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Abstract 

This thesis is guided by the question: In what ways have the information sharing and 

cooperation mechanisms of the Mekong River Commission contributed to reducing or solving 

the problems that the Commission seeks to address? This study aims to better understand the 

effectiveness of the river water commission as a regional cooperation mechanism by 

examining information exchange under the Mekong River Commission (MRC). In 

particular, my research explores whether the MRC has succeeded in implementing the 

ambitious information sharing for which it was designed.  

As the regime is currently undergoing a massive restructuring, the regime is divesting 

in its technical capacities, while maintaining a techinal focus. In a world of finite resources, 

both economic and environmental, understanding whether investing in systems of 

information sharing is valuable for future decisions to preserve or maintain these systems. 

Using three theoretical perspectives of measuring regime effectiveness, namely those of Scott 

Barrett, Olav Schram Stokke, and Carsten Helm & Detlef Sprinz, I deconstruct the MRC 

into factors including compliance, participation, depth of commitments, and reduction of 

negative impact to arrive at my conclusion. Semi-structured interviews were gathered and 

documents were analyzed via these theoretical lenses, in order to gain a better understanding 

of the environmental regime governing the Lower Mekong Basin.  

My findings illustrate that the convergence of member countries’ national influences, 

the power of China and donor countries, and limited technical infrastructure pose challenges 

in the effectiveness of the procedures and information sharing. There is active participation 

from most actors, combined with high compliance yet relatively shallow commitments. 

While the MRC has conducted considerable research, their findings are not being 

sufficiently integrated into national policies. The procedures lack specificity and need clearer 

framing to support evaluable goals the Commission wishes to pursue. I argue the MRC has 

been relatively effective in the technical purpose it set out for, but could expand its latitude 

in conflict resolution and water diplomacy. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 
 
Around the world, rivers provide communities the opportunity to secure a livelihood; 

however, when a river crosses one or more international borders, it can become a source of 

political tension, debate, and possibly conflict. Water is widely regarded as the most essential 

natural resource, yet freshwater systems are directly threatened by human activities and stand 

to be further impacted by climate change (Vorosmarty, et al., 2010). The regimes created 

to tackle the complexity of water issues, and the way they connect people’s livelihoods and 

bio-diverse ecosystems, lend them distinct importance. Although not every environmental 

problem will lead to a conflict, it has to be considered that the changing environment does 

affect our social, political, cultural, religious and economic systems. This is precisely why it 

is vital to address environmental problems as an important security matter. 

During the dry season of 2019, following the worst dry spell in 90 years, water levels 

in the Mekong Delta were at their lowest in a century. Six countries (China, Laos, Vietnam, 

Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia) rely on the Mekong, the worlds’ twelfth largest river 

and second most biodiverse, for potable water, agriculture and hydropower. However, only 

the four countries of the Lower Mekong Basin are signatories of the Mekong River 

Commission (MRC): Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. These countries are 

particularly affected by the disturbances in the downstream flow. The water-related 

resources in the Mekong Delta feed into socio-political agendas of conflict and cooperation, 

in which geopolitics is reconfigured and a common purpose has been forged by groups of 

like-minded countries (Hirsch, 2016).  This testifies to the real need for integrated water 

resource management in the Mekong Basin and Delta.  

The MRC is the third phase of ‘The Mekong Project’, which began with the 

original Mekong Committee in 1957-1978, followed by the Interim Mekong Committee 

(1978-1995), and culminated in the current MRC (1995-present). Almost immediately 

upon the inception of the original Mekong Committee in 1957, the signatory states decided 

that one of the primary tasks of the regime would be the collection of hydrological data 
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necessary to oversee infrastructural projects within the territories of the Lower Basin. Thus, 

information collection and exchange can be seen as an important design principle associated 

with this river commission (Gerlak, Lautze, & Giordano, 2011). After peace returned to 

Cambodia with the signing of the Paris Accords in 1991, it joined Laos, Vietnam, and 

Thailand in negotiating a new Mekong cooperation treaty. The result was the Agreement 

for the Sustainable Development of The Mekong River Basin, signed April 5, 1995. The 

formation and implementation of the MRC, the main institutional framework governing 

the Lower Mekong Basin, was a groundbreaking regional collaborative agreement. 

The MRC is an intergovernmental organization meant to manage and cooperate 

over the shared water resources and sustainable development of the Mekong River. The 

MRC is often considered a comparatively successful case of transboundary cooperation on 

water management, as the 1995 Agreement and the five subsequently-developed MRC 

Procedures developed to monitor and maintain water quality and flows are some of the most 

comprehensive procedures created for a developing river basin to date (Kittikhoun & 

Staubli, 2018). These procedures are used as a mechanism to inform discussions about 

multilateral river basin water cooperation in the South Asia region (Jacobs, 2002). This 

standard for information sharing has been ingrained in many transboundary agreements, as 

Gerlak’s analysis of international agreements over the last 50 years shows (Gerlak et al., 

2011). Data sharing can be an asset; however, there are reasons states may be cautious to do 

so, as it can weaken their bargaining position or hinder negotiations.  

This study aims to better understand the effectiveness of the river water commission 

as a regional cooperation mechanism by examining information exchange under the MRC. 

In particular, my research explores whether the MRC has succeeded in implementing the 

ambitious information sharing it was designed for. 

 

1.2 Research Question, Core Concepts, and Literature Review 
 
The MRC has had problems regularly obtaining, updating and exchanging the information 

and data necessary to implement the 1995 Agreement. My research question is: In what 

ways have the information sharing and cooperation mechanisms of the Mekong River 

Commission contributed to reducing or solving the problems that the Commission seeks to 

address? In this case study, I analyze the MRC based on the 1995 Agreement, discussed 
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above. The four member countries of the Commission have forged a regional partnership 

in the Lower Mekong Basin despite differing objectives, with the overarching goal of 

implementing water management plans and projects in a functional and sustainable manner.  

The distribution of water–related information supports water management and 

planning processes, and its sharing could elucidate cooperation (Leinenkugel et al., 2013). 

In this study, I review whether the various actors and partners who participated in designing 

the MRC have in fact disseminated information and fostered better communication 

between states, non-state actors, and other stakeholders.  

Previous research has focused mainly on the shortcomings of the MRC, often 

overlooking its role in information sharing and enhanced communication. Backer (2007) 

assessed the effectiveness of the MRC but did not focus on any one aspect of the regime, 

but rather on how the geography of the Commission influenced effectiveness as a whole. 

She argues the level of members engagement is accounted for by two factors; the position 

of the country on the river and the size of the fraction of territory within the Basin. 

Suhardiman, Giordano & Molle (2015) show that scientific environmental impact 

assessments can be politically maneuvered and shape governance alliances at both national 

and transboundary levels in the Basin, and to a certain extent democratize decision-making 

processes. This goes against the argument that environmental impact assessments are used as 

a political means to justify already made decisions. 

In their article concerning impact assessments, Keskinen, Kummu, Käkönen, and 

Varis (2012) argue that there is a need for strengthening how the MRC discusses and 

processes regional impact assessments to inform development plans. The MRC has largely 

reduced the ability of member countries to act unilaterally; however, in the case of the 

Xayaburi Dam, Laos went ahead with the project despite Vietnam’s opposition. 

Contradictions regarding the assessments became visible during this debate. Giovannini 

(2018) discovered that regarding the Xayaburi Dam dispute, geopolitical factors have limited 

Vietnam’s leverage and countermeasures resulting in a positive relational power for Laos.  

The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation is a forthcoming parallel cooperation 

mechanism in the Basin. Feng, Wang, and Suman (2019) asses water cooperation priorities 

in the Lancang-Mekong River Basin based on cooperative events since the MRC 

establishment. They conclude that full cooperation appears more difficult than bilateral or 

multilateral cooperation, as each partner has different preferences concerning cooperation 
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targets. They suggest data sharing should be a priority for cooperation in the watershed due 

to its laying the foundation for equitable and reasonable utilization of transboundary waters. 

They found evidence that the MRC has contributed important initiatives to water 

cooperation in the Basin, not only in joint management, but also flood control, data sharing, 

and water use.  

Kinna and Rieu-Clarke (2017) argue that the 1995 Mekong Agreement, the UN 

Watercourses Convention and the UNECE Water Convention are three compatible treaties 

that could benefit from being implemented together. The legal principles set out in the UN 

conventions could strengthen the Mekong Agreement and clarify key procedures at a timely 

point in the Mekong Basins’ development. Campbell (2016) notes that the MRC has been 

successful in bridging divides in the Basin by facilitating cooperation and improving 

technical understanding. However, he concludes that the integrated management of the 

Basin has been hindered by the lack of participation of Myanmar and China, poorly 

coordinated activities of unilateral aid agencies, and a lack of technical capacity. The pursuit 

of narrow, short term objectives coupled with an absence of public participation are major 

constraints in the Lower Mekong Basin.   

Also, Plengsaeng, Wehn, & Zaag (2014) researched data sharing, but only in the 

specific Thai context. Here, they found that the extent of data sharing was quite limited, 

with security concerns and perceptions of limited gains being the main bottlenecks. A similar 

study by Thu & When  (2016), examined the procedures from a solely Vietnamese 

perspective. They found that the initial objectives for the Procedures for Data and 

Information Exchange and Sharing had not been fully achieved, and that Vietnam could 

benefit greatly from data sharing in the MRC context. The primary motivation for data 

sharing stemmed from the desire to protect national benefits and prevent upstream countries 

from overexploiting the shared water resource. They found that a lack of national 

Vietnamese regulations concerning data sharing and outdated information management 

systems were the main obstacles.  

By contrast, this study will focus on the information sharing and communication 

mechanisms that are built into the MRC design, and delve into the dialogue between 

member countries and stakeholders from a political science perspective. This will fill an 

important gap in the previous literature. It is important to assess the value of information 
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sharing initiatives, and weigh their costs and benefits, as the literature on evaluating 

information sharing is thin (Jackson, 2014). 

I employ a qualitative research methodology to examine the effectiveness of 

information and cooperation mechanisms in the Lower Mekong Basin, using semi-

structured interviews combined with substantial secondary source research as my main 

method.  

I use theories of regime effectiveness to evaluate the MRC’s aims on information 

sharing. The Mekong River Basin is interesting from a regime effectiveness point of view 

due to the fact that institutional cooperation processes have emerged despite political 

heterogeneity of the member countries, creating asymmetric power relations between the 

states. In the Mekong basin, it will be important to note differences between the more 

autocratically governed countries (Laos and Cambodia), the somewhat democratic countries 

(Thailand and Vietnam), and the upstream economic and military powerhouse, China. 

Underdal et al. (2002) claim that the upstream/downstream problem creates an asymmetrical 

problem in which the values of the parties involved are negatively correlated. The four 

lower riparians have established the MRC as a full-fledged regime or organizational tool to 

tackle water issues, while also combating this asymmetry (Kranz et al. 2010).  

The concept of regime is defined by Krasner (1982) as a ‘‘set of principles, norms, 

rules and decision-making procedures around which actor expectations converge in a given 

issue-area’’. For clarification, data in this context means representations of facts, in a 

formalized manner, suitable for communication, interpretation or processing. The MRC 

defines information as data interpreted and then displayed by the competent authorities 

having ownership or possession thereof, which is required for exchange and sharing for the 

purpose of the implementation of the Mekong Agreement (MRC, 1995). Information 

exchange is the reciprocal transfer of data and information among the member countries. 

Information sharing is the provision of full access to data and information maintained in the 

MRC Information System to the member countries through the MRC Secretariat.  

Prior consultation is defined as timely notification plus additional data and 

information to the Joint Committee of the MRC, who will be further described in Chapter 

2. This would allow the other member countries to discuss and evaluate the impact of the 

proposed practice upon their utilization of water and any other effects, which is the basis for 

arriving at an agreement. Prior consultation is neither a right to veto the use nor unilateral 
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right to use water by any riparian without taking into account other countries’ rights (MRC, 

1995). 

The concept of region relates to situating a transboundary river and its basin within 

a political geography. This is used as a means to explain what shaped the River’s 

development and molded physical and strategic barriers between the neighboring riparian 

nations. While utilizing the term Mekong region, I acknowledge that the region itself is a 

fluid, recent construct - born from a history of national authority and allegiance, developing 

into clashes versus colonial powers, ruling parties and conceptions of identity, molding 

networks of power, and dependency between centers and peripheries.  

There are several strands of literature detailing how one can determine a regional 

regimes’ effectiveness.  

In order for a regime to be effective in Barrett’s view it must meet three criteria: 

broad participation, incentives for compliance and reduction of negative impact. Barrett’s 

approach requires that all stakeholders are actively participating and not deviating from the 

regulations or principles of the agreement, while reducing the problem they aim to solve 

(Barrett, 2008). This requires enforcement and mitigation, as well as an adaptive regime. 

Barrett sees transnational cooperation as a game where some rules are determined by nature, 

and others are human inventions in the meta-game of international relations and statecraft. 

The primary players in international environmental relations are the countries themselves, 

represented by their governments (Barrett, 2003). Success and effectiveness of a treaty in his 

definition means meeting all three of these requirements, without exceptions.  

Stokke, Biermann, & Young, (2012) argue that the main tasks of measuring regime 

effectiveness are; 1) defining what encompasses problem solving; 2) measuring actual 

problem solving; and 3) detailing any differences in outcomes. In order to assess 

effectiveness, an analyst must deconstruct the problem addressed by the regime into three 

components: cognitional problem solving, regulatory issues, and behavioral changes. By 

dividing the regime into these components, a nuanced assessment can be made that is 

attentive to the portion of the problem being solved and helps identify where lessons can be 

drawn to better explain respective successes and failures. This highlights the varied 

perspectives of the Commission, as one state’s success may be another’s failure, and this 

paradox underlies tensions and conflict. This approach becomes more valid and concrete 

when tied to material regime activities such as research, regulation, and monitoring controls.  
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Helm & Sprinz’s approach to effectiveness is based on the relative improvement a 

regime has achieved, compared with (1) the counterfactual state - absence of the regime, in 

this case, the MRC, and (2) the collective optimum, which means the best outcome the 

regime could hope to achieve (Helm & Sprinz, 2000). This approach provides three useful 

concepts for evaluating effectiveness: the counterfactual state, the actual goal achievement, 

and the collective optimum. The most effective regimes are those that provide the greatest 

possible improvement from the counterfactual state, while minimizing the distance to the 

collective optimum. Thus, the efficiency of a regime is calculated as a formula: the distance 

between the actual goal achievement and the counterfactual state divided by the distance 

between the collective optimum and the counterfactual state (Helm & Sprinz, 2000). 

I will review and employ each of the approaches described above, relying heavily 

on Barrett, Stokke, and Helm & Sprinz’s work in order to analyze the effectiveness of 

information sharing and cooperation mechanism within the Commission. I will further 

define my employment and measurement of the term effectiveness in Chapter 3. 

 

1.3 Scope 
 
As this case study does not seek to test or establish relative significance of causal mechanisms 

in a global sense, the issue of generalizability does not arise here in the same way it does in 

other empirical analyses. Evidently, the project’s scope is limited by the number of 

participants I had access to interviewing and their knowledge of the specific questions asked. 

The MRC is constantly changing, and there are new management and sharing initiatives. I, 

the researcher, may not be aware of the latest developments, and many related documents 

are not available publicly, such as the detailed rule for the Procedures for Data and 

Information Exchange and Sharing (PDIES). I have done my best within these limitations 

to identify interviewees with different perspectives, to arrive at a varied understanding on 

how information sharing mechanisms work in practice and the pathways that lead them to 

successes or failures. 

From an academic point of view, this research furthers the use of these three 

theoretical models, applying them to an evolving regime and therefore fosters new ideas on 

evaluating environmental regimes’ effectiveness in a specific case. From a practical point of 

view, this research is necessary as the MRC is at a critical juncture. As will be discussed in 
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later chapters, China is creating a parallel cooperation mechanism in tandem with the MRC 

undergoing a massive financial and managerial restructuring. In order for them to maintain, 

if not advance, their status as a knowledge centered, cooperative body they will need to 

develop and adapt their procedures and protocol.  

The environmental issues of the Mekong Delta are more than purely political. 

Flooding is happening, people’s livelihoods are at risk, and communities are displaced. How 

these issues are described, who is to blame for these problems, or who is chosen to solve 

them, shapes how environmental issues are handled (Dalby 1996 in Teusch, 2000). Based 

on the empirical findings, this thesis further suggests a revised model of explanation and 

provides a multi-scalar, institutional analysis. Problems experienced in sharing water-related 

(hydrological/hydraulic) data and information help identify the players, issues and power 

relations of Mekong hydro-politics. Biermann (2008) argues that comprehending processes 

of issue- specific regimes and their interaction are crucial for the larger study of institutional 

structure in earth-system governance.  

 
1.5 Disposition 
 

This thesis is organized into nine chapters. In this chapter, I have outlined the 

research gap through a review of previous theoretical literature about the MRC and its 

effectiveness, and I have also presented my research question. Moreover, I have provided 

an overview of important concepts and methods and explained the scope of this study.   

In the second chapter, I introduce the MRC and the context it was formed in. This 

introduction will help the reader to see the depth and scope of the projects the Commission 

undertakes, and the mechanisms it uses to solve them.  

The third chapter will explain the theoretical framework for my analysis, primarily 

using Barrett’s, Stokke’s, and Helm & Sprinz’s theories of regime effectiveness to display 

which aspects of the Commission’s information sharing have been effective. By combining 

my empirical material with these theories, we can come closer to understanding the 

cooperation between the member nations and if they have achieved their goals via sharing 

information using technical mechanisms and discourse. 

In Chapter 4, my methods of semi-structured interviews and documents will be 

discussed in further detail, and the data collection process will be explained.  
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The fifth chapter provides a systematic review of documents generated by the MRC. 

This review covers Annual Reports, Strategic Plans, and policy briefs from the member 

nations that detail proposals and plans for information sharing and cooperation mechanisms. 

The chapter is based entirely on primary sources, and offers an investigation of changes in 

the Commission and its projects over time.  

Chapters 6 through 8 will report the results of semi-structured interviews from 

experts and practitioners who have worked either in or in relation to the MRC. In Chapter 

6, I employ Barrett’s method of evaluating the MRC on its participation, compliance and 

the depth of commitments. I compare the MRC’s stated political and infrastructural outputs 

in their Strategic Plans to the actual accomplished outcomes. In Chapter 7, I assess the data 

via Stokke’s lens, disassembling the regime into cognitional, regulatory, and behavioral 

outcomes. This analysis revolves around problem solving, and the chapter aims to answer 

whether the MRC has created a shared understanding of the problems in the Basin, and if 

so, whether this understanding has translated into helping solve these problems. The no-

regime counterfactual analysis is the backbone to regime effectiveness research, yet it cannot 

be linked to observation. I will deduce this measurement and the potential collective 

optimum by way of interviews, similar to Helm & Sprinz, whose theoretical model will be 

used in Chapter 8. The interviewees present different objectives and views on the situation. 

These chapters detail the interviewees’ perceptions of the MRC and its information sharing, 

and outline if they believe the Commission has been successful in these areas.  

The conclusion summarizes the thesis and presents the findings of my research on 

the MRC. It also gives recommendations in regard to discourse and data sharing. I present 

strengths and weaknesses of the project’s framework and discuss avenues for future research. 

I argue that addressing the issues outlined in this thesis is essential if the MRC is to ascend 

and rise to its goals and expectations for successful governance and oversight. 
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Chapter 2 

Background 

This chapter discusses how the MRC came to be, and how views have changed, increasingly 

prioritizing information sharing in the wake of increased visibility and international 

recognition. I discuss the objects of evaluation, or the procedures that I focus on when going 

through documents and interviews, detailing their stated purposes and functionality.  

2.1 Regional History & MRC Beginnings 
 
Many countries in South Asia are increasingly turning to multilateral mechanisms such as 

River Basin Organizations to facilitate integrated cooperation on water management 

(Hoelscher et al., 2013). The states sharing the Mekong have unequal military, political, and 

economical power; however, their shared geographical position in and around the Mekong 

River Basin provides a basis for riparian relations.  

The United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) 

began to prioritize flood control and the Mekong in the 1950’s. The 1957-1978 

“Committee for Coordination of the Lower Mekong Basin” was sponsored by and 

cooperated with the United Nations. The Committee forged the 1970 Indicative Basin Plan 

which advocated for many large development projects, and was mainly preoccupied with 

facilitation of projects (Litta, 2012). This was also the first example of the United Nations’ 

direct involvement in a continuing program of an international river basin (Jacobs, 1995). 

The preliminary Mekong Committee included two fundamental stipulations; the veto 

power of Committee members, and that meetings would be attended by all participating 

members and decisions would be made unanimously. The veto power was a double-edged 

tool that could either paralyze or accelerate the functions of the Committee, and is not an 

option in the current Commission (Cosslett, 2014).  

The Committee struggled with funding and was weakened by the wars in the region. 

The Vietnam War came to an end in 1975, leading to regime changes there and in Laos. 

However, the increasing paranoia of the Khmer Rouge government of Cambodia made 

their participation in the Committee unsustainable, therefore leading to the other three 
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member nations excluding Cambodia in the Interim Committee (1978-1995). This regional 

unrest significantly weakened the Committee (Litta, 2012). This turbulence, combined with 

the former veto rule for mainstream hydropower projects, hindered the development of the 

Lower Mekong Basin. After peace returned to Cambodia with the signing of the Paris 

Accords in 1991 after being at war with Vietnam, it joined Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand in 

negotiating a new Mekong cooperation treaty. 

The third phase of the Mekong Project was the “Agreement for the Sustainable 

Development of The Mekong River Basin”, signed April 5, 1995, which established the 

Mekong River Commission (MRC). In contrast to the Committee, the MRC is a full-

fledged international organization, rather than a UN-body. Western donors contributed 

most of the funding and therefore had an influential environmental agenda in the beginning 

of the MRC, whereas they hold less of an influence and financial responsibility currently.  

The goals of the Commission are substantial, and the organization is undergoing a 

massive restructuring. The reform process goes back to the 2010 Hua Hin Declaration, 

where the countries and donors agreed for MRC to be financially independent from donors 

by 2030. In 2016, the MRC began implementing the institutional decision to scale back, 

cutting much of its technical staff in order to streamline procedures and become financially 

independent from international donors and self-sufficient. This has meant the MRC is 

pushing for leadership from riparian states, where the members of the Commission and those 

in power are citizens of the countries of the Mekong Basin. The first riparian CEO took 

over in 2016, and yet another in January of this year. Ever since 2016, the Secretariat level 

was cut from around 270 employees to below 90, including positions for data management 

and systems. This cut was less of a decision of its own making, than a necessary step due to 

decreased funding from foreign donors. As part of the reform process, the MRC has started 

to "decentralize" some Core River Basin Monitoring related activities preparing for the 

member countries to have full financial and technical responsibilities by 2030. These reforms 

have had an impact on how the Commission is evaluated in chapters 6-8. 

The history of Southeast Asia has resulted in it being one of the few political-

geographical regions that is strategically located, occupied by a number of conflicting states, 

and caught between the conjoining interests of adjoining Great Powers (Kittikhoun & 

Staubli, 2018). The regional regime cannot be understood without some knowledge of the 

historical context it was created into, and the external influences pushing against it. The 
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Cold War context of cooperation as a means to contain communist influence excluded 

China and Myanmar from the Committee. Despite the drawback constituted by the absence 

of China in the Mekong cooperation process, the nations included in the MRC comprise 

over 80% of the basin’s population, water resources, and land (Kranz et al., 2010).  

 

Figure 2.1 Map of Mekong River and MRC Transboundary Projects 

 
Source: Mekong River Commission (2018) 

 

There are many reasons why China has not joined the Commission. Other major 

Chinese rivers do not run through any country other than China (e.g. Yangtze, Huanghe, 

or the Yellow River). Thus, from China’s perspective, the Mekong is a special case that 

requires concessions to downstream nations in this regime. Ever since the signing of an 

agreement that provisioned sharing of hydrological information of the Lancang River in 

2002, China has shared hydrological information on a daily basis from two stations, one on 

the mainstream and one off a tributary. Given that this agreement has been renewed twice 
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(in 2008 and 2013), China has stated that they share more information with the MRC than 

with any other parties it shares international rivers with (Kittikhoun & Staubli, 2018).  

Myanmar has limited activity in regional cooperation and governance, as only 4% of 

its territory is located within the Basin, making up only 2% of the flow (Backer, 2007). 

Participation in the regime will always be limited due to the exclusion of China, and to 

some extent Myanmar; however, both countries are Dialogue Partners, meaning they send 

delegates to meetings and proceedings, and are actively participating in the Commission.  

 

Figure 2.2 & 2.3 The Mekong River in My Tho, Vietnam 

Source: Taken by the author on an exploratory trip to Vietnam and Thailand (July 2018)  

 

It is important to note that all member countries hold their own motives and 

perceptions of cooperation within the Commission, considering their differing capabilities, 

commitment, and geographical location. Within the past 20-25 years, the states in the region 

have largely shifted from command to market economies, and therefore the role of the states 

in the Commission are being redefined and their capacities challenged, possibly creating 

instability in hydrological administration. Whether or not this is a direct causality, the 

perceived value of hydrological data rises with competition for water in the Mekong Basin 

due to its operational, strategic, financial and political value (Spring et al., 2009). Therefore, 

understanding the ways in which the MRC’s procedures influence and empower the 

countries to share information and data is a crucial task.   
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2.2 MRC Structure 
 
The MRC is an intergovernmental organization meant to discuss the shared water resources 

and sustainable development of the Mekong River, outside the UN system. The MRC is 

governed by its four-member countries through (i) the Council, (ii) the Joint Committee, 

and (iii) the Secretariat.  

Members of the Council are cabinet ministers such as the ministries of water 

resources, meteorology, or natural resources, who meet once annually. The Council is the 

highest body, the constitutional organ, and decides on political orders. It currently comprises 

of seven people, two advisors from each country, except Thailand, who holds only one seat 

at the moment. The Joint Committee is the executive organ of the Council and meets twice 

to three times annually to approve budgets and strategic plans in order to implement the 

Council’s directives on specific projects. Currently there are eight members of the Joint 

Committee who are senior civil servants heading government departments. The Secretariat 

preforms the work, providing technical and administrative support, from its base 

in Vientiane, Laos. The Secretariat is staffed with scientists, administrators, and technical 

staff. Much of the leadership of the Secretariat used to be non-riparian and funded by foreign 

donors (MRC, 1995). 

 The MRC is most importantly led by a CEO, the face and opinion of the 

Commission. While decision making power rests in the capacities of the member states, the 

CEO is the contact person for the member countries, donors, and dialogue partners (Litta, 

2012). The National Mekong Committee (NMC) of each state function as a link between 

the MRC and member states, with two members from each country from separate units in 

ministries or state agencies, working hand in hand with the Joint Committee. MRC projects 

and programs are implemented by the national line agencies, or national departments or 

ministries, of each member country. The National Mekong Committees facilitate 

coordination between these line agencies and the Secretariat (Litta, 2012). However, the 

NMCs are not identified in the 1995 Agreement, allowing them latitude to decide their 

own role, and questioning whether they are the most effective mechanism to interface the 

Secretariat to the member governments.    
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Figure 2.4 Mekong River Commission Governance Structure 

 

 
Source: Mekong River Commission (2018) 

 

The MRC bodies preform three key functions. They are detailed below: 

 

1. Secretariat, Administrative and Management Functions: promotion of dialogue and 

communication; reporting and dissemination; stakeholder engagement and 

communications/public information. These correspond to the corporate services of 

most organizations, and the Office of the Chief Executive Office, and the Administrative 

Division carry out these functions at the MRC Secretariat. 

2. Core River Basin Management Functions (CRBMF): These are divided into five 

categories: 

i) Data acquisition, exchange and monitoring 

ii) Analysis, modeling and assessment 

iii) Planning support 
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iv) Forecasting, warning, and emergency 

v) Implementation of the five MRC Procedures 

 

The CRBMF comprise the main technical work of the MRC under the Planning, 

Environmental Management, and Technical Support divisions.  

3. Consulting and Advisory services: provision of technical expertise, databases, models, 

expert networks to support studies undertaken outside of the MRC, etc.  

Source: MRC Governance and Organizational Structure (2018) 

 

The Agreement’s Preamble lists the terms “sustainable development”, “utilization”, 

and “conservation” all within the same line, aiming for balance and interconnectivity 

between development and environmental values. This is a holistic model of thinking that is 

intended to incorporate comprehensive problem solving and change patterns of thinking, 

in theory.  

Article 1 of the 1995 Mandate of the Commission decides what uses of riverine 

water fall under the Commission’s responsibility, namely hydropower, navigation, flood 

control, fisheries, timber floating, recreation and tourism, and irrigation. The second Article 

details the scope of Article 1 and outlines a procedure for basin development planning. 

Article 2 details member countries should promote, support, cooperate and coordinate in 

the development of the full potential of sustainable benefits to all riparian States and the 

prevention of wasteful use of Mekong River Basin waters, feeding into an assumption the 

MRC regards the Mekong region in a holistic manner. Article 3 details environmental 

protection and how to safeguard ecological balance while carrying out developmental 

projects (MRC, 1995, pg. 6).  

The MRC has a distinctive combination of limited membership and soft law, as 

compared to other river basin organizations, while also addressing a highly complex 

environmental and social system. The Commission and its regime are therefore only one of 

many factors influencing water management decisions by states and target groups. The 

riparian states of the MRC are sovereign in implementation of infrastructural measures, such 

as hydropower dams, irrigation plans and flood control systems, lending the MRC no hard-

regulatory authority. It is difficult to estimate the cumulative burden of these infrastructural 
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means in the transboundary river basin (Kranz et al., 2010). The Commission’s 1995 

Agreement is not incorporated into the member nations’ respective water laws. The 

signatories’ goal is to “cooperate on the basis of sovereign equality and territorial integrity 

in the utilization and protection of the water resources of the Mekong River Basin” (MRC, 

1995, pg. 6) but the regime has “no mandate to act on its own in any fashion that has not 

been approved by the member countries” (Osborne, 2004). However, in general, 

agreements can be kept even when the apparatus of the court is weak or non-existent, out 

of altruism or social and mutual reinforcement (Barrett, 2003).  

The only “hard” international law instrument to which any of the MRC countries 

is bound is the 1997 UN Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of International 

Watercourses. It does call for data and information related to water resources, such as 

hydrological and hydrogeological data to be exchanged regularly as well as upon request 

(Convention on the Law of the Non-navigational Uses of International Watercourses, 

1997). However, this agreement is only ratified by Vietnam (Hirsch, 2016). The 1995 

Mekong Agreement was developed based on the draft articles of the UN Water Courses 

Convention (UNWC), which was being developed at the same time, and also includes 

Vietnam. The UNWC can reinforce the Mekong agreement and align it with international 

customary law, or obligations that arise from established state practice rather than formal 

agreements such as treaties. Legally, the word “obligations” used in the UNWC is stronger 

than the word “agreement” used in the Mekong agreement, for example on taking legal 

measures (Interviewee B). In practice the MRC has been less influential on tributaries than 

on the Mekong mainstream, although the Procedures for Notification and Prior 

Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA) is applicable to tributaries in certain conditions.  

In the first decades of cooperation, employees of the MRC have been mostly 

international experts. However, the MRC has begun to shift leadership to the member 

countries, and positions shall be spread amongst the four countries in an equal way (MRC, 

1995, pg. 13). Donors currently provide around half of the funds, and the rest comes from 

the member countries. A considerable amount of development for the MRC has been 

financed by international aid agencies or multinational development banks, such as the ADB, 

by Chinese banks, and by Vietnamese, Thai, and South Korean governments. Last year, 

member countries agreed to increase their annual contribution to MRC by 10%, up to 

about $1 million per country per year, a very strong indication of commitment to the 
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organization (Interviewee H). By 2030 the MRC is required to be financially independent 

from development partners, as decided by the 2010 Hua Hin Declaration. 

Attaining the Mekong Agreement’s vision of sustainable development and integrated 

water resource management in the basin requires collecting and exchanging information and 

data in order to make decisions that will affect the entire basin. The member countries have 

developed five prominent, and interlinked, procedures to realize this. These include the 

Procedures for Data and Information Exchange and Sharing (PDIES), the Procedures for 

Water Use Monitoring (PWUM), the Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and 

Agreement (PNPCA), the Procedures for the Maintenance of Flows on the Mainstream 

(PMFM), and the Procedures for Water Quality (PWQ). My research will focus on the 

Procedures for Data and Information Exchange and Sharing (PDIES), adopted in 2001 and 

the Procedures for Notification and Prior Consultation Agreement (PNPCA), adopted in 

November of 2003 (Bowen, 2009). While data and information sharing can be an asset, it 

is important to recognize why states may be hesitant. Some may fear that by exchanging 

data in water treaty negotiations they may weaken their bargaining position or even slow 

down negotiations, while the cost of organizing data collection can be quite high (Gerlak et 

al., 2011). My research will delve into which possible factors may hinder compliance or the 

willingness of key actors and states to share data. 

 
2.3 MRC Mechanism for Data Collection and Exchange 
 
There is still a substantial gap between the rhetoric and reality of data sharing and access to 

information in the Mekong Basin, and the following discussion refers to the system as it was 

designed and meant to function, not as it necessarily does.  

The endorsement of the PDIES at the MRC Council’s 6th meeting in October 

1999 was the first major policy decision of the MRC member countries, since the signing 

of the Mekong Agreement six years prior. This recognizes that the sustainable development 

objectives of the 1995 Mekong Agreement can only be achieved when basin-wide data and 

information are used for planning, development and monitoring purposes (MRC, 2001). 

The PDIES institutionalized hydrological data and water related information sharing within 

the regime. Data had been collected since 1985, but no procedures entailing the exchange 

of data existed before the PDIES (MRC, 2001). 
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On November 1, 2001, the Council established the MRC Information Services 

(MRC-IS) to receive, enter, store and make accessible data and information for the MRC. 

In July 2002, at its 16th Meeting, the Joint Committee adopted the “Guidelines on 

Custodianship and Management of the MRC Information Services”. The Secretariat is the 

“Custodian” of the MRC-IS, and the Line Agencies of each riparian country are “Primary 

Custodians”. The Line Agencies are respective governmental departments and ministries of 

water resources, planning and agriculture who initially collect, process, and store the data 

and information to be exchanged and shared under the Exchange and Sharing Procedures 

(MRC, 2001). The PDIES has identified 12 different types of data and information required 

for the implementation of MRC procedures, from water resources, topography, 

administrative boundaries, natural resources, agriculture, urbanization/industrialization, 

navigation/transport, environment/ecology, flood management, infrastructure, socio-

economics, and tourism. 

The MRC Data and Information Services Portal (DISP) enables search and 

discovery of all data held by the MRC, including spatial data, time series, non-spatial data, 

and technical documents (MRC Data and Information Sharing Portal). The Portal provides 

an overview of the data and information sharing services as well as the MRC Toolbox, 

which is used to create prediction scenarios. This data repository reduces data uncertainty 

by combining integrated models, and all datasets are quality assured before being entered 

into the Master Catalog. The Mekong Information Platform is a website that facilitates the 

exchange of information on integrated water resources management in the Mekong River 

Basin. Another platform in the system, the Community Site, encourages that access to data 

and information is provided through the Data and Information Services Portal (DISP). The 

MRC Technical Assistance and Coordination Team (TACT) has developed a Data Delivery 

Schedule, where datasets needed by the MRC Programs have been identified and details 

such as attributes and delivery frequency for each dataset are listed. 

The PDIES has three objectives; to facilitate data exchange amongst member 

countries, to make available upon request basic data and information for public access, and 

promote understanding and cooperation among the MRC members in a constructive and 

beneficial manner to ensure sustainable development of the Basin (MRC, 2001). The PDIES 

is a procedure for accessible and reliable information sharing, and the National Mekong 

Committee and the Secretariat are bound in promotion and application of the PDIES. This 



 27 

is greatly important, as control over hydrological data has become a political tool in the 

region (Plengsaeng et al., 2014). The Technical branch of the MRC has formed and stored 

a large amount of data in the MRC-Information System, as a central database for the MRC, 

which collects data from the Secretariat, member states, and other actors and makes it public 

via the MRC Data Portal (MRC, 2018)  

Data sharing via the PDIES is a direct mechanism of information exchange, or the 

sharing of hard data either regularly, on-demand, or when triggered by an event. In addition 

to this direct mechanism, the MRC has put in place indirect mechanisms of exchange with 

the Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA), discussed in 

the next section. 

 

Figure 2.5 Process of Data Collection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (Annual Report, 2017, pg. 62) 

 

There are ongoing data collection processes shared on a regular basis by the countries 

National Mekong Committees with MRC Secretariat based on agreements, such as routine 

monitoring activities implemented by the line agencies, or national ministries and 

departments. For specific studies upon request, there are several data sharing stages of the 

MRC, beginning at the basin level up to the national level, and even further up the 
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hierarchy of the MRC. Data are shared with the MRC Secretariat for consolidation, analysis 

and public dissemination and are collected through extended monitoring networks that 

include 45 automated hydro-meteorological stations, 139 traditional stations for rainfall or 

water level monitoring, 48 water quality sampling stations, and over 100 fisheries 

monitoring sites. All data, such as mapping, and monitoring of rainfall, fisheries and water 

quality; is stored in the MRC Catalog and Web Portal for its users. Currently, there are the 

700 registered users of the Portal; including policy makers, practitioners, commercial users, 

and researchers. In 2017, while nearly 40,000 users accessed the Data Portal, there were 685 

requests made for specific data (MRC Procedural Rules for Mekong Water Cooperation, 

2018).  

In the PDIES it states that data exchange is when data is traded in both a giving and 

receiving line by multiple countries (MRC, 2001). While the most crucial decree of the 

PDIES is the ‘mandate to share’, information is only exchanged via projects or for specific 

studies. The willingness to share data and information under the PDIES derives from the 

type of data/information required, and how sensitive it may be. 

While the above discussion suggests that an elaborate system of information 

collection and exchange has – in principle – been established, in practice the system is 

frequently criticized by Interviewee subjects in later chapters. They describe a system that 

has a number of shortcomings, from outdated data, to data gaps, and difficulties accessing 

data via the search engine. Monitoring stations aren’t always coordinated between different 

line agencies. Although it is highly prioritized within the Commission, data exchange is 

more difficult in practice. Both the MRC’s Strategic Plan for 2011-2015 and for 2016-2020 

noted the need to improve implementation of the PDIES, and hence MRC seems to be 

well aware of challenges and that there are various measures taken and planned for 

improvement. The MRC states they are introducing a new time-series database 

management system to allow users to easily navigate time-stamped data and visualized data 

with interactive maps and diagrams, as well as more satellite images to complement field 

data.  
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2.4 MRC Mechanism for Notification and Prior Consultation and Agreement 
 
The Council adopted the Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation and Agreement 

(PNPCA) at its Tenth Meeting in November 2003. The Procedures were not activated 

until the Laos Government proposed a dam on the mainstream of the Mekong River in 

Xayaburi Province in September 2010, delving into uncharted territory to demonstrate its 

ability to convene transparent evaluation of a major proposal.  

The PNPCA were implemented in order to establish a balance between protection 

and development of future hydropower projects. Under the PNPCA framework, any water 

development project in the region, which may significantly alter water flow or quality of 

the Mekong mainstream, should undergo one of the three processes: Notification, Prior 

Consultation, or Specific Agreement. Notification requires a country proposing a project to 

notify its details to other member countries before it commences the proposed use. Prior 

Consultation involves a six-month process of technical assessment and formal consultations 

on the proposed project before its implementation by a proposing country. Specific 

Agreement requires negotiation to achieve a consensus on terms and conditions of the 

proposed project among all member countries prior to the proposed use of water (MRC 

Procedural Rules for Mekong Water Cooperation, 2018). The process to be applied to 

certain water infrastructure projects is determined by three criteria; river type, season, and 

water use scope.  
 

Figure 2.6 Application of PNPCA Cooperation Processes 

Source: (Procedural Rules for Mekong Water Cooperation, 2018, pg. 11) 
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The processes have the role of facilitating water cooperation among the four 

countries to improve the use of water resources for development while minimizing potential 

negative transboundary impacts on the environment and livelihoods of riverine 

communities (MRC Procedural Rules for Mekong Water Cooperation, 2018). None of 

the processes are intended to approve or reject a proposed project, but rather map 

transboundary effects of proposed development projects using Environmental Impact 

Assessments and what can be done to mitigate them. The Procedures allow national 

information of commercial projects to be shared internationally, and provide scientific 

assessments to facilitate debates amongst stakeholders. This provides a platform where 

tensions can be discussed in a transparent manner.  

Interviewee H stated, “These guidelines (procedures) are providing a structural 

framework for member countries to design and operate their hydropower project, a very 

tangible one.” Four hydropower dams on the mainstream have concerned the PNPCA 

within Laos; Xayaburi (2010); Don Sahong (2013); Pak Beng (2016); and Pak Lay (2018). 

Of these, three of the four went through the six-month prior consultation. However, no 

formal agreement was reached on the Xayaburi and the Don Sahong by the end of the 

process. In the case of Pak Beng, the four member countries issued a joint statement calling 

for the Laos government to minimize and mitigate adverse transboundary impacts on water 

flow, sediment, fish passage, and socio-economic conditions, requesting the MRC 

Secretariat to prepare an action plan for the post-consultation process. Prior consultation for 

Pak Lay is ongoing, after submission of the project in June 2018 (MRC Procedural Rules 

for Mekong Water Cooperation, 2018). Earlier hydropower projects reached a stalemate in 

their prior consultation procedures, whereas more recent ones have called for action plans, 

showing changes in the prior consultation process in order to come to an agreement. The 

Prior Consultation process offers a chance to employ water diplomacy in the region and is 

one of the liveliest procedures within the MRC framework (Interviewee H – 2019).  

The PNPCA is not a data collection mechanism per se, rather a review of a particular 

project in light of these conditions in the basin and projection for the basin, however 

information and data are shared and exchanged throughout these processes. This prior 

notification and formal communication can be coded or organized in the data gathered as 

indirect exchange mechanisms. Indirect mechanisms of data exchange can include joint 
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management systems, political consultations and conflict resolution consultations (Gerlak et 

al., 2011). Under the PNPCA, all states should cooperate in good faith with all potentially 

affected states and supply to them any available information relevant to a proposed dam 

project in a timely fashion.   

In sum, the MRC was established in order to promote the effective management of 

the water resources, taking into consideration environmental protection. They have 

established five main procedures in order to implement the 1995 Agreement, and in this 

thesis the PNPCPA and PDIES are highlighted as indirect and direct mechanisms of 

information exchange and data sharing. I assume that these established procedures will guide 

the National Committee’s decision making and will therefore influence the regimes 

effectiveness.   
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Chapter 3  

Measuring Effectiveness  
 
Based on Trachtenberg's (2006) argument that theories can function as a tool and “engine” 

of analysis, this chapter will look at the theoretical analysis of regime effectiveness. The 

chapter is divided into an introduction to environmental regime effectiveness, followed by 

three different theorists’ approaches on evaluating regime effectiveness. These three were 

chosen because of their varied approaches in the realm of literature on measuring regime 

effectiveness; Barrett’s approach is perhaps the most straightforward, whereas Stokke 

provides an approach linking understanding of the issues to regulatory problem solving, and 

Helm & Sprinz attach numerical values to the assessment. I then discuss how I will employ 

these standards of evaluation in my analysis. How the Commission functions greatly affects 

the individuals and societies relying on the resource and their democratic institutions. By 

dissecting the material interests and calculations of the member states, these theories become 

instruments of guidance in my analysis, not by providing answers in and of themselves, but 

by generating specific questions and considerations, as proposed by Trachtenberg (2006).  

 
3.1 Environmental Regime Effectiveness 
 
Young (2011) notes that regimes can serve as utility modifiers, enhancers of cooperation, 

bestowers of authority, learning facilitators, role definers, and agents of internal realignments. 

This highlights the many varied purposes regimes can serve in order to improve or redefine 

an issue; however, few succeed at being effective in all these stated roles. There is no unified 

or agreed upon approach to evaluating a regime’s effectiveness in the current literature, but 

there is concurrence on the underlying conceptual issues. Underdal  (1992) summarizes 

these as: 

 i. What constitutes the object of evaluation?   ii. Against what standard is the object to be 

evaluated? iii. How do we operationalize comparing our object to this standard? iv. What 

measurements do we perform to create a certain score of effectiveness to a certain object of 

a regime?  



 33 

By discerning the institutional mechanisms that are affecting the member nations, 

we are able to see the broader outcomes of this interaction between internal and external 

actors and stakeholders on an international level. In a political approach, ‘effectiveness’ means 

that a regime can change the behavior of actors, affecting their policies and institutions in a 

way that positively contributes to managing the problem (Young, 1999). For my case, as in 

most regime analysis, there will be an emphasis on states as the main actors crafting and 

implementing norms, but I will acknowledge differences in interests and abilities among 

non-state and sub-state actors. This underscores the lack of political will in many riparian 

regimes, in which participants believe that an upstream nation’s use of water will partially 

or fully impede downstream nations preferred use of water. Upstream states may believe 

regime regulation is a threat to their sovereignty, and the situation entangles cooperation 

and joint management of water.  

Members are presumably acting on self-interest on either incomplete or complete 

information; thus, their actions and decisions rely on the information at hand via information 

sharing. Communication and transparency are therefore of the utmost importance. If the 

actors maintain a clearly delineated utility function, they will change their behavior when 

social procedures make it worth their while to do so (Young, 1999).  

In a political approach, states’ and regimes’ effectiveness can be evaluated by 

comparing their stated political and infrastructural outputs to the actual accomplished 

outcomes, as effectiveness in a political sense means spurring action towards achieving the 

regimes’ stated objectives (Young, 2011). The output refers to the norms, principles, and 

rules encompassing the regime and its decision-making process while the string of 

consequences that follow from the implementation of the regime are outcomes. One needs 

to specify whether results are referring to output or outcome, and caution needs to be used 

when inferring impact from data only about output. 

 
3.2 Barrett 
 
Barrett’s work on effective climate regimes and treaties, focuses on participation, 

compliance, and commitments that change actors’ behavior or reduces the negative impact 

on the environment. Barrett (2008) states that an effective international agreement must 

encompass these three elements.  
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An effective agreement or regime must have broad participation. China and Myanmar 

are not signatories (Backer, 2007); however, they currently sit in on meetings as “Dialogue 

Partners”, an agreement that began in 1996. This limited participation could pose problems 

for overall effectiveness. Behavior is shaped by the underlying incentive structure, and the 

outcome of any one country depends on externalities or what other nations and actors do. 

Participation is imperative as a regime not including all stakeholders will have more limited 

scope for policy and action than one where all stakeholders are engaged. The case of a shared 

river is a unidirectional externality; if waste is dumped upstream, the downstream nation 

will be harmed, whereas if the downstream nation does the same, the upstream nation will 

remain largely unaffected. Unilateralism in external effects and relationships is likely to 

sustain inefficient outcomes, which is why adhering to these shared norms must be 

encouraged and enforced (Barrett, 2003).  

An effective agreement or regime must include incentives for compliance. There is a 

need for an enforcement mechanism that structures incentives in such a way that states will 

benefit from participating in and complying with intergovernmental agreements in both the 

short and long term.  The MRC is not binding, and therefore lacks enforcement, which 

can lead to free riding. This soft law norm is politically binding in that breaking MRC 

Procedures could cause political criticism; however, not legal action (Stokke et al., 2012). 

In terms of non-technical barriers, information is politicized in the Basin, and actors are also 

hiring short-term consultants to do long-term work (Thu & Wehn, 2016). Barrett notes 

that in some successful agreements, such as the Montreal Protocol, developing countries 

were given easier initial limitations, but were expected to reach the same endpoint as rich 

countries, creating positive incentives for developing countries to participate (Barrett, 2008). 

This recognizes that rich and poor countries alike have common but differentiated 

responsibilities. Some technologies have features that can aid enforcement, but the 

incentives for new technologies to spread depends on their cost compared to alternatives.  

Finally, an effective agreement or regime must also reduce the impact of the issue it is 

trying to address. In this case, information sharing must be increasing cooperation between 

the member nations. This requires measurable and reportable commitments that include 

quantified limitations and objectives, while ensuring a comparability of efforts that take into 

account differences in national circumstances (Barrett, 2008). In order to reduce the 

problem, they must adapt to the issue as it evolves, and this requires capability. The MRC 
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has been implemented by sector, and at a national level, civil servants use data in order to 

navigate the power relations between institutions and administrations, especially where state 

bureaucracies are facing major changes. This is while at the international level upstream 

countries are able to withhold information in order to deprive downstream nations and 

protect upstream governments scientifically based hydro-political claims (Spring et al., 

2009). The MRC relies heavily on government reporting, and independent evidence shows 

that non-reporting, whether intentional or not, can mask significant non-compliance.  

 
3.3 Stokke 
 
Stokke (2012) introduces another approach to measuring regime effectiveness. He splits the 

regime into cognitional, regulatory, and behavioral components.  

The cognitional component comprises creating a shared understanding between 

actors about what actions available to the regime members will produce the best results for 

the regime. Cognitional success is when all members know how measures can help achieve 

the common purpose of information sharing, hence creating a mutual responsibility of how 

to address the issue at the heart of the regime.  

The regulatory aspect involves converting this shared understanding into normative 

commitments. A good treaty will have permanent requirements, positive incentives, and full 

participation. It will establish timetables and targets, but as a means – not an end.  

Finally, the behavioral component regards ensuring that these commitments truly 

shape the performance of the regimes’ target, manifesting into policy that improves 

performance (Stokke, 2012). For example, climate regimes need to focus global attention in 

order to take measures and action rather than purely set goals. The behavioral outcome is 

often a weak point in international governance, as individual states have a strong incentive 

to disregard their obligations in the management of a public good. Even if each state acts 

rationally from its own perspective, the result may be collectively irrational; the sum of 

individually rational behaviors becomes the demise for all – a ‘tragedy of the commons’ as 

coined by Hardin (1968). 

Stokke states that by disaggregating the problem, the causal analysis becomes more 

valid and determinate, as the key tasks of any regime analysis become manageable. Namely, 

defining what constitutes problem solving, measuring the problem solving, and 
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understanding and explaining the variation in outcomes (Stokke, 2012). He decomposes the 

counterfactual analysis by building a causal model accounting for actual variation in problem 

solving, then sees how the regime affects these modeled factor properties and uses the results 

to narrow down feasible counterfactuals. This minimizes the aspects of measuring 

effectiveness that cannot be linked to observation.  

The concept of effectiveness in regime analysis highlights problem solving, while 

stressing the causal relationship between the regime and the conditions of the problem that 

inspired its creation, in this case information sharing in water management (Stokke, 2012). 

In the case of the Mekong, the controllable causes (dam building, agricultural 

production/fishing) stem from reactions to phenomena (climate change, economic 

development). It is helpful to disassemble the regime into outputs such as; decisions, norms, 

programs, and impacts (Stokke, 2012). The study of outputs puts attention on the creation 

of regulations designed to operationalize policy instruments to guide actors’ behavior, and 

helps political scientists concerned with implementation and compliance (Litta, 2012). These 

policy instruments are closely related to the primary MRC goals of joint planning and 

coordination of sustainable development of the river. The MRC’s decisions, norms and 

procedures impact the regimes’ political effect on the environment and are therefore relevant 

objects of evaluation. Outcomes involve measurable changes and impact is characterized by 

actual improvements in the environment.  

Stokke refers to issue specificity, another characteristic of regime analysis, which 

narrows in on institutions that have clearly demarcated practical and geographical barriers, 

giving a narrower focus to the analysis and making interpretable results more feasible. There 

is a downside to issue specificity as it can affirm and duplicate traditional ways of clumping 

actors and issues, limiting researchers’ sensitivity to the processes that break across these 

clusters (Stokke, 2012). I add fresh insights into these previously mentioned methods, by 

creating my own typology that combines these various techniques.  

 
3.4 Helm & Sprinz 
 
Helm & Sprinz (2000) note that in a larger sense, regime effectiveness can be tied into the 

study of public policy evaluation. This requires both aggregate or regime-wide results, as 

well as disaggregate or country-level evaluations, in order to make comparisons on relative 
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effectiveness, and investigate the causal impacts of different regime design factors (Helm & 

Sprinz, 2000). Helm & Sprinz state that there has been extensive research done on the 

importance of international regimes for governance but less systematic assessments. They 

attempt to understand the underlying concepts by devising operational measures to create a 

standardized measurement concept for the effectiveness of international regimes.  

In order to determine the standard of evaluation one needs a point of reference, to 

which actual achievement will be compared, as well as a unit of measurement. Helm & 

Sprinz and Underdal use the no-regime counterfactual as the point of reference, that is, ‘the 

hypothetical state of affairs that would have come about had the regime not been there’ 

(Underdal, 1992). Despite its widespread use, there is uneasiness in doing so, as the 

counterfactual “introduces an element of more or less informed speculation” (Bernauer, 

1995). A regime needs to also be measured against its perceived collective optimum or ‘the 

potential result if the treaty or regime were to accomplish what it set out to do at the highest 

possible level’(Helm & Sprinz, 2000). This point of reference conceives effectiveness as 

relative improvement or distance from the no-regime counterfactual to the collective 

optimum caused by the regime. 

When choosing an evaluation metric, one needs to be explicit about the choice 

made, and realize that scores generated from different evaluation metrics cannot be used 

interchangeably.  The biggest challenge, when moving from the conceptual to the empirical 

level of analysis, is ascribing scores to phenomena that aren’t directly observed but must be 

inferred. We face this problem when we try to predict impact solely from information about 

output (ex. amount of data delivered or number of queries and requests for data). Linkages 

to outcomes is critical in evaluating an information system aimed at a combination of goals, 

such as the MRC Data Portal, which is why in the analysis interviewees were asked 

questions about the results of procedural implementation.  

In their assessment of two transboundary treaties regulating air pollution, Helm & 

Sprinz interview several prominent policy experts in the field at hand to collect their best 

assessment of the no–regime counterfactual. This method does presume that the 

counterfactual should be based on the best knowledge in a particular field. However, they 

argue the no-regime counterfactual does not suffice as the exclusive measure of effectiveness, 

as it is a vague indication of whether the regime serves its purpose and needs to be 

complemented. They decide to derive the collective optimum by way of the counterfactual 
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(Helm & Sprinz, 2000). They construct this counterfactual using game-theoretical 

reasoning.  

To operationalize this, regime effectiveness is the dependent variable and reflects 

improvements to the object of evaluation, along a degree of the instrument use such as 

percentage of emission reductions. A lower bound is determined using the no-regime 

counterfactual (NR). The upper bound is established using the collective optimum (CO). 

Therefore, the regime potential is the distance between the no-regime counterfactual and 

the collective optimum, in units of the instrument used. The countries will presumably 

create actual policies that fall into this interval, constituting the regime’s actual performance 

(AP). The effectiveness (E) can be measured as the relative distance the actual policies have 

moved from the no-regime counterfactual towards the collective optimum or as the 

percentage of the regime potential it has achieved.  

The advantages of using this method to measure effectiveness are that by merging 

the criteria of improvement from the no-regime counterfactual and distance from the 

collective optimum, they claim to overcome the bias of either measure, a bias that Underdal 

(1992, pgs. 230-234) notes characterizes much of the literature of regime effectiveness. I 

have operationalized actual performance by asking respondents how they would rate the 

Commission on a scale of 1-10, the perfect collective optimum being ten, and the no regime 

counter factual being 1.  
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Figure 3.1 Formula for Measuring Regime Effectiveness 

 
Source: (Helm & Sprinz, 2000, pg. 637) 

 

The regime itself matters and is important because of the effects it can have; namely 

generating governmental concern, creating a contractual and mutually profitable agreement, 

and enhancing the national capacity of the members to comply with its rules (Helm & 

Sprinz, 2000). I will use this formula to better understand the importance of the regime, 

judging by its ability to communicate between member countries.  

 In this chapter, I have explained three models for understanding effectiveness that 

are varied in their approaches. These models are employed in the following analysis chapters 

(6-8) to evaluate whether the MRC has been effective in data sharing and information 

exchange and compare the different approaches to measuring an environmental regime’s 

procedures. This analysis is relevant and important in providing specific areas in which the 

regime’s guidelines have been sufficient and/or deficient in influencing member countries 

behavior. While no single procedure will yield definite measures of effectiveness, the value 

of the methods is considerable, especially when individual techniques are used in 

combination.   
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Chapter 4 

Methods 
 
I employed a qualitative research methodology to examine the effectiveness of information 

and cooperation mechanisms in the Lower Mekong Basin, using semi-structured interviews 

combined with substantial secondary source research as my main method. I use document 

analysis to draw meaning from semi-structured informal interviews, briefs, and policy 

documents.  

 

4.1 Interviews 
 
Semi-structured interviews don’t follow a pre-made set of questions. This allows both the 

researcher and the interviewee to explore and ask follow-up questions related to the topics 

(Willis, 2006). The interviews with policy makers and researchers specializing in the four 

member countries provide a certain knowledge on the regimes’ effectiveness. The selection 

of research participants was done by identifying experts united by the region and the topic 

of water management, from regional water experts to chief hydrologists and researchers. 

Several have worked, or are currently working within the Commission, and could provide 

an insider’s perspective. Others have done extensive research on the Commission externally 

and offered an outsider’s view. The intent in this purposeful sampling was to include 

perspectives from all the member countries, as well as national and international 

stakeholders. I contacted them via email, reaching out to contacts I had in the region and 

their further recommendations of professionals knowledgeable on my topic. I also visited 

Vietnam and Thailand in July 2018 as an exploratory trip, to see the Mekong, and to reach 

out to potential interviewees ahead of time. I interviewed 11 participants, generating a case 

study that is highly focused. I was able to delve deep into the material to find nuanced and 

specific layers of information from each interview, including ideas that can be further 

developed in this context.  

I prepared relevant questions ahead of time and allowed subjects to decide the course 

of the interview, within reason. Questions were at times asked in order to keep the subject 

on track time wise, or to follow up on a point the subject had made. Specific questions were 

asked in reference to, or catered to, the subject’s role or individual position. Otherwise, I 



 41 

tried to gather as much information as possible, taking into consideration the barriers of time 

and/or memory. Using these interviews, I am able to disassemble the replies into categories 

of ideas that shape the policy making process: policy solutions, problem definitions, and 

public opinion or norms. These interactions are what shape how policy surrounding an issue 

is viewed and consequently solved (Mehta, 2010). My interview guide, consent form, and 

data storage procedure and method were all approved by the Data Protection Official for 

Research in the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). The interview guide and 

consent form are located in the appendix.  

In the semi-structured in-depth interviews, we talked about specific precipitating 

events and actions that relate to data sharing and dialogue within the Commission. I looked 

for descriptions of concrete events and coded these for changes in procedures and actions. 

Coding is an important aspect of the interpretation of the gathered data, and it allows the 

researcher to get a deeper understanding of empirical material. I began with five codes as a 

priori, this developed into 15 codes during the process of analysis. The codes ranged from 

PNPCA, PDIES, Donors, Outcomes, Change in behavior, to Role of the regime, etc. 

While each person’s experiences are unique, I was able to group their responses in my 

findings. All data from the interviews are recorded and transcribed, and by sorting through 

the content of the interviews and primary sources, labeling relevant words and phrases, I 

identified overarching themes and concepts emerging from the data using the coding 

software program NVivo. These labels are a form of coding or indexing and can be about 

actions, activities or perceptions that are applicable, categorizing the topic into different 

subsections and identifying patterns. Moreover, indicators such as the amount of new data 

shared from and among member countries, can be used to assess whether the information 

systems have been used and whether the Commission has generated more dialogue and 

sharing.  

Interviewing varied groups of actors and experts means it’s possible to include 

different perspectives and to average their assessments, so as to reach an estimate or 

conclusion that is less biased than the subjective assessment of a single individual. It is also 

crucial to note that the quality of the data collected via the interviews affects the substantive 

inferences I draw on regime effectiveness. Interviews reinforce whether this shaping of 

problems and solutions is functioning on the ground and reveal public opinion, while adding 
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hands on experience and perhaps frustrations from working on the Mekong. All informants 

have been anonymized in the main text as some of the information given is quite sensitive.  

 

4.2 Documents 
 
I applied document analysis, both as a qualitative theory and as a method. During this 

process, documents were interpreted to give meaning to the assessment of my topic, 

incorporating codes of common themes throughout. The purpose of any document analysis 

is to organize, draw meaning and elicit conclusions from the data collected. It is a valuable 

part of the combination of methodologies in the study of a phenomenon (Bowen, 2009). 

Since I am interested in the effect of information sharing and cooperation on regime 

effectiveness in this project, I grounded my study in this method.  

I have chosen this method as documents provide evidence of how dialogue and 

communication between the member states have evolved and changed over time (Bowen, 

2009). Analyzing documents that the MRC published itself highlights the stated goals and 

achievements of the member states. On the other hand, these documents portray the 

Commission in its best light, and may not reveal much regarding controversial issues. 

Therefore, third party documents and interviews serve to enrich the data as a counterweight 

and add a potentially more critical perspective. The official records of the MRC indicate 

how the problems are defined, and implementation shows how and whether they have been 

solved. 

For my document analysis I drew information from primary sources such as the 

Strategic Plan 2016-2020, the Mid-Term Review of this Strategic Plan (MTRSP 2016-

2020), the Annual Report 2017, as well as from the original 1995 Agreement. These were 

chosen as the Strategic Plans reflects the MRC’s most recent and updated stated goals for 

the future, whereas the Annual Report and Mid-Term Review compare these goals with 

actual outcomes and results or lack thereof. I received the forthcoming Mid-Term Review 

of the Strategic Plan 2016-2020 from an interview subject. I used said guidelines and 

examples of policy put in place due to the MRC’s information sharing mechanisms, as 

performance indicators to see if member and non-members are reaching their targets. I 

looked at documents from 2001 onwards, after the PDIES and the PNPCA were adopted 

(MRC, 2001).  
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By combining the answers from participants with information found in the MRC’s 

documents, I am able to see if the overarching ideas and themes corroborate.  I observe 

states’ interactions with other actors from the private sector and non-governmental 

organizations from reviews and interviews, to discover current strategies for dissemination 

of information on water management, seeing if these forged regional partnerships can 

overcome national differences. I have compared the mission of the agency of the PDIES 

stated in their documents with the responses of open-ended, semi-structured questions to 

experts working in the realm of the Mekong. The power of the actors discussing issues and 

how they frame and discuss ownership of the problem determine whether the policies will 

prevail, and in what context (Mehta, 2010). It is critical to recognize who is representing 

states’ position or view, and how they prioritize interests of many actors – not just the 

singular state policy positions. Within the context of the MRC, a venue for cooperation is 

opened but who and what is defining the relevant expertise?  

There are several things to beware of using these methods. The official documents 

or records may not correctly describe how the Commission operates day by day, which is 

why the interviews are needed as a supplement. At the same time, selection and varying 

perspectives may influence the responses of interview subjects. The phenomena of 

cooperation and dialogue are not easily quantified or observed, as it is very difficult to 

measure attitudes systematically. In analyzing my sources, my goal was to observe power 

dynamics and perceptions; how decisions play out between actors, and what methods they 

use to achieve their goals and the real-world effects. The consequences, results, or lack 

thereof from this multitude of meetings and discussions are not always apparent or easily 

measurable. Sometimes it is obvious that an outcome did or did not happen, but that is not 

always the case.  

To some extent, the reader must rely largely on the analyst’s overall judgments of 

what aspects of problem solving are most important. What I have judged as relevant, while 

being as unbiased as possible, may not resonate with other’s perceptions. To increase validity, 

I also compare my findings with other sources, as well as combine my interview findings 

with those from the primary sources, to see if they converge. I have also asked interviewees 

and participants from the study to give feedback on the final results to check for accuracy of 

factual information. Due to the fact that there can be a long time lag between the time when 

action is triggered by the regime and the resulting environmental impacts, I follow Keohane, 
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Levy, & Haas' (1993) recommendation of ‘focusing on the observable political effects of 

institutions rather than direct environmental impact.’  
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Chapter 5 

Document Analysis and MRC Reforms 
 
This chapter shows the main findings from my document analysis to set the stage for issues 

brought up later in the oral interviews. Some elements of the document analysis are also 

included in chapters 6 through 8 when applicable to the theoretical models. This is followed 

by a discussion of interviewees’ perspectives of the MRC reform process, which began in 

2016 and should be complete in 2030. Thereafter, the Commission will be staffed with only 

citizens of member countries, and members will fund the entire regime. This restructuring 

could affect the Commission’s effectiveness and shift the power dynamics within the regime.  

 

5.1 MRC Documents 
 
For this section I have focused on the two most recent MRC Strategic Plans, the most 

recent 2017 Annual Report, as well as a Mid-Term Review of the most recent Strategic 

Plan. The Strategic Plans and Annual Report state the MRC’s intent, while the Mid-Term 

Review provides an evaluation of their progress. In order to achieve the outcome of 

enhanced information management, there needs to be tangible outputs of improved 

dialogue and communication. These documents and reviews can be used as guidelines to 

compare their stated goals with actual outputs to find any bottlenecks in implementation 

and compliance.  

The MRC Strategic Plan for 2016-2020 identifies Key Result Areas to be 

implemented during the four-year period. Key Result Area two aims to strengthen regional 

cooperation via effective implementation of MRC procedures and direct communication 

and dialogue between MRC members on transboundary water management. Key Result 

Area three strives for better monitoring and communication of Basin conditions by 

disseminating results of impact assessments for improved decision-making (MRC, 2016). 

This reads well but disseminating information does not necessarily improve outcomes if it 

does not translate into policymaking. The fact that information sharing, and implementation 

of procedures are listed as Key Result Areas could indicate the MRC emphasizing their 

importance, and/or recognizing their need for advancement.  
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The Strategic Plan has an approach of linking outputs to outcomes through the 

definition of indicators. Progress against the outputs is assessed with regard to output 

indicators, which relate to product deliverables (e.g. a report, database etc.); to approval or 

endorsement (e.g. by the Joint Committee or Council); and to uptake of work at the 

national level. At the mid-point of Strategic Plan implementation, none of the outputs were 

fully complete; however, about 1/3 are on track to be completed within the Strategic Plan 

period. The Mid-Term Review concludes with concerns that the work won’t be delivered 

to an acceptable standard by the end of the Strategic Plan period (2020) but are on track to 

completing them in the future. 

The Mid-Term Review of the MRC Strategic Plan 2016-2020 (MTRSP 2016-

2020) found two broad areas will need to be resolved, both of which relate to outputs of 

“high relevance” to achieving the outcomes of the Strategic Plan:  

n The management and storage of data at the MRCS is poor with potential loss 

of data (indeed some has been lost), difficulty in public access and additional 

effort required to make data available, even internally, for analysis.  

n There are some gaps in implementation of MRC Procedures, particularly 

PDIES in relation to critical data requirements and their use. Here it is 

recommended with short term priority that they resolve outstanding issues of 

implementation of MRC Procedures, particularly for PDIES in relation to a 

more operational focus and use of new technologies (Bird, forthcoming 2019).  

To address these areas, the MTRSP 2016-2020 recommends to “Clarify MRC’s 

role in the changing landscape of regional cooperation. Disseminate a clear view about 

MRC’s mandate and comparative advantage in the changing basin context” in order to 

strengthen regional partnerships and cooperation (Bird, Forthcoming 2019). This 

necessitates the application of regional knowledge to shared problems and will require a 

more facilitative role for the MRCS and an emphasis on two-way communication and 

knowledge exchange. 

To this end, the MTRSP 2016-2020 identifies the key challenges as: 

• “Maintaining existing standards and service delivery is not sufficient. The 

outcome and outputs identify that improvements are necessary”, and further 

concludes that “If performance does not improve so that the MRC’s value-

added is demonstrated, steps being taken to establish separate data centers in each 
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country could render the MRC’s role in data management and sharing obsolete” 

(Bird, Forthcoming 2019).  

• “There is a need to improve communication and collaborative work with the 

member countries to ensure greater influence and uptake of this technical work 

in national strategies, plans and projects (Bird, Forthcoming 2019).” 

• There is inadequate incorporation of MRC outputs into national systems, 

because of “a lack of detailed awareness in relevant line agencies and insufficient 

ongoing dialogue about the national implications of regional work and how it 

can help member countries achieve national objectives (Bird, Forthcoming 

2019).” 

It follows that there are major issues to be resolved in communication and access to 

and provision of MRC data and information, including within the organization.  The 2017 

Annual Report states that there had been a growth in data sharing between the MRC, 

member countries, partners, and research institutes, as the MRC received a total of 685 data 

and information requests, with the website receiving up to 40,000 visitors (MRC, 2017).  

Interviewee J noted the range in visitors to the data portal, from researchers to academics, 

media, government officers, to many other types of stakeholders that are looking at the data. 

An effective and coherent implementation of MRC Procedures will involve a review and 

questions of alignment in national planning and monitoring systems. While people are 

utilizing the Data Portal the information has to translate into creating knowledge that is 

shaping actual policy.  

The PNPCA has been criticized for lacking clear specifics in the Agreement that 

lead to inconsistency in its application. The PNPCA is currently under review by the MRC 

to explore ways to receive longer advance notice of a prior consultation submission to 

reduce the risk of delaying other MRC activities and identifying improvements for 

providing feedback to stakeholders on their inputs to the process (Bird, Forthcoming 2019).  

These documents demonstrate a knowledge of the issues faced by the regime, and a 

call to action. If the regime knows the issues it faces, then it should implement the tools 

needed to achieve its stated goals. Otherwise, they are nothing but lofty aspirations. 

 

 



 48 

5.2 Reform Process 
 
The past few years have seen major steps in the ‘riparianization’ of the MRC, including 

agreement on increased funding contributions from member countries and the move to a 

riparian CEO (Bird, Forthcoming 2019). This decision was largely encouraged by foreign 

donors, and Interviewee H thought the reform process was being done for efficiency and 

effectiveness: “It’s not efficient for a regional organization, regardless of the region or 

geopolitical dynamic to carry all the water resource money, this is done effectively at the 

national or local level. It’s a mere application of the subsidiarity principle.” Now that the 

Commission will be self-financed, they will be dealing with problems at a more local and 

immediate level, than when funds were coming in from international Western donors. 

Under the subsidiarity principle, the MRC, being the central authority of the Lower 

Mekong Basin, should only perform those tasks which could not be performed at a more 

local level.  

Interviewee B noted that with the reform process the donors have begun to have 

less influence than they did at the Commission’s outset, giving the member countries 

ownership and decision-making power. Funds could no longer be earmarked for specific 

projects ahead of time, but rather remained in a basket fund: 

Now the countries are contributing more money and taking on more. 
Before, you always had earmarked funding; now, they have a basket fund 
created by Australia, so you can no longer earmark your funding, so there 
is more liberty for the Secretariat and the countries to decide on what 
they would like to spend the money on. 

Interviewee A had a more negative view on the restructuring of the Commission, 

saying it was politically incorrect for anyone to say they didn’t have the right to reform, but 

the MRC has “eroded its independence, whether you like it or not.” Interviewee A seemed 

to view the restructuring as a mistake in terms of data collection: 

It was a very serious mistake for the MRC to decentralize its data 
collection and its technical responsibilities. Its independence is very 
tenuous, and by divesting that power and those activities and 
responsibilities at a national level undermines whatever independence it 
had to start off with. What you’re going to see is that the member 
countries will use this as an opportunity to further weaken the MRC, and 
further extend their own very limited development interests. 
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Delays in the wake of decentralization might indicate that the plan was overly 

ambitious, without accounting for the differing capacities of country systems and continuity 

of MRCS staff. Concerning the high turnover of staff and the resulting loss of knowledge, 

Interviewee B stated: 

The workflow still remains very high and sometimes the same. However, 
if you have a high turnover of staff you also lose a lot of knowledge with 
people leaving. All the work related to data under the Secretariat is under 
resourced, and there is slow progress for improving the system. Currently 
the data available on the Data Portal is in many cases not up to date or 
you can’t find it at all. 

Inadequate systems also undermine support within member countries for the 

decentralization effort. When the line agencies or specific ministries don’t see where data is 

going and how it can be used and shared, there is less incentive for them to invest their time 

and resources into collecting it, and this can destabilize the member countries’ support. 

Some of the national agencies only perceive themselves as providers, rather than users of 

MRC data due to not having full access to regional datasets (Bird, Forthcoming 2019). Only 

by having full information on the situation in the Basin, can the member states make 

informed decisions.  

The context of the MRC is very different now than 12 years ago, when my earliest 

reference, Backer's 2007 study, was done. The basin and region continue to be very dynamic 

and undergo various changes. Previously, the MRC was more occupied with planning Basin 

management, and member countries and the donors were excited about hydropower 

development. Now that the impacts on the environment of dam construction are well 

known, the stakeholders are implementing such plans cautiously. The Commission will 

need to be aware of the changing role of the MRC Secretariat in coordinating operational 

aspects of Basin management and its implications for staffing. Data sharing has thus become 

more important than ever before.  

 As we’ve seen in my findings from document analysis, there are many issues in need 

of addressing within the Commission. These ranged from the implementation of the 

procedures to incorporating technical work into national policies. The restructuring of the 

Commission may affect future proceedings, and the members are going to need to take this 

into consideration going forward.  
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Chapter 6 

Barrett’s Model 
 
In this chapter, I use responses from interviews and information drawn from secondary 

sources to evaluate the MRC’s regime effectiveness using Barrett’s three conditions for an 

effective regime: participation (section 6.1), compliance (section 6.2), and reduction of 

impact or the depth of commitments (section 6.3).  

 
6.1 Participation 
 
Contrary to Barrett’s first condition, the MRC excludes two major players – China and 

Myanmar. For my evaluation, I include their status as Dialogue Partners in my overall 

findings, attempting to see the broader effectiveness of those involved in the MRC 

information sharing, not only signatories. 

  Subjects were asked how China and Myanmar’s status as non-signatories or 

‘Dialogue Partners’ affect the effectiveness of the Commission and how foreign support 

affects the management of the Commission. Interviewee B described:  

Myanmar has a very small part in the Basin, and they don’t really develop 
that part so it’s less relevant. Nonetheless, Myanmar has been actively 
involved in many meetings and has always been quite interested in the 
work that the MRC is doing because they are developing the Irrawaddy 
Basin.  

China is the largest and most influential actor in the Mekong; it has most aggressively 

developed the Basin by building dams and is planning for more in the future. Interviewee 

A, a regional water professional working in the region since 2003, said that from a political 

perspective it doesn’t make sense to want China included, as China would dominate the 

decision-making process. According to Interviewee A, “The MRC represents an 

opportunity for the lower Mekong countries to challenge China’s upstream developments 

and the ways those developments affect the lower Mekong countries.”  

China can be labelled the hegemonic superpower in the region due to their position 

and potency. However, the active participation of a dominant hegemon or actor is not a 

necessary condition for success in solving international problems (Young, 2011). In contrast 

to Barrett’s theory, the states may not want the larger dominant hegemon in the picture, in 



 51 

order to form a powerful counter force. In Zartman & Rubin's (2000) case study of nine 

different negotiation situations, they arrived at several lessons, including that economically 

and militarily stronger parties tended to dominate exchanges with their less powerful 

counterparts. Attitudes of perceived asymmetries produce different strategies in the exercise 

of power by the strong and can adopt forms of take-it-or-leave-it strategies towards 

negotiating partners. While weaker parties are interested in positive outcomes to 

negotiations because their position without an agreement is uncomfortable, they feel forced 

to appease.  

However, weaker parties respond not by acting submissively, but by adopting 

appropriate counterstrategies of their own, to increase their effective power and reduce the 

initial asymmetry. This can be done in a multitude of ways, from borrowing power through 

coalitions, to using public opinion to add power to their positions. Interviewee D added 

that the sharing of data is pushed by the downstream countries. Interviewee H went on to 

say downstream countries such as Cambodia, Vietnam and to a certain extent Thailand, rely 

on and make reference to MRC studies to stress some of the potential negative impact of 

development in Laos. Laos, given its position, would benefit from development in 

comparison to the other member countries, and has more constraints with regard to 

cooperation.  “They’re more prudent when it comes to the endorsement of impact results, 

but clearly downstream countries do rely heavily on these studies and make reference to 

them in national plans, as well as in their overall argument to promote more sustainable 

practices in the water sector,” said Interviewee H. 

 While China is not interested in being a member of a regime that was originally 

under the influence of foreign development partners during the 1950s UN initiative, their 

participation as a Dialogue Partner since 1996 has been viewed as positive by some. 

Interviewee B stated: 

There is a positive trend regarding engagement in China in the very 
recent years. They take part in dialogue and technical meetings with the 
MRC and send the right delegations with the right people from the line 
agencies…In what way China can take over or not, very much depends 
on how the MRC Secretariat can further joint studies together with 
China and further improve data exchange.  

The fate of the MRC depends on how they can establish themselves as a data and 

information hub. There is a risk that if the data and information system is not given more 
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focus, China could become more relevant in that field. China launched the parallel Lancang-

Mekong Cooperation in 2016, with the intention of providing a new basin mechanism to 

facilitate a degree of cooperation between member countries in terms of investment in 

infrastructure development. Interviewee H stated:  

Within this format, this promotion of infrastructure will be driven by 
Chinese interest and based on Chinese standards. In that regard, the 
concern and interest of lower Mekong countries will not be so much of 
a priority, especially when it comes to issues of environmental protection. 
There is a strong need for the countries of the lower Mekong to regroup 
themselves and organize to defend their specific interests in the Lower 
Mekong Basin. For the time being, the MRC is the best platform to do 
so. 

This point argues one of the strongest strategic reasons for why the MRC is retained. 

Several interviewees expressed worry or fear for the future of the Commission. Interviewee 

C, for instance, expressed fear of conflicts of interest: “I fear that, because of the pressure 

from the international community to curb investment, development will continue 

unilaterally. Lack of dialogue for a cooperative investment program can lead to conflict.” 

Interviewee A viewed the organization as weaker than ever after the restructuring: 

If members and donors are going to see the MRC as being somehow in 
competition with the Chinese or the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, 
that’s a geopolitical functionality, as a consequence you should be 
investing in that instead of divesting the MRC of all its technical 
responsibilities while maintaining its technical focus. I’m very worried at 
the moment, the MRC is weaker than it’s ever been. 

 
6.2 Compliance 
 
Interviewees were asked whether the countries are complying with the MRC’s procedures, 

and whether there are issues or stakeholders that pose challenges towards compliance. There 

is a strong link between the areas of participation and compliance, as customarily 

international law requires countries to comply with treaties they participate in. However, 

international law does not require that they participate in international treaties, making non-

participation the easiest form of non-compliance (Barrett & Stavins, 2003).  

Compliance can mean many things, and in relation to the PDIES and PNPCA, it 

means following the mandates stated in the 1995 Agreement and sharing information and 
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data on proposed projects that have been discussed in advance between member nations. 

Non-compliance in this case could look like proposed projects not going through a process 

of negotiation and the withholding of necessary data; however, there are no sanctions for it. 

Articles that would normally be called rules are only principles, for example Article 7’s “do 

no harm” principle, or the “Prevention or Cessation of Harmful Effects” principle stated in 

the Agreement (MRC, 1995, pg. 7). These leave compliance completely up to the good 

will of the member countries. 

Barrett distinguishes between several aspects of compliance, such as the depth and 

stringency of the commitments. If commitments are focused and long term, they create a 

deeper commitment than moderate and broad short-term goals, which lead to shallow 

commitments. Interviewee A sees significant weaknesses in the countries maintaining a 

regional mandate for the MRC; because for example with the PNCPA, it is the countries 

that are supposed to go out and elicit an understanding of how potentially impacted 

communities on the ground feel about a new dam, as a first step in a social impact assessment. 

However, Interviewee A stated,  

There are no particular guidelines or standards for how the countries are 
supposed to do that, there’s no independent oversight, and there’s no real 
mechanism for ensuring or demonstrating how those perspectives are fed 
into the regional level consultations for the PNCPA. Some critical stuff is 
completely left out, because they say MRC is supposed to have a regional 
mandate and they’re not supposed to be digging around in national level 
perspectives. 

By controlling the degree that the stated goals or outputs can influence national level 

policies, thus ensuring that procedures are less challenging to comply with, the countries 

control the level of institutionalization the regime reaches. Due to the non-binding nature 

of the MRC’s regulations, many subjects figured the nations were mostly complying. 

Interviewee C explained, “Not 100% but to the best of their abilities they are complying. 

But that’s not the problem. The regulations aren’t hard to comply with.” Interviewee B 

echoed, “I think they’re complying with the procedures, but how hard is it to comply with 

them? It’s not challenging.” This demonstrates a shallow level of commitments. 

Among several obstacles hindering compliance, are the incentives of countries to 

free ride, or benefit from other countries expense without the usual cost or effort, as well as 

the cost of switching to new technology. Data users are progressively being charged for their 
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access to national datasets, which the MRC isn’t allowed to pay for. Interviewee A 

mentioned the cost of available national datasets as an obstacle to data sharing: 

The MRC for a very long time now has had very significant difficulties 
gathering data. Most of its datasets are really quite dated now and the 
challenge with that is that the countries want to be paid for the data they 
supply to the MRC, but in the agreement, the MRC is not supposed to 
pay for the data. They don’t make it easy for non-governmental actors to 
get a hold of the data. Some datasets are so old as to be virtually useless 
today. It’s noticeable, and it’s really important from the perspective of the 
mandate of the MRC. 

These costs and obstacles need to be removed in order to further research and policy 

making. This will ensure the MRC remains a necessary tool in the Basin, enhancing the 

capacity of downstream nations, via funding and its resources, to better their bargaining 

position in the region.  

Interviewee K believed that factors hindering effective implementation in data 

sharing across national boundaries are political in nature and may overrule objective 

interpretation. Without any credible punishment for non-compliance, measures are hard to 

enforce and for this reason the MRC has established regulations that are easily to follow. 

The member countries have to make less of a sacrifice, creating broader and shallower 

cooperation.  

 

6.3 Reduction of Impact/ Depth of Commitments 
 
This analysis was conducted by asking respondents whether MRC regulations may cause 

member countries to change their behavior and by looking at the actual outputs of the 

Commission. Actor’s behavior is shaped by the underlying incentive structure of the regime 

and its stakeholders, and there are many underlying motivations affecting actors’ reasoning 

in the Commission.  

Interview subjects noted that countries were willing to share information and data, 

as long as they knew the specific use it was going towards. One aspect of the PDIES that 

has reduced adverse impacts on society has clearly been in flood control. Interviewee H 

noted the data portal’s relevance in terms of alerting the surrounding population to rising 

waters, stating: 
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During the rainy season the data portal becomes one of the main sources 
of information on the region for getting adequate and real time 
information on the potential risk associated with flooding. When they do 
news on television it will be a snapshot of the MRC website to make 
projections on the week, presented by MRC.  

This shows a very practical application of the Data Portal, not only in the 

government, but being further integrated into communities along the Mekong mainstream. 

Interviewee C said that sharing data is not difficult and has been done quite nicely when 

executed for a specific project, also bringing up flood control.   

There has been a lot of investment in hydrological modeling of the entire 
Basin, requiring a huge amount of data. You have to be careful not just 
looking at how much data is shared but for what purpose. One of the 
important achievements has been flood forecasting, and information 
sharing when there is a flood. The PDIES has been very helpful for that, 
and flooding can be a source of conflict. 

Annual flooding is a dramatic event, one that cannot be ignored, demanding 

immediate attention and preventative action from all actors in order to be contained. The 

annual flood pulses in the Lower Mekong Basin can cause repercussions of $60-70 million 

US dollars, but on the other hand benefits are valued at $8-10 million US dollars, greater 

than any river basin in the world. The challenge of the flood forecasting and management 

is reducing the repercussion costs while maximizing the benefits. During the flood season, 

the MRC gathers data from 138 meteorological stations, predicting water levels at 22 points 

along the Basin (MRC, 2017). They then openly disseminate this information to the NMCs, 

civil society organizations, the media, and the public. If this was the case with all information 

and data on the river, the MRC would be very successful in information sharing.  

  One reason that countries could be wary of sharing information is the misuse of 

sensitive data. As Interviewee E noted, it can be difficult to get the members to change their 

behavior towards openly sharing critical information that could reveal military bases or plans. 

Interviewee E admitted, 

Countries like Vietnam would emphasize information gathering because 
through the satellite they want to look at what’s happening militarily in 
China. Not only the number of cubic meters that is stored in the reservoir 
that might cause a flood, but military interest could play a role. 
Information is very sensitive. If you share satellite information and you 
know how to interpret those then you cannot hide everything. It’s not 
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explicit, no one will say it, but I think this is behind the fact that 
information sharing and gathering is so difficult. 

This guarded approach could be a reason for militarily strong countries to be 

reluctant to share information, when restricting satellite data could give them a military 

advantage. Security and sensitivity necessitate limits on transparency making wholly 

unrestricted sharing uncommon (Jackson, 2014).  

 Interviewees were also asked if the MRC policies are being integrated into national 

policies. This was used to judge if the MRC procedures were altering the behavior beyond 

the Commission and into the national data sharing and water management policies of the 

member countries. Interviewee L stated the main task of the MRC was “to negotiate 

between the members in the policy management of water resources.” When asked whether 

Interviewee L believed the MRC was influencing the national water management policies 

of the member countries, they replied no, indicating that the extent of the MRC’s influence 

may lie only within the non-binding Commission and may not be altering national plans.  

Interviewee A noted that the international communities’ expectations for behavior 

from the Commission were to halt development, rather than solely reduce impacts, saying: 

“Whenever any dam goes up, everybody looks to the MRC to stop the dam. All the NGOs 

line up and imagine that the MRC is somehow capable of doing something like that, which 

of course it isn’t.” Interviewee H followed, 

There’s still a lot of emphasis put on the mitigation side, with the 
intention to promote the avoidance of negative impacts instead of 
mitigating projects completely. A concrete example of equitable and 
reasonable utilization of the resource would not only be mitigating 
negative impacts of certain projects, but member countries deciding not 
to undertake certain projects in specific areas of the basin in order to avoid 
negative impacts in the first place. 

For Interviewee H, the procedures help the MRC to reduce impacts of projects, 

but not to stop them completely. Future costs and benefits sharing could focus development 

only on the parts of the river that can handle it, and stop projects elsewhere in order to 

preserve the environment in the Lower Mekong Basin. This calls for abandoning egoistic 

water politics and projects that would antagonize other members.  

This was in contrast to Interviewee C’s outlook, who viewed cooperative 

investments for sustainable economic development as the main value of the MRC and was 
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frustrated by emphasis put by the international community on conservation. From 

Interviewee C’s standpoint: 

The agenda of the Commission is not to stop countries from developing, 
but to try to have compromises and trade-offs in terms of the 
development priorities of each country. There are impacts, so you need 
to talk about trade-offs, or compensation. For me, negative influence 
came from some donors. They have put too much emphasis on Article 3, 
with more focus put on environmental protection than on economic 
development. Article 2 is the key, and that should be the value added of 
the organization. The capacity of negotiating investments with benefits 
for all. 

Interviewee C viewed costs and benefits sharing as searching for ways for the 

development projects themselves to create assistance such as poverty alleviation. Since the 

decentralization of the Commission, donors have seen their persuasive powers in altering 

member countries behavior gradually diminished. However, until fairly recently, donor’s 

ability to impact the behavior of member countries was quite significant. The donor’s agenda 

to reduce the impact of development and increase environmental protection derives from 

their external position in the Basin, making them less interested in the economic gain 

coming from development than member countries. Interviewee E had another take on the 

fading donor influence:  

The donors have an agenda very much focused on poverty alleviation, on 
seeing the Mekong River Basin as a collective good that should be 
managed in the greatest good for everyone. We have quite an idealistic, 
western value development perspective. Every time, in every meeting, 
we are losing more space to have this narrative. You can compare that 
narrative with some of the Mekong River countries, China in particular, 
who have a much more geopolitical interest in the economic 
development of the resources rather than the equitable distribution of 
those resources, through costs and benefits sharing. 

Involving many actors in the process of information sharing has brought more 

expertise to bear; however, it has also increased the complexity of the process, perhaps 

slowing it down significantly (Jackson, 2014.) Data and information exchange were 

instituted as procedures in the MRC in order to provide a basis for transparency, thereby 

creating a sense of mutual assurance of joint compliance. However, this is what is supposed 

to happen. Interviewee A explained that they were not sure how the procedures informed 
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the implementation of development proposals, and - despite being a flagship product of the 

MRC - maybe they weren’t even intended to. Interviewee A continued,  

It’s representative of the MRC trying to gain influence in the 
development realm. And I think it’s probably deliberate that there’s no 
procedure for identifying development projects within the Basin. They 
don’t want that looked at. The Basin Development Plan was supposed to 
identify development initiatives within the Basin that would have least 
impact in environmental terms and most benefit in economic terms, as a 
blueprint. 

There seems to be a lack of connection between the procedures of the impacts on 

the environment, and social, political, economic impacts. This plan for assessment needs to 

be done before new policy and/or projects are approved and can even be done without a 

change of policy/project to be expected and incorporate results into the procedures. 

Preferably, member countries would commission multiple Environmental Impact 

Assessments, investigating cross-border impacts at the outset of a proposal, and demonstrate 

steps to avoid harm. This allows potentially impacted states to have timely access to all the 

available data in order to be best informed to meaningfully engage in consultations, giving 

fewer grounds for disagreement, and in turn diminished need for retrospective actions such 

as rectifying procedural and information-related gaps. However, evaluations can still be 

valuable retrospectively, and can aim to highlight where the opportunities lie for the 

countries to cope with change, however this does not empower the same level of 

cooperation as proactive action.  

 
6.4 Discussion and Analysis 
 

In Barrett’s theory of regime effectiveness, an effective regime has to meet all three of these 

criteria without exception: full participation, high compliance, and reduction of negative 

impact/required change in behavior.   

Contrary to Barrett’s theory, I find that the non-membership of Myanmar and China 

has not been a significant impediment to the current effectiveness of the MRC. Although 

Myanmar has been actively following meetings and discussions in the MRC, the country 

has a strictly limited exposure to the Mekong river and thus limited potential impact on the 

lower Mekong Basin. On the other hand, China – with a potentially large impact on Lower 

Basin member countries – has been an active participant in MRC meetings and in many 
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data sharing efforts. Moreover, its status as a hegemon in regional power relations, has 

spurred the MRC member countries to create a counterweight by consolidating their efforts 

and negotiation stance around the MRC studies and position papers, thus boosting MRC 

effectiveness. Several respondents stated they didn’t see any way China would be included 

in the Commission in the future, as they have begun to develop the Lancang-Mekong 

Cooperation in parallel. Going forward, the MRC may be undermined by China’s Lancang-

Mekong initiative by establishing an alternative institutional framework to the MRC.  

The picture is mixed on the compliance criterion. Despite the Commission not 

being enforced by any body of law, having the 1995 Agreement in place has created 

incentives for the countries to comply with the MRC’s mandates, by creating a joint interest 

for dialogue and guidelines for prior notification and data sharing on projects in the Basin. 

In general, interviewees stated that the degree of compliance on procedures for reviewing 

development projects is high. This, however, masked a certain shallowness in the procedures 

since the non-binding nature of the MRC has encouraged formulating procedures that are 

easy to comply with. Interviewees highlighted two factors that have impeded compliance 

with data sharing requirements: the fairly limited technical expertise at the MRC, combined 

with the demand from several member countries that they be paid for the data supplied to 

the MRC. There seems to be a weakness in the regional mandate of the MRC, as the 

Commission has no ability to ensure member countries follow through on procedures at a 

national level. Compliance within the regime is stated to be relatively easy to achieve 

according to respondents, so while technically the MRC may have high compliance this 

shows a shallower depth of commitments that perhaps aren’t affecting behavior or impact as 

much as they could. There has been a clear positive impact regarding data sharing when the 

data are used for a specific, common good, such as flood forecasting and control. At the 

same time, countries have been much less willing to share data that may reveal sensitive 

negotiating positions or have military use. Progress on how to handle development projects 

appears to have been hindered by tensions between donors/the international community 

and the MRC member countries and China. The former have emphasized environmental 

protection and poverty alleviation, in contrast to the latter, whose focus has been more on 

economic development and less on equitable sharing of a common resource. The trend 

toward devolving many MRC responsibilities to member countries clearly means that the 

donor/international community influence is waning.  
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In conclusion, the non-membership of China and Myanmar in the MRC has not 

hindered progress towards participation, but the combination of the Lancang-Mekong 

initiative and the decentralization of core functions of the MRC could seriously undermine 

future participation in the MRC. The member countries are exchanging information and 

data for specific hydropower dams and flood forecasting. They are required to go through 

the Procedures for Notification and Prior Consultation and Agreement; however, these 

prior consultations have ended in disagreement previously. The depth and gravity of this 

compliance is not monitored rigorously, and several interviewees believed the procedures 

don’t inform development plans. Donor influence has previously been pushing 

environmental conservation and poverty alleviation. As the Commission is being 

restructured, the Commission now has less funding, thereby limiting its capacity in the 

future. The member nations themselves will have the ability to determine the future role of 

the Commission, but with a limited budget and staff.  
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Chapter 7 

Stokke’s Model 
 
In this chapter, Stokke’s model will be employed to gauge the regime effectiveness of the 

MRC in information sharing and cooperation, by breaking effectiveness down into 

cognitional components (section 7.1), regulatory components (section 7.2), and behavioral 

components (section 7.3). As in chapter 6, the assessment is based on interviews and 

secondary sources.  

 
7.1 Cognitional Components 
 
The cognitional aspect of problem solving involves building a shared understanding of how 

best to achieve the social purpose of the regime, so the members are cognizant of the 

measures needed to be taken. In order to gauge cognitional success, I asked interview 

subjects whether the MRC Procedures have helped members understand the causes and 

effects of environmental impacts in the Basin or influenced their valuation of impacts on 

society as stated in the Mandate and Articles of the 1995 Agreement. 

Many respondents, such as Interviewee A, B & D, quickly referred to the 2016 

Council Study, the most recent large study commissioned by the MRC Council to map the 

impact of water-related developments. This study was conducted over six years. Interviewee 

B considered increasing the understanding of environmental impacts as one of the definite 

strengths of the MRC, explaining: 

There was no single other study that was considering issues as integrated 
as the Council Study or working with as much data. There have been 
major efforts done to study the impacts on the environment, society, and 
also the economy. 

Interviewee F extolled the research and knowledge generation coming from the 

MRC saying, “The studies and the research the MRC conducts are bar none in the region, 

particularly in the last 15 years. I don’t know about going forward, but we still rely on 

research coming out of the Secretariat.” Interviewee F was unsure of the future, due to the 

decentralization of the MRC and rising parallel cooperation mechanisms. The Mid-Term 
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Review states that in consultations done for the review, participants consistently identified 

the knowledge base and record of historical data as one of its most valuable assets (Bird, 

Forthcoming 2019). Interviewee A noted that there is a large volume of knowledge 

available, so much so that it has numbed the governments to data’s applicability; 

The volume of knowledge has inured the governments, they’ve heard 
about these disasters so much they just don’t care anymore. For the 
governments, it is a political tool to ensure the MRC maintains a highly 
technical focus. What they don’t want to do is figure out how these 
environmental impacts are going to impact dependent populations, and 
there is generally not an assessment of transboundary implications. With 
the Council Study they made an initial attempt to anticipate the likely 
future impacts. It’s very easy for the member governments to turn around 
and say well, that’s national level, that’s not our population. 

Here the interviewee is noting that the regional focus of the MRC is in fact a 

weakness. Involving international actors in cognitional problem solving enhances the 

perceived legitimacy of scientific input (Stokke et al., 2012). Civil society organizations and 

environmental groups can influence the actions that member countries take or don’t take 

on transboundary projects. However, Interviewee A mentioned that partners have been 

reluctant to expand the MRC’s level and degree of engagement with non-governmental 

actors. This is not limited to traditional NGOs but also includes other research agencies and 

universities, who could help the MRC potentially fulfill its mandate. Interviewee A stated 

“I think it’s very pertinent, that among its procedures there’s no procedure for engaging 

with non-state actors, or a procedure for its stakeholder processes. It maintains a highly 

technical focus.” Interviewee D followed this line of thinking, stating: 

Civil society organizations reflect and are looking for sustainable 
development of the Mekong River. Without their opinion, the 
governments only consider the interests of the economy. This reflects 
some sort of view that the government cannot consider only the Mekong 
River for economic profit and not care about the environment. 

The inclusion of more non-state actors would diversify the input the MRC receives, 

however, as previously mentioned, it could slow down the MRCs procedures and 

negotiations. 

Interviewee E seemed to think the MRC’s influence in actual knowledge generation 

was fairly underdeveloped, in contrast to Interviewee A and F. Interviewee E delved into 
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this topic, explaining that the Commission has focused heavily on data collection, while not 

using it to generate knowledge:  

The MRC has done too much work on data collection, and too little on 
transferring the data into information and interpreting that information 
into knowledge generation and then making decisions based on that 
knowledge. Data management has four steps. 1. Data collection 2. 
Transferring it to information 3. Interpreting it into knowledge 4. Using 
the knowledge to make decisions or to create sense to the knowledge that 
you have. They are very much in the initial steps in the pathway from 
data to sense-making. That is very much related to their first MRC 
mandate as a knowledge hub. 

While there may be lots of resources and information available and published by the 

MRC, the question of whether they are using it to mitigate impacts remains. Interviewee 

A stated, “The MRC has definitely improved understanding of the consequences of water 

management on society, the more pertinent question is whether or not the countries actually 

care.” The MRC Secretariat will need to go beyond data and information availability, to 

the application of regional knowledge to shared problems, and emphasize two-way 

communication and knowledge exchange. 

 
7.2 Regulatory Components 
 
Here, I asked subjects whether they believed the MRC’s financial and political capacity 

allows it to share information and cooperate effectively. This was followed by asking what 

drives the member countries’ commitment to the Commission, whether this be out of 

necessity or due to other reasoning.  

Interviewee A’s response was that the Commission goes as far as it can within the 

constraints of the member countries own national institutions: “I think it’s functioning very 

effectively within the political context that it’s allowed to operate in. The countries are very 

careful to limit its power.” Upon hearing this, I asked Interviewee A whether such limits 

have shaped the performance of the regime. Interviewee A noted that it significantly limits 

what the MRC is able to do and acknowledged projects are politically limited.  

Another question posed to the subjects was whether commitments are clear enough 

to build legitimacy or too broad/vague to enforce. Interviewee A responded,  
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The MRC has basically had to generate relatively vague procedures, I 
think they were smart in focusing on the development of those 
procedures. It defines a way of doing things, instead of specifying what 
those things are, and that was a good way to go. The predictive power of 
these procedures is very limited. 

This suggests that the MRC is looking at investing in projects and sharing 

information that they know will not affect their development plans for the future, tying into 

shallower compliance. By not specifying necessary steps in MRC procedures, they allow 

the member nations to take their own national approaches to the goals set out by the regional 

Commission. When there is more at stake, procedures tend to be very vague, while if there 

is consensus, they become more detailed. Rule enforcement is often a weak point in 

international governance, since structures for behavioral monitoring, compliance review, 

and response to rule violation may be weak or non-existent (Stokke et al., 2012). Generating 

regulations won’t qualify as effective unless these stated outputs improve the actual outcomes 

of information sharing within the MRC. The MRC is on track to completing many of the 

stated outputs, but likely not within the given time period of the Strategic Plan (2016-2020).  

The Mekong Agreement has strategically adopted the concept of integrated water 

resource management, or IWRM, as a social norm, which puts pressure on data sharing. 

This means that local participants, decision makers, and stakeholders from all hierarchical 

levels are integrated into the process. The MRC also implements IWRM principles through 

its procedures, such as the PNPCA and through the PDIES. The normative IWRM 

approach couples with another shared sense of responsibility on the issue – the ‘Mekong 

Spirit”. The ‘Mekong Spirit’ is thought to be emblematic of cooperation within the Delta, 

although cooperation could be solely based on practical necessity.  

However, when asked about this ‘Spirit’, Interviewee A replied, “It’s like a ghost, 

maybe it’s an idea of cooperation or friendship, but I don’t think any of the member 

countries have been particularly friendly towards one another.” Interviewee A viewed the 

interests of the countries as dominated by relatively few elites who have strong development 

interests, and the Mekong Spirit as a hyperbole to create an impression of cooperation where 

it doesn’t exist.  Interviewee E also did not believe that the ‘Spirit’ of sharing the collective 

good equitably was attainable with the amount of hydropower development taking place, 

or that Laos was following the ‘Spirit’. Laos was able to act unilaterally in the case of the 

Xayaburi Dam, by mobilizing a plurality of actors to increase their relational power 
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(Giovaninni, 2018). However, Interviewee B noted that,  

There is always this good spirit among the countries, the commitment to 
cooperate and talk is there. In practice it’s difficult to always have the right 
people at the meetings who can speak up and make decisions without 
needing permission from the governments. Even though there are many 
obstacles, there is willingness from all the countries. 

 Interviewee H noted that the commitment to cooperate stems from practical need 

for water resource management decisions that can only be dealt with via cooperation in 

order to safeguard sustainable development. “The MRC is the water diplomacy platform 

that cares for dialogue between member countries for the time being. We’ll see how the 

LMC evolves, but for now it’s the multinational mechanism for member countries to engage 

in dialogue.  

In general, the norms for behavior are strong enough to reduce unilateral acts of 

intervention in river management, or criticism of other states’ projects and balanced 

interests. On the other hand, they have not been strong enough to allow for universal 

implementation guidelines. 

 

7.3 Behavioral Components 
 
Interview subjects offered several examples when asked about whether the MRC 

procedures and regulations had changed the behavior of MRC countries.  

During consultations on the Xayaburi Dam, there were process-related disagreements 

between member nations. Vietnam argued that Laos had not shared all project data, to which 

Laos responded that MRC states were unreasonably blocking the development of its 

legitimate hydropower energy potential (Kinna & Rieu-Clarke, 2017). These tit-for-tat 

accusations were underscoring the meaningful and observable results of Laos acting 

unilaterally, breaking the logic of appropriateness of the internalized norm of avoiding 

autonomous intervention in the Basin. Interviewee H explained that one of the outcomes 

of the Prior Consultation about the Xayaburi Dam in 2011 was that the proposed project 

was not in compliance with the preliminary design guidance of MRC; which sets standards 

in different parameters such as fish passage, navigation, hydrology, and sediment control. 

This conclusion of non-compliance with the guidelines launched negotiation and discussion 

within the MRC, the Laotian government, and the developer, leading to design changes in 
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the Xayaburi project. In 2018, MRC made an evaluation of these design changes, 

concluding that the project itself was in full compliance with the MRC preliminary design 

guidance. This is a direct result of behavioral change due to the procedures.  

The MRC does, in fact, have an institutionalized conflict resolution mechanism; 

Article 34 reads “the Commission shall first make every effort to resolve the issue”, but it is 

left open as to how this conflict resolution is to be carried out (MRC, 1995).  This provides 

some stability, although the MRC is not a super-national authority and can’t make binding 

decisions for the member countries. The following Article 35 illustrates a framework for 

how to proceed if the Commission doesn’t succeed in resolving the conflict, detailing the 

parties can request the assistance of mediation through another mutually agreed upon party 

(MRC, 1995). Up until 2011, the conflict resolution articles had not been used, which can 

be seen as positive as the MRC has avoided conflict via internal negotiations. Previously, if 

no resolution was reached, states could ‘agree to disagree’, with internal conflict resolution 

resulting in stalemate. These types of stalemates can leave disputing parties dissatisfied and 

can create distrust for future processes.  

The PNPCA have since been reviewed to better ensure future agreement. However, 

this review was a response to donors seeking clarification of the timelines and processes that 

were disputed elements from the Xayaburi Dam project (Kinna & Rieu-Clarke, 2017). This 

change in behavior shows a tangible altered procedure in order to ensure better success in 

future hydropower projects, but a change that was spurred on from outside influence which 

will soon be removed from the regime.  

When asked whether the procedures have altered the behavior of member countries, 

Interviewee F brought up a comparison of projects on the mainstream and those on 

tributaries: 

The Xayaburi Dam is one of the most innovative, large mega-dams in the 
world in terms of fishery and sediment flushing techniques, and is subject 
to the PNCPA process. Just 100 km upstream, there’s the cascade of dams 
on the Nam Ou river which is an important tributary of the Mekong, 
that flows into the Mekong above Luang Prabang in northern Laos. It’s 
Chinese built, and it has zero mitigation infrastructure built into that 
entire seven dam cascade, so that the river itself is now entirely dead. The 
reason why those innovative outcomes were not produced for that 
cascade was they don’t lie within the purview of the MRC.    
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This shows the difference in management between the Lower Mekong Basin, and 

its surrounding unmanaged counterparts, also indicating an improvement due to the 

Commission and its procedures. Interviewee A viewed the interests of the countries as 

dominated by relatively few elites, who have strong development interests. In an aside, 

Interviewee A noted that on Chinese (and other) tributary dams, where the Mekong’s 

domain does not extend, you would never see the same level of transparency:  

The procedures, particularly the PNCPAs, are very interesting from a 
research perspective, because it’s a rare opportunity to be able to learn 
about the dams that are being proposed on the mainstream. The level and 
degree of transparency around those consultations are unparalleled, you 
would never see a similar level of transparency around a Chinese tributary 
dam.   

Notwithstanding this transparency, respondents pointed to two factors that appear 

to have hindered sharing of data and information: tensions between member countries’ 

national departments and line agencies, as well as shortcomings in national systems that 

adversely impact the regional system.  

Different national departments, such as the department of agriculture or irrigation, 

serve as the Commissions’ line agencies and they all hold different priorities, preserving the 

member’s national sovereignty. The different National Committees are powerful actors in 

the MRC; however, they are not mentioned in the 1995 Agreement, allowing for a broad 

interpretation of their role. Decision making is based on unanimity, and it’s often the 

individuals serving as delegates, and what ministry they represent that matters. Interviewee 

F believed the Council and the line agencies themselves were bottlenecks to information 

sharing:  

In Laos, the Environmental Ministry is the supporting ministry for the 
National Mekong Committee, one of the weakest ministries in all of Asia. 
It would have been useful for the Ministry of Energy and Mines to be the 
representative for Laos, since that ministry’s building the dams and 
overseeing hydropower development. Cambodia has it right by choosing 
the Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology, because that body 
looks at water use from a multidisciplinary view. There’s competing 
interests by those who are selected to be in the NMCs, and their task is 
to take the message to the prime minister and its uncertain what messages 
are brought forward.  
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Interviewee A noted that many of the National Committees are extremely 

knowledgeable, particularly pointing out the Cambodian National Mekong Committee:  

CNMC is a remarkably enlightened body within the context of the 
Cambodian government. They’re very well trained, they have very 
interesting perspectives on water management, and they don’t necessarily 
toe the government perspective… What is challenging with the NMCs 
is they monopolize engagement with the MRC in one place. And that’s 
not necessarily a positive thing when it comes to broader level 
consultation. 

Interviewee B believed the reason some countries were less motivated to share data 

was that they don’t have easy access to it, and there are many bilateral initiatives by other 

organizations that aren’t well coordinated, noting: “It’s difficult to have a very good regional 

system in place if the national systems are already not working.” Interviewee B also noted 

the problem of member countries having to increasingly fund the river monitoring activities 

after the restructuring, and they have to obtain the finances via the government. It can be 

difficult to get the coffers to maintain all these stations, and easier in a way to allocate the 

funds via MRCS. 

Once the project is over, they have to maintain these stations. One major 
problem is there are different national systems. Some systems are 
submitting data to the MRC, some only for the line agencies, and then 
you have the MRC supporting countries to expand the monitoring 
network, at the same time you have bilateral partners that come and want 
to support the countries, and this is not done in a coordinated way. 

The MRC is now considering a review of all the locations of national and regional 

stations and the whole network in the lower Mekong basin, but this is a large task. The 

countries may be reluctant to share the location of all their national stations, due to the 

sensitivity of the topic.  

 

7.4 Discussion and Analysis 
 
To assess the effectiveness of the MRC’s information sharing mechanisms in light of Stokke’s 

theory, one must disaggregate or decompose the problems the mechanism is attempting to 

solve in order to build a causal model of problem solving.  

Respondents had different perspectives on the cognitional component’s progress. 

Some argued that the 2016 Council Study, as well as other MRC studies and research, had 
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significantly enhanced a common understanding of how measures can help achieve the 

shared purpose of the institution. Yet, others argued that there has been too much emphasis 

on data collection, at the expense of using available data to generate knowledge that could 

usefully impact policy. Some interviewees suggested this was due to conflicting priorities 

between member countries as well as a lack of engagement with non-state actors. This 

indicates a comfort zone for the Commission to generate data and studies, but a lack of clear 

application in regional and national policies and procedures.  

In contrast, respondents were mostly in agreement that there has been some progress 

on the regulatory component, emphasizing three points.  First, the MRC has been generally 

effective within the political constraints placed upon it, in part by generating fairly vague 

procedures. By limiting the power of the Commission and its reach, they are able to 

continue development at their own pace nationally, and in accordance with the MRC’s 

directive.  This point mirrors the finding on widespread but shallow compliance in Chapter 

5. Second, there appears to be some degree of moral persuasion – through the so-called 

“Mekong Spirit” – to comply with MRC regulations. And finally, the MRC has been the 

only, and hence the default, platform for regional water diplomacy. 

A two-part consensus emerged on the behavioral component. Respondents saw 

progress when referring to how the initial disagreements on the Xayaburi Dam development 

had resulted in negotiations, design changes before implementation, and then subsequent 

review and improvement in MRC processes. This shows that in terms of the PNPCA, the 

MRC is making strides in the right direction to improve the procedures to encourage more 

inclusive and open negotiations. Some highlighted the contrast between this and the 

procedures and transparency in Chinese built dams. At the same time, respondents saw little 

or no progress in sharing of data and information. A large obstacle for successful compliance 

is the internal communication between the national committees themselves and line 

agencies. The line agencies and national committees need to coordinate their roles, and to 

use the data from their component for directly monitoring the MRC to create regional 

projects or services contributing to the value added of the Commission.  

In conclusion, the MRC has generated many studies, notably the recent Council 

Study that has improved member countries’ knowledge of the issues the Lower Mekong 

Basin faces. However, these studies need to be further integrated into development plans 

and policies and the information needs to create knowledge generation that is persuasive 
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enough to change policy and behavior. The procedures or regulatory components of the 

Commission are rather vague, and purposefully so, in order to not limit the countries’ 

sovereignty and future development plans. The ‘Mekong Spirit’ and normative regulations 

keep them committed to the Commission, but somewhat symbolically or spuriously. This 

principle doesn’t translate into concrete regulation or monitoring. The behavior of the 

members has changed when it comes to implementation of the PNPCA, after several dams’ 

Prior Consultation process reached no agreement. However, it is difficult to coordinate 

members’ behavior, as national monitoring networks and regional ones are not organized. 

The line agencies are the day to day workforce of the MRC and their behavior will not be 

efficient or effective without proper planning at that level.  
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Chapter 8  

Helm & Sprinz’s Model 
 
 
In this chapter, effectiveness will be assessed via the Helm & Sprinz’s model, by seeing how 

far the regime’s actual performance (section 8.1) is from the no regime counterfactual 

(section 8.2) and the collective optimum (section 8.3).  

The actual performance can be operationalized using interview subject’s responses 

to their perceptions of the Commission’s functionality, and the counterfactual and collective 

optimum will be operationalized using interview subject’s responses to their perceptions of 

a perfect Commission, and the hypothetical scenario had its procedures not been created. 

Their perspectives help build and validate a model accounting for actual variation in problem 

solving and the results from these narrow down potential counterfactual outcomes and how 

far the regime is from its collective optimum. 

 

8.1 Actual Performance 
 
For this measurement, interview subjects were asked to rate the Commission’s performance 

on a scale of 1-10, 1 being highly ineffective in its information sharing and data exchange 

and 10 being the ideal situation with the highest possible levels of cooperation and sharing. 

The ratings, and the rationale behind them, varied significantly, ranging from 3 to 8. 

Some subjects, such as Interviewee B, were reluctant to put the Commission into a 

single rating, stating a range of 4-7. 

Interviewee F rated it at a 5 and reserved a level of 10 to river basin committees such 

as those the Dutch have in place, as being top quality processes.  

Interviewee H also rated it as compared to other river basin organizations, but in 

developing parts of the world such as South America or Africa, giving it an 8 out of 10. 

Interviewee H went on,  

I would give it an 8 out of 10, especially for the last 2-3 years. Until 2015 
the MRC was known for knowledge generation, producing studies, but 
there was serious concern over how this knowledge and guidelines were 
being implemented or applied in different member countries. What we 
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have observed in the last 2-3 years is member countries giving more 
consideration to the work offered by the MRC and listening to the advice 
provided, even in a country such as Laos, that’s why I grade it that way. 

Interviewee J gave the overall Commission and Secretariat an 8, compared to other 

river basin organizations. Interviewee J followed, “Although there are things to improve, 

we are quite successful in comparison. With our number of procedures only we can engage 

all the parties and stakeholders to make progress.”  

Interviewee L rated the Commission at a 6, given that the Commission has no 

control over the countries, observing: “We are the regional office to the ‘state’ to open 

negotiations for the countries over transboundary water resources. We cannot enforce, or 

approve or reject projects, we are the middle man to let them come together.” Interviewee 

A said that their rating of the Commission has worsened with time,  

Three years ago, I might have said 6 or 7 but now I would say 3. That’s 
not necessarily the MRC’s fault, they’ve been manipulated into that 
position. The countries, with the probable exception of Vietnam, want it 
to be symbolic of regional cooperation but nothing more than that, a 
symbol. 

Interviewees G and K answered with ratings of 4 or 5, respectively, that is, on the 

middle to lower end of the scale.  

Interviewee C noted it depends on expectations: 

It depends on what you expect, and the main problem for the MRC is 
that different stakeholders have different expectations. If the expectation 
is to achieve joint investment planning, then I would rate 3/10 not more. 
If the expectation is to create dialogue and knowledge, then I would say 
7 or 8 out of 10.  

This varying perspective on actual performance may have to do with confusion over 

the MRC’s role in the region. The Mid-Term Review of the 2016-2020 Strategic Plan 

states the need to clarify the role of the MRC in the changing landscape of regional 

cooperation by disseminating a clear view about the MRC’s mandate and comparative 

advantage in the changing basin context (Bird, Forthcoming 2019). Several respondents 

emphasized the difficulty of defining the role of the Commission, and effectiveness directly 

relates to a given role.  
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8.2 The No-Regime Counterfactual 
 
In the opinion of interviewees, the state of the Mekong River and the Basin would have 

looked different than it does today had the MRC and its procedures not existed. When 

asked whether the member nations would have gone through similar steps when collecting 

data as they do with the procedures in place, Interviewee A responded, “No, absolutely not, 

in the absence of the MRC they wouldn’t have a platform to carry out joint studies and 

joint evaluations upon the river.” Interviewee A continued,  

Part of the MRC’s value is it’s this very lonely source of quite progressive 
thinking in an otherwise very neoliberal development environment. The 
MRC with all of its shortcomings, has provided some very significant 
outputs and assessments, the Council Study is very notable. 

Interviewee B explained, “If there is no official agreement to get data from a certain 

station, then the MRC Secretariat won’t get the data from that station. It needs a formal 

process with an agreement on how the information is shared and when.” Interviewee B 

stipulated maybe another mechanism would have been put in place, or information might 

have been shared via another pathway, but the contents of the PDIES and PNPCA would 

still have been necessary. Interviewee C replied that without the PDIES and the PNPCA 

in place:  

Modelling would have been worse, that’s for sure, and we would know 
less about the risks of development. We would have less knowledge on 
the impacts and the consequences, on the needs of the different 
stakeholders, on the constraints. It has been a fantastic cooperation 
platform for dialogue. There would be more tension, probably more 
bilateral discussions than multilateral discussions. 

Interviewee C also noted the essence of time, that the Commission had waited too 

long to develop the region in a peaceful way. Interviewee D also mentioned time, saying 

the questions of the contents of the cooperation have to change to adapt to the new situation 

and the MRC needs other mechanisms for cooperation, “say mechanisms of tradeoffs or 

benefit sharing. Now, not too late, but now.” Interviewee J noted time in the sense that 

they hadn’t worked in the MRC without the procedures, “We weren’t here before there 

was the PDIES we don’t know what happened in the past, we can’t compare. But it’s 

become better now that we have the PDIES.”  
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Interviewee H maintained that without the MRC, there would clearly be more 

tension between member countries. The subject acknowledged this view was subjective; 

however, the value of the procedures is something one can’t undermine. Hence, 

Interviewee H stated: 

The PNPCA really contributes to diffused tension and prevention of 
conflicts between member countries around development projects in the 
basin. I think these procedures are also facilitating the process of taking 
into consideration more progressive practice, especially when it comes to 
environmental protection, which will contribute to more sustainable 
development of water resources in the Mekong basin. 

 
8.3 Collective Optimum  
 
When asked about how the MRC would ideally function in order to achieve the highest 

possible level of regime accomplishment in information sharing, interviewees had several 

suggestions. 

Interviewee A stated more could be done to simplify access to the database. “If the 

countries are able to monopolize access to these data, then we have a really serious problem. 

I can definitely see that as far as the countries are concerned, that’s a really desirable thing.” 

In Interviewee A’s opinion, an ideal Commission would be able to circumvent the National 

Mekong Committees and diversify engagement, incorporating more data and opinions from 

other actors, rather than having a single entry point into the government.  

In the 1995 mandate of the MRC, sustainability and cooperation read clearly in the 

first line. The MRC procedures have the potential to encourage water diplomacy. 

Interviewee A noted that nonetheless,  

The MRC has never had in-house negotiation capabilities, it is not a 
professional diplomatic agency. It has the latitude to expand into that role. 
The procedures can inform that, but the MRC has to embrace that 
responsibility more robustly than it does at the moment. The procedures 
currently are simply a sequence of steps that don’t necessarily define, and 
perhaps they shouldn’t. They don’t necessarily define what goes on in 
between those steps, negotiations, all the repercussions, where the MRC 
is trying to direct or push particular trends within the region. 

 This was similar to Interviewee E’s perspective, as they believed the role of the 

MRC has been too technical when it could be geared towards mediation, although this 
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would require different staff. Interviewee E noted that due to several different sectors 

working within the Commission, cross-sectorial communication becomes more important 

in facilitating negotiation: 

The MRC is unique in a sense that it is an intergovernmental 
organization, it’s not an academic institution, not an NGO, it’s an 
international organization with an agreement. The MRC is in the 
position to facilitate water diplomacy rather than continue to generate 
data or knowledge. I think they should broker deals between the 
countries and between the sectors. They don’t need flood experts or GIS 
experts, I think they should slowly start to recruit water diplomats who 
can broker deals, because building a dam in Laos affects the Cambodian 
fisheries. How else can you broker a deal between an energy sector and 
between a fishery sector between countries? 

 Interviewees explained the procedures aren’t specific in the ways to carry out 

diplomatic relations, and therefore the MRC could benefit from hiring water diplomats in 

addition to technical staff.  

The idea of benefit sharing as a collective optimum was brought up by Interviewee 

H, who said there is a debate on how to implement this practically, but the goal is equitable 

and reasonable utilization of the water resource. Interviewee B stated that ideally there 

would be joint investment among the countries at least for the major mainstream dams that 

are planned. Interviewee C had a similar perspective, noting that “For me, conflict 

prevention in a large river basin can only be achieved through joint multisector investment 

planning. Conflict comes from unilateral, non-cooperative, large investments in 

infrastructure.” Interviewee D’s suggestion was that a clear benefit sharing mechanism for 

cooperation needed to be put in place. 

Several respondents, such as Interviewee G, H and E, believed it would be highly 

desirable that China and Myanmar join the Commission, and that this would be the 

collective optimum or ‘best solution’. However, Interviewee H stated that China has made 

it very clear it will never join the Commission. Due to their position, they have much less 

interest in cooperating with downstream countries and still see the Commission as largely 

Western driven (Interviewee A). Interviewee H described: 

In an ideal world they would be part of the MRC, and this is a very 
different approach than China driving the LMC. The LMC will be driven 
by China and promoting Chinese interests. It would be a different 
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approach and mechanism if China was part of a more neutral organization 
to promote and facilitate this dialogue with upstream and downstream 
countries.  

In Interviewee E’s statement, they noted China’s power could set the entire 

direction within the Commission. If they were to work for common conservation and 

development of the river in the interest of all people dependent on the resources in the 

Lower Mekong Basin, a collective optimum would be reached. Interviewee E said: 

On one hand, the countries have an external country upstream that can 
create common interest among the four. If they would decide to support 
and put their money in, it would be very helpful. On the other hand, 
they have a lot of financial power. China is so powerful, they can set the 
arguments for what the MRC should collaborate on. 

Interviewee C speculated that China was likely a non-member because they are 

afraid of data being misused in the media. From the interviewees’ experience, working 

within the Commission with China, the subject had gathered that the international 

community’s perception of China is a very simple image; they’re an upstream powerhouse 

and build so many dams, hurting the downstream countries. Interviewee C questioned how 

China could be expected to be fully transparent willingly when all the attention towards 

them is negative. As long as there is this approach they will not want to risk openness to 

give way to opportunities for criticism.  

The data system itself needs to be reviewed and it is also unanimously considered to 

be a significant weak point in the Commission, if the data they rely on is not complete. 

Interviewee A viewed the data and information system as being one of the shakiest points 

of the Commission, and that the MRC is well aware of this. Not having a systematic process, 

and central storage, retrieval and publication arrangements for critical data is highly 

problematic. Potential loss of data, difficulty in public access, and additional effort required 

to make data available for analysis (even internally), presents a very high risk to the credibility 

of the MRC as a regional knowledge hub. Interviewee B noted that these data gaps are also 

linked to the fact that some of the national data management systems are very poor. 

Moreover, they differ across countries and differ from the one used by the MRC Secretariat. 

The Operational Review noted “it is clearly evident that these methods of data sharing have 

exceeded their usefulness, and that wholesale re-imagining of how knowledge is stored, 
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shared, disseminated and secured is considerably overdue” (Bird, Forthcoming 2019). 

Interviewee L, working within the Commission Technical Branch, stated:  

The Information Sharing and the Data Portal compose the platform for 
the data sharing, but we need to improve the search engine to be smarter. 
Sometimes we search by using the data catalog, typing a keyword, but we 
can’t find it. There are many types of formats for the data, such as time 
series data or geospatial data, some are in Excel files, some are in other 
formats. When we request the member countries’ data, some countries 
don’t have the resources to handle this kind of request, they need an 
operator to convert the format, so if they don’t have one, they can’t share 
the data. This is a limitation from the countries’ side, and on the MRC’s 
side we have to improve the search engine and work on that.  

Responses from interviewees on the perfect solution to shorten the distance of 

relative improvement varied from joint multisector investment planning, to simplifying the 

database, to a benefit sharing agreement, to negotiation procedures. There is a significant 

need for negotiation capacity and improving the data and the information management 

system on the regional level and at the Secretariat level to serve the MRCs’ purpose.  

 

8.4 Discussion and Analysis  
 
In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the regime via Helm & Sprinz's (2000) theory, we 

must take the actual performance’s distance from the no-regime counterfactual and compare 

it to the distance between the collective optimum and the no-regime counterfactual. 

Respondents’ ratings of the regime’s effectiveness in information sharing ranged from 3-8 

with the median being 5.5. One can then take this actual performance rating and subtract 

that distance from the no-regime counterfactual. The no regime counterfactual would be 1, 

which corresponds to the regime having had no effect on information sharing and 

cooperation. The collective optimum would be rated as a 10, the ideal commission. Then 

we can take the actual performance median rating of 5.5 minus the no regime counterfactual 

of 1, divided by the collective optimum rating of 10 subtracted from the no regime 

counterfactual of 1 to get the effectiveness score. (5.5-1/10-1) = 0.5. This puts the 

effectiveness score at 0.5, meaning the interviewees (on average) consider the regime to be 

somewhat, but not very, effective.  

Furthermore, you could also use the mean. If you use the low end of each 

respondent’s score (F 5, H 8, B 4, J 8, L 6, A 3, G 4, K 5, C 3) you get a mean score of 5.1, 
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which, when applied to the formula resulted in effectiveness score of 0.456. If you use the 

high end of the respondent’s scores (F 5, H 8, B 7, J 8, L 6, A 3, G 4, K 5, C 7.5) you get 

an average score of 5.9, which yields an effectiveness score of 0.549 when applied to the 

formula. Given that several participants stated ranges of numbers as a score, the mode is not 

identifiable. Regardless of whether you use the median of individual scores, the mean of 

low scores, or the mean of the high scores, the formula yields an effectiveness score in the 

fairly limited 0.456 – 0.549 range.  

 In a hypothetical scenario of the MRC not having been established, or its procedures 

not having been put in place, respondents speculated that there would be more tension and 

less discussion over projects and their impacts in the Lower Mekong Basin. Negotiations 

would most likely be bilateral instead of multilateral, and there would be less knowledge of 

the needs from stakeholders and data collection than there is now. Interviewee C noted that 

mapping and modelling could have been much worse, and countries may not have 

considered as progressive of practices – leading to less consideration for the environment. 

Interviewee H noted that the value of the procedures could not be undermined and that 

they pushed for more progressive practices in terms of environmental protection.  

 In terms of a collective optimum or perfect solution for the Commission to function 

at peak performance, there were many ideas. Interviewee A & E both believed that the 

MRC is in a unique position to extend its latitude as a water diplomacy body and employ 

more cross sectorial mediators to negotiate between the member countries. Interviewees E, 

G and H thought including China and Myanmar would lead to more of a collective 

optimum in the Commission, although Interviewee H acknowledged the unlikeliness of 

this to ever occur. Interviewee E noted that China is powerful enough to decide and set the 

discourse the MRC takes; however, they are reluctant to fully participate. Interviewee C 

viewed this reluctance as a product of the negative criticism media and Westerners associate 

with China’s development, questioning how China could be expected to respond positively. 

It also was clear, in the eyes of interviewees A, B, and L, that the data system itself needs 

improvement. Interviewee L suggested a clarification in the protocol so that employees 

involved with the procedures would be clear on steps that needed to be taken and what 

kind of information can be shared internally and externally. Interviewee L stated a need for 

improving the search engine in the Data Portal and consolidating the format of datasets.  
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 In conclusion, the mean actual performance of the Commission in information 

sharing, as rated by 9 of the 11 interviewees, was 0.456 – 0.549 out of 1. This score can be 

associated with the competing tensions between the member nations, donors, external 

factors such as NGOs, and the rising authority of China and their parallel cooperation 

mechanism, the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation. The no-regime counterfactual would have 

resulted in more tensions. Modelling and data collection would have been worse, and the 

member countries would have been left without a platform to research transboundary 

impacts and joint investment projects, resulting in more bilateral (rather than multilateral) 

agreements. There were many suggestions and ideas on how the regime could shorten the 

distance of relative improvement towards a maximum score (collective optimum). These 

included hiring cross-sectorial mediators and negotiators, to increase the Commission’s 

water diplomacy capacity. If China and Myanmar had been included in the original 

Commission, several respondents believed the relative improvement would have been closer 

to the optimum. With further improvements to the Data Portal and data systems 

functionality; interviewees expected effectiveness in information sharing to increase. The 

perspectives and opinions of the respondents draw only a subjective inference but is based 

on their extensive experience in the region and the Commission. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter summarizes the main findings of the thesis and provides answers to my research 

question: In what ways have the information sharing and cooperation mechanisms of the 

Mekong River Commission contributed to reducing or solving the problem the Commission 

seeks to address? The problem concerned is the difficulty of regularly obtaining, updating 

and exchanging the information and data necessary to implement the 1995 Agreement. My 

findings illustrate that member countries’ national influences, the power of China and donor 

countries, and technical infrastructure each play a strong role in the effectiveness of the 

procedures and information sharing. The study contributes to the literature by providing a 

theoretical understanding of the value and effectiveness of the MRC information sharing 

procedures and technical infrastructure.  

9.1 Summary 
 
When feeding the empirical findings from chapters 6, 7, and 8 into the theory of regime 

effectiveness, the analysis shows several issues disturbing the process of information sharing 

and communication within the MRC. It seems the needs are largely known by the 

Commission.  

One theoretical model would not adequately explain changes in information sharing 

and communication. Therefore, I propose a model of explanation based on three theoretical 

perspectives. The analysis begins in Chapter 6, with a look at the MRC through Barrett’s 

model of regime effectiveness. Here it was concluded that, despite Barrett’s insistence on 

full participation, the non-participation of China and Myanmar was generally not regarded 

as problematic. There is active participation from most actors, combined with high 

compliance yet relatively shallow commitments. External stakeholders’ and donors’ 

influence largely encourages environmental conservation; however, their influence is 

decreasing.  

 In Chapter 7, Stokke’s model shows that the MRC has enhanced the cognitional 

understanding the members have of the impacts of their activity in the Lower Mekong 
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Basin. The Council Study is quite notable. While the MRC has conducted considerable 

research, their findings are not being sufficiently integrated into national policies. Regulatory 

aspects are not specific enough to alter behavior significantly and informal regulatory 

mechanisms such as the Integrated Water Resource Management approach and the Mekong 

Spirit keep countries somewhat committed, albeit emblematically. There were positive 

changes in the PNPCA after disagreement on the Xayaburi and Don Sahong Dams; 

however, this was at the request of foreign donors.  

 Finally, Helm & Sprinz’ model is employed in Chapter 8, where the actual 

performance of the regime was rated 0.456-0.549 out of 1. Had the regime and its 

procedures not existed, the counterfactual scenario would likely be worse, in terms of 

negotiation between member countries and modelling of the Basin. In order to shorten the 

distance to the collective optimum, interviewees recommended enhancing water diplomacy 

within the Commission, including China and Myanmar, and improving the data system. 

This score shows the interviewees see the Commission as being somewhat effective.  

The main findings can thus be summarized as follows:  

First, MRC procedures have undoubtedly increased the transparency of information; 

however, control over hydrological data remains a political tool. The procedures are 

couched within a broader set of institutional challenges for the MRC. It is clear that the 

MRC is generating some studies and information on environmental and societal impacts 

that many in the region rely on. Respondents were unsure if information is used to generate 

knowledge for research, planning and policy making.  

Second, the respondents emphasized that there is strong engagement with China, and 

less so with Myanmar. Some expressed worry about the uncertainty of the development of 

the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC): What will be its mandate? What will be its role? 

How will it cooperate with the MRC member countries? With the emergence of the LMC, 

the coming years will be very dynamic for water cooperation on the Mekong. If the LMC 

gathers a larger amount of funding and data than the MRC, this could endanger the future 

relevance of the Commission by replacing it with a parallel cooperation mechanism. 

Decisions made within the MRC can be seen as a reaction or anticipation to Chinese 

decisions, and the four MRC member nations need to take this into account. Either, the 

MRC will facilitate strength in the wake of this competitive push, or the sheer power 

asymmetry will overtake the regime.  
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Third, the competing sovereignty of the member states is an obstacle to open 

information sharing, creating a geopolitical tension in authority over the Basin’s resources. 

The Commission has enabled the interdependence of the members, meanwhile all are 

pushing to develop and secure their own autonomy. The regional mandate doesn’t allow 

for the Commission to delve into national level procedures, which leads to shallow 

compliance and a lack of coordination in data collection. This high level of informality 

strengthens trust-building and decreases worries over non-compliance or losses from the 

participants. This can be seen as positive; however, it does not embolden resolute action.  

Fourth, inter-sectorial adoption of water use policies will be essential to overcome 

potential conflicts and to effectively coordinate spatial diversification within the delta. This 

would be attainable with the addition of regime mediators and negotiators who could 

approach the different national sectors in an unbiased arena and find coinciding interests. 

The member countries’ differences in development and technology shape their attitudes 

towards the utility and role of the Commission, and in order for them to align, further 

diplomacy is necessary. The MRC’s technical understanding of cooperation could benefit 

from more diplomatic negotiations, building upon dispute resolution Articles 34 and 35.  

Fifth, the Procedures for Data and Information Exchange and Sharing could benefit 

from improvements in the technical infrastructure. There have been initial strides in 

improving the data and information system by implementing a new user-friendly software; 

however, there are little human resources assigned and no evident project plan for what a 

considerable infrastructure improvement process in the data system should be. Rules and 

procedures need a higher level of specificity, as without this specificity one cannot separate 

compliance from non-compliance.  

Finally, the MRC is constantly evolving, and its procedures need to evolve with it. 

The principles and norms with which the regime was created are rich; however, the 

Commission needs to specify the rules and procedures to exemplify the meaning behind 

them. This will require clearer framing of the evaluable goals the Commission wishes to 

pursue. The Commission will be financially independent of donors by 2030, and only staffed 

by Thai, Laotian, Vietnamese, and Cambodian citizens. With this independence they can 

determine the future role of the regime and improve its effectiveness to realize the mandate 

of the 1995 Agreement; to cooperate, plan and coordinate sustainable development in the 
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region while protecting the natural resources through equitable and reasonable utilization 

while maintaining sovereign integrity to optimize mutual benefits.  

The MRC has established itself as a technical institution focusing on transboundary 

water management, not a water diplomacy body, and has been relatively effective in this 

regard. There have been few acts of unilateral intervention in the Basin, and those have 

been resolved through dispute resolution mechanisms. However, disagreements and disputes 

will continue to arise over the shared resources in the Mekong Basin. Strengthening the 

Commission’s water diplomacy mechanisms would manage negotiations between states to 

contribute to broader notions of regional security. Further research could look at whether 

transboundary national and provincial policies and plans are integrating MRC basin wide 

analysis and strategies. A better understanding of the regimes governing nature and the role 

of information sharing and data exchange in fostering cooperation could improve policy 

advice and help ensure long-term cooperative and sustainable management of rivers and 

cross-jurisdictional borders.  

 
9.2 Recommendations 
 
The future vision of the MRC should dictate the extent of its technical role compared to 

general planning and water diplomacy. While the MRC provides somewhat of a water 

diplomacy platform in the region, they could expand into this role by consulting more 

varied actors than solely the National Mekong Committees, and creating in house 

negotiation procedures. This would mean the hiring of less technical staff, and more national 

mediators, further shifting the MRC’s role from a technical knowledge hub to a diplomatic 

conflict resolution regime.  

The MRC should emulate the process of altering procedures in the case of stalemate, 

which occurred after the Prior Consultation for the Xayaburi and Don Sahong Dams. This 

would show adaptation in the face of adversity, lifting the regime out of bureaucratic 

stagnation to transformative change.   

 The data system needs to be systematized and made more accessible. This will 

require clear processes for central storage and retrieval of critical data that would be open to 

the public, not only registered users. It would also demand coordination from the National 

Committees and Line Agencies of the monitoring stations, to ensure there is not data 

collection overlap, that all data gaps are filled, and that all data is in the same format so as to 
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be accessible by MRC technical staff. The technical budget and staff are decreasing, while 

the technical focus of the MRC remains. This will require cost efficient choices, to limit 

monitoring and activities solely to needs that are critical in supporting the mandate. 

 The MRC could rewrite and specify the role of the National Mekong Committees 

in the 1995 Agreement, in order to avoid conflicts between them and the Secretariat. 

Further implementation of knowledge the procedures produce will require the National 

Mekong Committees to encourage the governments to act on this knowledge. 

 
9.3 Final Remarks and Reflections  
 

Drawing on a relatively small group of regional experts, this study aims to enrich the 

understanding of the MRC’s information sharing and cooperation mechanisms, which have 

often been overlooked. For this purpose, oral interviews are an invaluable source of 

information, since they allow for a focus on specific issues and result in a depth of analysis 

not otherwise achieved. This thesis includes an analysis of published MRC documents that 

are publicly available, and has used a combination methods and sources, as well as social 

science theories, such as Barrett’s, Helm & Sprinz’s, and Stokke’s regime effectiveness 

theories.  

The MRC sits at the nexus or confluence of three strands of regional tension with 

potential for conflict. It goes up against the competing role of China as a potential hegemon. 

This comes through most clearly with the establishment of the Lancang-Mekong initiative, 

which can reasonably be interpreted as an effort by China to create a parallel and competing 

arrangement. It also faces the pull of external NGOs and the MRC donors, whose work is 

typically in bilateral relations, with varying agendas and goals. These tensions are in tandem 

with the differing priorities of the member countries themselves. The challenge for the 

MRC at this point is to generate ways to advance communication and collaborative work 

with the member countries to guarantee greater impact and agreement of its technical work 

in national strategies, plans and projects.  

 In conclusion, transboundary water management and regimes are developing fields 

that provide many interesting opportunities for further research. Furthermore, this thesis 

clearly shows that information and data exchange is a vital means to increase regime 

effectiveness, and hence is essential for peace. The MRC is the center of the Lower Mekong 
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Basin regime, around which expectations are congregating and converging, and in a world 

of finite environmental and financial resources, regimes must prioritize cooperation.  
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Appendix 
 
Interview Subjects 
 
Interviewee A- Ph. D, Regional coordinator in a research program on water in the 
Greater Mekong. Specializes in the research and development of natural resources 
management institutions for common property resources. Has sixteen years of experience 
conducting, implementing, managing and leading natural resources research-for-
development projects in the developing world with experience from Lao PDR, 
Cambodia, Thailand, China and Vietnam. Work has focused on transboundary resource 
management, the governance, institutions for natural resources management, benefit 
sharing.  
 
Interviewee B – Consultant for the MRC, former Jr. Program Officer at a development 
agency. 
 
Interviewee C – Ph.D. in Integrated Water Resources and River Basin Management. 
Specialist with thirty years of experience in 30 countries worldwide. Held former 
leadership role in MRC. Has supported program identification, formulation, management, 
evaluation, and promotion within several international organizations, river basin 
organizations, and development aid agencies.  
 
Interviewee D - Ph. D, Deputy Director at a development center for sustainable water 
resources in Vietnam), lecturer in Germany and Vietnam on water resource policy and 
institutions, head of a Vietnamese river network. 
 
Interviewee E – Diplomat in Vietnam working on water management and climate change. 
Holds Ph. D in Sociology of Development and Change. 
 
Interviewee F – Research director at an American research institute working on energy, 
water, and sustainability in Southeast Asia. 
 
Interviewee G – Researcher specializing in South East Asia. 
  
Interviewee H – Ph. D in Geography and Masters in Natural Resource Management. 
Currently a program director of a German development agency. Has over 10 years’ 
experience managing complex water programs. They specialize in strategic planning, 
donor coordination, policy design, institutional development, capacity building and 
stakeholder participation. Has implemented development projects in cooperation with 
bilateral and multilateral agencies. 
   
Interviewee K – Former leadership role in the MRC, has held senior positions in the UN, 
founder of a Myanmar development agency.  
  
Interviewee J – Working in the Technical Division of the MRC currently. 
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Interviewee L – Working in the Technical Division of the MRC currently, holds Ph. D. 
  
 
Interview Guide 
 

• First, Offerdal will explain that the information collected will be used solely for 
this project, and that participation is voluntary. Participants can consent to letting 
their name be used in the project or choose to remain anonymous. 

General issues  

- In your opinion, what does the MRC and its Procedures for Data Information 
Exchange and Sharing (PDIES) and the Procedures for Notification, Prior 
Consultation, and Agreement (PNPCA) mean in practice? 

- What do you see as the benefits or advantages of your research or engagement in 
data sharing under the PDIES? 

 
Barrett’s model 
 
- How does China and Myanmar’s status as non-signatories (Dialouge Partners) affect 

the effectiveness of the Commission? How does foreign support affect the 
management of the commission? 

- In your opinion, do MRC regulations require them to change their behavior, 
compared to what they would have done without the MRC? If so, how? 

- Do the member states comply with the MRC’s soft regulations? Why (not)? 
- To what extent have certain actors or stakeholders made compliance easier or more 

difficult? Where are the bottlenecks? 
- What factors or circumstances help or enable engagement in data sharing across 

national boundaries via the National Mekong committees? What measure(s) would 
you recommend for addressing the factors hindering the effective implementation 
of the PDIES and/or the PNPCA? 

 
Stokke’s model 
 
- Cognitional success: Do you think the PDIES and the PNPCA have helped member 

states understand the causes and effects of environmental impacts in the Delta or 
influenced their valuation of impacts on society? Is there a balance between 
conservation and use? 

- In your opinion, do the Committee and its line agencies use the data and resources 
available to them (Data Portal? Are commitments clear enough to build legitimacy 
or too broad/vague to enforce? 

- Regulatory: Is there a ripple effect stemming from the idea of the ‘Mekong Spirit’ 
and the IRWM approach in the Commission? What is the political preponderance 
of pro-environmental pressure groups? 
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- Behavioral: Do you believe the Commission’s guidelines and commitments truly 
shape the performance of the regime? Do the line agencies of the respective countries 
have the financial and political capacity, as well as the human resources required to 
function effectively? 

 
Helm & Sprinz model  
 
- Counterfactual: What would have happened if the PDIES had not been established? 

What would have happened if the PNPCA had not been established? 
- Collective optimum: In your opinion, what would be the ‘perfect solution’ to 

increase cooperation and information sharing within the Commission?  
- On a scale from 1 through 10, how would you rate the regime, in terms of relative 

improvement towards this ‘perfect solution’?  
 

 
 
 


