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EDITORIAL - Debt and development

Like so many contested development issues and concepts, debate around debt tends to
be highly polarised. And asin so many cases, this polarisation tends to hide rather
than shed light on the nuance and complexity of livelihood issues faced by the rural
poor. For the poor, loans are both aball and chain and alivelihood necessity in the face
of capital shortage. Poor countries both need the leverage and multipliers afforded by
infrastructure and budget support loans, and they suffer through accumulated debt that
can put them on atreadmill of debt service that requires them to run ever faster just to
stand still.

Thelead article and responses in thisissue of Mekong Update and Dialogue, written
from the perspectives of quite different development organisations, correspondingly
seem quite polarised. Yet at the sametimethey all delve into some of the nuance of the
debate — led in the first instance by afocus on the language of debt. The obfuscation
that loan-based devel opment programs can produce in areas such as poverty alleviation
isripefor paring apart. Yet asimple critique that debt is bad and poverty alleviation-
justified infrastructureis just old wine in anew bottle is also one that can often use a
more subtle analysis and careful, case-by-case examination.

In particular, it isimportant to be clear what exactly lies at the sharp end of the critique.
Isit debt per se? Isit the nature of (large) infrastructure projects and their poverty-
inducing —aswell as aleviating — potential ? Isit the assumption of public debt by
unaccountable technocrats, self-aggrandising political elites or self-interested parties
with private gainin mind? Isit capacity to absorb and manage projects with externally
driven agency agendas? As Georgina Houghton's discussion of aid-related debt in
Vietnam implies, it might be a combination of all, but thisis not to suggest that loans
and the ingtitutions that manage them are somehow dispensable.

Perhaps what we need isamore inclusive debate over the specific debt implications of
public decisions on large projects. Decision making on infrastructure, in particular, has
tended to focus more on the material impacts and benefits rather than on questions of
who is paying for the investment and how thiswill be acquitted in amore prosperous
future created in part by that investment. Extreme cases of embezzling public monies by
the Marcoses and Soehartos of the world are warnings of the mortgaging of the public
good for private gain in the name of high-profile development, but equally the

K eynesian experience of wisely chosen publicinvestment in many liberal democracies
points to the benefits of stimulus and borrowing in situations where thereis simply not
enough incometo forgo for up-front pump-priming investment.

In the Mekong, as elsewhere, the debate is further clouded by complexities associated
with private sector debt and public-private partnershipsin BOOT and other arrange-
ments. It isunrealistic to expect a set of clear-cut options that can be adjudicated by
informed democratic decisions when the issues are so complex. Yet greater open-ness,
accounting for debt-related risks in public decision making and ensuring demand-driven
borrowing are principlesthat can certainly take thingsin a progressive direction.



FEATURE

A new language of debt
by Michael Simon

Introduction

For many people the notions of development and debt are
strange and nebulous concepts. While for others, coming from
different political spectrums, they form central elements of hotly
contested ideologies. Thereis of course an ever-growing
industry of development, where key institutions and the
professionals and ‘ experts’ within them, pave the way for the
world economy, and the integration of developing countries -
like those of the Mekong region - into aglobal family. At the
centre of thisintegration is (an inevitable requirement for) State
acceptance of the free market and economic liberalisation.

Unfortunately for the poor —who largely rely on trickle down
benefit from most economic growth - the heart which keepsthis
“development animal” aliveisdebt. For many of the general
public and those isolated from devel opment decision-making
processes, this debt isincurred usually without their knowledge

or say.

A few years back, writing and analysis on debt reached a peak
in and around the highly successful Jubilee 2000 Campaign.
Using the Biblical tenet of aJubilee Year and a 50 year super
Jubilee - where those enslaved because of debts are freed, lands
lost because of debt are returned, and community torn by
inequality isrestored - the campaign sought to raise awareness
of the huge burden being placed on people and countries of the
South, as they struggle to survive in aglobal sphere which has
lending and free markets at its heart.

The Jubilee Campaign brought together a wide range of secular
and religious civil society actors from the North and South. It
highlighted the fact that the debt service impoverished nations
must pay to wealthy nations and institutions comes at the
expense of providing basic services—like provision of clean
water and sanitation, or housing assistance — and that the loans
which lead to debt burden come with heavy conditionalities
which deflect spending away from assistance to the poor.

The crisis of world debt for developing nationsis now well
documented. Thisbrief articlewill ook at the‘re-branding’ of
‘debt drivers from the Mekong region and pose the question:
Are we yet assessing the full debt burden of the development
processes at play in the Mekong region?

So what has been the legacy of this for Asia and
the Mekong?

For Asia of course debt and development debates have been
very real —with desperate times for many still playing out post
the 1997 crisis. Of course, for those directly impacted by
projects — with loss of lands, forced resettlement, loss of access
to fisheries or forests - in redlity the crisis also gave a short
respite from the devel opment juggernaut. Because of the crisis,
many projectsin Asiawere stalled, but they have now gained a
new head of steam asglobal marketsfirm and key multilateral
and bilateral lenders provide positive economic forecasts.

For the key multi-lateral actors—those who actually hold or
drive the debt — the crisiswas a significant blip on the radar
screen. It was one contributor to some significant changesin
language, and apparent (if somewhat brief) attitude of humility
to ideas and solutions. But the crisis was also merely atempo-
rary problem to be solved, something which now formsan
historical benchmark to move on from.

There is now anew language. A language which seeksto be
distanced from that of Structural Adjustment and debt. It isthe
language of participatory Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSPs), of pitching in together to meet (and find finance for)
the Millennium Devel opment Goalsand of * high risk-high
reward’ investments. Thisisthelatest frontier. Effectively
marginalised in thisare the comparatively ‘radical’ findings such
as the rights and risks approach to decision-making, or the
comprehensive assessment of project options recommended by
the World Bank supported World Commission on Dams. Or the
more recent recommendations from the World Bank’s Extractive
Industry Review for significant reference to human rights
frameworks and free and prior informed consent by indigenous
peoples and ethnic minorities before any environmentally and
socialy disruptive projects get the green light.

While the rhetorical language has clearly shifted to ‘ pro-poor’
and an overarching focus on poverty reduction, in the Mekong
little hasreally changed in terms of the large scale projects and
programs which have been front and centre for many years.
With controversial projectsin particular being forced through
the “rebranding machine”, many now have ‘ poverty reduction’
arms tacked onto them - but essentially they remain the same
blueprint for devel opment of the region.

What differs now and has moved over timeisthe changing role
and rel ationship between multilateral and bilateral lendersand
the domestic and international private sector. This plays out
differently in China, Burmaand Thailand, but has some consist-
ency cross Vietnam, Cambodiaand Laos. In such ashort article
it isimpossible to go into any depth other than to note some
key trends and observations:

Mutlilateral debt and its conditionality hasrelatively
consistently led to policy and legidlative changes across the
region — with some consistency across countries through
the economic related conditionalities, strongly reinforced by
regional collaboration projectsin priority sectors—trade,
communication, energy etc; !

In the wake of the crisis there was significant movement
towards morereliance on multilateral debt away from
bilateral debt — especially in the transitional economies of
Vietnam, Cambodiaand Laos. With alegacy of cold-war
Russian debt being resolved to concessionary or non-
serviced levels the ADB believes debt to be sustainable.
They then predict an ability to absorb more lending —with
an increase of aid and loans. 2 Thisistransposing into
increased harmonisation of donor interests framed around
PRSP processes—for examplewith Vietnam’'s CPRGS ( )and
Cambodia’'sNPRS—which retain asignificant debt
component.

Chinahas resisted some of the more aggressive policy
requirementsarising from multilateral debt conditionalities
and ingtitutional led market based reforms. To some extent
Chinasits on the outer of the GMS, while wielding huge



influence and increasingly playing afinancing roletorival
Japan and other key donors regionally.

The GMS and RCSP

A growing regionalisation has been a consistent call from the
development banks, especially the ADB. The Greater Mekong
Subregion (GMS) program, of which ADB has been a consi stent
and aggressive promoter, has been at the forefront of Mekong
development for someyears. In 2004 the ADB initiated a
Regional Cooperation Srategy and Program (RCSP) for the
GM Swhich providesthe ongoing framework for theGMS
Program for the years 2004 to 2008. In 2002 the ADB, looking
back over the ten years since the GM Sinception, identified it
broadly as a success; characterised in their own words as being
instrumental in “the emergence of amoreintegrated regional
market, the growth of regional institutions, the development of a
sense of shared experience and community, and an increasing
capacity for collective action for the common good and common
purpose.” (ADB RCSP 2004 p.i)3. And yet throughout thistime
people and civil society organisations from the Mekong region
and internationally have been closely monitoring and question-
ing the rationales and justifications behind key projects of the
GMS.

As such it isinteresting to note that despite the new language,
the program for GM S devel opment in the RCSP is essentially the
sameasit wasin 1992, albeit expanded in scope. The vast bulk
of the program loans and technical assistance is still directed to
large-scale infrastructure devel opment and the stimulation of
forms of economic activity that bear little connection to stated
“pro-poor” policies. Whilethe GM S Program now includes a
handful of projects ostensibly addressing some social and
environmental concerns about the program, these represent a
fractional component of proposed expenditure, and take the
form of projects of questionable efficacy. The RSCPitself notes
that there are challengesfor full participation in accruing
benefits from regional development —where frequent issueslike
land acquisition, compensation and involuntary resettlement
pose “common problems’ across borders and projects.

Running parallel to thisregional focus are the ADB’s country
programs which prioritise poverty reduction astheir
overarching goal. Projectsidentified intherolling investment
program as part of the regional strategy have a predicted loan
requirement for 2004-2006 of $685 million with $26.8 million
planned of Technical Assistance (grant) initiatives. (ADB RCSP
2004 p.ii). Interestingly the ADB now seesitself asneeding to
play acatalytic and facilitator role, bringing together various
bilateral and multi-lateral donorsto finance and essentially to
broaden the risk of its grandiose programs and projects. It
acknowledgesthe GM Sisbeyond the ADB’s ability for financ-

ing.

A risk heavy conclusion

Inal the hooplaof the RCSP and the GMSit isimportant to
remember that there remains significant and diverserisk: inthe
projects’ economic predictionsthemselves, in weighing thefull
costs and benefits to Mekong citizens and ecology, and in a
global environment which is seeing significant pressures on aid
and development spending.

The projects of the GM S are investment heavy, with eventual
high loan repayments required. While sources of funding may

comefrom concessionary lending armslikethe ADB’'sAsian
Development Fund, and from adesired increased participation
of the private sector —the multi-million dollar loans must still be
payed back. With the economic projections being questionable,
there is considerable scope for scepticism about the real value
for those who have little say, or seelittlereal benefit, from these
projects. The ADB itself identifies significant capacity and
equity risk issues for its own program across the countries of
the GMS (ADB RSCPp.24), let alonetherisksthat emerge after
examining thedifferent layersof society withintheGM S
countries to see where real costs and benefits accrue. The ADB
alsoidentifiesthat macroeconomic stability in the light of
growing external debt presents challenges for the GMS.

Largely absent from mainstream debate on GM S devel opment is
any scope for alternative accounting which looks at ecological
or social debt for the lending institutions, and their donor
governments. With large aspects of the GM S program requiring
and encouraging significant natural resource exploitation and
marked societal or livelihood change, thereis aneed to look
more comprehensively at the costs and benefits of programs
such asthe GMS, and to ultimately start a process to rebalance
theledger.

1 Chavez — Malaluan, J.J., Cracks in the Honeypot: Debt and
Sustainability in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, in The Transfer of
Wealth: Debt and the Making of a Global South, Focus on the
Global South, Bangkok, 2001. p. 47.

2 Asian Development Bank, The Mekong Region: An Economic
Overview, Manila, March 2004. Pp. 25-26.
3 Asian Development Bank, Regional Cooperation Strategy and

Program 2004-2008: The GMS Beyond Borders, Philippines,
January 2004.

Michael Simon is Advocacy Coordinator for Oxfam Community Aid
Abroad in Melbourne.




RESPONSES TO FEATURE

An Old Lament About Development
Assistance: A Reply to ‘A New Language
of Debt™

by Jayant Menon

Itissomewhat ironic that an article entitled “ A new language of
debt” should be so heavy on rhetoric. It is broadly critical of
almost al of the activities of multilateral and bilateral donor
agencies operating in the Mekong region, to the point of
applauding the “short respite from the development juggernaut”
asaresult of the Asian financial crisis. Perhapsthisis fashion-
able among certain circles, but let uslook at how thisregion has
been transformed over the past decade or so. With areturn of
peace to the region, tremendous progress has been made in the
economic and social spheres. Poverty hasfallen sharply, social
indicators have improved markedly, and the GM Sis now one of
the fastest-growing subregions in the world. Unfortunately,
none of these developments are recognized in the article.

The article laments the large infrastructure investmentsin the
region. But essential infrastructure remains underdevel oped,
and most agree that it is the greatest constraint limiting the
economic development of the GM S economies. ADB isplaying
acatalytic rolein promoting trade and spreading development
benefits throughout GM S through priority initiatives such as
the East-West, North-South, and Southern Economic corridors.
And the development impacts of these projects are numerous, a
fact that the article does not mention. For example, theimpact of
the roads sector can be seen through easier access to services
and markets as aresult of significantly reduced transport times
and vehicle operating costs. As aresult of greater ease of
physical linkage, small towns are beginning to flourish and
expand, new businesses are being established along many of
the routes, and new markets are emerging, bringing a host of
new employment opportunities. These developments are
reaching the poor in rural areas, and linking isolated communi-
tiesto markets and generating employment. It is now standard
practice to include environmental and social impact assess-
ments in the design stage of such projects and, where appropri-
ate, mitigation measures are included to ensure that the local
communities are not adversely affected.

The development of basic infrastructure, together with market-
based reforms, has played amajor rolein the impressive growth
in the region over the past decade. In its poorest member, Lao
PDR, growth has averaged almost 6 percent ayear over the past
decade. Consecutive years of robust growth have played a
major rolein bringing poverty down. Poverty fell from 46
percent in 1992/93 to about 32 percent in 2002/03. Although
much more needs to be done, thisisadramatic reduction in
poverty over a 10-year period. It can hardly be dismissed as an
inadequate trickle-down effect. In Viet Nam, morethan 20 million
people have been lifted from poverty over the past decade. Itis
often said that poverty isthe worst form of pollution, and
poverty hasfallen sharply in al of the GM S economies over the
past decade.?

The ADB’s strategy for the GM S recognizesthat interrelated
poverty and environmental concerns underscore the trans-

boundary challenges that the Mekong poses. Thisis aggra-
vated by trade in natural resources, drugs, and people. Balanc-
ing the competing interests of flood control, power generation,
natural resource exploitation, and environmental protection thus
takes on aspecial significance. These interrelated environmental
and poverty concerns warrant an integrated, basin-wide
approach to economic development, the protection of liveli-
hoods, and natural resources management on the Mekong
River. The ADB isworking with other agencieslikethe Mekong
River Commission in designing flood control mechanismswithin
the integrated water management system of the Mekong basin
to address these issues.

Finally, although the article purports to be mainly concerned
with issues of debt sustainability and development, the analysis
is confined to either stating the obvious, that there are risks and
uncertainties associated with investment, or to redundant
throw-away lineslike“the multi-million dollar loansmust still be
paid back” (emphasis added). Although no attempt is made to
assess the overall debt situation, or the cost-benefit of indi-
vidual projects, theimplication that “little real benefit (accrue)
from these projects’ iseasily and summarily drawn. The bottom-
lineisthat that these economies are in a desperate need for high
quality investment, particularly if it can be mobilized on highly
concessional terms. Selectivity in these investments is however
essential to ensure that it leads to improved productivity, policy
reform, and revenue generation in excess of servicing costs.® If
theregion isto achieveits potential, it is essential that priority
investments are made. The question is not whether these
countries can absorb more lending, but whether they can afford
not to if they areto achieve alevel of economic development
consistent with their national poverty reduction targets. Given
the current levels of incomes and savings, thiswill not be
possible without additional, carefully targeted, grants and
concessional loans.

1 The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of the
ADB.

2 See the ADB’s The Mekong Region: An Economic (March 2004)
Overview, for details on changes in poverty incidence over the
past decade in the other GMS economies.

3 See the ADB’s The Mekong Region: An Economic Overview (March

2004), for details relating to debt sustainability in Cambodia, Lao
PDR and Viet Nam.

Jayant Menon is a Senior Economist in the Operations Coordination
Division, Mekong Department of the Asian Development Bank.




Debt in whose name in Vietnam?
by Georgina Houghton

Michael Simon’s comments about the ‘language’ of aid and the
aid ‘industry’ are salient onesfor Vietnam, which only entered
thearenain the early 1990s, well after the development industry
had emerged as the vehicle for the integration of developing
economies into aworld system, and aid as investment began to
flow into the country. After coming from such alow economic
starting point in the last days of the centrally planned economy,
itislittle wonder that with the enormous natural and human
resources of this country, the Viethamese economy has experi-
enced an average growth rate of over 7% per annum over the
past decade and does not look like slowing down. The credibil-
ity generated by this performance alone has been cause for
continual transfers of bank loans over the decade. But the debt
incurred on these loans is based on assumptions about aid
effectivenessfor private sector development in a‘transitional’
economy which are not always borne out in reality.

Despite the banksincreasingly labelling lending programs as
‘Rural Water and Poverty Action Initiative’, or the use of
concepts such as ‘ Inclusive Social Development’ or ‘good
governance', the bottom lineis still afocus on private sector
expansion - whether in infrastructure construction or SMEs
(small to medium enterprises) - astheway to provide off-farm
employment to the rural poor, and redistribute money through
trickle down-effects. The programs have not changed but the
language certainly has. Now the banks stress the incidental
poverty impact spin-offs of aid asif they were the principal
objective of bank lending. That these strategies actually
reinforce structural constraints to equitable development in
Vietnam by (often) supporting dysfunctional government
institutions, is often overlooked.

This raises a serious issue about the debt burden the Vietnam-
ese government is currently accumulating itsimplicationsfor
future generations. If debt is being incurred to mitigate social
inequalities and the related environmental and political pres-
sures, then it may be aworthwhile because of its enhancement
of the capacity of future generationsto repay loans. However, if
debt isbeing incurred at the expense of essential policy commit-
ments to the poor, especially rural ‘ safety nets', then political
stability and the prosperity of future generationsis at stake.

State capitalism and private sector development

A major concern with the private sector assumptions of bank
lending isthe way the private sector isemerging in Vietnam out
of public investment funding which incurs the most serious
long-term debts. Inwhat istill essentialy a State-capitalist
economy, government managersor Vietnam'sentrepreneurial
bureaucrat class, are able to use public utilities— offices,
electricity, staff, land — to generate private profits. This phenom-
enon is especialy prevalent in the construction industries
whereindividual government officials are poised to take
advantage of bank lending contracts for infrastructure at
grossly inflated prices. Roads, hydro-electric dams, bridges and
irrigation structuresin rural and urban areas are being built at
enormous cost to future generations, and with littleimmediate
benefit to the rural poor who are often unable to use them to
advantage. The private sector still remains an hourglass shape :
huge mega-enterprises complemented by the tiny household

SMEs. Thereisno real mid-size private sector in Vietnam and
neither of the above sectors contributes to growth, re-invest-
ment or job creation.

Overwhelmed government structures limit aid
effectiveness

Butitisthegeneral proliferation of aidin Viethamwhichis
possibly the biggest cause of ineffective use of development
fundsincluding bank lending. A recent IDS paper! detailsthe
direct and indirect transaction costs incurred by recipient
governments in the struggle to cope with the manifold increase
in aid transfers which has occurred over the last decade (in
Vietnam). Although it does not deal directly with the multi-
lateral financing institutions and their lending, the paper
describes a development industry increasingly driven by
realpolitik in which the bureaucratic institutions of recipient
countries are overwhelmed by the sheer volume of work
managing new relationships with donor organisations. Itis
within this culture of dysfunctional institutions that massive
debt is being incurred.

For example, in 2002 when aid transfers equalled 5% of GDP,
Vietnam had relationswith 25 officia bilateral donors, 19 multi-
lateral donorsand morethan 350 international NGOs. Together
they accounted for astaggering 8,000 projects! (IDS,p.2) How
does a devel oping country, which almost by definition has weak
government institutions, cope with not just the management of
money but the handling of visiting delegations, the production
of quarterly, semi- and bi-annual financial and narrative reports,
and different donor procedures, languages, financial years and
policy idioms? Poor levels of funds disbursement, often for
loan funds that are already accumulating debt, are one result.

Vietnam’s civil servantsremain among theworst paidin the
region. Opportunitiesto supplement low incomes by working
‘for’ aproject, being seconded to aproject for extraremunera-
tion, are difficult for most officialsto resist; thisleadsto a
continual neglect of essential workloads. Many capable
bureaucrats have left public service to pursue lucrative devel op-
ment consulting careers, especially in theinternational financing
institutions. This “brain-drain’ has further weakened essential
government service sectors at atime when good management
skillsareat apremium.

More damaging isthe incentive for civil servantsto prolong
existing projects and programs which may not be in the public
interest but which continue to provide important income top-
ups by way of allowances, per diems, and specia fees. This
behaviour puts a brake on the process of responsive policy
change.

Borrowing from the banks to join the WTO

Intermsof rural poverty the resultant inability or reluctance to
adapt policies, and poor capacity to analyse policy impacts, and
therefore perhaps mitigate debt, isclearly visiblein the Vietnam-
ese government’s determination to accede to the WTO in 2005.

A recent report by the National Centre for Social Sciencesand
Humanities (www.worldbank.org.vn/WTO) indicatesthat the
WTO accession process is likely to have serious socio-eco-
nomicimpactsinrural areas. However, limited institutional
capacity and poor co-ordination, and even preparedness by
principal institutions, islikely to slow down this process. Many



people believe thisis a good thing, since there has been no
research into the consequences for rural producersin general,
let alone the poor, who will be vulnerable to the effects of fierce
competition, increased production costs and dumping.

Vietnam’s 30 million farm householdswork the smallest
landholdings in the region, possibly theworld. The removal of
subsidies and tax breaks WTO accession will requirewill push
production costs up for the 10 million people dependent on
farming livelihoodsin the uplands and they will never be ableto
compete with the flood of cheap, higher quality processed
foods produced by large-scale farmers el sewhere.

Off-farm social impactswill also hit the poor. Itislikely that
fierce competition will shut down many decrepit state-owned
enterprisesin rural areaswhich will lead to redundancies. In
Vietnam the state-sector still provides workers with health and
education benefits and the poorest unemployed will no longer
have access to these services when they need them most.
Sugar, maize and soybean are key products for poor farmers and
liberalisation of these may |ead to dumping of imported produce
and poor farmerswill “gotothewall”. Maize and cassavain the
fodder sector will also be unable to compete with imported
cheaper products and those producers will also suffer.

The banks (and other donors) are in full support of the WTO
process as a further step in the integration process and are
providing both grant and loan funds. And the Vietnamese
government’s negotiators are disinterested in possible negative
inpactsin remote areas when faced with potential short-term
and highly visible gains such as cheaper imports of high
technology, new knowledge and investment, and access to
export markets. It isapparent that both the banks and Vietnam-
ese government believe that Vietnam's rural households should
bear the short-term brunt of this process as well as the long-
term debt.

1 Aid proliferation: How responsible are the donors? IDS Working Paper
214, January 2004

Georgina Houghton is am AMRC Associate and PhD student at Sydney
University.

NEWS FROM THE REGION

Logging in Cambodia

Major illegal logging operations have been taking placein

Mondulkiri province, Cambodia, despite amoratorium on cutting
and transportation of round logs and in contravention of Cambo-
dian Forestry Law. A timber dealer, Yeay Chhun, has been named

as responsible not only for thislogging but also for illegal logging

activitieselsawherein Cambodia. Her logging activitiesare
documented in the Global Witness Press Release cited below. It
has al so been suggested that there is complicity by local authori-
ties.

-- 2004 “Illegal logging in Mondulkiri - a test case for forest sector law
enforcement”, Global Witness Press Release, 21 May 2004

Vietnam accused of human rights
violations

Human Rights Watch has reported beatings and killings of
ethnic minoritiesin the Vietnamese Central Highlands over
Easter. Asmany as 30,000 people from ethnic minority groups
had been demonstrating for religious freedom and return of
ancestral lands. There has since been a massive increase of
soldiers and police in the region. Cambodia refuses to accept
asylum seekers crossing into its territory.

-- “Vietnam: independent investigation of Easter Week atrocities needed
now”, Human Rights Watch Briefing Paper, May 2004

AUSTRALIAN MEKONG
NEWS

Water research for AusAID

AMRC has been awarded a significant research grant from
AusAID’s Australian Water Research Facility to carry out a
study of water management and regulation inits social and
institutional context. Theresearch will revolve around five key
themes:

« Driversfor changein water regulatory systems
¢ Catchment management frameworks and issues of scale
e Public/privaterolesand initiatives

¢ Gender, poverty and indigenous dimensions and
implications of market and property rights mechanisms

e Dealingwith conflict and risk

These overlapping issues will be examined in six case study
contexts: Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Vanuatu, Australiaand
the Mekong River Basin. Phil Hirsch, Andrew Wyatt and Fiona
Miller will bethe principal researchers, and Naomi Carrardis
employed full-time as research assistant on the project.

Mekong Curriculum Workshop

AMRC facilitated a hands-on workshop at the Centre for
Research on Plurality in the Mekong Region at Khon Kaen
University from 22-26 April, as part of the Regional Mekong
Curriculum Development Initiative. Academic staff attended
from Can Tho University in Vietnam, Khon Kaen,
Ubonratchathani and Chiangmai Universitiesin Thailand,
National University of Laos, Royal University of Phnom Penhin
Cambodiaand Yunnan University in China. The Kunming-
based NGO Green Watershed also participated, based on its
interaction with environmentally concerned student groups.
The workshop was a hands-on program focused on develop-
ment of teaching materials around key themes. Participants
shared source materials, photographs and other inputs from
their own study areas within the Mekong Basin to produce a
series of teaching modules that will be adapted and trialed in the
respective syllabuses of each participating university. The
workshop aso involved afield trip to Nam Songkhram to look at
issues associated with fishing livelihoods and impacts of
agribusiness development.



Linking Latitudes conference

Phil Hirsch ran aworkshop and delivered akeynote lecture at
the Linking L atitudes conferencein Hanoi on 11-12 April. The
conference attracted about 300 Australian schoolteachers as
part of an in-service program that also included field visits. The
workshop was on environmental issuesin Vietham, whilethe
lecture was on land-water interactionsin the wider Mekong
Region. The conference also provided an excellent opportunity
to demonstrate the new schools CD-ROM, Mekong Quest.

IAG

Simon Bush, FionaMiller and Phil Hirsch participated inthe
Institute of Australian Geographers conferencein Adelaide from
13-16 April. They presented papers on fisheries, water manage-
ment and the political ecology of risk.

NEWS FROM THE CENTRE

Natalie Scurrah started with the AMRC in April asapart-time
Research Assistant working on the Regional Mekong Curricu-
lum Development Initiative. Natalie completed her honours
thesislast year on the cultural-politics of water and irrigation
management in Bolivia.

Naomi Carrard joined the Centrein May as a Research Assistant
engaged full-time on the appropriate water regulatory systems
project. Naomi’s honoursthesis on Vietnamese nationalim was
completedin 2003.

In early June, Ms Phonesavanh Daoheuang arrived for athree
month internship with AMRC. Phonesavanh is a postgraduate
student at the University of Utah and will bereviewing materials
associated with resource competition and conflict in the Nam
Ngum watershed. She will use a diagnostic approach to
investigate conflict management, which will contributea
component to the existing case study on the AMRC website.

Mekong Quest CD-ROM now available!

The Mekong Quest CD-ROM is AMRC'sfirst outreach to high
school education. The multimedia program is designed to
provide an entry point to the geography of the Mekong River
and the people, countries and ecosystems that are connected to
it. It includes interactive material about Mekong issues and
geographic concepts regarding Australia's neighbouring Asian
countries, aswell astherole of Australiain the Mekong Region.

If you are interested in purchasing Mekong Quest please visit
our website http://www.mekong.es.usyd.edu.au/

UPCOMING EVENTS

I nter national Confer enceon Regional Economic Coop-
eration EU and GM SDevelopment Strategies

2-4.July, 2004, Chiang Rai, Thailand

Contact: Centre For European Studies, Chulalongkorn
University, 3rd Floor, Viddhayapattana Bldg.,
Chulalongkorn University, Phyathai Rd., Bangkok 10330,
Thailand

Phone +662 218 3922-3

Fax +662215 3580

http://www.ces.chula.ac.th

I nter national Symposium on Transboundary Water and
Ecological Cooper ation

18-25 July, 2004, Kunming & Lhasa, China

Contact: Ms Zhao Wenjuan

TheAsian International Rivers Center (AIRC)
6th flr. Wenjing Building, Yunnan University
Kunming, Yunnan 65009, China

Email: wjzhao0772@sina.com
http://airc.ynu.edu.cn/English_site/Eng_news/
eng_news _symposiummain.asp

I nter national Symposium: TheChanging M ekong -
pluralistic societiesunder siege

28-30 July, 2004, Khon Kaen, Thailand

Contact: Faculty of Humanities& Social Sciences, Khon
Kaen University, 123 Mittraparb Road, Khon Kaen 40002,
Thailand

Phone: 66-43-202861; Fax: 66-43-203050; Email:
plurality@kku.ac.th

Inter national Conferenceon Globalization and Ethnic
Minoritiesin the M ekong Region

12-18 November, 2004, Chiang Mai, Thailand

Contact: Prasit Lepreecha, Social Research Institute,
Chiang Mai University, Thailand
Email: Leesia@chiangmai.ac.th

7th Asian FisheriesForum: thetriennial meeting of the
Asian Fisheries Society

30 November-4 December 2004, Penang, Malaysia

Contact: The Secretariat, 7th Asian Fisheries Forum, School of
Biological Sciences, Universiti SainsMalaysia, 11800 Minden,
Penang, Malaysia

Td: ++60-4- 6533888 Ext. 3961/2932/4005/4009

Fax: ++60-4- 6565125

Email: 7aff2004@usm.my

http://www.usm.my/7AFF2004/

The events listed above are changed with each issue of
Mekong Update & Dialogue. For acompletelist of
upcoming events please go to our website at
www.mekong.es.usyd.edu.au. For submission of new
events please contact the AMRC Administrator at
mekong@mail.usyd.edu.au




Aid and Debt
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Indebtedness can be measured in many ways. Its relationship with development is complex, as reflected in the
relative positions of Laos and Thailand according to different measures.
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