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About 

As the impacts of climate change and hydropower dams take hold on the Mekong River, their 
combination has a human cost.  

Artist Bio 

As a member of a generation that is often noted for putting themselves in front of the 
camera, James has found his place behind it, where he enjoys the fact that his view is always 
changing and perspective transforming. His interest in filmmaking began as a fourth grader 
when learning the countries of the world, and questioning a single dotted line across a blank 
map of China.  

The history that unfolded from behind that line fueled the next ten years of his life, as he set 
out to interview Tibetans-in-exile and assemble his first documentary.  James’ passion for 
storytelling intensified in 2015, during which he spent three months traveling down the 
Mekong river in order to document the impacts of climate change and hydropower dams on 
the river’s wild-catch fishery.   

Now a sophomore at Duke, James hopes to continue making documentary films, 
highlighting individuals whose stories may have slipped off of the map, yet whose 
perspectives are central to our understanding of our planet, each other, and ourselves.  

Support 

This exhibit is supported by the Office of the Vice Provost for the Arts—Duke Arts and based on 
a photo book that was assembled as an independent study project with Michaela O’Brien 
through the Department of Art, Art History, and Visual Studies. It is one in a series of 
professional development opportunities for students at Duke University by the Power Plant 
Gallery. Students are selected based on nominations from faculty and staff for a one- to two-
week solo show, and work closely with the Power Plant Gallery to develop and produce their 
exhibition. 



Audio Guide Transcript 

Introduction 

There is an ancient buddhist metaphor for visualizing the universe. It’s the image of a spider 
web in the early morning.  At the intersection of each spoke of the web rests a bead of water. 
Each bead represents a single idea, event, or person. By gazing into any individual bead, one 
sees the reflection of the web’s entirety.  

In the fall of 2015, I spent three months traveling down the Mekong River, following a single 
strand in the complex web of global ecology. The Mekong cuts through six countries in 
Southeast Asia, weaving together the lives of 60 million people, who live within its basin. But 
as the impacts of climate change and damming take hold, the ecological strands that bind 
this web together are wearing thin.  

The people included in this exhibition are but singular beads, whose stories reflect this 
ongoing change. Their stories reveal what maps often overlook–the human cost of a warming 
climate.  

Melt 

For hundreds of years, the Kawagarbo Mountain range has been among the holiest sites in 
Tibet. Thousands of pilgrims flock to its base. But recently it has also gained international 
notoriety: the rapid recession of its glacier has made it a poster child for climate change.  

One might think that those living in the shadow of this mountain–those who have witnessed 
drastic changes to its shape and ecology in their own lifetime–would be supportive of the 
sudden interests of scientists.  

But when I asked a local villager about efforts to study the glacier’s demise, I was surprised by 
his largely critical response. He said that he thought that scientific studies were largely 
superficial and that they overlooked the root of the problem. 



To understand Sinaduji’s response, its first necessary to hear his story and his unlikely path to 
becoming an environmentalist.  

Sinaduji was once one of the most talented hunters in the region, and he nearly decimated 
local wildlife populations. But his life reached a turning point when he was overwhelmed by 
a series of traumatic nightmares and headaches, which he saw as punishment from the 
goddess of the holy mountain.  

Now, Sinaduji has armed himself with folklore and stories, and teaches local populations 
about the short sightedness of hunting.  

Listening to Sinaduji’s stories was at first frustrating. They didn't give rise to usable 
soundbites, they weren’t always grounded in reality, nor did they fit scientific standards. But 
what his stories have done, is change the actions of surrounding villagers. Through his 
efforts, the percentage of hunters in the surrounding lowlands has fallen from 30% to 1%.  

So why would an environmentalist be so critical of recent scientific efforts?  

Well, when I asked him this question, he responded by recounting a fifteen minute story 
about two rivaling families, the moral of which was lost in translation, or just lost on me. But 
Sinaduji’s life path has revealed that stories can challenge the root of our beliefs and the 
ways in which we interact with the world. And while the science from a glacial study helps to 
predict that glacier’s future demise, this data doesn’t speak to us on the human level–the 
level on which our own behavior changes.  

Dams 
As a cascade of dams now reshapes the upper reaches of the Mekong, landscapes that were 
once personified through folklore have become monetized for national interest. Along these 
twisting banks one finds literal signs of change. At regular intervals, large blue billboards 
boast slogans of environmental protection and harmony, as well as the benefits of 
hydropower dams.  

These signs reflect an attitude towards the environment that is deeply ingrained in China’s 
history. From his earliest days in power, Mao’s propaganda touted the slogan, “Humans must 
conquer nature.” Viewing colossal hydropower projects as a key to victory, he bolstered his 



reputation as the Great Helmsman by building larger and larger dams. As Mao’s dream 
became China’s reality, over 22,000 large-scale dams were built.  

Along the Mekong, seven mainstream dams have been constructed along the river’s upper 
reaches. And while blue billboards may boast of the gigawatts they produce, when looking 
beyond their reaches, the true cost of a dam becomes visible.  

Rice 

While upstream portions of the Mekong are fed by meltwater, by the time the river reaches 
central Laos, it is the seasonal pulsing of rains that creates a heartbeat around which harvest 
seasons, fish productivity, and spiritual calendars revolve.  

When the water level of the Mekong reaches its highest point, the villagers of Laos crowd the 
river’s banks for the annual boat races. Yet recent festivals have been overshadowed by low 
water levels and subsequent devastation felt by farmers and fishermen whose own lives are 
dependent upon the river’s pulse. 

Standing in the middle of a rice field during harvest season, Ai Po pointed to his bicep before 
saying, “Eating sticky rice, makes you strong.” As a natural teacher and former member of 
Laos’ National Boxing Team, Ai Po’s comment was mostly in jest. But for over sixty percent of 
individuals in the Mekong basin, farming rice has been a critical source of both strength and 
stability. 

Yet farming is only as dependable as seasonal rains and river levels, which carry nutrients and 
silt, boost the groundwater table, and provide storage water for irrigation. And as Ai Po points 
out, late rains and regional drought have led to a poor quality crop. 

While the harvest season is normally devoid of rain, by mid afternoon, as Ai Po glances at the 
sky, he gives a look of grave concern. In the distance, a storm front begins to emerge. As the 
incoming storm builds, bundles of harvested rice are at risk of spoiling. The storm is yet 
another reminder of the unpredictable rains and drought that have wreaked havoc on Ai Po’s 
rice harvest. 

While the impacts of unpredictable rain are often felt first by farmers, as the Mekong river’s 
pulse becomes weakened and unreliable, it doesn’t take long for the impacts to cascade 
downstream.  



Fish 
As the impact of climate change, drought, and damming converge, Asia’s most vulnerable 
populations have been the first to feel the brunt of ecological change. Along the Mekong, 
communities dependent on fish as a readily accessible source of protein now face a bleak 
future.  

As village farmers and fishermen retreated from the midday heat, I sat on the exposed roots 
of a mangrove that clung to the shifting banks of the Mekong. Perched next to me was 
Oudom, a nine-year-old boy from the Island of Khoh Sach Tonle. Far more interested in 
helping me set up time-lapse photographs than napping, he watched my every move. I don’t 
speak Khmer, so I couldn’t communicate with him.  

But when the pages of my journal fluttered open in the breeze, I noticed his interest and 
opened the book to a blank page. Drawing two parallel lines, I pointed to the river that was 
outstretched before us and handed Oudom the pen. As the pen switched hands, I followed 
his lead: he drew a boat, I gave it a fisherman.He drew an outcast net, I drew its trailing 
ripples. Soon our collage was filled with boats, trees, fish, farmers, schools and homes. While 
my own additions were but echoes of Oudom’s marks, what he drew were the keystones of 
his world.  

His marks contextualized the earlier pages of my journal, which were filled with quotes of 
those living along the river.  

For what is at stake along the Mekong is not merely the land or the water, but the seam of life 
that binds them together.  And central to nearly every aspect of that stitchery, are fish.  

Conclusion 
In late October, as the waters rise to their maximum height, fishermen, farmers and their 
families crowd the shores of the Mekong for the Loi Krathong Festival. Surrounded by a dark 
sea of faces that glow and fade with the rising of hopes and dreams, I briefly retreat from the 
swarms of lanterns to stand on the river’s bank. 

There is an amazing thing that happens when dipping your toes in the Mekong. With a single 
step, you suddenly become connected to a body of water that binds together nomads on the 
Tibetan plateau with fishermen in Laos and shrimp farmers in Vietnam. Your ankles becomes 
surrounded by particles that have carved through mountains, passed through dams, and 



meandered through valleys. As your footprints sink into the soft, silty sand, you become part 
of a process that has been taking place for millennia.  

And yet when you lift your feet, and those footprints are so seamlessly washed away by the 
river’s constant tug, the only thing you will feel is a little bit wet.  

The thing about living on a river is that your view is limited to the stretch of water before you. 
Yet how you treat that world in front of you, is of course, how you treat those downstream.  

Three months after I left the Mekong, the region would experience one of the worst climate- 
change-induced droughts in recent history. Once again, it was those who live downstream–
not only from glaciers and hydropower dams, but also from our own consumption–that were 
impacted most.  

When downstream remains out of view, these stories risk being overlooked. And yet it is 
these glimpses that I believe can broaden our definition of climate change. For climate 
change is the reformed hunter, preaching for a renewed reconnection with the land. Climate 
change is the farmer staring disparagingly at his rice field as he ponders how his family will 
cope with a fifty percent loss in rice yield. Climate change is the mother, looking towards an 
uncertain future where she can no longer feed her children. Climate change is the thousand-
yard stare of her malnourished child.   

By opening our worldview to the places where our waste goes, but we don’t, I believe we gain 
a more nuanced understanding of our natural environment and the human condition. And it 
is only  through this act of listening, that we see the change. 


