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Tonle Sap: The Flowing Heart of Cambodia

e Part 2: Search for the Giant Catfish

Zeb Hogan

In November 2005, a fisherman on the
Mekong River caught this 400 Ib. giant
catfish. Some fishermen say the bigger
fish species started to disappear about
the time Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge
regime came into power in the mid-
1970s.
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Tonle Sap Lake is Southeast Asia's
largest. During the monsoon season, the
lake swells to cover nearly one-fifth of the
country. National Geographic Society ©
2005

Morning Edition, December 6, 2005 - In part one of this two-part report,
Michael Sullivan takes a journey up the Tonle Sap River. Part two
focuses on the Mekong Delta's legendary -- and endangered -- Mekong
giant catfish.

Cambodia is a poor Southeast Asian nation wedged between two powerful
neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam. But Cambodia is also home to an
incredible variety of flora and fauna and one of the world's richest
fisheries. For the latest National Geographic Radio Expedition, Michael
Sullivan visits a Cambodia few Westerners know about and even fewer
actually see -- the wildly productive Tonle Sap river and lake.

Much of the nation's psyche is connected to water. Every year, revelers
flock to the capital city of Phnom Penh -- where the Tonle Sap and
Mekong rivers meet -- for the annual Water Festival.

The festival draws more than one million people to the city, and the rest
of the nation all but shuts down. Rural Cambodians flood into the city,
eager for a brief respite from the hardship of their daily routines.
Journalist Kay Kimsong of the Cambodia Daily says the festival
celebrates many things.

"Thanks to the water, and thanks to the moon," he says. "The water
provides many things -- water gives us life."

Cambodians depend on fish for 70 percent of their protein. So
intertwined are the Cambodians and their fish that the country's
currency, the riel, is named after the small silver carp that is the staple of
many diets here. Images of fish and fishermen are etched into the walls of
stone buildings around Angkor Wat, the majestic temple complex that
was once the center of an ancient empire nearly 1,000 years ago.

Indeed, the Mekong Delta is one of the most productive fisheries in the
world, says Zeb Hogan, a biologist with the Mekong Wetlands
Biodiversity Program. "Two million tons of fish are harvested from the
Mekong every year -- more than the Amazon, more than the Congo, more
than the Yangtze, more than the Mississippi,” he says.

An unusual seasonal occurrence is one of the reasons the region is so
productive: The monsoon rains pour so much water into the Mekong
River that it briefly forces the Tonle Sap River to flow backwards, swelling

the Tonle Sap Lake in western Cambodia to more than five times its normal size. Hogan believes the flooding
provides an environment that brings more nutrients into the waters -- he calls it a "buffet” -- for the fish and birds
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