
Wonders of the Mekong
Using Science and Education to Promote Informed 
Management of the Most Important River on Earth 

#Mekong Wonders, Check us out on Facebook and youtube`







Wonders of the Mekong 
focuses on the many values 
of a healthy, connected 
Mekong River, and 
especially the Sekong, 
Mekong, Tonle Sap corridor 
– an area of immense 
economic, ecological, and 
cultural value.



Wonders of the 
Mekong Component 1:

Applied Research



2019
Research
Highlights
Free‐flowing rivers / fish 

migration 

Biodiversity of fishes and illegal 
fishing



Free‐flowing Rivers 
and Fish Migration 
• Wonders of the Mekong research on the 

status and importance of free‐flowing rivers 
has been integrated into global studies, 
which have then been used to show that 
solar and wind are viable alternatives to 
hydropower to protect tropical rivers 
fisheries and biodiversity 



Predictive statistical modeling of forest‐cover 
change in the Lower Mekong Basin

Forest loss in the Lower Mekong 
basin is directly related to the 
development of dams and road 
networks ‐> need for proper 
planning and development to 
minimize landscape impacts from 
development  



Distance to Hydropower 
Dams

• 54 hydropower dams
• Threats:

• Fragment rivers
• Disrupt seasonal 

water cycle
• Inundate
• Reduce species 

habitat
• Retain sediment and 

nutrient retention in 
dam reservoirs



Distance to Roads 
& Density of 

Roads





Quantifying Sesan 2 Dam impacts to river water 
quality
• Water Quality
• Sediment particle size
• Nutrients
• Gases





Indicators of fish size and feeding level declines 
in the Dai Fishery‐ Tonle Sap River

Standardized regression coefficients of 116 fish species, Dai 
fishery, season: 2000/01 to 2014/15 Community weighted mean by max. length and trophic level



3 m, 300kg

1.8 m, 300kg

150cm, 70kg 

65cm, 5kg

30cm, 1kg

130cm, 44kg 

100 cm, 18kg  1

Concern over losing large bodied and endangered fishes



• Regular catches of endangered fish (Mekong giant catfish, giant barb, seven‐striped 
barb, ad stingray) from 2000‐2008. These catches were reported to the Cambodia 
Fisheries Administration and part of a buy, tag, and release program.

• A gap in regular monitoring between 2008‐2016.
• A renewed effort in monitoring since the beginning of the Wonders of the Mekong 
Project, with almost no fish being reported. In addition, in November 2019 WOM/ 
Cambodian IFReDI conducted surveys to determine hotspots of occurrence and catch 
of endangered species and while fishermen reported knowledge of the species, none of 
them reported catching the species, including fishermen with over 30 years of 
experience. This either indicates the fish have disappeared (essentially gone extinct) or 
that catch is no longer being reported.

• We suspect that the fish are still present but no longer reported due to increased value 
of the fish and growth of illegal harvest and trade. This was partially confirmed through 
work with colleagues in Vietnam who reported that endangered fish were being caught 
in Cambodia and sold in luxury restaurants in Vietnam. This work was documented in a 
National Geographic magazine story.

Endangered Fishes Further in Decline‐> Illegal 
Trade/ Market Driven Decline?



Illegal Fishing and Trade Findings ‐> Tonle sap 
endangered fishes end up in restaurants in Vietnam

Critically Endangered Giant Fish on Menu at Luxury
Restaurants in Vietnam
A 300-pound giant Mekong catfish illegally caught in Cambodia's Tonle Sap
Lake is displayed at a restaurant in Hanoi, Vietnam. The fish was served to
customers celebrating the 2018 Lunar New Year.

www.nationalgeographic.com

‐Winner of One World Media 
Award (London 2019)



Endangered species trade

Growing appetite for giant endangered 
fis

h
 species among Vietnamese diners

A restaurant in Ho Chi Minh City emerges 
as a magnet for afflu

e
nt  V ietnamese 

seeking to feast on critically endangered 
fis
h

es nat ive to the Me kong Ba si n

In early February this year, a critically endangered 
giant barb (Catlocarpio siamensis) was seen at a 
restaurant in Cau Giay District in Hanoi. Nguyễn 
Hồng Thái, the man identifie

d
 as the rest aur ant  

owner, reportedly said that the 98 kg individual 
was caught from the Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia 
and flo

w
n  to the V ietnamese capital in anticipation 

of strong demand during the festive season – h

s

February 2, 2017: An unidentified  ma n wi th a gi ant  bar b ( Catlocarpio 
siamensis) reportedly bought by a restaurant in Cau Giay District in 
Hanoi

By  t r u o n g  n g u y en  *

Viet Nam’s Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc 
has approved in principle a project designed to 
prevent and combat illegal trade in endangered 
species, Nhan Dan reported on March 11. The 
project aims to help the country stop illegal 
trade in wild animals and plants by identifying 
gaps in policies and laws as well as proposing 

Viet Nam approves project to combating illegal trade in endangered species 

communications campaigns to influ

e

nce 
consumer behaviour and raise public awareness 
of the consequences of wildlife hunting and 
smuggling, refin

i
ng laws  and st rengt heni ng 

law enforcement to prevent wildlife product 
purchases, and fostering partnerships at both the 
local and global levels, the report said.



Wonders of the 
Mekong 

Component 2:
Training and 
Capacity 
Building



Training, Workshops, and 
Formal studies 

‐ Fish migration

‐ Bioacoustics / G.I.S.

‐ Grant writing 

‐ Water science field methods

‐ Royal University of Phnom 
Penh partnership 

‐ 4 Cambodian Master of 
Science Students Supported

‐ 4 PhD Students will be 
supported in 2020



2019 Capacity Building 
Highlights

Cultivation of an 
Informed, Involved 
Civil Society
‐ Education Guide (K‐12)

‐ Young EcoAmbassadors
(university students)

‐ Mekong Heroes (early 
career)



Wonders of the 
Mekong 
education guide
An educational guide focused on the 
Wonders of the Mekong for distribution to 
Cambodian schools and school children 



Young EcoAmbassadors: 
Inspiring  the next Mekong 

Generation

• 60+ events and field trips

• 100,000 people reached

• Lecture series

• Mekong storytelling summit 

• Group projects focused on 
Mekong issues 



#Mekong Wonders‐ Mekong Hero Video 



Wonders of the 
Mekong 

Component 3:
Environmental 
Education / 

Communication 
Products 



Research and Capacity 
Building Integrated 

into Social Media. And 
Outreach Products



Research Integrated into Khmer Language Outreach Products for Distribution at Wonders of 
the Mekong Sponsored Events  and Field Activities



2020 developments 

• Tools for Our Future (water quality 
limnology station, river 
connectivity, fisheries change 
through hydroacoustic
measurements

• Alternatives to Hydropower / Large, 
Mainstream Dams (Sambor)

• Aquarium Partnership 


