
Background
With its headwaters in the Tibetan Plateau, the Mekong River 
travels some 4,500 kilometres through six countries (China, 
Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam) before 
discharging into the South China Sea. Its catchment area covers 
800,000 square kilometres, encompassing an extraordinary range of 
vegetation and bio-geographical features.

To date, the Mekong Basin has largely escaped the dramatic 
changes in landscape and flood patterns that have decimated the 
natural biology of many of the world’s rivers. Despite the pressure 
from a growing population, the Mekong is still relatively intact, 
offering the region a golden opportunity to become a model for 
sustainable development by strengthening the economy and 
improving the living standards of its people without destroying the 
environment.

An Abundance of Life
The Mekong River basin is estimated to house at least 1,300 
species of fish alone, a level of diversity that is only rivalled by the 
Amazon River Basin – which covers an area over six times the size 
of the Mekong. Amongst these species are some of the world's 
largest and most charismatic freshwater fish, including the Giant 
Carp (Catlocarpio siamensis), Mekong Stingray (Dasyatis
laosensis), Largetooth Sawfish (Pristis microdon), and the Giant 
Mekong Catfish (Pangasianodon gigas). Beyond fish, the Mekong 
basin is also home to a tremendous diversity of endangered water
birds, like Giant Ibis (Pseudibis gigantea), Great Thick-knee (Esacus
recurvirostris), and the unique Mekong Wagtail (Motacilla
samveasnae), as well as other highly endangered species such as 
the Siamese Crocodile (Crocodylus siamensis) and Irrawaddy
Dolphin (Orcaella brevirostris).

The river system is also home to great cultural diversity, with over 
60 million people from more than 95 distinct ethnic groups living in 
the Mekong basin. The vast majority of these people are heavily 
dependant on the river and its natural resources. This point is 
clearly illustrated by the fact that aquatic resources account for 80% 
of the dietary protein of the basin’s population. The fisheries of the 
Mekong are estimated at nearly US$ 1.7 billion per year.
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Overall Goal
“Healthy freshwater systems are established and 

maintained that enhance and sustain the livelihoods 
of local communities, whilst ensuring the long-term 

conservation of Mekong biodiversity.”

Together for a Living Mekong
The WWF Living Mekong Initiative



An Integrated Approach
As well as being one of the focal river basins for WWFs Living 
Waters programme, the Mekong River is listed as a Global 200 
Ecoregion and includes substantial parts of a further six 
terrestrial Global 200 Ecoregions. Two of these terrestrial 
ecoregions, the Central Indochina Dry Forests and the Greater 
Annamites, are already well-established Ecoregion Action 
Programmes (EAPs) of WWF Indochina. In such a biologically 
significant region where freshwater and terrestrial systems are 
so intrinsically linked (both biologically and socially), there are 
numerous opportunities to integrate activities.

The Mekong River Basin is also integrating its work programmes 
for Freshwater and Climate Change activities. WWFs Asia-
Pacific Climate Change Programme (with a regional base in 
Bangkok) is working in collaboration with LMI to enhance joint 
strategies.

Working Across the Basin
In 1995, the four countries of the Lower Mekong Basin –
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam – signed a co-operative 
agreement for the sustainable development of the Mekong River 
Basin. This agreement formally established the present day 
Mekong River Commission to facilitate collaboration on regional 
river development issues. An MOU signed between WWF and the 
MRC affords the LMI a close working relationship with the Mekong
River Commission’s Secretariat (MRCS).

However, a large portion of the Mekong catchment lies outside 
these four countries, predominantly in China's Yunnan province. 
This portion is significant not only for its size, but also because it 
constitutes the headwaters of the Mekong Basin and therefore any
activities can have a significant impact on the entire downstream 
basin. This point has been highlighted recently by China's plans to 
construct a series of dams on the mainstream of the Mekong and 
to improve navigation along the upper Mekong.

In addition to the four Lower Mekong countries, the Living Mekong 
Initiative (LMI) is now actively working in China to ensure more
involvement of stakeholders, and support linkages between China 
and the MRC to attain socially, economically and environmentally
sound solutions for the whole basin.

To date, the LMI has focused on building these and other much-
needed partnerships. However, in order to progress further, a 
strategic conservation assessment has been identified as a key 
priority. This means taking inventory of socioeconomic realities
and needs as well as biological data. With a true picture of the
Mekong River Basin, WWF can identify how the LMI should take 
shape in the short, medium and long-term.
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Sustainable Management of the Floodplains
The widely held understanding of the word "flood" is of a powerful 
force that can destroy livelihoods and take away lives. It is easy to 
understand the roots of this perspective amongst both the 
government and the general public when faced with shocking 
images, facts and figures accompanying major floods.

Few would argue that this natural event has played a critical role 
in shaping the abundant natural resources found in river basins, or 
that altering this natural process will have impacts on these 
resources. Local communities, who rely on the river for their 
livelihoods, have always recognized the values of the floods, and 
these benefits are now starting to gain greater recognition globally.

The LMI and its partners, particularly the Mekong River 
Commission, are working to highlight the important roles of the 
Mekong floods, most notably to fisheries but also for numerous 
other activities. The ultimate aim of this work is to provide a 
concrete and quantitative economic argument for the values of the 
floods that would facilitate accurate and balanced decision making 
in relation to proposed development projects.

The work undertaken up to now by the LMI has predominantly 
been initial/broad valuation assessments in Cambodia and Laos, 
and has been designed to ask more questions in order to instigate 
others to explore further and more specific valuation work options. 
However, the LMI is aiming to continue its direct involvement in
the area through a policy initiative to investigate the impacts of 
road and levee construction on the floods with a view towards 
developing guidelines to minimize the effects, and establishing 
local dialogue to further investigate the benefits of the floods.

Dams and Energy
The release of the report of the World Commission on Dams (2000)
is changing the way issues regarding dams are tackled. However, 
most stakeholders involved in the Mekong Basin don’t know the 
document, and/or need some guidance to follow the 
recommendations. The LMI is participating in the global WWF 
"Dams Initiative" towards the implementation of WCD 
recommendations for local dam projects. At present, the LMI 
focusing on two dam projects - Nam Theun 2 (Laos) and Ta Trach
(Vietnam).

In addition to working directly on dams, the LMI recognizes the need 
to simultaneously work on other aspects of the energy issue. In light 
of this, the LMI also promotes suitable alternative energy generation 
techniques as well as assessments of the energy market to gain a
better understanding of the current and projected energy demand in 
the region. This kind of information is also central to implementing 
successful Demand-Side Management (DSM) of energy use, 
another important element of the LMI approach to dealing with the 
energy issue.

The Work of LMI
The Living Mekong Initiative (LMI) is an Integrated River Basin 
Management (IRBM) initiative aimed at marrying successful 
biodiversity conservation with sustainable development. The LMI 
follows a two-tiered approach, with WWF country offices 
addressing country specific priority freshwater issues (with support 
from the LMI) and the LMI itself working mainly on two basin level 
priority issues:
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Actions for a Living Mekong
Policy Support/Advocacy - Use scientific data and analysis that 
shows the impacts of certain infrastructure development 
initiatives on people and wildlife while promoting alternatives that 
deliver the benefits and do less harm

Capacity Building - Particularly focused on providing local 
institutions with access to, and information on, the concepts and 
tools of IRBM.

Networking - To build networking linkages among countries, 
organizations and institutions involved in and affected by the 
Mekong.

Conservation Planning - Support the development of 
coordinated conservation activities for key sites and flagship 
species, as well as contributing to the development of a firm 
biological knowledge base.

Positive Partnerships
WWF explicitly recognizes that it is only one of multiple actors
involved in the Mekong River Basin, where there is a well 
developed framework for international and regional cooperation. In 
order to ensure that its own role is clearly defined and adds value 
to the overall management of the river basin, the LMI and WWF 
have established formal MoUs with:

• Asian Development Bank (ADB)
• Mekong River Commission (MRC)
• Lao National Mekong Committee (LNMC) 
• The World Conservation Union (IUCN) 

The LMI has also developed less formal agreements and 
partnerships with a range of organisations including the OXFAM 
Mekong Initiative and WorldFish Centre.

The Living Mekong Initiative blends scientific knowledge with 
socio-economic understanding so that the Mekong Basin's millions 
of people can live in harmony with the very nature they depend on. 
The range of partnerships needed reflect the scale of the 
challenge as well as the promise for successful and sustainable 
development across six countries.

For more information please contact:
Marc Goichot,  LMI Coordinator, WWF Indochina (Cambodia Office) 

House 28 Street 9, Tonle Basac, P.O. Box 2467  Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
Email:marcg@online.com.kh
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