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Education and health are basic objectives of development; they are
mmportant ends in themselves. Health is central to well-being, and education
is essential for a satisfying and rewarding life; both are fundamental to the
broader notion of expanded human capabilities that lie at the heart of the
meaning of development. At the same time, education plays a key role in
the ability of a developing country to absorb modern technology and to
develop the capacity for self-sustaining growth and development. Moreover,
health is a prerequisite for increases in productivity, and successful education
relies on adequate health as well. Thus both health and education can also
be seen as vital components of growth and development—as inputs to the
aggregate production function. Their dual role as both inputs and outputs
gives health and education their central importance in economic development.

It is hard to overstate how truly dramatic the improvements in world
health and education have been. By the end of the 20th century, the number
of children who died before their fifth birthday has dropped drastically.
In addition, the recent decades have witnessed a historically unprecedented
extension of literacy and other basic education to a majority of people in
the developing world. Despite such outstanding achievements, developing
countries continue to face great challenges as they seek to continue to
improve the health and education of their people. The distribution of health
and education within countries is as important as income distribution; life
expectancy may be quite high for better-off people in developing countries

but far lower of the poor.
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The Mekong and Irrawaddy rivers, though unconnected and hundreds of
miles apart, are both integral to life in Southeast Asia, supporting millions
of people and more than 1,200 species of animals, including freshwater
dolphins and—in the Mekong—giant catfish.

Now, in an energy-hungry age on the continent, the rivers share another
distinction, as wellsprings of financial temptation for the struggling countries
that rely on their flow, Laos and Myanmar (Burma). Both countries are
grappling with decisions on whether to build massive hydropower dams on
the two significant rivers. The projects could put fragile ecology and
associated livelihoods at risk, but the dams could help the two countries
reap billions of dollars by exporting the megawatts to China and Thailand,
two neighbors with rapidly growing energy demand.

For now, it looks like the two nations are taking different paths. In Laos,
the government appears to be going ahead with the $3.8 hillion Xayaburi
dam on the Mekong River—despite opposition by environmental groups, some
international donors, and some neighboring countries. In Myanmar,
meanwhile, the government shocked many observers last month when it
announced it would suspend work on the $3.6 hillion Myitsone dam project
on the Irrawaddy River. The decision came without notice to its Chinese
partner, and just weeks after Myanmar’'s power minister was adamant the
project would go forward. Some observers both within and outside Myanmar

are skeptical the suspension will hold.

The dams, if completed eventually, would be the first on the mainstreams
of the lower Mekong and the Irrawaddy. But China has been building a
series of dams on the upper Mekong. Energy demand has been rising
exponentially as the region becomes more prosperous. The money could
transform the poorly developed economies of Laos and Myanmar, although
many worry the revenues would just enrich the elite. Scientists and
environmentalists are concerned the dams will displace thousands of people,
and damage river ecology and the livelithoods of people along the river.
They are concerned the dams will lead to additional projects that could

have even more devastating impacts.
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