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1.1 Introduction  

In 2013, Xi Jinping announced the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), offering Chinese 

investment and loans across Africa, Asia, and Europe to stimulate economic development and 

create physical and economic links between China and countries across the world.1 This project 

has been met with mixed reviews by analysts and governments around the world, but is 

undoubtedly an attempt by China to expand its sphere of influence and acquire power, both 

hard and soft, far from its own shores and shoals. Nearer its borders, China has a complicated 

history with its closest neighbors. Historically, under the doctrine of tian xia, many of China’s 

nearest neighbors were tributary states that paid homage and dues to the Chinese emperor.2 

This was especially true in the Mekong region. The Mekong, known as the Lancang in China, 

is the longest river in Asia, running 4,800 kilometers through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, 

Cambodia, and Vietnam.3 With over 60 million people living in the Mekong River Basin,4 

safeguarding it is crucial to the survival and prosperity of these populations in the face of 

climate change and its subsequent effects on the river.5 Against this backdrop, in 2015, the 

foreign ministers of the six riparian countries met in 2015 to establish the Lancang-Mekong 

 
1 Yiping Huang, “Understanding China’s Belt & Road Initiative: Motivation, framework and 

assessment,” China Economic Review 40 (2016): 314-321, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.07.007, 314. 

2 Howard French, Everything Under the Heavens: How the Past Helps Shape China’s Push for 

Global Power (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2017), 4.  

3 Anoulak Kittikhoun and Denie Michèle Staubli, “Water diplomacy and conflict management in the 

Mekong: From rivalries to Cooperation,” Journal of Hydrology 567 (2018): 654-667, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2018.09.059, 664.   

4 Yuka Kiguchi, “The Mekong River and People’s Livelihoods,” Nature and Our Future: The 

Mekong Basin and Japan, http://www.mekongwatch.org/platform/bp/english1-5.pdf  

5 Sophal Try, Shigenobu Tanaka, Kenji Tanaka, Takahiro Sayama, Giha Lee, and Chantha Oeurng, 

“Assessing the effects of climate change on flood inundation in the lower Mekong Basin using high-

resolution AGCM outputs” Progress in Earth and Planetary Science 7:34 (2020), 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40645-020-00353-z  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2016.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2018.09.059
http://www.mekongwatch.org/platform/bp/english1-5.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40645-020-00353-z
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Cooperation Framework (LMC).6 While Thailand had some involvement as a driver of the 

creation of this body, China is largely credited with its creation, although the behind-the-scenes 

mechanics remain murky. With this in mind, this paper will explore the origin and evolution 

of the LMC. 

This paper is guided by, and attempts to answer, the question: To What Extent is the 

Lancang-Mekong Cooperation a framework for meaningful cooperation or merely an 

extension of Chinese hegemony? The question aims to get to the heart of China’s intentions in 

founding the LMC. The paper argues that the LMC is primarily a vehicle for the extension of 

Chinese hegemony, but it has the potential to create meaningful cooperation, should China 

choose to allow it, and in fact they may be forced to do so in the future, lest they harm their  

reputation and status on the international stage. This answer is supported by four arguments. 

The first argument is that the composition of the LMC, with the inclusion of Myanmar, 

Laos, and Cambodia, while logical on one hand, also points to China’s quest to create a 

grouping it can influence on the other. Secondly, China’s rejection of alternatives for 

cooperation, such as the Mekong River Commission, hints at its desire to exert influence and 

control over the regional body. Thirdly, the timing of the foundation of the LMC offers  reason 

to believe that China intended to use the LMC for personal gain, specifically with regards to 

the building of dams. The paper then focuses on the other side of the debate, offering reasons 

to believe that the LMC does offer a space for meaningful dialogue. 

1.2 Research Question, Argument, and Justification 

This research question is worth studying for several reasons. Firstly, China’s dam-

building along the Upper Mekong has been seen as an antagonistic move by scholars of the 

 
6 “Mekong-Cooperation Framework,” Kingdom of Cambodia: Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

International Cooperation, https://www.mfaic.gov.kh/Page/2021-02-08-Mekong-Cooperation-

Framework#:~:text=Mekong%2DLancang%20Cooperation%20(Peoples',cooperation%20between%2

0ASEAN%20and%20China.  

https://www.mfaic.gov.kh/Page/2021-02-08-Mekong-Cooperation-Framework#:~:text=Mekong%2DLancang%20Cooperation%20(Peoples',cooperation%20between%20ASEAN%20and%20China
https://www.mfaic.gov.kh/Page/2021-02-08-Mekong-Cooperation-Framework#:~:text=Mekong%2DLancang%20Cooperation%20(Peoples',cooperation%20between%20ASEAN%20and%20China
https://www.mfaic.gov.kh/Page/2021-02-08-Mekong-Cooperation-Framework#:~:text=Mekong%2DLancang%20Cooperation%20(Peoples',cooperation%20between%20ASEAN%20and%20China
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region and is viewed negatively by its downstream neighbors. At the same time, on the face of 

it, the creation of the LMC seems like a good-natured overture in favor of multilateral solutions. 

This paper seeks to provide an explanation for a world in which both of the above are not 

mutually exclusive. Secondly, other initiatives by China, in particular the BRI, have largely 

kept the LMC out of the headlines. As such, an investigation into how China acts when there 

is less of a spotlight on its actions is worthwhile. Finally, all of the above, including the very 

creation of the LMC, is taking place in a rapidly warming world. Climate change will have 

drastic effects on the river basin, with both rising sea-levels, melting glaciers, and changes to 

periods of monsoon and drought all having an impact on the human side. These facts create 

urgency where resource-management is at stake. 

1.3 Historical Background to the LMC 

In 2015, the six Mekong countries came together to announce the formation of the 

LMC. This came at a time when China was generally looking further afield, investing greatly 

across Asia and elsewhere through the BRI. As such, the LMC did not grace the radars of many 

analysts at the time.  

Depending on one’s interpretation of the LMC, it can be read as a constituent part of 

the BRI or as a parallel project. Either way, it shares many of the characteristics of the BRI, 

including a framework for Chinese loans and investments.  As mentioned, while China says it 

created the project in conjunction with the Thai government, China itself is the principal backer 

through the associated Special Fund, and through the “LMC China Secretariat.7 The LMC 

holds bi-annual meetings between the foreign ministers of the six countries, and  leaders’ 

meetings occasionally take place as well. The LMC straddles the boundary between a 

multilateral body and a web of bilateral relations, best evidenced by its non-binding nature and 

 
7 “Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) China Secretariat launched,” Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, 

27 November 2017, http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2017-11/27/content_41449852.html  

http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2017-11/27/content_41449852.html
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the fact that many of its projects begin with a Memorandum of Understanding between China 

and another constituent nation.8 China is ultimately the LMC’s biggest backer, and this paper 

aims to ascertain its intentions as a result. 

 The LMC consists of three pillars — (1) political and security issues, (2) social, cultural 

and people-to-people exchanges, and (3) economic and sustainable development. At the same 

time, it covers five areas of cooperation — connectivity, cross-border economic cooperation, 

production capacity, water resources, and agriculture and poverty reduction.9  These areas are 

pursued through cooperative dialogue, but some are privileged above others, and as this paper 

will show, economic and political spheres have thus far been prioritized over issues of 

sustainability and ecological importance. 

 The LMC is not the first multilateral framework to grace the Mekong. In 1957, the 

Committee for Coordination of Investigations on the Lower Mekong River Basin was set up 

under the auspices of the United Nations, with Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam as 

members.10 This fell apart when Cambodia left in 1977, and an interim committee was founded 

a year later by the remaining three countries. The four countries came together again in 1995 

to form the Mekong River Commission (MRC), with Myanmar and China joining as dialogue 

partners a year later.11 China has shirked the invitations for it to become a full member.12 The 

 
8 “Chinese and Thai Sides Signed MOU on LMC Special Fund Projects Proposed by Thailand,” 

Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Kingdom of Thailand, 20 April 2018, 

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/ceth//eng/dszl/dshd/t1552743.htm  

9 “Sanya Declaration of the First Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) Leaders' Meeting,” Lancang 

Mekong Cooperation, 23 March 2016, http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2016-

03/23/content_41449864.html  

10 “History,” Mekong River Commission, 2021, https://www.mrcmekong.org/about/mrc/history/  

11 Ibid.  

12 Milton Osborne, “How the Mekong River Commission ignores reality,” Lowy Institute: The 

Interpreter, 12 April 2020, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-mekong-river-

commission-ignores-reality  

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/ceth/eng/dszl/dshd/t1552743.htm
http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2016-03/23/content_41449864.html
http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2016-03/23/content_41449864.html
https://www.mrcmekong.org/about/mrc/history/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-mekong-river-commission-ignores-reality
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/how-mekong-river-commission-ignores-reality


6 

 

MRC also lacks binding mechanisms but holds consultative processes for the building of dams 

and other large projects.13 The lack of legally binding mechanisms has meant that the protests 

of its neighbors have been ignored by Laos and China.14 China has built eleven dams on the 

Upper Mekong, which has been shown to have a damaging impact on water levels in the 

downstream countries.15 The cuts in funding and staff of the MRC since 2010 have been part 

of a process to transfer ownership of the MRC from foreign donors to the countries themselves. 

The body is still viewed as an important actor in the region, but the LMC has the potential to 

either undermine or enhance the MRC’s position. The MRC has welcomed the LMC, with the 

latter having cooperated with the former so far.16  

 The MRC is arguably the most important body in the region, along with the LMC, but 

that is still an inexhaustive list of the relevant regional organizations. The Great Mekong 

Subregion (GMS) is a “natural economic area” comprising the same six countries as the 

LMC.17 Led by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), these countries entered into a program 

of regional economic cooperation in 1992.18 The ADB is often seen as an extension of Japanese 

power, given that Japan is both a founding member and the largest shareholder, as well as the 

 
13 Gabriella Neusner, “Why the Mekong River Commission Matters,” The Diplomat, 7 December 

2016, https://thediplomat.com/2016/12/why-the-mekong-river-commission-matters/  

14 “How the Mekong River Commission ignores reality” (no. 12) 

15 Brian Eyler and Courtney Weatherby, “New Evidence: How China Turned off the Tap on the 

Mekong River,” The Stimson Center, 13 April 2020, https://stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-

china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/  

16 “Lancang – Mekong Cooperation: MRC welcomes the New Initiative for Regional Cooperation by 

six countries in the Mekong River Basin,” Mekong River Commission, 31 March 2016, 

https://www.mrcmekong.org/news-and-events/news/lancang-mekong-cooperation-mrc-welcomes-the-

new-initiative-for-regional-cooperation-by-six-countries-in-the-mekong-river-basin/  

17 “Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS),” Asian Development Bank, 2022, https://www.adb.org/what-

we-do/themes/regional-cooperation/overview/gms  

18 Ibid. 

https://thediplomat.com/2016/12/why-the-mekong-river-commission-matters/
https://stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/
https://stimson.org/2020/new-evidence-how-china-turned-off-the-mekong-tap/
https://www.mrcmekong.org/news-and-events/news/lancang-mekong-cooperation-mrc-welcomes-the-new-initiative-for-regional-cooperation-by-six-countries-in-the-mekong-river-basin/
https://www.mrcmekong.org/news-and-events/news/lancang-mekong-cooperation-mrc-welcomes-the-new-initiative-for-regional-cooperation-by-six-countries-in-the-mekong-river-basin/
https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/themes/regional-cooperation/overview/gms
https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/themes/regional-cooperation/overview/gms


7 

 

fact that the President of the ADB has always been Japanese.19 China itself both contributes to 

and borrows from the ADB, and has a complex set of relations with it. The GMS is generally 

restricted to economic issues and is less concerned with ecological or social dilemmas. 

 The Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI) is a multinational partnership between the United 

States and Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, and Vietnam, “aimed at promoting equitable, 

sustainable, and inclusive economic growth”.20 This arrangement has mostly involved the 

provision of US aid to the region and has not led to extensive multilateral cooperation.21 In 

2020, the Trump Administration announced a new fund making more funds available to the 

five countries.22 This funding still does not compare to the funds made available by China 

under the LMC.23 Against the backdrop of Japanese, US, and downstream-led initiatives, and 

the increasing urgency of managing the Mekong, China has led the LMC into a prominent 

regional position.  

1.4 Methodology and Theoretical Framework  

This paper approaches the research question through qualitative methods of analysis, 

specifically textual analysis of both primary and secondary documents. The aim of this is to 

construct a complete and nuanced picture of Chinese aims and ambitions regarding the LMC. 

The documents which will be used include a range of primary and secondary sources. 

 
19 Chen Qin and Takehiro Masutomo, “Why Japan Dominates Leadership of Asian Development 

Bank,” CNBC, 3 April 2013, https://www.cnbc.com/id/100614728  

20 “Lower Mekong Initiative FAQ’s,” US Department of State, 2017 https://2009-

2017.state.gov/p/eap/mekong/faq/index.htm  

21 “Mekong-U.S. Partnership,” USAID, last updated 29 November 2021, https://www.usaid.gov/asia- 

regional/lower-mekong-initiative-lmi  

22 Sebastian Strangio, “How Meaningful is the New US-Mekong Partnership,” The Diplomat, 14 

September 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/how-meaningful-is-the-new-us-mekong-

partnership/  

23 Ibid. 

https://www.cnbc.com/id/100614728
https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/eap/mekong/faq/index.htm
https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/eap/mekong/faq/index.htm
https://www.usaid.gov/asia-%20regional/lower-mekong-initiative-lmi
https://www.usaid.gov/asia-%20regional/lower-mekong-initiative-lmi
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/how-meaningful-is-the-new-us-mekong-partnership/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/09/how-meaningful-is-the-new-us-mekong-partnership/
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Secondary sources will include primarily books and peer-reviewed journal articles, as well as 

verified media pieces to fill in any remaining gaps. Primary sources will include public 

statements by relevant governments, statements jointly made by the LMC members, and 

minutes of meetings of various bodies, including the MRC. 

The paper will conduct analysis primarily through a realist lens. Realism dictates that 

states are driven by their drive for survival,24 hegemony,25 or power.26 Offensive realism, 

championed by John Mearsheimer in relation to China, says that China’s rise will lead to 

intense security competition in Asia, and predicts that China will try to bring its neighbors into 

its sphere of influence.27 In doing so, China may frighten its neighbors with its assertiveness 

and push them into a US-led coalition in Asia.28 While offensive realism can offer a baseline 

for Beijing’s strategic choices, Xiaoting Li argues that carrot-and-stick diplomacy can be seen 

as an extension of a realist interpretation of China, as it still seeks to achieve its aims and garner 

power by using restraint and assertiveness in tandem.29 This can be seen in the historical context 

too, as China has engaged in the doctrine of fang shou, roughly translated as “tightening and 

releasing”.30 Whatever the mechanism deployed, China’s rise can be broadly understood in 

 
24 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley 

Publishing Company: 1979), 28. 

25 S. M. Tariqul Islam, “Role of United Nations Peacekeeping in International Security: A Critical 

Analysis,” Asian Affairs 26:3 (July-September 2004), 24-50, 

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.548.933&rep=rep1&type=pdf, 32. 

26 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, Fifth Edition, 

Revised, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978)  

27 Xiaoting Li, “Applying offensive realism to the rise of China: structural incentives and Chinese 

diplomacy toward the neighboring states,” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 16:2 (May 

2016), 241-271, https://doi.org/10.1093/irap/lcv019, 241.  

28 Ibid, 241. 

29 Ibid, 265.  

30 Everything Under the Heavens (no. 2) 243. 

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.548.933&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/irap/lcv019
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realist terms, and therefore this paper will employ realist analysis to explain China’s actions 

with regards to the LMC.  

Potential regional leader theory will also be used to interpret China’s actions, as a subset 

of realist theory. This theory, formulated by Shintaro Hamanaka, has been applied to the LMC 

before by Poowin Bunyavejchewin.31 This theory aims to explain why China has rejected 

alternatives and specifically created its own multilateral grouping. This paper will build on 

Bunyavejchewin’s findings and apply the theory in conjunction with Po and Primiano’s claims 

that the LMC is an act of institutional balancing by China.32 This broadly falls within the realist 

framework nonetheless, as it is simply an enumeration of the mechanisms by which China 

pursues its aims of power, survival, and hegemony.  

Finally, it is of note that this paper will aim to provide as nuanced analysis as possible, 

and in doing so will broadly reject a unitary explanation for the analysis of international 

relations. While realism offers the most wide-reaching and appropriate lens to analyze China 

with, this does not negate the fact that other theories may offer some insight too. For example, 

the linkages between domestic and foreign policy may hold water, as well as theories of 

environmental governance, or even hegemonic stability theory could provide answers to some 

of these same questions.  

 

2.1 The Formulation of the Framework 

 
31 Poowin Bunyavejchewin, “The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) Viewed in Light of the 

Potential Regional Leader Theory,” Journal of Mekong Societies 12:3 (September-December 2016), 

49-64, https://doi.org/10.14456/jms.2016.24  

32 Sovinda Po and Christopher B. Primiano, “Explaining China’s Lancang-Mekong cooperation as an 

institutional balancing strategy: dragon guarding the water,” Australian Journal of International 

Affairs 75:3 (2021), 323-340, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2021.1893266  

https://doi.org/10.14456/jms.2016.24
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2021.1893266


10 

 

 There are several facets of the way that the LMC is organized which suggest that 

China’s intentions are less philanthropic and more rooted in a realist worldview of self-interest. 

The first of these is the exclusion of other powers, with China having built the LMC in 

opposition to the LMI and GMS, initiatives led by the US and Japan respectively. China has 

attempted to create an independent forum for the rectification of Mekong issues away from the 

influence of other regional powers.  

 This fact, and the centering of the LMC for Mekong countries, has been driven by the 

narrative which has accompanied it. This narrative has been broadly centered on the idea of 

“building a community of common destiny,” which Po and Primiano describe as follows: 

“This narrative has been embedded in all policy documents released by the LMC. It 

paints a picture of how prosperity in one country can fuel prosperity in another. With 

China at the centre, Mekong countries are expected to join China in common prosperity, 

rather than go against it in competition.”33 

This narrative is a powerful draw, especially when China has put itself forward as the facilitator 

of such common prosperity through the LMC Special Fund. The Special Fund is a significant 

amount of development funding that comes with no strings attached. As such, the narrative of 

a shared destiny and funding draws in the five countries while serving (?) China’s interests, 

illustrating China’s realist intentions. This idea has led to the LMC being referred to as China’s 

institutional shield”.34  

 This is further supported by the privileging of bilateral relations. It is important, in this 

regard, to recognize what the LMC is not. It is not a rules-based organization in the same vein 

 
33 Sovinda Po and Christopher B. Primiano, “Lancang-Mekong Cooperation: China’s Institutional 

Shield,” The China Story, 8 July 2021, https://www.thechinastory.org/lancang-mekong-cooperation-

chinas-institutional-shield/  

34 Ibid.  

https://www.thechinastory.org/lancang-mekong-cooperation-chinas-institutional-shield/
https://www.thechinastory.org/lancang-mekong-cooperation-chinas-institutional-shield/
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as the MRC, which has its rules derived from the UN Water Courses Convention (UNWC).35 

The LMC is not a multilateral institution in the traditional sense. Rather, it is better understood 

as a web of bilateral relations, more akin to the US network of alliances in the Asia-Pacific as 

described by the “hub-and-spokes” of the San Francisco system.36 This is best evidenced by 

the fact that many funds allocated under the Special Fund begin as Memoranda of 

Understanding between China and another nation. This elevation of bilateral relations ensures 

two things: firstly, that China is always at the center of relations, both economically and 

politically; and secondly, it ensures that China, as the strongest power among the six nations, 

will always be the more powerful state in any bilateral arrangement. In a true multilateral 

setting, the ability for the five other states to combine their diplomatic aims to exert pressure 

on China would exist. The focus on bilateral relations saves China from such situations, which 

may have made for uncomfortable press at best, and at worst led to decisions the Chinese 

government would not otherwise make. In doing so, China has ensured that it will always have 

the upper hand during negotiations with the other members. Such a framework would be set 

up by a nation seeking to ensure they can only stand to gain power. 

 Finally, the inclusion of Myanmar in the LMC could be seen as another reason to 

believe that China intended to use the LMC as a vehicle to further its regional power. Insofar 

as there is a multilateral component to the LMC – albeit a non-binding one – China’s inclusion 

of Myanmar could be seen as the inclusion of a firm ally. At the inception of the LMC in 2015, 

China had “brotherly” relations with Myanmar, with close economic, security, and political 

 
35 Carl Middleton and Jeremy Allouche, “Watershed or Powershed? Critical Hydropolitics, China and 

the ‘Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Framework’,” The International Spectator 51:3 (2016), 100-117, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2016.1209385, 113 

36 Kent Calder, “Securing security through prosperity: the San Francisco System in comparative 

perspective,” The Pacific Review 17:1 (2004) https://doi.org/10.1080/0951274042000182447  

https://doi.org/10.1080/03932729.2016.1209385
https://doi.org/10.1080/0951274042000182447
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ties.37 China often protected Myanmar from harmful UN Security Council action, such as 

sanctions, even as Myanmar’s military regime has drawn criticism from around the world.38 

Moreover, as Myanmar is considered an “upstream” rather than downstream country along the 

Mekong, its interests could be said to align with China’s.39 For these reasons, the inclusion of 

Myanmar could be seen as securing a second vote for China’s interests in any meaningful 

multilateral dialogue. Myanmar is also not a member of the Mekong River Commission, 

implying that its inclusion in the LMC was not an automatic occurrence. This, however, is 

likely the weakest argument for two reasons. The first is that Myanmar is commonly included 

in other bodies, like the GMS and LMI, and secondly, the change in government in Myanmar 

has led to uncertainty for China40 – and was not unforeseeable either. 

 Borrowing from analysis later in this paper shows how China’s policies vis-a-vis the 

LMC privileges its own standing. Specifically, while the Special Fund may offer the greatest 

opportunity for other countries to benefit, it simultaneously keeps China at the center and 

ensures that the most important actions of the LMC necessitate Chinese involvement. While 

there has yet to be any public accounts of attempts at alliances being formed between 

downstream countries, this may be attributed to the third argument below on howdam-building 

has created an asymmetry of power tilted in  China’s favor. 

 
37 “China’s Relations with Burma: Testimony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission on China’s Relations with Southeast Asia,” delivered by Priscilla A. Clapp, published by 

United States Institute for Peace, 13 May 2015, https://www.usip.org/publications/2015/05/chinas-

relations-burma  

38 Ibid.  

39 Anoulak Kittikhoun, “Cooperation key on Mekong issues,” Bangkok Post, 4 April 2022, 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2289678/cooperation-key-on-mbijwefjofewjoekong-

issues  

40 Lucas Myers, “China Is Hedging Its Bets in Myanmar,” Foreign Policy, 10 September 2021, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/10/china-myanmar-coup-national-league-for-democracy/  

https://www.usip.org/publications/2015/05/chinas-relations-burma
https://www.usip.org/publications/2015/05/chinas-relations-burma
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2289678/cooperation-key-on-mekong-issues
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2289678/cooperation-key-on-mekong-issues
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/10/china-myanmar-coup-national-league-for-democracy/
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2.2 Rejection of Alternatives  

The second reason that can be hypothesized for China’s ambitions with regards to the 

LMC is that China rejected other pre-existing options to engage in Mekong-centered 

diplomacy. The broad reason for this, leaning on Bunyavejchewin’s application of potential 

regional leader theory, is that China wanted a body it could control, beyond the reach of other 

powers. The fact that China wanted a body it could exert broad influence over is supported by 

its rejection of full-throated participation in three alternatives: the MRC, LMI, and GMS. 

 The MRC and China have had a complicated relationship. China has repeatedly refused 

to join the body despite repeated invitations.41 While China has scaled up its participation with 

the MRC in recent years, sharing technical data, this has been a fraught and slow process. The 

body’s rules are derived from the UNWC, and would put China on equal footing, in ways, to 

the other four countries. China has made reference to the LMC at more recent MRC meetings.42 

This has been, broadly, to highlight that any decisions they make with regard to the MRC, will 

be decided in the LMC, through “coordination and cooperation”. The LMC is clearly China’s 

preferred forum. 

 The rejection of the LMI and GMS is more straightforward, as both those bodies afford 

power to countries outside of the immediate subregion, which have the economic and political 

might to challenge China for a hegemonic position. To this end, Bunyavejchewin applies 

Hamanaka’s potential regional leader theory to the LMC.43 He finds that China, in creating the 

LMC, championed South-South Cooperation, explaining the exclusion of Japan and the US. 

China, he finds, was not in the position of regional leadership before, and that role was broadly 

occupied by Japan, as the hypothetical regional leader state. When a potential leader state, in 

 
41 How the Mekong River Commission ignores reality (no. 12) 

42 “Summary of Minutes of the 24th Dialogue Meeting of the MRC Joint Committee,” Mekong River 

Commission Secretariat, 26 October 2020, https://www.mrcmekong.org/resource/ajg0nz  

43 The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (no. 31)  

https://www.mrcmekong.org/resource/ajg0nz
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this case China, can freely choose the membership of a regional framework, that state naturally 

attempts to cement its position as leader of the group. In deciding which states could be in the 

LMC, China asserted its aspirations to be recognized  as the regional leader.44 

Aside from membership, the LMC specifically gives China the power to set the 

parameters, something it could not do in either the MRC, LMI, or GMS. The way that the LMC 

is organized, as discussed, favors China. That only came about because it was China that set 

the rules. This is also forward-looking if China would like to further expand the parameters of 

the LMC, as it has been doing thus far. Specifically, China is able to bring more areas of 

cooperation into the LMC. When it does this, it does so under the framework which gives it 

the authority and power to do so. The more areas of so-called cooperation there are for the 

LMC, the greater power China has. This can be said to be the reason that the economic sphere 

has been the focus of the LMC thus far, rather than the Mekong itself, making it more of a 

subregional extension of the BRI if anything. 

2.3 Dammed If You Do, Dammed If You Don’t 

The building of dams on the Upper Mekong by China - and Laos - has been the focus 

of many western and downstream countries. In the 2010s, Laos upped its building of dams such 

that there were 61 hydropower dams by February 2019, and in China, dam construction 

continued such that there are now 11 incredibly large dams on the main Mekong, and many 

more on tributaries of the river.45 These Chinese dams, located on parts of the river which 

inherently flow into other countries, have been particularly bothersome for China’s 

downstream neighbors. These dams were built without dialogue with these countries, 

 
44 The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (no. 31) 61. 

45 Akarath Soukhaphon, Ian G. Baird, and Zeb S. Hogan, “The Impacts of Hydropower Dams in the 

Mekong River Basin: A Review,” Water 13 (22 January 2021), https://doi.org/10.3390/w13030265, 

267. 
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consideration for their interests, and with little transparency.46 The dams also confer upon 

China leverage over its downstream neighbors. A report by Eyes on Earth found that large 

amounts of water were being held back in the Upper Mekong, and that the natural flow of water 

was heavily restricted.47 China has taken to notifying its neighbors when it is holding back 

waters and has ostensibly held waters back for maintenance reasons.48 The threat of holding 

back waters, particularly during important agricultural and fishing seasons, can be held over 

the heads of the leaders of the riparian countries. The dam-building creates a significant power 

imbalance in China’s relationships with the other LMC members.  

 The notion of “powersheds” helps to build the theoretical connection between China’s 

dam-building and the formation of the LMC. Darrin Magee developed the idea of powersheds, 

largely used analogously to “watersheds” in that it “represents a space over which a portable 

resource … is collected and concentrated for use, with use frequently occurring far from the 

site of collection…”.49 The area over which power is exercised is intrinsically linked to the 

powershed, in many spatial dimensions, including geographic, economic, and institutional. It 

serves to highlight the importance of control over a portable resource, in this case the Mekong 

River. Magee developed his theory with regards to the Mekong within China. Carl Middleton 

and Jeremy Allouche have applied this theory specifically to the LMC.  

 
46 Ibid, 275. 

47 Alan Basist and Claude Williams, “Monitoring the Quantity of Water Flowing Through the 

Mekong Basin Through Natural (Unimpeded) Conditions,” Sustainable Infrastructure Partnership, 

2020 

48 Panu Wongcha-um and Kay Johnson, “China notifies Mekong River neighbours it is holding back 

waters,” Reuters, 6 January 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mekong-river/china-notifies-

mekong-river-neighbours-it-is-holding-back-waters-idUSKBN29B17C  

49 Darrin Magee, “Powershed Politics: Yunnan Hydropower under Great Western Development,” The 

China Quarterly 185 (2006), 23-41, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741006000038, 26.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mekong-river/china-notifies-mekong-river-neighbours-it-is-holding-back-waters-idUSKBN29B17C
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 The value of the powersheds theory here is to emphasize the value of power within the 

Mekong region. To hold power over the river does not just offer power over water, but rather 

connections to the economic spheres with which it is tied. Reading this theory in conjunction 

with the earlier analysis of the way that the LMC is set-up, shows that China, while theoretically 

equal with the other five nations, has not bought into an rules-oriented institution. Rather, it 

has created a framework entirely dependent on its own goodwill and national interest, leaving 

other countries with no choice but to fully cooperate. 

 The fact that other countries had no choice but to buy-in to the LMC stems from China’s 

dam-building efforts. With Chinese dam-building affecting its downstream neighbors, the only 

option they had was to join the LMC in the hopes of getting some concessions, or at least 

information, from China. The exploration of a counterfactual is illustrative here. Had China 

announced the LMC even a decade prior to when it did, there would only have been two 

Chinese dams along the river.50 While these dams still had an ecological impact, and created a 

power imbalance, the extent of the leverage China had would have been significantly less. Had 

China set out to create the LMC with only two dams on the river, its downstream neighbors, 

particularly the MRC members, could have leveraged their involvement in such a project in 

exchange for restrictions on dam-building. As such, the fact that China waited until 

construction had begun on its last two mega-dams, with nine already built, to engage in the 

creation of the LMC implies that it wanted the body to be formed at a time when the ability of 

other countries to opt out was virtually non-existent. With a veritable Sword of Damocles 

looming over them, the downstream countries had to engage with China. Within the framework 

that the LMC offered, there was no choice but to do it China’s way. A hint at this exact pressure 

 
50 Jane Perlez, “In Life on the Mekong, China's Dams Dominate,” The New York Times, 19 March 

2005, https://www.nytimes.com/2005/03/19/world/asia/in-life-on-the-mekong-chinas-dams-

dominate.html  
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came one week before the LMC summit in Sanya City, when China offered to release water 

from its Lancang dams to alleviate a severe drought afflicting the region, reportedly at 

Vietnam’s request.51 

Finally, the creation of the LMC must be interpreted in line with world events at the 

time of its inception. The most important of these was Xi Jinping’s BRI. Some analysts 

consider the LMC as a parallel endeavor, while some see it as a component part of the BRI. 

While the BRI has doubtlessly brought benefit to countries around the world, it is not without 

its controversy. Most western analysts agree that the BRI is an attempt to expand Chinese soft 

power, by garnering the goodwill of other nations, and sometimes even hard power, by 

acquiring rights to resources and territory across the world.52 While this view is often dismissed 

within China, this perspective is often diminished. With the prevailing view being that the BRI 

is an attempt to gain power, the timing of the LMC implies that it was born of similar aims.  

 

3.1 Scope for Future Cooperation  

While all of the above analysis characterizes China’s actions as relatively self-serving, 

that does not negate the possibility for successful outcomes from the LMC. Thus far, on the 

whole, there has been minimal actual cooperation on ecological issues. A study of China’s 

actions before and after the establishment of the LMC from a comparative benefit-sharing 

perspective found that the focus on ecological issues and sustainable river management 

 
51 “Watershed or Powershed” (no. 35), 112. 

52 Paul Haenle, “Xi’s Vision for China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Carnegie Center for International 

Peace, 9 May 2017, https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/05/09/xi-s-vision-for-china-s-belt-and-road-

initiative-pub-69890  
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changed minimally after the formation of the LMC.53 China’s self-interest may of course 

hamper the implementation of any meaningful initiatives, however this tells but one side of the 

story. 

 The LMC has successfully put several initiatives into place. A hydrological data sharing 

portal for the region was launched, through which China agreed to provide its downstream 

neighbors with hydrological information.54 Moreover, the same study which found that China 

had not changed its actions on the ecological front since the establishment of the LMC 

simultaneously found that economic and political benefits have arisen out of its formation.55 

Such cooperation can be seen in joint statements on topics like traditional medicine,56 local 

government cooperation,57 and international land-sea trade corridors.58 As mentioned, this 

cooperation beyond rivers can be seen as an extension of Chinese regional hegemony, as it 

draws issues deemed more pressing into a forum it exercises control over. However, the 

benefits, and the potential for future benefits, should not be ignored on account of the 

circumstances of the LMC’s birth. While the existing cooperation is on limited issues, it shows 

 
53 Sebastian Biba, “China’s ‘old’ and ‘new’ Mekong River politics: the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation 

from a comparative benefit-sharing perspective,” Water International 43:5 (2018), 622-641, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2018.1474610, 638. 

54 “Hydrological data sharing portal for Lancang-Mekong countries launched,” Lancang-Mekong 

Cooperation, 1 December 2010, http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2020-12/01/content_41429521.html  

55 “China’s ‘old’ and ‘new’ Mekong River politics,” (no. 52), 638. 

56 “Full text: Joint Statement on Deepening Cooperation on Traditional Medicine Within the 

Framework of Lancang-Mekong Cooperation,” Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, 9 June 2021, 

http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2021-06/09/content_41587399.html  

57 “Full text: Joint Statement on Enhancing Sustainable Development Cooperation of the Lancang-

Mekong Countries,” Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, 9 June 2021, http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2021-

06/09/content_41587315.html  

58 “Full text of Co-chairs' Statement on Cooperation of Synergizing the MLC and the New 

International Land-Sea Trade Corridor of the Third MLC Leaders' Meeting,” Lancang-Mekong 

Cooperation, 25 August 2020, http://www.lmcchina.org/eng/2020-08/25/content_41449869.html  
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the scope for cooperation and hints at the potential for future cooperation on a greater number 

of issues, and in a greater capacity.  

There are also specific reasons for why the LMC could be of benefit as a uniquely 

positive forum for cooperation. Firstly, the fact that the LMC is a new project means it has 

been approached with renewed vigor. Secondly, the Sanya Declaration emphasized the 

importance of state leaders, and the LMC has thus far largely revolved around high-level 

meetings between both state leaders and state foreign ministers.59 This framework reduces the 

bureaucratic delay often associated with multilateralism, and similarly ensures that there is no 

issue of delegates misrepresenting the opinions of their leaders. Thirdly, the Special Funds arm 

of the LMC also offers hope for the future. At the first leaders’ meeting of the LMC, the Special 

Fund was announced as a mechanism by which China would offer loans and other “financial 

arrangements” to the five riparian countries for various small and medium sized projects.60 

This gives the body the ability to make meaningful change on the ground. Projects have, thus 

far, been undertaken in all the downstream countries, including 21 projects announced in 

Myanmar in 2021.61  

Even if the mechanisms above do offer hope for the future of the LMC, they are 

contingent on being put to good use by China. The hope for its riparian neighbors comes in the 

problem China faces with its image. While China’s actions may be driven by a realist 

interpretation of the world, they cannot appear to be acting solely in their self-interest. The 

 
59 Ren Junlin, Peng Ziqian, and Pan Xue, “New transboundary water resources cooperation for 

Greater Mekong Subregion: the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation,” Water Policy 23:3 (2021) 684-69, 
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60 Nguyen Khac Giang, “China is making Mekong friends,” East Asia Forum, 19 May 2019, 
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61 “Myanmar receives funds from China for projects under LMC Special Fund,” China Daily, 29 

October 2019, http://global.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202108/11/WS611331eda310efa1bd668180.html  
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BRI, Xi Jinping’s flagship project, leans heavily on the fact that other countries see China as 

an attractive business partner. In its dealings with countries like Sri Lanka, China has been 

accused of “debt-trap” diplomacy.62 While the “debt-trap” narrative is heavily disputed 

amongst mainstream media and scholars alike, the perception pervades, and China has done all 

in its power to dispel the image.63 This type of rhetoric shows the premium China places on 

being perceived as a positive partner to do business with, as does its de-emphasis of human 

rights obligations on the countries it works with.64 China, it is clear, must uphold its image as 

a beneficial and positive partner. 

The preceding analysis provides scope for the other riparian countries to exercise some 

pushback on China within the LMC framework. If China is seen to be using the LMC solely to 

bully its neighbors, then buy-in will be lost, and those countries will turn back to the Japanese 

or American-led alternatives. The very existence of these alternatives may even provide those 

countries with leverage in their dealings with China. Moreover, media attention that implies 

China is shirking the responsibilities it voluntarily took on in founding the LMC could be used 

to pressure it into taking better, more cooperative steps. Chinese state media is keen to 

emphasize the depth of the cooperation China is committing to.65 This type of pressure is 

 
62 Umesh Moramudali, “The Hambantota Port Deal: Myths and Realities,” The Diplomat, 1 January 
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64 Jennifer Hillman and David Sacks, “China’s Belt and Road: Implications for the United States,” 

Council on Foreign Relations, updated March 2021 https://www.cfr.org/report/chinas-belt-and-road-

implications-for-the-united-states/findings  

65 “Deeper cooperation expected among Lancang-Mekong countries: experts,” Xinhua, 26 August 
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reportedly to thank for the hydrological data sharing deal, given that Premier Li Keqiang 

pledged the provision of such data after criticism of China’s dam-building efforts.66 

With praise coming from United Nations officials, it is clear that the LMC offers the 

potential for continued cooperation into the future.67 Ultimately, it is contingent on China’s 

decision to allow the forum to become a meaningful place for dialogue and action. The need 

for China to be perceived benevolently around the world does offer scope for the other 

members to exert some pressure on China, but the extent to which this will play out in practice 

is thus far unclear. 

 

4.1 Conclusion  

This paper argues that China founded the LMC as a vehicle to further its hegemonic 

aims in the Mekong subregion. The way that the LMC is set-up privileges China and allows it 

to control bilateral relations with all states. The LMC was set up in a way which excluded Japan 

and the US and usurped the importance of the LMI and GMS. The timing of the birth of the 

LMC gave China the greater amount of power it could have hoped for, largely on account of 

its dam-building efforts, which were near completion by 2015. While the LMC is intended to 

be, and broadly has been, a mechanism for the growth of Chinese power, that does not mean 

that that is all that it will ever be. As the body grows in importance, China will need to be seen 

as benevolent in its use of the LMC, given that it requires the goodwill of the other nations 

involved – that which is non-binding on China is similarly non-binding on its riparian 

 
66 Li You, “After Criticism, China to Provide Mekong River Data Year-Round,” Sixth Tone, 4 
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neighbors. China is adept at such usage of institutions, combining soft power and hard power 

into “smart power,” and can easily deploy this strategy in its hydropolitics.68  

 The diplomatic intricacies of the LMC are complex, and the LMC specifically links 

many areas together beyond just the river, including large economic projects. Isolating the 

LMC from other bilateral issues between China and the other Mekong countries is incredibly 

difficult, but centers on the Special Fund monies being given by China. With the effects of 

climate change being felt severely along the Mekong, especially in Indochina and Thailand, 

the LMC Special Fund should focus on the sustainable development of the river and the 

environment more generally. However, with China effectively at the helm, as this paper has 

shown, the hope of this may be fainter than desired by the scientific community. 

 While this paper makes assumptions and claims about the reasons for China’s creation 

of the LMC, ultimately the exact causes are difficult to ascertain without access to privileged 

documents. Moreover, on sources, many of the primary documents used in this piece were 

statements made by the LMC or the MRC. These statements are inherently vetted for public 

consumption and are self-selected, and so may skew the sample and therefore these findings. 

Finally, at times, the LMC is poorly defined as it walks the fine line between a fledgling 

multilateral organization and a web of bilateral relations. As such, it can be difficult to isolate 

the LMC as a unit to analyze at times.  

 China’s aims have been thoroughly analyzed throughout this paper, but there is still 

scope for further study on the issues. While some analysis has been done of the reasons behind 

the participation of the other nations, more-in depth study would be a point of interest. This is 

particularly true of Thailand, as they have historically played a “hedging” position between the 

west and China, but some authors believe it took a leading role in the formation of the LMC. 

 
68 Daniel R. Russel and Blake H. Berger, “Weaponizing the Belt and Road Initiative,” Asia Policy 
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Additional study of the outcomes and evolution of the LMC over time could also be a place of 

further investigation. Finally, the impact of domestic politics in China on the formation of the 

LMC was largely ignored in this paper, and study could be done on China’s creation of the 

LMC through a lens which links domestic and foreign policy. The impacts of the LMC on 

Chinese dam-building is a final area which was raised in this paper and would be worthy of 

further study.   
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