Cambodia was problematic, with guesthouses 

being rare, if not, non-existent. Additionally, some segments of road were of terrible quality, 

with our panniers clinging on over potholes and dust billowing in our faces with every passing 

vehicle. As a result, we discussed our options and decided to travel by local minibus in parts to 

ensure that we arrived in the capital in time for our arranged interviews and to avoid being 

stranded with nowhere to stay. The final day into the capital was originally planned to take 2 

days but our fears were realised and we did not stumble upon a guesthouse. The drive to reach 

our destination got us through the dust and traffic and upon crossing the bridge over the Tonlé 

Sap, we had arrived. It took a while for the scale of our accomplishment to sink in, having started 

out as complete novices, but we were full of gratitude that our bicycles had got us there in one 

piece. 

 

 
 

Figure 24: One of our favourite memories of the landscape in Cambodia. 

 

We were sadly advised against continuing with our bikes up to Siem Riep and Battambang, 

because of the poor quality of the roads and lack of guesthouses. We decided the best option was 

to try and sell the bicycles in Phnom Penh to prevent unnecessary additional costs transporting 

them with us on buses. Therefore, we researched bike shops in the capital and, after lots of 

unsuccessful leads, we were lucky enough to meet a French man, named Bernard, who was 

happy to take them off our hands but was unfortunately unwilling to compromise on price. 
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2.1.4 Phnom Penh – Siem Riep – Battambang – Phnom Penh 
  

After a few days in Phnom Penh, selling our bikes, recuperating and conducting interviews, we 

got a bus to Siem Riep. Here we fuelled our newly-gained cycling passion by hiring bikes to 

travel around town, exploring the ancient Angkor temples and conducting interviews. The 

journey through Cambodia, around the Tonlé Sap, continued by bus to the town of Battambang, 

where we carried out final interviews before returning to Phnom Penh, where our research 

project concluded. A map of our complete route is illustrated in Appendix 4. 

 

 
 

Figure 25: Taking time out from the project to visit the Angkor temple of Bayon, one of the most 

famous sights in Cambodia. 

  

2.1.5 Phnom Penh – Vietnam - Bangkok 
  

However, the adventure does not end here. We have been so invigorated and inspired by the 

journey so far that we are self-funding the continuation of our travels for a further month, where 

will complete the length of the Mekong to the delta in Vietnam. We are excited to investigate the 

impacts of damming in this additionally country, which we did not have time to explore as part 

of this project. We will travel by bus from Phnom Penh to Ho Chi Minh City, working our way 

up the country and ending in the capital, Hanoi. From here we shall end our trip by flying back to 

Bangkok and subsequently to London, after what will have undoubtedly been a life-changing 15 

week challenging, yet enlightening journey. 

 

 

 



 - 36 - 

2.2 Cycling limitations  
 

Due to the extensive preparation undergone before the cycling began, there were luckily very 

few limitations experienced. One of the main issues was that the bike rack we purchased in 

Bangkok was not the correct shape to fit our panniers on properly. To rectify this we secured 

them in place with bungee ropes, as advised by a fellow cyclist we met in northern Laos. With 

regard to the bicycle, we only experienced very minor problems, which were quickly and easily 

repaired on the road. 

  

Unexpected undulations, particularly in a stretch of central Laos, made legs of the journey much 

more demanding. If we were struggling in these parts we had more breaks and sometimes 

stopped after 30 or 40km, as oppose to our target of around 50km. Luckily, in other areas of 

Laos and in Cambodia the landscape was very flat and made for rapid land cover. Poor road 

surfaces, mainly in Cambodia, slowed cycling significantly and, as mentioned, in particularly 

bad areas we decided to take alternative transport for safety reasons. 

  

Overall though cycling was a very successful form of traversing the Mekong from Vientiane to 

Phnom Penh. Unbelievably we experienced no major problems, such as punctures, and we feel 

very fortunate to have been so lucky in this sense. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 26: Sophie and her noble steed on Route 13, Laos. 
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3. SUMMARY 

 
Our research found that the damming issue is a complicated mix of social, environmental and 

political considerations. Further dissemination of damming information is urgently required to 

prepare locals for the extreme transformation in lifestyle they will be forced to experience. If 

damming occurs, negative impacts will inevitable but the decisions that will shape the future for 

the Mekong region are in the hand of political leaders.  

 

Overall we felt this project was the perfect combination of physical challenges and academic 

research. The cycling allowed us to get a first hand experience of both countries, visiting areas 

rarely touched by tourism. Additionally and most importantly, we were able to witness the extent 

to which local people rely on and use the river as part of their daily lives. 

 

As well as spreading information during our discussions with local people, we feel it is also 

essential to disseminate our important findings on a wider scale. We have therefore created an 

online blog (http://cyclingdownthemekong.wordpress.com/) detailing our cycling trip and 

research conclusions. We shall also share this project with all of the NGOs that we spoke to, who 

expressed an interest in using our findings to further their valuable work. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 27: Our online blog. 

http://cyclingdownthemekong.wordpress.com/


 - 38 - 

4. REFLECTION ON THE TRIP 

 

4.1 Amy’s reflection 

 
I began this trip significantly out of my comfort zone. I had never visited any countries outside 

of Europe and, although participating in some sports at University, I had rarely pushed my body 

to such physical extremes. 

 

The cycling leg of the trip was the part that I predictably found toughest. Despite some training 

back in the UK, the unbearable heat and never ending undulations in the landscape were the 

ultimate test of mental and physical endurance. It was a long month from Vientiane to Phnom 

Penh, with many tears wept and gallons of sweat poured. However, whenever I felt like giving 

up, all I had to do was take in the sights around me and realise how lucky I was, which allowed 

me to summon up the energy needed to continue. There is no doubt that I will continue to pursue 

cycling as a hobby when I return home, although I expect the heat to be somewhat more tolerable 

compared to Southeast Asia. 

 

In addition, I believe that cycling as a pair, undoubtedly helped to keep us sane (or insane). We 

were able to wince together at the sight of seemingly vertical hills in the distance, as well as 

enjoying moments together such as the cheers from passing school children and a fantastic 

noodle soup pit-stop. Also, miraculously, no arguments were had. We had trained ourselves well 

during the 4 years at Warwick, having spent more time together than is healthy for two friends. 

 

The research side of things was also a fantastic experience. I learned how to approach and 

interview people from a spectrum of backgrounds, heard their varying opinions and improved 

my personal knowledge of damming as a social, environmental and political implication. I feel 

like the interpersonal skills I developed in this sense will help me to communicate better from 

now on and will be invaluable in my future career. I hope to pursue a career related to 

environmental sciences and, therefore, this research has been hugely useful in helping me to 

appreciate the complicated nature of the science. 

 

Therefore, as a result of this life changing cycling trip and research project, I will undoubtedly 

return home a stronger and more educated individual, and I will always be grateful to the Lord 

Rootes Memorial Fund for this opportunity. 

 

4.2 Sophie’s reflection 
 

This trip was certainly the most difficult, enthralling and completely amazing thing I have even 

been lucky enough to undertake. When beginning this write up I found it hard to believe that we 

had actually managed to complete it and without even one puncture or argument!  

 

As an amateur cyclist, who knew nothing about bicycles, it was a big step to embark on a long-

distance cycling trip, but a step that I thoroughly enjoyed. The handful of other cyclists we met 

on the way could not believe we had decided on such a demanding maiden voyage. On the first 

scorching, dust-filled and draining day I felt I had to agree with them. The second day, and every 
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one that followed, changed my mind. The moment I saw my first Lao sunrise over paddy fields 

while cycling, I knew that I had found an activity I would be hooked on for life. After this I 

definitely plan on undertaking many more cycling trips. 

 

The day we cycled into Cambodia was our most difficult and longest, the scenery was desolate 

and empty of life at all, but it was a day that summed up what we had achieved. If you had told 

me at the beginning of the trip I could cycle 90km, all day, in tropical heat without passing out or 

crying, I would never have believed it possible. But the extent of our perseverance throughout 

this whole trip has amazed me. 

 

Though the research was different to any that I had previously undertaken in my science degree, 

hearing options and real-life stories first-hand was fascinating. Having the chance to study the 

‘big picture’ and understanding that the environmental, social and political issues are inextricable 

intertwined was eye-opening. Interviewing experts from NGOs and Universities gave us an 

understanding of the complex issues facing the people of the region far more than just reading of 

the problem ever could. The chance to interview locals was possibly the most interesting aspect; 

it allowed us to meet the very people would be affected. Reading that Lao people could be left 

without sufficient food or livelihoods was one thing, but meeting the people that will be affected 

and finding that they knew nothing of the irrevocable devastation dams will cause them was 

shocking. As well as this spending time in places which saw very few visitors and getting the 

chance to speak to locals about their lives and thus really immersing ourselves in the culture 

without a doubt enriched the trip. 

 

The kindness of people I have met on the trip has constantly astonished me. When I was lead 

barefoot to the doctors house when I had a fever I knew I would be well looked after. Unknown 

ladies hugged me, and children made faces to try to make me smile, and if they managed it they 

did a little dance. The only English speaker in the place spent his whole evening to make sure I 

understood what was happening and only left after midnight when I was safely installed and 

dosing in the health center, with express instructions to call him whenever we need a life back, 

no matter what time it was. It was the locals that we met along the way that made the trip so 

special. 

 

So thank you LRMF for making it possible for me to undertake the most wonderful trip of my 

life. 
 

 
 

Figure 28: Our beloved Mekong. 
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

We believe that, to ensure a project is successful, extensive preparation must be undertaken 

before departure. To anyone considering a similar cycling trip, we found that thoroughly 

researching exactly where to purchase bikes and contacting these shops guaranteed that 

appropriate bikes were available and affordable. In addition, planning your cycling route and 

looking at online blogs, which detailed similar cycling routes, is invaluable. It allows you to be 

prepared and know the sorts of road conditions to expect. A thorough literature review should 

also be undertaken, so that you can be thoroughly prepared for interviews with either experts and 

locals. 

 

An understanding of customs and culture is also essential to prevent offence and it inevitably 

eased our discussion with locals. Simple considerations, such as correct dress, can make the 

difference between people feeling comfortable in your company or feeling unwilling to carry on 

the conversation. 

 

Flexibility is also necessary when conducting a trip such as this. Our approach to the research 

side was costantly evolving after each encounter, to ensure that  both our interviewing style and 

people chosen to talk to were the most appropriate. If we were to conduct this research again, we 

believe that a better knowledge of local language would be beneficial to improve communication 

with the interviewee. 
 

 

Figure 29: Monks collecting alms at dawn in Laos. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: ACRONYMS 
 

CEPA: Culture and Environmental Preservation Association 

CRDT: Cambodian Rural Development Team 

EGAT: Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand 

EIA: Environmental Impact Assessment 

GDP: Gross domestic product 

MC: Mekong Committee 

MRC: Mekong River Commission  

MW: Megawatts 

NGO: Non-governmental organisation 

NT2: Nam Theun II 

SEA: Strategic Environmental Assessment  

SIA: Social Impact Assessment  

TERRA: Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance 

UXO: Unexploded ordnance 

WWF: World Wildlife Fund 

 

Appendix 2: COPY OF QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

In Laos: 

 

Can I ask you some questions? 

1. How many people are in your family? 

2. What is your job? 

3. How far do you travel from your home to your job? 

4. Does your job involve the Mekong River? 

5. Are you worried about job security? 

6. Are there any current issues (for example damming) that will affect your job? 
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In Cambodia: 

 

Can I ask you some questions? 

1. What type of work do you do? 

a. Farming  

i. Livestock 

ii. Arable 

b. Fishing 

c. Tourism 

d. Other 

i. Business 

ii. Retail 

iii. Food 

iv. Other 

2. Does your income rely on the Mekong River? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Details? 

3. Are you aware of the current and future mainstream damming projects on the Mekong? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

4. If yes to 3: what are you aware of? 

5. If yes to 3: how did you hear about it? 

a. Word of mouth 

b. Government 

c. Experience 

d. Other 

6. Have you been economically affected by damming in the past? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Details 

7. Has anyone you know suffered from the impacts of damming? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Details 

8. Does the prospect of future damming worry you (for you business)? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Details 

9. Does the prospect of future damming worry you (for your personal life)? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Details 

10. What is the general opinion of damming in your community? 

a. For 

b. Against 
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Appendix 3: ITINERARY 
 

Table: Itinerary. Dates highlighted in grey represent days that we took off from the project and 

have not been included in our expenses.  

3/9/2012 Flight from London Heathrow to Bangkok, Thailand 

4/9/2012 Time spent waiting and preparing for interviews, conducting online 

research. 5/9/2012 

6/9/2012 Meeting with expert in Bangkok 

7/9/2012 Meeting with expert in Bangkok 

8/9/2012 Time spent waiting and preparing for interview, conducting online 

research. 9/9/2012 

10/9/2012 Final meeting in Bangkok then overnight train 

11/9/2012 Arrival in Vientiane, Laos 

12/9/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

13/9/2012 Cycled north to Phon Nong 

14/9/2012 Bus to Vang Vieng 

15/9/2012 
Conducted interviews with locals 

16/9/2012 

17/9/2012 Bus to Luang Prabang 

18/9/2012 

Conducted interviews with locals 19/9/2012 

20/9/2012 

21/9/2012 Bus to Phonsavanh 

22/9/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

23/9/2012 Bus to Xam Neua 

24/9/2012   

25/9/2012 Bus back to Phonsavanh 

26/9/2012 Bus to Vientiane 

27/9/2012 
Time spent conducting interviews with locals and preparing cycling route 

28/9/2012 

29/9/2012 Cycled to Phao 

30/9/2012 Cycled to Thabok 

1/10/2012 Cycled to Paksan 

2/10/2012 Cycled to Pakkading 

3/10/2012 Cycled to Vieng Kham 

4/10/2012 Tuk tuk to Thakek (Sophie taken ill) 

5/10/2012 
Conducted interviews with locals 

6/10/2012 

7/10/2012 Cycled to unknown town 

8/10/2012 Cycled to Seno 
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9/10/2012 Cycled to Savannaket 

10/10/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

11/10/2012 Cycled to Lak 35 

12/10/2012 Cycled to Paksong 

13/10/2012 Cycled to Lakhonsy 

14/10/2012 Cycled to Kongxedon 

15/10/2012 Cycled and tuk tuk to Pakse (too far and no guesthouses) 

16/10/2012 Cycled and got ferry to Champassack 

17/10/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

18/10/2012 Cycled to Thang Beng and visited National Protected Area 

19/10/2012 Cycled and tuk tuk to Dong Khong (too far) 

20/10/2012 Cycled and ferry to Dong Deth 

21/10/2012 
Conducted interviews with locals 

22/10/2012 

23/10/2012 Ferry and cycled to Stung Treng, Cambodia 

24/10/2012 Bus to Kratie (poor road conditions) 

25/10/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

26/10/2012 Cycled to Chhlong 

27/10/2012 Cycled and minibus to Kampong Cham (too far) 

28/10/2012 Cycled to Skun 

29/10/2012 Cycled to Phnom Penh 

30/10/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

31/10/2012 Sold bicycles 

1/11/2012 Meeting with expert 

2/11/2012 Bus to Siem Riep (poor road conditions and no guesthouses) 

3/11/2012 

Conducted interviews with locals, online research and project write up 
4/11/2012 

5/11/2012 

6/11/2012 

7/11/2012 Bus to Battambang 

8/11/2012 Conducted interviews with locals 

9/11/2012 Bus to Phnom Penh, end of research project. 

10/11/12 – 

16/12/12 
Self-funded further travel 

17/12/2012 Flight back from Bangkok to London Heathrow 
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Appendix 4: ROUTE 
 

Figure 1: Laos route marked in black. Transport in the north was by bus, we then started our 

cycling in Vientiane and continued to the border in the south of the country. 
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Figure 2: Cambodia route marked in black We entered in the north, from Laos, and cycled to the 

capital of Phnom Penh. Transport around the Tonlé Sap was by bus. 
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Appendix 5: ACCOUNTING STATEMENT 
 

Table: Budget and actual expenditure. In addition to these expenses, we sold both bikes for 

₤25.16. The money spent over the awarded allowance was our own. 

 

  Item Budget allowance (₤) Actual cost (₤) 

Pre-trip Flights 1300 935.38 

  Insurance 71.08 179.56 

During 
trip Bicycles and accessories 300 512.38 

  Thailand visas 40.68 0 

  Laos visas 45.2 44.03 

  Laos visa extension 0 39.62 

  Cambodia visas 25.82 35.22 

  
Accomodation, food and 
travel 1182 1346.48 

TOTAL   2964.78 3092.67 

 

 

 


