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China’s Major Move forward for the
“Community of Shared Future” of the
Lancang-Mekong Water

Xianggian Gong*

1. Introduction

On March 14, 2016, Chinese Minister of Water Resources Lei Chen declared that
the Jinghong Hydropower Station in southwest China’s Yunan Province has begun
discharging 2,000 cubic meters of water on a daily basis until April 10, in order to
help overcome the drought and saltwater intrusion in some Vietnamese provinces
in the Mekong Delta." In fact, other countries in the Mekong Delta can also benefit
from the water. China’s discharge of water in the Mekong River is a significant

step to promote a cooperative mechanism among Lancang-Mekong countries for a
22

“Community of Shared Future of Peace and Prosperity.
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2. The Upstream Dilemma of China in Lancang-Mekong
Basin

“International river basin is defined as an area extending over two or more states
determined by the watershed limits of the system of waters, including surface and
underground waters, flowing into a common terminus.”’ From the China Tibetan
Plateau, the Lancang-Mekong River runs through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand,
Cambodia and Vietnam. As the world’s 12th-longest river, its estimated length
is 4,350 km, draining an area of 795,000 square kilometers, discharging 457 cubic
kilometers of water annually.* Although continued economic growth has led to
significant improvement in living standards in recent years, many of the 60 million
people in the Mekong Delta still live in poverty.” So they face urgent developmental
challenges.

As the upstream country of the River, China is obviously the most important
part of the basin. Although only 16 percent of the total discharge originates from
the upper Lancang River, China’ discharge amounts to most of the lower Mekong
River mainstream flow in Laos and Thailand and contributes to almost 45 percent
of the average flow in Cambodia.” Moreover, about 35 percent of the spring flows
and over 55 percent of the sediment flux originates from its upper territory.” The
Lancang-Mekong also carries an enormous volume of excess water during the wet
season, resulting in severe flooding and substantial damage almost every year; a
serious reduction in flow often leads to drought conditions during the dry season.
If China decides to draw water in the dry seasons, it inadvertently affects the Lower
Mekong Basin (“LMB”) countries. Taking advantage of being the world’s largest
and fastest in growth for hydropower infrastructures, China can expand its dam
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