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By Hu Yuwei in Yunnan

Despite extreme heat, drought, and water shortages 
that saw an obvious reduction in rainfall in Lancang 
River, China has nevertheless maintained water 

supply to the lower reaches of the Mekong River, the Global 
Times recently learned 

from the operator of key hydropower stations on China’s 
Lancang River, on the upper reaches of the Mekong River 
which connects six countries.

Experts warn that extreme weather and droughts will 
possibly be the biggest challenge to Lancang-Mekong water 
resources currently, while some foreign countries outside 
the region such as the US take the chance to sow seeds of 

discord or hype up conflicts among the six riparian coun-
tries along the Lancang-Mekong River.

The envoys and representatives of the Mekong countries 
have called for enhanced cooperation and information 
sharing to bring the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) 
mechanism to an elevated level despite Western provoca-
tion of ties.

RESPONSIBLE NEIGHBOR
 China maintains water release 
to downstream Mekong countries 
despite extreme heat, drought 

Climate change has been an increasing 
threat in the Lancang-Mekong River 
Basin with concerns growing over 
more frequent extreme weather nega-
tively impacting the livelihoods of the 
millions who rely on the river’s natural 
resources. Rising temperatures and 
changes in intensity and frequency of 
rainfall, river flow, floods, and droughts 
are dangerous for homes, infrastruc-
tures, crops, and fisheries. 

“From January to August, the 
Lancang River Basin suffered from 
extreme drought as the water flow de-
creased significantly. The natural water 
flow of the Lancang River in China 
decreased by more than 20 percent. 
The decrease of water flow peaked 

in July and August, as more than 50 
percent of the precious resource almost 
disappeared,” the Huaneng Lancang 
River Hydropower Inc which operates 
the Jinghong Hydropower Station that 
is close to the China-Laos border told 
the Global Times on Thursday.

A recent scientific study revealed 
that the Lancang-Mekong River basin 
tends to experience a wetter rainy 
season and a drier intermittent season 
with rising temperatures coincid-
ing with climate change, the study’s 
researcher Liu Hui, from the China In-
stitute of Water Resources and Hydro-
power Research, told the Global Times.

Downstream countries have also ex-
perienced more extreme weather events 

this year. In Vietnam, 
for example, since the be-
ginning of this year, natural 
weather phenomena have become 
increasingly unpredictable, with unsea-
sonal rains and flooding accompanied 
by thunderstorms, strong winds, and 
storms, media reported.

China has similarly suffered such 
extreme weathers in recent days as the 
Yangtze River Basin, for instance, is 
in grapples with a severe drought with 
sizzling temperatures for more than 
two months and the lowest rainfall 
recorded in six decades. Drought 
conditions have also persisted across 
much of Southwest China’s Sichuan 
Province. 

Challenges in the basin

Even in the face of significantly reduced 
natural precipitation, the cascade power 
stations along the Lancang River still 
gives full play to the regulation of water 
flow downstream to guarantee that basic 
water needs are met.

According to data published on the 
Mekong River Commission website, the 
water levels at the sections of Vientiane 
and Stung Treng on the mainstream of 
the Mekong River have remained at a 
normal level and have not been affected 
by drought, which experts said is a 
benefit of generous water releases from 
China.

Notably, the Jinghong reservoir, as an 
important power source in China, has 
given up participating in hydropower 
supply and emergency tasks nationwide 
in peak time, despite the current intense 
power shortage in Southwest China, 
but gives priority to ensuring that its 
outbound flow strictly meeting the basic 
needs of Mekong River shipping and 
other activities in the upcoming dry sea-
son starting from November, the Global 
Times learnt from the company.

This means that the Jinghong 
Hydropower Station does not fully 
exert its function for domestic electric-
ity demand, but tries its best to help 
the downstream to cope with possible 
droughts and avoid further transference 
of upstream challenges to the down-
stream, Hao Zhao, secretary general of 
the Lancang-Mekong Water Resources 

Cooperation Center, told the Global 
Times.

Since 2016, the cascade power sta-
tions on the Lancang River have played a 
crucial role in flood control and drought 
relief along the Lancang-Mekong River.

China’s efforts to enable downstream 
countries to relieve extreme weather 
and electricity strains are also reflected 
in China’s support of dam maintenance 
downstream. 

Under the framework of the LMC 
mechanism, Chinese technical experts 
trained expertise teams in Laos, Thai-
land and Vietnam on dam inspection 
and safety checks.

China has also helped Laos build a 
national water resources information 
and data center to provide timely and re-
liable water data to help in flood control 

and drought relief, which has been 
highly recognized by the Laotian 
leader.

During a recent four-day trip 
to hydropower stations along 
the Lancang River in Yunnan 
Province, diplomats and repre-
sentatives from Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet-
nam learnt about the touching 
stories that are a common theme 
for both upstream and down-
stream countries in their joint ef-
forts to prevent floods and droughts, 
and applauded Chinese efforts in 
building a community with a shared 
future of Lancang-Mekong countries in 
a joint agreement reached at the Seventh 
LMC Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held in 
Bagan, Myanmar, on July 4, 2022.

Common interests always priority

Diplomats and representatives from Mekong countries visit the Jinghong Hy-
dropower Station in Yunnan Province in August 2022. Photo: Hu Yuwei/GT

Transparency and information sharing highlighted
The West’s insinuation that “China’s 
deep reluctance to share information 
about the [upstream] dams is causing 
tensions in downstream region” has 
never stopped. 

But the fact is China is ramping up 
efforts to enhance transparent data 
sharing. To contribute to the collab-
orative efforts, China has made good 
on its promise to share year-round 
hydrological data of the Lancang River 
with the launching of an online infor-
mation sharing platform on November 
30, 2020. 

The platform aims to provide reli-
able data and early warning services 
related to floods and droughts. The 
data was mainly collected by the 
Yunjinghong Hydrological Station 
on the Lancang River and the Man’an 
Hydrological Station on its tributary. 

The Global Times reporter visited the 
Yunjinghong Hydrological Station 
on Thursday, and found out that the 
station has been using state-of-the-art 
technology such as side minesweep-
ers to detect water levels and flows 
since 2019, combined with manual 
checks to ensure the accuracy of data 
collected.

Extreme weather and drought 
may be the biggest challenge to the 
Lancang-Mekong water resources 
cooperation. While, the US and some 
countries outside the region may grab 
the chance to create conflicts and 
stir up disputes among the Lancang-
Mekong countries. China and other 
LMC countries should try their best 
to release details and results of close 
cooperation, and welcome interna-
tional participation to clarify rumors, 

Zhai Kun, an expert on the Mekong 
region with the School of International 
Studies at the Peking University, told 
the Global Times.

“This year has been particularly dif-
ficult for sustainable development and 
governance in the Lancang-Mekong 
region as it faces multiple challenges, 
including the COVID-19 pandemic, 
energy and food crisis brought by the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict, and the recent 
drought. These represent potential 
sources of tension, particularly as the 
climate changes and water availability 
becomes less predictable, but also 
presents opportunities for novel forms 
of cooperation,” said Zhai.
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The Lancang River in Southwest 
China’s Yunnan Province Photo: VCG

•In July and August, 
more than 50 percent 
of the precious resource 
almost disappeared.

Impact of drought:

•From January to Au-
gust, due to the extreme 
drought, the natural 
water flow of Lancang 
River in China decreased 
by more than 20 percent. 

▶The function of Jinghong reservoir during extreme drought
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Securing water supply for Mekong countries:
•The actual outbound flow of the Jinghong reservoir from January to Au-
gust increased by 410 cubic meters per second, an increase of more than 
30 percent of the natural flow to secure downstream water demands for 
shipping, ecology, and water supply.

•During the dry season between November 2021 and May 2022, 
natural inflow to the Jinghong Hydropower Station was only 831 
cubic meters per second, while the station released water as 
much as 1,431 cubic meters per second to downstream Me-
kong River, about 72 percent higher than the natural flow.
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