
Interview: Joern Kristensen

‘There Is New Pressure
To Develop the Mekong’
Joern Kristensen is the Chief Executive of the Mekong River
Commission (MRC). The Commission was created in 1995
by the governments of Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, and Thai-
land to deal with matters of the economic and related develop-
ment of the Mekong River Basin. A delegation from the MRC
arrives in the United States in October to study the manage-
ment of the Mississippi River. Mr. Kristensen was interviewed
by phone from Pnomh Penh by Michael and Gail Billington
and Marcia Baker on Aug. 25.

EIR: Why was the Mississippi chosen as the candidate for
this trip?
Kristensen: Well, it happened actually when I attended one
year ago the International River Symposium in Brisbane,
where we won the international prize for excellency in river
management. There was a man who made a presentation on
the Mississippi River, and that presentation centered around
the considerations, now, to take down some of the structures
that were put up by the Army Corps of Engineers after the
Second World War. It has been recognized, according to the
presentation, that some of the structures actually had a nega-
tive impact. In the context of the presentation, he made a
reference to the Mekong, so I went over to talk to him and
then, when I came back, I followed up through our contact at
the American Embassy in Bangkok, the regional environmen-
tal coordinator, Mr. Ted Osius, who represents the United
States in the countries of the Mekong. I spoke with him and
said maybe we should try working on the link to the Missis-
sippi, because it was also interesting in the sense that we knew
already that the concept that was taken to the Mekong, when
the big development schemes were prepared here in the
1960s, were actually based on the work that had been done
one decade earlier on the Mississippi. . . .

EIR: Will you be hosted by—or is it involving the Army
Corps of Engineers, that has responsibility for the system or
other interests?
Kristensen: We would be hosted by the Mississippi River
Basin Alliance, which is kind of an umbrella organization
consisting of a number of civil society organizations, also
research organizations, and universities in the region; but the
Army Corps of Engineers are also involved in the program,
so it will be a program that would introduce our people from
the region here, both to the governments as well as to civil
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society who are dealing with Mississippi issues, so I think it a donor to the MRC cooperation was, to a large extent, taken
over by the Scandinavians, the Nordic countries. It did notis a very broad-based program.
happen exactly in 1975. But during the 1980s, the Nordic
countries came in as donors, and that coincided with the, let’sEIR: What is the composition of the group that would be

coming over? say, the increase in the global awareness about sustainable
development. . . .Kristensen: That would be altogether 12 people, and that

consists of two representatives from each of the four MRC Another reason for Denmark’s participation here is the
issue of poverty alleviation and providing of food security tomember countries—Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand—

at Joint Committee Member or Secretary General Level; and the poor segment of the population. It is also very high on
the agenda in the Danish development strategy, and in thisthen there would be four senior staff from the secretariat.
context, Denmark has been the strongest supporter of fisher-
ies. Here in the Mekong, we have one of the world’s largestEIR: Another thing about the relationship between the Mis-

sissippi and the Mekong goes back to the Vietnam War era. freshwater fisheries, and the development of that has been
supported by the Danish government.To what extent is the non-development of the Mekong back

in that period, in the consciousness of the people coming to
look at this? EIR: If you had access to all the funding that you would

need, would there be technologies that you could introduceKristensen: You know there were great schemes made for
development of the Mekong back in the 1960s, but because for the fisheries that would improve them dramatically?

Kristensen: There are underutilized opportunities for aqua-of the war and the hostility that eventually led to the war in the
region, these development schemes were never implemented. culture here; we are focussing mainly on capture fishery, but

if there were more support available, there are opportunities,Now, when peace has returned and seems also to have firmly
settled in the region here, there is a renewed interest in, and a great opportunities to increase aquaculture in the region. It is

being developed on a private sector basis in the Vietnamesenew pressure for development of the region here. The people
who are coming are very well aware of that, and this is some- part of the delta; while in Cambodia, where the opportunities

are as big as they are in Vietnam, there is still very littlething that can be spoken about openly.
aquaculture, so there are opportunities, if there were more
funding available.EIR: I was interested in the interview you had done pre-

viously on this, on the shift in emphasis in terms of the kinds
of projects that the Mekong River Commission is looking at, EIR: I think the question that you are talking about, Mr.

Kristensen—we’re thinking of the history of some of the de-from smaller projects to a more comprehensive work plan for
the region as a whole. Can you say anything more about that? velopment in North America, which has a different physical

setting, not monsoonal, for example. But there was, first, con-Kristensen: You know, if you look to the past—and the past,
when we talk about the Mekong, is not that long ago; because cern of flooding, and also navigation opportunities; and then

later, upstream in the tributaries, there were resources andit is only within, say, the last 5-6 years that the relationships
among the countries, who are sharing the region here, have attention given to small very upstream developments; and, of

course the terrain is quite different, but still you still have adeveloped to such a level that it is now possible to work
together in an open and positive manner across borders, and tremendous variety in your huge Mekong Basin, do you not?

Kristensen: That’s true, I think we have in the Mekong—asthat also is what is reflected in the Mekong River Commis-
sion’s program. far as our assessment goes, there are about 20,000 small dams

in the sub-watersheds, with water used for irrigation. That’sIf we go just one decade back, the relationship mainly
caused at that time by the still unsettled situation in Cambodia, primarily in the Thai part of the basin, which is the most

developed. The impact is quite interesting. We have just con-was still strained in many ways, and it was difficult for the
countries to work together. Therefore, the work of the Me- cluded a study showing that contrary to what has been be-

lieved, the water flow in the dry season has actually over thekong River Commission during these years was centered
much more on, let’s say, local or national projects than on last few decades, increased, when it was believed that there

has been a decrease.regional ones. Local or national projects do not require the
same level of regional cooperation as when you move into We have not been able yet to analyze in detail the reasons

for that, but our belief is that that is actually due to the highbasin-wide activities, so that’s the background for this shift.
number of small dams, where water is collected during the
wet season, and then released in dry season; so the impact ofEIR: 1975 was the point at which the United States pulled

out funding for the Mekong River Commission, and now the small dams has been significant, while the large dams,
built for, let’s say, the traditional purposes, as you said, toDenmark is the largest funder of the Commission?

Kristensen: You know, following the Vietnam War, the regulate for navigation purposes and also to provide for hy-
dropower, there there has only been very modest developmentU.S. pulled out of most support to the region; and its place as
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so far, nothing of significance in the lower part of
the basin, and it’s only started now on the higher
reaches, up in the Chinese part, on the Langcang,
where two dams have so far been commissioned,
and more are in the making. So there is today very
little impact from large dams, but a certain impact
from the large number of small-scale dams.

EIR: How are the relations between the countries
themselves with China, in looking at these big dams
that are being proposed and built?
Kristensen: I would say the relationships in the re-
gion here, in general, are moving in a positive direc-
tion, and that speaks both for the relationship be-
tween the countries in Indochina and China, and that
also reflects on our relationship, the Commission’s
relationship with China, which has become much
more active in the past few years. We have regular
meetings with the Chinese. At the government level,
we have an annual dialogue meetings. We have gov-
ernment representatives sent here from the Republic
of China participating as observers to our Joint Com-
mittee and Counsel meetings, and we also have Chi-
nese experts participating in some workshops. And
our experts go to China and make presentations in
seminars and workshops there, so there is an in-
crease, but I can also say it is still, if you look at
the requirement for the future, it is still at an early
stage. . . .

EIR: Do you have any ideas or sense of how to
resolve the funding problem? Where do you see the
possibilities for that—assuming that we could get
the United States to do something?
Kristensen: At the Commission here, we don’t—
there are funding problems in the region. At the
Commission, we don’t have funding problems. We
have a robust economy of $10-15 million dollars per
year, which covers sufficiently our need for research,
analytical work, and dissemination of our infor-
mation.

The biggest investments that are needed for de-
velopment, should not come from the MRC. That
would be the World Bank, the Asian Development
Bank, bilateral donors, and, hopefully also, private
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KEY:
W1 Upstream Lancang-Mekong River navigation improvement project; est. cost: $81 million
W2 Mekong Delta navigation improvement project; est. cost: $3 million
W3 Red River navigation improvement project; est. cost: $26 million
W4 Southern Lao P.D.R.-Cambodia navigation improvement project; est. cost: NA
W5 New Phnom Penh port develoment project; est. cost: $95 million
W6 Sihanoukville port development project; est. cost: $132 million
W7 Central Vietnam port(s) improvement project; est. cost: various
W8 Cai Lan port development project; est. cost: $150-280 million
W9 Thi Vai-Vung Tau port system project; est. cost: $150-320 million
W10 Yangon-Thilawa port improvement project; est. cost: $100 million.
A1 Cambodia airports improvement project; est. cost: $120 million
A2 Yunnan Province airport improvement project; est. cost: $45 million
A3 Myanmar airports improvement project; est. cost: $150+ million
A4 Second Bangkok international airport; est. cost: $4.2-5 billion
A5 Vietnam airports improvement project; est. cost: $100-500 million
A6 Establishing New Subregional Air Routes
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investors; so this is an issue as much for the banks“We believe that the Mekong River Commission is probably at the forefront
and other agencies I mentioned.compared to a number of new river basin initiatives taken in developing

countries. We see that also because we are getting an increasing number of Our role in this is to promote good cooperation
visits from Africa, from Central Asia, people who are, let’s say, at a more here, and also provide the data and information back-
early stage of setting up regional cooperation on shared water resources, ground that is needed for investors and banks to
who want to come and learn from the Mekong experience.”

make their decision, and we are working exactly in
that direction. I can tell you that tomorrow we will
have the first-ever state of the basin report for the
Mekong River. We have worked over the last 18
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months to put together a very, very comprehensive assess- with the program—but the background is to find ways to
produce more food to feed the world’s growing populationment of the natural resource base, and the cooperation in the

region here. That will be released at an event in Phnom Penh over the next few decades, and the program has been divided
into a number of thematic areas; and one is named water andtomorrow [Aug. 26].
food. The aim here is to produce more food without using
more water, in order address the water shortage. . . . So aEIR: Do you have any indication from the conference that

was held here in Washington, or from this upcoming trip to number of river basins around the world have been identified
as focal points for research, where the experience is thenthe Mississippi, that there is any interest being shown by the

U.S. government in getting involved in backing these disseminated in a global context.
Here at the Mekong, this issue is extremely relevant in theprojects?

Kristensen: We have had a mission from the U.S. govern- sense that we have a rapidly growing population here within
the basin, we count a population at approximately 55-60 mil-ment EPA [Environmental Protection Agency], who were

here in July. They visited our secretariat and also went to the lion, and this population would grow up to 90-100 million
over the next 25-30 years, so there would be certainly a needfour member countries to make an assessment. Issues that are

being looked into in that context are water quality issues, so to increase food production. In addition, we have one of the
poorest populations in the world, and there is also a need forthey took the findings back to the U.S.; and now I think, in

combination with the upcoming visit to the Mississippi and a general improvement in socio-economic conditions.
So pressure on the natural resource base here, pressure onthe return visit that will happen—as far as we are scheduled

for early next year—I think that together would help to keep, water resources in order to increase food production particu-
larly in the lower part of the basin, in Cambodia and Vietnam,or even create, greater momentum in the cooperation, so we

are hopeful that that will eventually lead to a stronger U.S. where the population pressure would be the largest. We think
we can learn from experiences in our own region here where,involvement. But we are quite happy to see the state where

we are now, thinking about . . . that the U.S. pulled out in for example, Thailand is somewhat more advanced, but we
also think we can learn from other river basins around the1975; and it is obvious that it has taken some work to get the

cooperation moving again, but we sensed a very, very strong world, and probably also some of these basins can benefit
from experiences here, and through this Challenge program,interest when I was in Washington.

I was there, as you recall, in May, then again, in June, and where we were nominated or appointed in November of last
year as the coordinator, we get direct access—there is a steer-in both meetings—the first arranged by the State Department

and the second one by the Asian Development Bank and For- ing committee—so we get in direct contact with the other
river basins.eign Policy—I sensed that both meetings had very strong

interest in the U.S., and quite a certain level of passion also
for the Mekong. EIR: Is there some other especially analogous, or some par-

ticular basin that comes to mind that you think there are useful
comparisons or lessons?EIR: Who is the return visit going to be from?

Kristensen: I don’t know if that has been figured out yet, but Kristensen: I can’t say that in terms of this particular pro-
gram, the food program. But in a more general sense, if weit is obvious that the Mississippi Alliance, which has received

a grant from the U.S. government to support this exchange go back to where we started, we think that at the Commission
here, in many ways we can learn from activities and experi-program, that they will play an important part in this. So Mr.

Tim Sullivan, who is the Secretary General or Chief Execu- ences from more developed river basins, and that’s why we
are quite excited and very encouraged about the opportunitiestive of the Mississippi Alliance, certainly would be at the

center of this; and there I believe there would be both repre- now to get in professional contact with people from the Mis-
sissippi. We have already for some years had a twinning ar-sentatives from the Corps of Engineers and also from research

groups from universities in the region. . . . rangement with the Murray-Darling Basin Commission in
Australia, which we have benefitted greatly from here, and in
some more specific fields, like navigation, we are in closeEIR: We have talked a lot about the idea of “development

corridors,” and I was interested in what you had written up contact with the Rhine River in Europe, and so on, so we think
that particularly from more developed river basins, we haveabout the international Challenge program and the seven

benchmark water basins in the world. How is that working? a lot to learn.
When we look into developing countries, we believe thatAnd in Asia itself, what are the contacts between, say, India

and Gangetic basin, with the Mekong? the Mekong River Commission is probably at the forefront
compared to a number of new river basin initiatives taken inKristensen: On the Challenge program, this is a major pro-

gram that is supported by a number of big international do- developing countries. We see that also because we are getting
an increasing number of visits from Africa, from Central Asia,nors, like the World Bank and also some quite large bilateral

donors. The background—I don’t know if you are familiar people who are, let’s say, at a more early stage of setting up
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the Mekong, that issue of cooperation . . . in a wider context
than just the narrow issue of water, needs to be promoted“Very little development

has taken place here for constantly in order to avoid the countries from drifting away
the historical reasons, from each other in different directions, more led by their own
which we all know; so we narrow interests.
have still a pristine river
with a lot of opportunities,

EIR: In that regard, what is your sense of the potential forbut also opportunities that
include that the river in its the development of the transportation on the river itself and
natural form provides the use of the river for transport, and how do you think enhanc-
livelihood and supports ing that transportation will actually contribute to the collabo-
the lives of millions of

ration between the countries?people. . . . The need for
Kristensen: I think when we look at the transportation, wecooperation among

countries who are former need to look at it from two angles, or let’s say divided into
enemies is very strong two sections. That’s the upper part of the river where there
here.” are navigation opportunities including China, Myanmar,

Thailand, and Laos, where it is possible to use the river for
transportation from the so-called Golden Triangle area and
up to [Xinghong] in China. There is some interest in improv-regional cooperation on shared water resources, who want to

come and learn from the Mekong experience. ing the opportunities to use the river by modification of the
river channels, and to open it up for large ships. There are
some controversies included in that, because the modificationEIR: At the Commission, I noticed what you had said earlier

that there were at least 15 different nationalities that are partic- of the river for navigation purposes would have an impact on
the fish stocks, and could also impact the flow, which wouldipating with the Mekong River Commission at this point.

Kristensen: That’s true. It dates back to 1957, when it was then, in turn, change or have an impact on the ecological
system, and probably also lead to more excessive floodsestablished as the Mekong Committee. Our commission to-

day—and let me say that at that time, also going back to one downstream.
So this is a sensitive issue, where there is a need for notof your earlier questions: Where focus was much more on,

let’s say, more traditional projects that could be better de- only, I would say, for the upstream countries just to move
ahead with their ideas, but to do that in a very close consulta-scribed as local or national projects, there was probabaly not

the same need for bringing international expertise, as we have tion with the downstream countries, Cambodia and Vietnam,
who would not be part of this. As you know, the river istoday, so the 15 nationalities I referred to in some of my earlier

writing or interviews, described the composition of our staff. divided in two sections by the Khone Falls on the border
between Cambodia and Laos.We have at the Secretariat employed about 125 staff and about

70 are professionals, and of these 70 professionals, about 40 So there are opportunities to improve relationships be-
tween the countries which share the upper part, but unless thatcome from the region here, relatively evenly distributed about

among the four countries. So we have 10 Cambodian profes- is handled carefully because it is a sensitive issue, that could
lead to negative relationships with the two downstream coun-sionals, 10 Laotians, 10 Vietnamese, and 10 Thais, and then

we are about 30 international experts working here, coming tries, Cambodia and Vietnam.
On the lower section, there are certainly opportunitiesfrom different professional fields and coming from different

countries in the world, so that brings it up to this about 15 to improve the use of the waterways for transportation. The
waterway is already here, you can sail with ships up to 5,000nationalities working together.
tons between Phnom Penh port and the South China Sea.
And if one would recall the situation before 1975, then, theEIR: What do you see as the top priorities for the Commis-

sion in the next 5-10 years? Mekong River between Phnom Penh and Vietnam was also
referred to as the “highway” of this region, because all sup-Kristensen: I would say there are more than one, but proba-

bly it can all be described as the need to continue to build the plies that were brought into Cambodia came up the river and
also other resources and materials, and agricultural goods thatcooperation among the four countries who are the owners, the

members of the organization here, and then, on the basis of were produced in Cambodia were taken out on barges down
to Vietnam from where they were shipped out.that cooperation to continue to build relationships with the

upstream neighbors, particularly, China. That came to virtually a standstill after 1975, where you
had conflict between the two countries, which were hostile toI mention that because we are in a river basin where, as

with many others, there are different interests among up- each other, and it has never really come back again. The river
is being used, but it is really underutilized for transportation.stream and downstream, and that also includes our own mem-

bers upstream. There is a different perception when you live Today 20,000 containers are taken by road from Phnom Penh
down to Sihanoukville, where they are shipped out from theupstream or you live downstream, and we also see that within
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deep-sea port. This is expensive, and it also has a negative flood control, and for navigation, there was a big social educa-
tion program on how local, rural backward people could useimpact on the environment, so we are working right now with

a program where we try to get these opportunities re-activated electricity. But they also had, of course, the famous nuclear
power development program. I know that in Vietnam, there’sagain to make the lower part of the river here into a highway,

and if that could come true—and it will eventually come an interest in high-tech research and nuclear power. Do you
have anything special to point out about this in what the futuretrue—that would be a win-win situation both for Cambodia,

and Vietnam would benefit from that. could hold in Indochina?
Kristensen: I think when we look at the need for energyBut you have two distinct situations whether you are talk-

ing about upstream or downstream. production, it certainly is a major issue here because if you
take the two poorest countries in our cooperation—Cambodia
and Laos—probably less than a quarter of the population hasEIR: Is that purely a political problem on the Vietnam/Cam-

bodia side, or are there physical developments that need to access to electricity. So it is obvious, in order to promote
improved socio-economic conditions, to promote education,take place?

Kristensen: It is mainly a political problem, because the and so on, you also have to bring electricity into the region,
and that is one of the challenges. Because there are opportuni-river is there—in principle, the highway is there—so it is just

a matter of getting back to basics, I would say, and that means ties to use the river for hydropower production, and we see it
already being planned on a number of the major tributaries,for the Vietnamese and Cambodia governments to sit down

and sort out issues on differences on this issue, and then open having their head at the central highlands in Vietnam, and
then running into Cambodia where they join the mainstream.up for smooth transportation across the border, custom clear-

ance, and things like that. While so far, there has been no serious considerations on
hydropower plants on the mainstream in the lower part of theIt’s just at the beginning here, you know, that’s what

makes the Mekong somewhat stand out, say, in comparison basin, we already spoke about China; but these issues will
probably pop up again. However, when we compare to formerto the Mississippi or some of the other big rivers I have talked

about. Very, very little development has taken place here for Pres. Lyndon Johnson, who spoke about the Tennessee Valley
in the 1960s—he compared the development that he was go-the historical reasons, which we all know; so we have still a

pristine river with a lot of opportunities, but also opportunities ing to support in the Mekong to the Tennessee Valley, where
light has been brought through hydropower.that include that the river in its natural form provides liveli-

hood, and supports the lives of millions of people, so great We should remember that, compared to some 40 years
ago, there are other opportunities today that were not knowncare needs to be taken, and the need for cooperation among

countries who are former enemies is very strong here, so that at that time, and nuclear power is one. but it seems possible
also to say, in general, it is fading; when there are renewabledevelopment in one part of the river is not being done at the

expense of people living in other parts. energy sources like solar, and wind, and there is a lot investi-
gation going on in this region here for natural gas and oil.

So I think it is too early to say what would be eventuallyEIR: I just recently wrote on the Cambodian elections, and
if you look at the population profile, the next generation is the response to the need for energy here, but I think none of

the options can be excluded for the time being. But I believeone that was not directly—or maybe more indirectly suffered
the consequences of those wars—but this is a new generation. there will be much more conscious development, much more

understanding on the need to find the right balances.Kristensen: This is an interesting point you are making here
because you find the same in Vietnam, where you have ap-
proximately 60% of the population—and the population there EIR: We have some lessons from the United States, with 50

million people in our blackout a couple of weeks ago, we havetoday is about 80 million, so it means that about 50 million
are born after 1975, after the war—and I think there are similar big interest—

Kristensen: I saw that, yes.ratios for Cambodia, although the population is much smaller.
But then you see a huge young population now coming to
age, which has a very different perspective on life and a very EIR: We have a big interest—we leveled off 30 years ago in

continuing nuclear, and in spite of our beautiful hydropowerdifferent background than their parents and grandparents. I
often talk about, when speaking of this region, that we have up in Quebec or on the Tennessee, we leveled off from tech-

nology. So we’re fighting in the United States that we shoulda bigger generation gap here than can be seen in most other
parts of the world, and there is no doubt that that will have an resume technology and infrastructure.

Kristensen: It’s interesting to see how that can catch theimpact also on the generation that will take charge in the
coming decades here. . . . headlines all over the world, when such a big, highly industri-

alized country loses electricity for four hours; when you see
that in the countries where I am working here, as many peopleEIR: You mentioned comparison with lessons from other

experiences. The Tennessee Valley Authority obviously, it is who lost electricity for a few hours, have never had access to
this resource.a certain size, but beside all of the dams for hydropower and
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