
Open Letter on the Don Sahong Dam, Proposed for the Mainstream Mekong River,
Southern Laos

August 26, 2009

To Whom it May Concern:

We, the undersigned scientists, fisheries specialists, nutritionists and development
workers, are writing to offer our support to the Lao people, and to express our concern
about plans to construct the Don Sahong Dam across the Hou Sahong channel in the
Khone Falls area of Khong District, Champasak Province, southern Laos. We believe the
project will have grave consequences for regional fisheries and the food security and
livelihood of millions of people in the Mekong River Basin.

According to an independent scientific paper recently released1, the Don Sahong project
would block migrations of many important fish species that move up and down the
Mekong River past the Khone Falls at various times of the year. Through fieldwork and a
review of the available scientific literature, the paper reveals that many fish species
migrate very long distances through the Hou Sahong Channel to upstream areas, where
they form an important part of the diet of local people. The paper concludes that through
blocking the migration of these fish, there is a “high risk that the dam could cause serious
impacts to fisheries both far upstream and downstream from the Khone Falls, in Laos,
Cambodia, Thailand and Viet Nam, thus jeopardising the livelihoods of large numbers of
people.”

According to the paper, the mitigation measures proposed in the project’s draft
environmental impact assessment are unlikely to be effective. There is no known fish
pass that could cope with the unique biological requirements of all the fish species that
migrate past the Khone Falls each year. The proposal to widen the Hou Sadam is also
likely to be ineffective because it would require major engineering works that would be
extremely costly.

The paper concludes that fisheries losses in the region, and especially in Laos and
Cambodia, could negatively impact the nutritional status of hundreds of thousands or
even millions of people dependent on these fisheries, thus affecting the health of a large
number of people. Figures indicate that in Stung Treng Province of Cambodia, almost
45% of children under five years old are underweight. As Cambodians depend on
fisheries for the majority of their protein needs, losing a large quantity of wild-caught fish
due to the Don Sahong Dam would further exacerbate the situation.

                                                  
1 Baird, Ian G. 2009. The Don Sahong Dam: Potential Impacts on Regional Fish Migrations, Livelihoods
and Human Health, Victoria, B.C., Canada. Downloadable at:
http://polisproject.org/PDFs/Baird%202009_Don%20Sahong.pdf
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In Laos, recent research by the World Food Programme (WFP) has found that Laos’ rural
population is experiencing serious nutritional problems, with 50% of all children being
chronically malnourished. The Lao people are particularly lacking in meat, fish and
edible oils, the exact food types that are threatened by the dam. If the dam causes even a
10% reduction in fisheries in central and southern Laos, the areas expected to be most
seriously impacted by the Don Sahong Dam, this could have a serious impact on the
nutritional status of people already living at the margins of food security.

For these reasons, we are concerned that the Don Sahong Dam would cause more
problems than it would bring benefits to the Lao people, or other peoples in the region. If
the dam goes forward, the corresponding drop in nutritional status for Lao and
Cambodian citizens could result in setbacks in government and international donor
efforts to alleviate poverty and meet various health-related United Nations Millennium
Development goals. It could also negatively affect the nutritional status of people in
Thailand and Viet Nam. This is a risk that we simply do not believe is worth taking.

We are respectively writing this letter with the hope that the information being provided
here will be useful to decision-makers when considering the development of the Don
Sahong Dam. We believe that it would be beneficial for everyone to prioritize alternative
options for meeting Laos’ development needs, options that would protect natural
resources while supporting people’s food security and decreasing poverty.

Sincerely,

Dr. Ian G. Baird, Affiliate, POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, University of
Victoria, Canada

Keith Barney, PhD Candidate, Geography Department, York University, Canada

Andrew Bartlett, Chief Technical Adviser, Laos Extension for Agriculture Project
NAFES/Helvetas, Vientiane, Laos

Dr. Isabel Beasley, Wildlife Biologist, Department of Primary Industries and Water,
Hobart, Australia

David J.H. Blake, Postgraduate Researcher, School of International Development,
University of East Anglia, United Kingdom

Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend, President, Paul K. Feyerabend Foundation, Co-coordinator
ICCA Consortium

Dr. Simon Bush, Environmental Policy Group. Wageningen University, The Netherlands
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Dr Andrew Cock, Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies,
Monash Asia Institute, Monash University, Australia

Dr Jonathan Cornford, Director, Manna Gum, Australia

Peter Cunningham, Fisheries Biologist, Wester Ross Fisheries Trust, Scotland

Dr. Justin McDaniel, Associate Professor, University of Pennsylvania, USA

Pete Davidson, Program Manager, Bird Studies Canada

Dr. Anthony Davis, Associate Vice-President (Research), Mount Saint Vincent
University, Nova Scotia, Canada

Dr. Phillip Dearden, Professor and Chair, Department of Geography, University of
Victoria, Canada

Michael B. Dwyer, Doctoral candidate, Energy & Resources Group, University of
California, Berkeley, USA

Dr. Christian Erni, IWGIA, Denmark

Dr. Tom Evans, Deputy Director, Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) Cambodia
Program, Cambodia

Dr. Jefferson Fox, Senior Fellow, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA

Dr. Charles R. Goldman, Professor, Department of Environmental Science and Policy
University of California, Davis, USA

Dr. Carl Grundy-Warr, Senior Lecturer, Geography Department, National University of
Singapore

Dr. Philip Hirsch, Professor of Human Geography and Director, Australian Mekong
Resource Centre, School of Geosciences, University of Sydney, Australia

Dr. Zeb Hogan, Fisheries biologist, University of Nevada, USA

Dr. Glen Hvenegaard, Professor of Geography and Environmental Studies, University of
Alberta, Canada

Ronald W. Jones, Technical Advisor, FACT, Cambodia

Dr. Hjorleifur Jonsson, Associate Professor of Anthropology, SHESC, Arizona State
University, Tempe, USA
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Vanessa Lamb, PhD Student, York University, Canada

Dr. Guy R. Lanza, Professor of Microbiology and Director, Environmental Science
Program, University of Massachusetts, USA

Dr. Pinkaew Laungaramsri, Faculty of Social Sciences, Chiang Mai University, Thailand

Dr. Leedom Lefferts, Professor of Anthropology Emeritus, Drew University, New Jersey,
USA and Research Associate, Department of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC, USA

Mak Sithirith, PhD Candidate, Department of Geography, National University of
Singapore

Dr. Kanokwan Manorom, Director of Mekong Sub-region Social Research Center,
Faculty of Liberal Arts, Ubon Ratchathani University, Thailand

Dr. Michael M’Gonigle, Professor, Faculty of Law, University of Victoria, Canada

Dr. Thomas Murphy, Adjunct professor, Buffalo State, State University of New York,
USA

Peng Bun, NGOR, Fisheries researcher, IFReDI/Fisheries Administration, Phnom Penh,
Cambodia

Dr. Alan Potkin, Ecologist, Team Leader, Digital Conservation Facility Laos, c/o Center
for Southeast Asian Studies, Northern Illinois University, USA

Michael Køie Poulsen, Biologist, M.Sc., Nordic Agency for Ecology and Environment,
Denmark

Dr. Boike Rehbein, Director, Global Studies Programme, University of Freiburg,
Germany

Dr. Kenneth Ruddle, Director, International Resources Management Institute, Hong
Kong

Dr. Guido Sprenger, Junior Professor, Institute of Ethnology, University of Münster,
Germany

Dr. Simon Springer, Assistant Professor, Geography Department, National University of
Singapore

Pam Stacey, Biologist, Sessional Instructor, University of Alberta, Canada
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Dr. David B Thomson, Consultant to World Bank, ADB, FAO, UNDP, EU,
former Assistant Professor, University of Rhode Island, USA, presently Scotland

Dr. Peter Ward, Adjunct Professor of Civil Engineering, University of British Columbia,
Canada

Kevin Woods, PhD Program, University of California, Berkeley, USA


