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The Salween River flows through China, Myanmar and Thailand, and is an invaluable resource 

to the millions of ethnic people who live along it. The Hatgyi Dam is one of five controversial 

hydropower dams planned to be built in Myanmar territory that would affect the livelihoods and 

cultural values of local communities. To date, there have also been questions of community 

involvement in decision-making regarding the Salween dam projects, and therefore there is an 

issue of justice in the water governance of the Salween River. Focusing on the Hatgyi Dam as a 

case study, this paper uses the concepts of “Rights” and “Rites” as analytical tools to examine 

community expectations and the decision-making process over the Salween dams to date. 

According to this framework, a “Rights-based approach” is a formalized and legalistic approach 

to water governance normally recognized by the state. Meanwhile, a “Rites-based approach” is a 

locally-defined natural resource management approach that centers around cultural norms and 

local knowledge. 

 

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate how both approaches - “Rights and Rites" - could work 

together to help ensure inclusive decision-making and to ensure a full consideration of justice 

with regards to the Salween River. The paper claims that the issue of justice is not yet fully 

considered in the current development policy agenda in water governance in Myanmar. 

Furthermore, the paper claims that decision-making over the Salween dams has been highly 

centralized and without community participation. The paper suggests that there is an opportunity 

to recognize both the “Rights” and “Rites” approaches to water governance in Myanmar, and this 

could result in a positive step towards inclusive decision-making and ensuring justice in water 

governance on the Salween River. 
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