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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study is to examine the concept and 

the outcome of the Mekong proposal contained in President Lydon B. 

Johnson's peace initiative, April 7, 1965, expressed in a speech 

at the Johns Hopkins University and to a national radio and tele

vision audience. The speech asserted U.S. willingness to negotiate 

an end to the then-expanding conflict in Vietnam, defended U.S. 

policy of bombing in North Vietnam, and offered U.S. support for a 

large program of regional development in Southeast Asia.1

The President offered a general program of rehabilitation 

of Vietnam, but singled out for particular attention the Lower Mekong

Basin Development Project, an ambitious scheme of river-related dev-
2elopment in the four nations of Southeast Asia" that has been gather

ing impetus for more than a decade.

The significance of this study is that the rpincipal type of 

regionalism here discussed is above all a technique for applying science 

and technology systematically to a multinational region.

Development of a country is inherently a process of technolo

gical application toward an economic result. Regionalism —  or more 

precisely, regional development —  introduces the idea of a system with

in which technology is applied more coherently to a geographic unit 

than to a political unit. The technological system required, first of 

all, an intensive application of science. The scientific base of a 

regional development scheme, of which the Lower Mekong Basin Develop-



merit Project is here the prototype, involves an enormous range of 

research disciplines: meteorology, biomedicine, marine biology, 

anthropology, forestry, geology, to mention only a few. The tech

nology and engineering base of such a regional development scheme 

is similarly broad. It encompasses hydraulics, electric power, 

flood control, electronic communications, computer modeling, large 

demonstration farms, fish and agricultural food processing, and many 

more fields of technological applications.

Following the President's peace initiative, foreign aid 

from the United States to Vietnam became inextricably merged with 

efforts to mobilize Vietnamese manpower in support of the war or to 

strengthen the government of South Vietnam. Nevertheless, through

out the eleven years from the time of the speech to the present, the 

international effort to apply technology to the systematic develop

ment of the Lower Mekong Basin has grown considerably. Undeniably, 

the speech and subsequent efforts to implement its proposal stimu

lated progress in the regional project. Despite many strains, coop

eration among the four countries of the Basin held steadfast. Outside 

support for the project has come from many countries, many agencies 

within the United National family, and many nongovernmental institu

tions. As a multinational development effort, it has demonstrated 

nearly two decades of continuity, stability, and growth. It has pro

vided evidence to justify the forecast made in 1963:

The best opportunities for encouraging region
alism in Southeast Asia still exist in the economic and 
culturial fields. (In many respects the development of 
regionalism in Southeast Asia.4)

2
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The chapter to follow presents a brief discussion of the 

geographical, historical, and political conditions of the riparian 

states. Then the evolution of the Lower Mekong Basin Development 

Project is chronicled, before and after the President's speech. 

Finally, the account concludes with the problems and issues surround

ing the Mekong project.

Major sources that have been used in this study are: Eugene 

R. Black, Alternative in Southeast Asia; Morgan Theodore and Nyle 

Spoelstra, eds., Economic Interdependence in Southeast Asia; C. Hart 

Schaaf and Russell H. Fifield, The Lower Mekong: Challenge to Coop— 

eration in Southeast Asia; and Gilbert F. White and W.R. Derrick 

Sewell, The Lower Mekong: An Experiment in International River De- 

velopment.

Other sources are articles from various reports, journals, 

magazines, newspapers, United States Government documents, and United 

National Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ESCAFE) doc

uments .



CHAPTER II

SOME GEOGRAPHICAL, CULTURAL, AND POLITICAL CONDITIONS
OF THE REGION

Many engineering opportunities are offered by a huge un

developed river in a region suffering alternately from too much and 

too little water, where the low income characteristics of subsistence 

agriculture are almost universal. These opportunities have been per

sistently sought by leaders in the nations of the Lower Mekong Basin, 

by the regional organization of the United Nations serving the area, 

and by many volunteer groups and individuals who have contributed 

their resources for this purpose. It may serve a useful purpose to 

describe here the physical and political setting, the geography of 

the Basin, and the history of the nations that occupied it.

The region of concern embraces the countries of Laos, Cam

bodia, South Vietnam, and Thailand. The Mekong River, which rises in 

northern slopes of the Himalayas within China, flows some 2,600 miles 

east and south before emptying into the South China Sea in the delta 

area south of Saigon. The river from its source to Chiang Saen (where 

the borders of Burma, Thailand, and Laos meet) extends about 1,200 

miles; from there to the sea is another 1,400 miles. This 1,400 mile 

stretch of the Mekong, with its tributaries, drains the 236,000 square 

miles of the Lower Mekong Basin, inhabited by approximately 35 million 

people.
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The riparian states present considerable racial, linguistic, 

and religious complexity. Educational levels are low, with a heavy 

incidence of malaria and waterborne infections. Incomes are low, but 

despite the generally primitive level of subsistence agriculture, food 

supplies appear to be adequate. Populations in these countries have 

increased dramatically; accordingly, with high birth rate and short 

life expectancy, the population are extremely young. The very young 

and old people live mostly in rural villages, while young adults and 

middle-aged, the most numerous segment, congregate in urban areas.

The riparian states have had a long and complicated history 

of political and military interactions. There have been incessant 

and disjointed conflicts of aggression, frequent internal power strug

gles, expansions and contractions of territory, waves of invasion from 

the north, cultural penetration from India, and economic penetration 

mainly by the French. Colonial administration by the French has left 

important effects in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. With the end of 

World War II, the riparian states were faced with the need for exten

sive political and economic adjustments. Following expulsion of the 

Japanese, these adjustments began with expulsion of the French, fol

lowed by an interaction of economic, political, cultural, and reli

gious developments too complicated to trace but generally reflecting 

the desires of leadership in the riparian states to reconcile reten

tion of political control with economic and social advance. Rela

tionships among the riparian states were conditioned by all these
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factors, as well as historical tradition of conflict and mistrust, 

and the growing awareness of the opportunities for the future from 

the application of western technology and organization. To differing 

degrees, the centralizing influence of national government ran up 

against the strong prior loyalities to extended family and community.



CHAPTER III

EVOLUTION OF THE PROGRAM TO DEVELOP THE 

REGION OF THE LOWER MEKONG BASIN

Adoption of the Regionalism Principle into 

the United Nations System

Under its charter, ECOSOC created an Economic Commis

sion for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) on March 28, 1947. Its 

headquarters were located in Bangkok, Thailand. Its scope ex

tended to trade, agriculture, transportation, industrial and 

technological development, education, and data-gathering. Its 

membership included all members of the United Nations in Asia, 

plus Australia, New Zealand, France, England, the Netherlands, 

the United States and the Soviet Union. Other regional commis

sions have been established by ECOSOC for Europe (ECE), for Latin 

America (ECLA), and Africa (ECA).

An early action by ECAFE was the organization of a series 

of conferences on water resources, a subject to which the Commis

sion gave priority attention. In support of this activity, and to 

provide consulatative services to member nations, ECAFE in 1949 

established a small staff organization, the Bureau of Flood Con

trol, whose title enlarged to Bureau of Flood Control and Water 

Resources Development. Under its charter, the Bureau was in

structed to advise and assist governments in dealing with flood 

control and river problems ; it was also to maintain contact with



the Food and Agriculture Organization and other specialized U.N. 

agencies dealing with problems related to water.

The next organizational step was the creation in 1957 by 

the riparian states, in association with ECAFE, of a permanent "Com

mittee of Investigations of the Lower Mekong," to be referred to 

hereafter as the "Coordination Committee." The following year, the 

Committee agreed to the establishment by ECAFE of a permanent Advis

ory Board of professional engineers, headed by an Executive Agent.

The four members of the Coordination Committee representing the rip

arian states had plenipotentiary powers of decision; the Executive 

Agent had authority for making decisions on a day-by-day basis in 

preparation of requests for technical and financial assistance, pro

gram planning and supervision, and staff support of the Coordination 

Committee. On this rather unusual and extemporized foundation was 

erected the organization to plan and administer a regional program

covering three-quarters of the drainage basin of the tenth largest
5river in the world, with a population of perhaps 35 million. How 

much the total investment in the project will be is a matter of sheer 

guesswork; under conditions of political stability and soundly based 

economic growth in the region, investment in reasonable cost/benefit 

terms could reach billions of dollars.® What makes plausible the 

management of so large a program with so miscellaneous an array of 

resources and authorities is that the project has shown an adaptive 

capability for nearly two decades, has not committed itself to an

8
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untnanagebly large effort, and appears willing to accept a deliber

ate pace for the future.

The relationship of the Mekong Project to the United 

Nations is viewed as a healthy and constructive one for the future. 

One analysis suggests that it could serve as a prototype for such 

programs elsewhere:

International river basin development will 
undoubtedly be one of the major means of accom
plishing economic growth and social change in the 
next few decades, especially in the developing 
countries. Most of the world's major rivers are 
international rivers, and most flow through the 
developing countries. Approximately 150 river 
basins straddle international boundaries, and to
gether they cover almost one-half of the world's 
land surface, excluding Australia and Antartica.
Some of these rivers could be utilized for the 
production of hydroelectric power, the provision 
of water for irrigation and domestic and indus
trial uses, the improvement of navigation, or the 
control of floods. Despite these potential bene
fits, however, only a few of the world's inter
national rivers have been developed.7

Before the judgment can be reached that regionalism offers 

a significant hopeful tool toward the ultimate purpose of the United 

Nations, further evidence is required of the success of the Mekong 

effort, and evidence also that the idea strikes a responsive chord 

elsewhere in the world. A dedicated enthusiast declares: "The 

future of Southeast Asia is bound up with the question whether re

gionalism will develop sufficiently to become a major consideration 

in the policies of local and foreign governments."8 Cooperation on 

a multinational regional basis, he asserts, "better meets the needs 

of small countries."^ If this is indeed the case, perhaps it follows



that "the systematic development of the Lower Mekong Basin under 

international auspices can help to reduce the barriers of misunder

standing and lay foundation of good will among the four riparian 

states."10 It remains to be seen how durable and how extensive this

10

good will can be.
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Early Planning for Development 

of the Mekong, 1952-1957

A succession of three studies between early 1952 and the

close of 1957 helped give tangible form to the concept of a regional

development program for the Lower Basin of the Mekong. Earlier

planning had been concerned almost exclusively with down-stream 
11navigation. The first general study, initiated in 1951 at the re

quest of ECAFE, instructed the Bureau of Flood Control and Water Re

sources Development to report on the problems and opportunities of 

international rivers in Asia. The Bureau chose to focus on the 

Mekong. Its 18-page study, published in May 1952 under the title 

"Preliminary Report on Technical Problems Relating to Flood Control

and Water Resources, Development of the Mekong —  An International 
12River," dealt optimistically with the engineering possibilities 

of the region but called attention to the lack of hard information 

needed for operational planning. According to an active participant 

in the program, this brief report attracted favorable interest by 

providing ammunition to ECAFE for its own planning on a wider scope, 

because it was international, and because it cited specific possibil

ities such as the possible development of firm power between Vientien 

and Luang Prabang and the diversion of the flow of the Mekong for 

irrigation of the vast area in northeastern Thailand. However, the 

report also admitted that resources had not yet been explored and 

that until military activity in the eastern portion of the basin had



subsided, field surveys to secure the necessary data were not 

feasible.

With the signing of the Geneva Accords of 1954, which had the

effect of separating North and South Vietnam, the political situation

in the region for a short time stabilized. The kingdoms resumed

interest in Mekong developments. The next Mekong study was undertaken

in this context. It was a brief reconnaissance by the U.S. Bureau

of Reclamation under the sponsorship of the U.S. International

Cooperation Administration (later U.S.A.I.D.) at the request of the

riparian states. Although the interest of the riparian states

themselves was undeniable, it seems likely that the initiative for this

effort traces ultimately to France and the United States. It may well

have been thought that stimulating a general interest in technological

and economic development of the region might help to stabilize the

political regimes there. At any event, a Special Project Agreement

was signed between the riparian states and the United States in

November 1955. Thereafter, the representatives of the Bureau of

Reclamation ranged the area, held several meetings with representatives

of the four countries, and returned to the United States, where their
13"Reconnaissance Report— Lower Mekong Basin" was issued in March 

1956. Becuase it was issued by representatives of the nation that 

had the most to offer in support of the project, as well as the broadest 

experience with systematic river basin development, this 16-page report 

received close attention in the region. It was a collection of the 

best data available about the region, and identified with

12
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some care the kinds of data needed to get on with the project.

In the year 1957, the pace of events quickened. When the 

Bureau of Reclamation report was presented at the annual meeting of 

ECAFE in Bangkok in March it was enthusiastically endorsed. Toward 

the end of May a group of experts from the riparian states convened 

in Bangkok to implement the recommendations. This group proposed 

that the riparian states form a coordinating committee with ECAFE 

guidance. A further meeting was held in mid-September 1957 which 

produced an agreed-upon "Statue of the Committee for Coordination of 

Investigations of the Lower Mekong Basin." (See Appendix #1)

As approved by the participating governments, this charter 

assigned to the Coordination Committee the functions of overseeing 

the planning and investigation of water resources development pro

jects in the lower Mekong Basin. It was to:

(a) prepare and submit to participating 
governments plans for carrying out 
co-ordinated research, study and 
investigation;

(b) make requests on behalf of the parti
cipating governments for special finan
cial and technical assistance and receive 
and administer separately such financial 
and technical assistance as may be offered 
under the technical assistance programme of 
the United Nations, the specialized agencies 
and friendly governments;

(c) draw up and recommend to participating gov
ernments criteria for the use of the water 
of the main river for the purpose of water 
resources development.
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The charter provided that each of the riparian states would appoint 

one member with plenipotentiary authority and that the participating 

governments were to act through this committee. Reports would be 

made to both the governments and ECAFE.

By mid—November, the United Nations team had assembled in

Bangkok under the chairmanship of Lt. Gen. Raymond Wheeler (retired)
14of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. In the Wheeler Report, com

pleted January 23, 1958, the recommendations were similar to those 

of the previous Bureau of Reclamation report. A five-year program 

of data collection was recommended, at a total estimated cost of 

$9,200,000. Soon afterwards, the United Nations Technical Assist

ance Administration (with approval of the Coordination Committee) 

appointed three members of the recommended technician board (later 

increased to five). And at the close of 1958, the Committee deter

mined the need for an executive agent. When this proved agreeable,

C. Hart Schaaf, long active in the project, was named Executive Agent

It is remarkable that the problem of funding the work of the 

Coordination Committee and its staff was solved so easily. The first 

need, the hydrologic measuring instruments, was met by a donation of 

some $120,000 (equivalent) by the Government of France. Donations 

also came from other countries. Within a year, more than $4 million 

had been given or pledged, and by the end of 1961 the figure came to 

almost $14 million, enough to launch virtually all the data collect 

ion program as suggested by the Wheeler Report . The principal contri

butors were the United States, Japan, France, Australia, and Canada.



Socio-Economic Research Planning: 
The Ford Foundation Study
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In 1961, a very different kind of study of the Mekong 

Basin was undertaken. It was sponsored by a private foundation 

and addressed the "economic" and "social" effects of the proposed 

development. Unlike the previous investigations, it did not deal 

with engineering feasibility of construction projects nor with the 

technical exploitation of their benefits. At the request of the 

Coordination Committee, the Ford Foundation sent a mission headed 

by Dr. Gilbert F. White to advise on the kinds of investigation 

needed in social-science fields. The terras of reference of the 

mission called for the identification of social data to determine 

feasibility, benefits, impacts of specific constructions, adminis

trative management, design of studies, and priority of short-term 

versus long-term projects.

The report of the Ford Foundation mission16 was made in 

Bangkok in July 1962. It recommended substantial strengthening of 

the staff of the Coordination Committee in social-science fields for 

the purpose of generating and collecting statistics. It called for 

joint studies with intergovernmental agencies on problems of wide 

interest in the ECAFE region. It emphasized the need for the sys

tematic compilation of available data concerning resources and social 

characteristics. A power-market survey, land use inventory, a study 

of ways to optimize agricultural use of water were all needed. The 

report suggested that a large demonstration farm be set up where the
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potential impacts of the Mekong project upon rural life could be 

observed.

The shopping list of investigations and research projects 

blocked out by the Ford Foundation study would cost $15 million and 

would require a much closer degree of supervision than the staff of 

the Coordination Committee had previously provided.

Action Programs on the Mekong, 1962-1965

Dating from about the time of the Ford Foundation report, 

the tempo of activity on the Mekong Basin Development Project appears 

to have speeded up. The number of particiapting countries, donations, 

and pledges of contributions to support the planning studies increased. 

For the most part, these contributions were made in kind rather than 

in cash or credits. They included donations of cement, technical 

services, boats, measuring instruments, computer time, and aerial 
survey.

In 1964, a first geological map of the basin was completed.

Studies were underway by the World Health Organization of the pro

blems of malaria and schistosomiasis in the basin. In 1964 ECAFE 

completed an agricultural mafket analysis. The Food and Agricultural 

market analysis. The Food and Agricultural Organization, and Israel, 

were studying agricultural improvement methods; plans were underway 

for farm and timber demonstration projects.

The foregoing sampling of activities illustrates the stepped- 

up pace of the Mekong investigations. It also shows that the



character of the investigations had changed markedly since the 

inception of the project. Not only was the scope of pertinent data 

recognized as far wider than it had been in the 1950's, but primary 

emphasis was shifting to the economic and social consequences of 

proposed constructions and development.

Status of the Mekong Project 

in the Spring of 1965

By the time of President Johnson's proposal for a billion 

dollar aid program featuring the Mekong regional plan, an elaborate 

complex of countries and United Nations agencies were actively pur

suing projects under the rubric of the Lower Mekong Basic Scheme.

The center of the activity was the Coordination Committee, its staff 

and Executive Agent, whose technical and administrative resources 

were also expanding. Twenty-one countries, twelve United National 

agencies, and seven private institutions were contributors; donations 

and pledges by the end of 1965 were to reach $68 million.

Perhaps the most notable events to be chronicled about the 

Mekong scheme from its inception to early 1965, a period of more than 

a decade, were the events that did not happen. The rather improvised 

Coordination Committee was able to maintain coherence and control, as 

well as forward movement. The riparian states, despite several ser

ious diplomatic contretemps, continued their active participation and 

cooperation in the Committee. Communist factions in the riparian

17
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states did not impede the field studies or construction, and a min

imum of guerilla incidents were reported, even as the conflict in 

Vietnam worsened. A feature publication issued by the United Na

tions Office of Public Information in March 1965 called attention 

to this uncommon amity:

The Mekong Project... is for the good of all the 
people of the Lower Mekong Basin, without distinction 
as to nationality, race or political creed. Because 
of this, the Mekong Committee has been able to convene 
its meetings without interruption in all the four rip
arian countries in spite of the difficulties besetting 
their relations. It met in Laos when that country was 
under siege. In October 1961, when Cambodia broke re
lations with Thailand, the late Prime Minister of Thai
land, Field Marshall Sarit Thanarat, expressly made an 
exception of the Mekong program when he severed rela
tions with Cambodia.

A similar note was struck by Prince Suvana Puma.
He was asked in Paris about the chances of a neutral 
Laos to feed its people. The Prince replied that the 
hope of Laos was the Mekong Project. Laos, he said, 
was poor, but in the Mekong it had a tremendous resource 
which, he added, was being developed under the auspices 
of the United Nations, with the help of many countries, 
in a completely non-political manner.17

Accelerated Progress in 1965

The Johns Hopkins speech was the signal for an improvised 

White House office set up to support Eugene Black in his role as the 

President’s Advisor on Southeast Asia Economic and Social Development. 

A program of increased assistance to the countries of Southeast Asia 

was quickly drafted, and was presented to the Congress on June 1. 

Hearings were held promptly, and the Congress speedily acted on the 

President's request for a supplemental $8.9 million to help in the
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peaceful economic and social development of that region.

In hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,

June 3, 1965, Secretary of State Dean Rusk explained that the re

quested funds had two purposes: (1) to implement the President's 

April 7 proposal, and, (2) to enable South Vietnam to further its 

own development of industry, housing, and public works, while carry- 

in out an expanded defense effort. Emphasis was to be placed on 

public health programs in Thailand and Laos, rural electrification 

cooperatives in the South Vietnam, training and equipping of local 

engineering and public work agencies for rural development work in 

Laos and Thialand, expanded technical assistance to Lao agricultural 

development— particularly agricultural credit and marketing— and 

the introduction on a wider scale of improved livestock and seeds.18

The various studies of the Lower Mekong Basin had all agreed 

that a good deal of preparatory planning and training should take 

place before actual construction of dams and power plants. Much of 

this work was already underway in mid-1965. Thus, ECAFE reported in 

March that fifty-four different teams were at work in the basin on 

such tasks as fishery and forestry studies, mineral surveys, demon

stration farms, irrigation experiments, and river navigation surveys 

and channel markings.19

Under the stimulus of the President's representative, Mr.

Eugene Black, the United Nations by the end of the calendar year 1965 

was giving increased attention to the Mekong as priority projects on 

its agenda. At headquarters of the Coordination Committee in Bangkok,
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the program was substantially accelerated: an increase by $37

million (to a total of year's end of $105 million) in grants to the
20project had been achieved.

The Mekong project itself was also beginning to move. The 

first hydroelectric project in the system, the Nam Pung tributary 

dam in Thailand, had been completed. Construction was under way in 

Laos on two smaller dams. Design work had been completed for a dam 

at Prek Thnot in Cambodia. The Bureau of Reclamation was at work on 

cost/benefit studies and analyses of the proposed main stream at Pa 

Mong, Thailand. A Japanses team was at work on a feasibility study 

of another proposed main stream at Sambor, Canbodia. And a compli

cated water project was under study by an Indian team at Tonle Sap 

Cambodia. (These last three had earlier been identified by the Co

ordination Committee as the priority projects.)

An assessment of the state of the project in early 1966, 

with particular reference to the impact of the Johnson initiative, 

observed as follows:

The Johns Hopkins proposal immediately gave rise to 
a flurry of interest throughout the Mekong Basin. Within 
two or three days, the Executive Agent, Mr. Eugene Black, 
had received calls and communications from representatives 
of other governments that might participate in the proposed 
program. As a direct result, a special meeting of the Mekong 
Committee was held in May 1965 to discuss ways and means of 
implementing the Mekong scheme. The meeting was especially 
significant since it was attended, for the first time, by 
the Cambodian Director of Finance.

It is still unclear what would be the best type of mech
anism for administering the billion dollar program of aid.
Much can be done through the Mekong Committee, but the pro
gram is intended to serve countries outside the Mekong region 
as well.21
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The Mekong Project during late 1960's- 

early 1970's

As the Mekong Project has unfolded, the scope and complexity 

of its totality becomes progressively more difficult to characterize. 

The spread of the Vietnam War had impacted at many points. National 

planning, particularly with respect to the part of the Delta lying 

in South Vietnam, had interacted with river basin planning. Cir

cumstances in Camobdia had been altered by the change in that coun

try's government. Uncertainties surrounding U.S. foreign aid policy 

asre a complicating factor. For example, the apparent success of 

initial moves toward "detente" between the People's Republic of 

China may in time result in a comprehensive scheme to combine 

plannig and development of the Upper Mekong Basin with the Lower.

A question is also raised as to the possible interest of the Soviet 

Union in contributing its support to the project.

Progress had been achieved, of course, in the dam-building 

work. On tributaries of the Mekong, three small and two larger dams 

have been completed in Thailand and Laos, along with associated power 

plants and irrigation works.

Apart from civil works construction, one of the most import

ant activities under the Mekong Project is the network of experiment

al and demostration farms. The farms have been under development 

for some years, and include the following: Vientiane Plain Farm (Laos), 

Kalasin Farm (Thailane), Prek Thnot Farm (Cambodia), Battambang Farm 

(Cambodia), and Eak Mat Farm (South Vietnam).
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The ramifications of the Lower Mekong Development Pro

ject are beginning to appear almost limitless —  encompassing river 

navigation and channel marking, flood warning and control, weather 

stations, hydroelectric power production-distribution use, irriga

tion, mineral resource exploitation, primary manufacturing, fertili

zer production and use, power-market surveys, agricultural experi

ment and demonstration, public health, education and training, bridges 

and roads, resettlement problems, etc. Were it not for the coherence 

inherent in the plan for a river basin in its entirety, the diffusion 

of effort would almost certainly be unmanageable.

An effort to heighten this coherence is the preparation by
22the Coordination Committee of an "Indicative Basin Plan Report."

This comprehensive document was made public in Bangkok on March 10, 

1972. The 700-page report outlined a $12 billion 30-year program of 

intergrated regional development.



CHAPTER IV

ISSUES, PROBLEMS, AND OPPORTUNITIES 

OFFERED BY WORLD REGIONALISM

The whole history of the Lower Mekong Development Pro

ject shows a trend from a simple public works program to a program 

in which construction is linked to the readiness of the region to 

accept and use rationally the electricity, irrigation water, and 

accompanying economic stimulus the project would provide. Of pro

gressively greater consequence is the question of compatibility of
ii

new engineering structures with the culture, ecology, economy, tech

nical expertise, management skills, and political organization of 

the component units of the region. A
U. S. policy toward this development project can be ap

proached in a couple of ways. First, it can be regarded as an ele

ment of U. S. national security policy in the sense that it is a move 

toward building a more unified regional complex of countries as a 

counter-balance to mainland China and the presence of the U.S.S.R., 

in Asia, as well as to a revitalized Japan. Second, it can be re

garded as a point of departure toward a limitless variety of forms 

of economic assistance to a developing region; also, as a mechanism 

for shifting the costly burden of aiding developing countries to a 

less onerous multilateral arrangement with more sharing of costs a- 

mong the developed countries.



Southeast Asia as a Regional 
Security Bloc
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One analyst of U.S. policy in Asia observes that the 

"fifty-year global behavior pattern of the United States indicates

that it will accept general war rather than tolerate the achievement
■ • 23by any nation of final dominance on Europe and Asia."

This observation is given support by the flat statement by 

President Johnson, October 17, 1966, that "no single nation can or 

should be permitted to dominate the Pacific region."“4

The rationale for a regional alliance is described by 

Bernard K. Gordon in these terms:

There is today in East Asia a convergence of factors 
highly favorable to both the immediate objectives and 
long-term interests of the United States. Precisely at 
a time when Americans are most anxious to reduce their 
unilateral role in East Asian affairs, nations like Japan 
and Australia have begun to achieve the economic output, 
and nations like Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines 
have begun to adopt the political outlook, that for the 
first time makes the concept of burden-sharing applicable 
in Asia. We have seen, for example, that there is an in
creasingly suitable political environment for regional co
operation in Asia, especially in Southeast Asia where the 
need is greatest.

Accordingly, he proposed a "posture of declining direct 

American involvement in the defense and security of Southeast Asia, 

coupled with an increase in U.S. support to the Association of South

east Asian Nations."26

The concept of regional alliances to share among nations 

the responsibilities of mutual defense presents unusually thorny pro

blems of conflicting national interest. When in addition, as in
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Southeast Asia, many of the countries concerned have a long history 

of conflict and aggression, the problem of mutual defense is com

pounded.

Another question has to do with the size of the region to be 

organized for mutual defense. Manifestly, the more countries en

compassed by an alliance, the larger the resource base that can be 

tapped. Conversely, the more different sovereignties embraced in 

the system, the smaller the base of agreement in shared national 

interests.

Another problem concerns the changing government structure of 

individual members, leading to instability of alliances. For ex

ample, although the change that converted the kingdom of Cambodia 

into the Khmer Republic did not interrupt the continuity of that 

country's participation in the Mekong project, it brought a notable 

change in diplomatic relations with neighboring states.

An interesting question is posed by the presence of Russia, 

China, and India in the Asian power system. On this subject, George 

Thompson has written:

Russia, too, is inexticably involved as China be
comes the focus of the problem of the Asian Balance of 
Power, for the U.S.S.R. owns more Asian real estate than 
any purely Asian power and depends increasingly on Asian 
seas for communication between the parts of its own terri
tory, for trading its surplus.... As a great power it seeks 
to be wherever the Americans can be....Thus Peking, having 
wished to expel one policeman £rom Southeast Asia, has suc
ceeded in establishing two....
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In short, he concluded, "international, regional, and national pro
blems overlap."1-

Clearly, an important aspect of the regional defense alli

ance is its scope. If limited to strictly security considerations, 

a regional pact would seem vulnerable to changes in national inter

est or control. Presumably, this view motivated President Johnson's 

attempt to couple the concept with that of regional development.

Said the President:

We recognize that our strength, our size and our great 
wealth may impose a very special obligation upon us in the 
transition to the new Asia. But we also recognize that the 
cooperative task of assistance and defense will be assumed 
more and more by others, and we hope that by collective re
gional groupings as tire nations of Asia develop and build 
their own strength and their own abundance.^®

It may be that the most durable regional alliances are those 

in which the national interest of the participants is served by eco

nomic rather than security benefits. It is noteworthy that the Mekong 

project did not constitute a regional defense alliance in any formal 

sense, although disruption in one part of the Basin would be likely 

to cause repercussions in other parts.

Regional Development as an Instrument 
of Foreign Aid

The natural advantages of a geographic approach to economic de

velopment assistance abroad appear to be matched by the political ad

vantages. From the geographic point of view, capital resources can 

be focused and concentrated. From the political point of view, the
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efiort can be represented as functional rather than as evolving out 

of the diplomatic calculus of competing preferential trade and in

vestment .

The experience of the United States with domestic regionalism 

has been mixed, but the outstanding example of the TVA demonstrates 

that of a coherent geographic region under the leadership of a well- 

supported corporate instrumentality situated in the region. The 

spirit of the Mekong has been shown to have exerted a durable co

operative influence on the riparian states for nearly two decades. 

Given a forum for consultation, and a shared opportunity for economic 

growth and development with many donor nations contributing, the na

tions of a region can demonstrably work together, despite a long his

tory of conflict and instabilities.

When a regional development project involves both a plurality 

of recipient nations and a plurality of donor nations, the adminis

trative complications may grow but the political complications seem 

actually to be reduced. One reason for this is the doubly lowered 

profile of the individual donors, even though their contributions 

may be of commanding importance on an individual program in some one 

country. The various arrangements for task management by the World 

Bank or some other institution, plus the coordinating organization 

for the total regional program, tend to insulate the donor from the 

recipient. In terms of imposing conditions on the recipient, this 

insulation may limit the benefits of the arrangement to the donor,



28

but in terms of its general acceptability to all recipients and 

amity among all participants it is highly beneficial. At the same

time, as President Nixon has said: "I am confident that our role 

can be kept in consonance both with our interests and with those of 

the increasingly self-reliant and independent Asian states.”30

Drawing upon his experience in helping organize the Asian 

Development Bank, Eugene Black in 1969 published a short study in 

which he proposed the Mekong project as a prototype for American 

diplomacy in the future. He offered program development as a sub

stitute for the doctrine of counter-insurgency. He wrote:

The diplomatic problem is to reconcile with the short
term needs and demand's, of the riparian countries the long- 
range interest that the rest of the world has in restoring 
peace and stability in this area. Mekong development of
fers the opportunity to protect this interest by building 
inhibitions in the form of development projects among four 
fragmented countries that are likely to find themselves 
beset with turmoil and threats for some time to come. Mekong 
development is an invitation to North Vietnam to join in a 
vast program of regional cooperation. It is just the sort 
of commitment needed to counteract the ill-effects of the 
Vietnam war.31

Mr. Black suggested that what is needed is to reduce the U.S. pre

sence and to continue the building of a strong multilateral frame

work.

As a development banker, Mr. Black is a partisan of multi

lateral and regional organizations, because this arrangement insul

ates development finance from political considerations. It also is

able to draw on many sources of capital and skill, and to promote

international cooperation.39
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The numerous conflicting opportunities for capital invest

ment in civil works projects in developing countries are reduced 

when pre-investment studies are undertaken of the economic and 

social consequences of such investments. Further limitations 

derive from the generally accepted necessity, of which Mr. Black 

spoke, that decision-making should come from the region itself.

Former colonies engaged in nation-building are likely to be wary 

of external interference, even with the best of motives. And 

there are always differences among factions within regions and 

countires. All these are limiting factors to the rate of capital 

transfer from outside. As one study observes :

...Diversities, antagonisms, and strong nationalism 
within the region and the uncertainty of benefits from 
existing proposals for formal intergration all suggest 
that outside encouragement should be in the main through 
informal, partial, politically-neutral measures of obvious 
joint benefit. Outside encouragement of major integration 
projects should be limited; more emphasis needs to be 
placed on research and mutual education through discussion 
of problems and possibilties. Until potential partici
pants in Southeast Asian regionalism see clearly that there 
is a problem, that the problem can best be met through re
gional efforts, and that the net benefits to each partici
pant will be significant with incursions on national sov
ereignty minimal, pressures from outside the region are 
unlikely to achieve a continuing effect.

As a general principle, therefore, the cited study calls for 

avoidance of political suspicions and antagonism in the face of pol

itical and economic differences and sensitivities. "Regional cooper

ation measures have the best chance of success when they achieve a

net meximum of two goals : the miximum of intrarégional political
34neutrality and colorlessness."
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Eleven years have elapsed since President Johnson made his 

billion-dollar offer to support regional development in Southeast 

Asia. The work on the Mekong, at first stimulated by the offer and 

accompanying measures of support, has settled back to a more delib

erate pace. Hampered by spreading conflict, the work has been unable 

to achieve the balanced benefits among countries that the Coordina

ting Committee has seen as its guiding principle. The prospect is 

that until the political unrest in Laos, Cambodia, and especially 

Vietnam has subsided there will be continued delays, postponements, 

and unbalance.

It is possible that the various brands of communism in China 

and Southeast Asia might learn to accept some of the features of the 

Mekong Project. Attention has been called by Mekong Project enthu

siasts on numerous occasions to the fact that local communist fact

ions (explicitly Laos, and by implication others) have at least 

tolerated Mekong development activities. The Mekong arrangement does 

not do violence to the communist solicitude for national sovereignty 

No supranational authority is involved. The general thrust of cur

rent Mekong Committee studies is toward accommodation of physical 

works to the broadest possible base of social need and utility.



CONCLUSION

In the minds of many today the idea of science and technol

ogy as oppressive and uncontrollable forces in society is becoming 

increasingly more prevalent. They see in the power of science and 

technology the means of destruction in warfare, the source of en

vironmental violation, and the stimulant behind man's growing alien

ation. Indeed, in the hands of unprincipled men the miracles of 

science and technology can be turned toward such evil ends. What 

we too often overlook, however, is the corresponding alternative 

these influences present for man's good —  for his advancement and 

for the enrichment of his life.

The Mekong venture illustrates such an unfulfilled alter

native. It shows that science and technology can be utilized as a 

alternative to the tragic and bitter conflict which has engulfed 

Southeast Asia for so many years. The river has formed for centuries 

a boundary between the riparian states and a natural obstruction that 

divided them. By putting it to use, the river would become a power

ful force that would link the countries instead of separating them 

By embarking on the task united and not divided, each of the countries 

stood to gain much more than if it operated singly. Its success, sur

prising in its speed and magnitude, also sets a pattern for similar 

action in other geographical areas and other fields of activity. If 

many other projects of a similar kind can be brought into existence,



Asia will be well on the way to an economic revival. The Asian 

peoples are struggling to build a modern civilization on the found

ations of their ancient cultural heritage and to blend western tech

nology with their own traditional values.

32
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River Basin Plan," Scientific American, April 1963, p. 55.
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Appendix 1
COMMITTEE FOR CO-ORDINATION OF 

INVESTIGATIONS OF THE LOWER 

MEKONG BASIN 

STATUTE

As adopted at the meeting on 17 September 1957 of the 

Preparatory Committee of the four governments and amended on 31 

October 1957, at the first session of the Committee for Coordin

ation and approved by the participating governments.

CHAPTER 1

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE COMMITTEE

The Committee for Co-ordination of Investigations of the 

lower Mekong basin (hereinafter called the Committee) is establish

ed by the Governments of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and the Republic 

of Vietnam (hereinafter called the participating governments), in 

response to the decision taken by the United Nations Economic Com

mission for Asia and the Far East (hereinafter called the Commission) 

at its thirteenth session. By this decision, reported in paragraph 

277 of the Commission's annual report for the period 15 February 1956 

to 28 March 1957, the Commission endorsed the wish of the participat

ing governments that secretariat studies relating to the development 

of the lower Mekong Basin, namely, the area of the drainage basin of 

the Mekong river situated in the territory of the participating gov

ernments, be continued jointly with the participating governments.

The participating governments have set up the Committee to perform the 

functions contained in the present Statute.
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CHAPTER II 

ORGANIZATION

ARTICLE 1

1. The Committee shall be composed of four members.

2. Each participating government will appoint one member with 

plenipotentiary authority and such alternates, experts and advisors 

as it desires.

ARTICLE 2

The chairmanship of the Committee shall be held in turn by the 

members of the Committee, in the alphabetical order of the member 

countries. Each member shall hold office for one year.

CHAPTER III

CO-OPERATION WITH THE SECRETARIAT OF THE COMMISSION 

ARTICLE 3

In accordance with the decision of the Commission at its thir

teenth session, the secretariat of the Commission shall co-operate 

with the Committee in the performance of the latter1s functions.

CHAPTER IV 

FUNCTIONS

ARTICLE 4

The functions of the Committee are to promote, co-ordinate
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supervise and control the planning and investigation of water re

sources development projects in the lower Mekong basin. To these 

ends the Committee may:

(a) prepare and submit to participating governments plans for 

carrying out co-ordinated research, study and investigation;

(b) make requests on behalf of the participating governments for 

special financial and technical assistance and receive and 

administer separately such financial and technical assistace 

as may be offered under the technical assistance programme 

of the United Nations, the specialized agencies and friendly 

governments;

(c) draw up and recommend to participating governments criteria 

for the use of the water of the main river for the purpose 

of water resources development.

CHAPTER V 

SESSIONS

ARTICLE 5

1. Subject to the provisions of this Statute, the Committee shall 

adopt its own rules of procedure.

2. Meetings of the Committee shall be attended by all participat

ing countries.

3. Decisions of the Committee shall be unanimous.

4. The Executive Secretary of the Commission or his representative 

may at any meeting make either oral or written statements concerning 

any questions under consideration.
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CHAPTER VI 

GENERAL PROVISIONS

ARTICLE 6

The Committee shall submit reports to participating governments 

and annually to the Commission. Such reports, or summaries thereof, 

may be made available to other governments and international organ

izations on the recommendations of the Committee.

ARTICLE 7

The Committee may invite representatives of governments and of 

specialized agencies to attend meetings of the Committee in the cap

acity of observers.

ARTICLE 8

1. It is understood that, while in all technical matters which 

are within the competence of this Committee, the participating govern

ments shall act through this Committee, the stipulations contained in 

this Statute shall not in any way affect, supersede or modify any of 

the agreements which are presently in force or which may be hereafter 

concluded between any of the interested governments relating to the 

Mekong river.

2. Amendments to the present Statute which may be proposed by 

any participating government, shall be examined by the Committee and 

shall take effect when approved by all participating governments.

SOURCE: C. Hart Schaaf £ Russell H. Fifield, The Lower Mekong:
Challenge to Cooperation in Southeast Asia (Princeton:
D. Van Nostrand Co., Inc., 1963) pp. 130-132.
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