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ABSTRACT

The four objectives for this research are 1) to study the effects of border changes on the
communities living in the Mekong upper basin,2) to study the impact of development and
globalization on the ecology of the Mekong river,3) to study the changes to fishing-based
lifestyles on the Mekong river, and 4) to study alternative methods for sustainable development of
natural resources.

The methods used in this study include the compilation of documents and field data,
focusing on the development-affected communities of the Hadkhai village of Chiang Khong
District, in Thailand's Chiang Rai province, and in Pa-ooy village, Huangxai, in the Bokeo
province of Laos P.D.R.

The historical world-view held by these communities embodies the Mekong's guardian
spirits and the Tri Bhumi cosmology, so revered among local people. They were poorly equipped
to defend themselves as the community rights in both villages were undermined and
marginalized. The villagers found themselves deprived of natural resource management as
development based on modern science and colonialism continued until the change of state

boundaries between the two countries after the Cold War.



The study finds great cultural loss for these two communities. They lost their shared
history, their spiritual world-view, their divine faith in the Mekong river, and the beliefs of the
cosmology on the Tri Bhumi. This loss was a consequence of development under both a scientific
and colonial context - the latter continuing until the final border of the Siam nation-state was
drawn. Later on, with the end of the Cold War, free-trade interests became paramount in the
economic quadrangle. A further by product of the globalization of the Mekong region - the
damming of the Mekong river, with the attendant construction, caused a rapid decline in fish
stock.

With the modernizing effect of colonialization and technology, communities living on
the edge of the Mekong river have seen a dramatic change in their lifestyle. Previously they were
a internally self-sufficient farming economy, now moved to an economy dependent on external
factors such as tourism and trade. Market value is now more important for the fishing industry,
resulting in over fishing of stock. The effects of dams upstream in China-Laos P.D.R., merchant
boat and the blasting in the Mekong river have deprived these communities of their agricultural
traditions and close connection with nature. The populations of these communities lack the ability
to participate in the national political processes that ultimately control their destiny, though it
should be noted that communities in Thailand have more rights than their counterparts in Laos
P.D.R.

A distinct result of these changes to community lifestyles is a decline of fish stocks
which has led to a conflict within the communities, caused by a non-integrated approach to
environmental policy from their respective states, leading to the communities to define the
meaning of development and environmental conservation by themselves. It will only be through
cooperation between the communities, NGO's and the state that natural resources will be
protected.

This study makes the recommendation that the Thai government should support the
participation of the communities through constitutional and community rights, while respecting

the community's historic world-view.



Ultimately, all states with an economic interest in the economic quadrangle and the
Mekong river sub region must consider long-term environmental effects of their policies and the
effect those policies have on the local ecology and cultural traditions of the long-term inhabitants

of the region.



