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1. Introduction
Environmental questions are at the hear t of many development dilemmas in Southeast
Asia. New actors and technologies, changing domestic politics, policies, and economies - as well
as shifting geopolitical contexts, are remaking nature-society relations in the region. A failure to
address transnational environmental challenges could not only undermine ASEAN’s legitimacy
but also have drastic consequences for the region’s security and its political and economic
stability. In addressing these questions in Work Package 1 (WP1), we are par ticularly concerned
with contested knowledges of “the commons” and competition over resources. We consider
the environment as a driver of processes of regional integration, but also of conflicts between
various actors in the region. Our research focuses on three environmental contexts namely: sea;
rivers; and air. In addressing all three our emphasis is on the transition to a low-carbon economy.
Grounded in a multidisciplinary approach, WPI shares a common conceptual
framework, centred on the co-production of ecological knowledge and ecological governance.
Drawing on the work of Sheila Jasanoff (2004), Shubhra Gururani and Peter Vandergeest
(2014), amongst others, we consider the production, circulation, acquisition and assimilation
of ecological knowledge at, and across the local, national and global levels and its relationship
to ecological governance. Based on macro and micro case studies, we relate this dynamic
process of co-production to other concepts, including reterritorialization; feminist political
ecology, hydropolitics, and paradiplomacy (international relations conducted by subnational
governments on their own). The aim of this paper is to present the theoretical framework of
our work as well as the three main strands of our research. In the first section, we explain our
understanding of the concept of ecological knowledge. This is followed by a presentation of our
methodological approaches, while the last section presents the individual research projects in
the WP, arranged in three modules.

2. Conceptual approach
In our research we pay par ticular attention to the ‘co-production’ relationship between
ecological knowledge and ecological governance. Co-production is a concept advanced by
Sheila Jasanoff, who described it as an idiom where “… co-production is shor thand for the
proposition that the ways in which we know and represent the world (both nature and society)
are inseparable from the ways in which we choose to live in it” (Jasanoff, 2004: 2). In her work
she conceptualizes how natural and social orders are co-produced together, mediated by the
production of knowledge contextualized within history, power relations, and culture.
Gururani and Vandergeest (2014) show how new actors, new technologies, and practices
of boundary work, territorialisation, scale-making, and exper tise are shaping the production
of ecological knowledge at multiple levels. They demonstrate how powerful state and
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non-state actors “…are competing to control what it is that they value in Asian ecologies—
minerals, land, endangered species, community livelihoods, or sequestered carbon” (Gururani &
Vandergeest, 2014: 344). One means through which this is done is the production of ecological
knowledge, for it restructures ecological governance regimes that do not only involve laws,
but also transnational norms and “best practices”. For instance, Boer et. al. (2016) highlight the
legal pluralism in the Mekong basin and the diversity of “hard” and “soft” laws regulating water
governance in this area. Marginalized groups, by being excluded from knowledge production and
circulation, are also precluded from new forms of ecological governance as shifts in relations of
authority, control and decision-making occur, and this, in turn can prevent them from access to
resources and livelihoods (Gururani & Vandergeest 2014: 349, 50).
In our understanding, the relationship between ecological knowledge and environmental
governance is a symbiotic one. Production, circulation, integration and dissemination are elements
of how knowledge is being shaped, put into action and reshaped. To gain a better understanding
of these processes, it is necessary to have a close look at the different groups of actors that
have access to par ticular resources and how they maintain and transfer knowledge about
those resources. Any attempt at identifying different attitudes and approaches to ‘the commons’
springs from the assumption that the ways in which nature is constructed and represented
are linked to power relations. These are political in nature, and to strengthen their power,
groups of actors produce and mobilize different constructions of nature for different purposes,
depending on their respective interests. Thereby politicized processes are highlighted ‘by which
environmental knowledge(s) is/are produced through various media forms and technologies,
from popular scientific texts, to news media, policy, law, and novel technologies, and the sor ts of
political and ecological outcomes that result.’ (Boykoff 2016: 4). These politicized processes are
closely related to how ‘nature is perceived in distinct ways by different actors, within par ticular
moments and contexts’ (Budds 2016: 60).
The knowledge requirements may strongly differ, and there are various types of knowledge
that have to be taken into consideration, ranging from ‘common sense’ knowledge, practical and
professional knowledge to scientific knowledge. In resource governance issues, actors often
create alliances and networks based on shared interests, for example, the desire to protect
and preserve a particular resource. To create and sustain an intra- and extra-group discourse,
networks tend to construct ritual narratives, and thus draw a rhetorical boundary between
‘us’ and ‘them’ (the latter might have alternative views of how a resource should be used).
Groups of actors work across local, national and international boundaries to facilitate
knowledge exchange. Although actors may be associated with one level, i.e. the nation state,
boundaries between scales are often blurred in practice, and there are certain mechanisms
‘through which the local and global are interconnected and interpenetrated’ (Fouksman 2017:
1849). In the context of the interplay between the nation state and local actors, Robbins (2000:
127) remarks that the state does not produce knowledge to exclude local accounts but rather
that it “seizes and reproduces locally powerful knowledges and enforces management through
alliances with locally powerful groups”. (ibid.)
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Hence, to gain a thorough picture of the interaction between different networks,
it is crucial to understand their collaboration at different levels and their respective power
relations. Global issues tend to be negotiated at the local level, and it is essential to find
out how these negotiation processes occur at the grassroots. For example, Nijbroek, in his
study of environmental knowledge concerning mangroves in Surinam (2014: 534), argues that
local power relations contribute to how global issues translate into laws and policy and shape
how knowledge is filtered and replicated. Moreover, not any type of knowledge is considered
valuable or equally recognized; only cer tain types of knowledge are reproduced. In our research
we will try to understand ‘which knowledge counts’ (Heland / Clifton 2015: 154).
Figure 1. Interconnections between the global, national and local level of environmental governance and
ecological knowledge production

Source: Tomasz Kamiński

In different macro and micro case studies, we relate the co-production of ecological
knowledge to other conceptual frameworks such as Social Construction and Production of
Space, Reterritorialization, Security, Hydropolitics or Paradiplomacy. For example, Monika Arnez,
in her study on land reclamation in maritime Southeast Asia, employs approaches inspired
by studies about the social construction and production of space (Lefebvre 1991, Low 2017,
2009, Massey 2005). Social constructionist approaches highlight abstract notions of space
such as people’s sentiments, imaginings, and memories. As these frequently invisible ideas and
emotions have a strong impact on the ways in which space is conceived of, therefore a close
understanding of such abstractions is deemed important to uncover underlying ideas about
land reclamation sites and their environment. Moreover, social production approaches seek to
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reveal political, economic, social and historical dimensions of renewal and developing urban
planning projects. Thus, they can shed light on the process of how land reclamation projects
come into being, how they change over time and how interrelations shape conceptualizations
of space (cf. Massey 2005: 9). A combination of these approaches lends itself well to an analysis
of interplays between spatial constellations and knowledge, given that political knowledge is an
integral par t of a ‘science of space’, and knowledge is closely related to the mode of production
(Lefebvre 1991: 8-9).
Another key concept is reterritorialization, employed in the study of the Salween
Peace Park by Sally Beckenham and Rober t A. Farnan. By conceptualising infrastructure as a
technology of reterritorialization (Woods 2011; Cowen 2014), their project explores how
public controversy and political conflict over the regional commons (Buchanan, Kramer &
Woods 2013) has become central to understanding the transnational environmental challenges
facing integration and security in Southeast Asia (Simpson 2017). In shedding light on these
transnational practices and processes of reterritorialization, their study also explores how such
contestation over the commons is being under taken by civil society groups (KESAN, 2017),
who are utilizing global discourses of cultural heritage (Philp, 2010; Facchinetti, 2014; Morris,
2015; Moore et al., 2016) and indigeneity (Mor ton, 2017). Their project explores how these are
being taken up by environmentalists as a means to access ‘the international’ and, thus, in doing
so, legitimize their own practices of conservation within the formal ASEAN regional project.
Security constitutes another central concept of this project (Salter & Mutlu 2013;
Aradau et al 2015). By foregrounding competition over the commons as it is bound up with
reterritorializing infrastructural projects and with global discourses, research in WP 1 will
suggest wide-ranging implications for how we conceptualize security - traditional or otherwise
- in the region. Various team members are to explore this concept, attempting to shed light on
different notions of environmental, economic and human security and the ways in which they
interplay. For example, Andrea Valante in her study on electricity in Indonesia and Thailand
investigates the idea of sustainability or environmental stewardship, which has brought a whole
new dimension to the concept of energy security, with NGOs acting as pressure groups to
reduce consumption of fossil fuels.
A solid body of literature focusing on energy in the developing world (Smil & Knowland
1980, Luft & Korin 2009) alerts us to the many differences between the energy problems of
the industrialized nations, which pale in comparison to those most of the world’s developing
countries face. This means that although the broad definition of energy security (comprising
the notions of reliability, safety, suitability, affordability, and sustainability) has been adopted by
most countries around the world, some have done so in order not to counter the prevalent
definition. Yet, they are mostly, or exclusively, concerned about the mere (security) supply and
satisfaction of (growing) demand, regardless of the economic, strategic and, lastly, environmental
costs and risks associated with such a posture. Valante’s research in WP 1 focuses on the
interdependency of the political decision-making process at the national level and access to
specific technical and economic knowledge with regard to energy production. As stated earlier,
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emphasis is placed on low carbon approaches.
The next crucial notion is hydropolitics. This term, coined with reference to disputes
and potential violent conflicts over shared water resources (Waterbury, 1979), refers to the
way politics is affected by the availability of water resources and the influence on transboundary
water governance. Hydropolitics can be also described as “the systematic study of conflict and
cooperation between states over the water resources that transcend international borders”
(Elhance 1999: 3). Within the WP Michał Zaręba is to examine hydropolitics in relation to the
capacity of regional geopolitical institutions which seek to create a platform of cooperation
for political entities and govern the shared waters in the spirit of sustainable and equitable
development. He builds on scholarly work highlighting the contested nature of transboundary
water governance and argues that, the question of sharing waters is an incentive for cooperation
or can exacerbate conflict (Gizelis & Wooden 2010, Uitto & Wolf 2002, Wolf 1997, 1998).
Previous research confirms the thesis, on the one hand, that sharing water enhances cooperation,
while, on the other, the risk of conflict increases in the case of upstream/downstream
configurations. For example, Brochmann and Gleditsch (2012: 525) point out that “sharing
a basin has no added impact on the risk of conflict outbreak in a dyad. ” The terms used to
refer to trans-boundary water conflicts such as ‘water wars’ and ‘hydro-hegemony’ will also be
critically reviewed. Whereas the former foregrounds antagonistic conflict in water governance
settings, the latter has been used to explain how powerful groups can control water resources
without resor ting to repression. In this context, Zeitoun & Warner (2006) have pointed out
that subordinates do not only adopt the hegemons’ authority but also internalize their norms
and values. They also draw attention to the impor tance of the respective geographical position,
and the unequal political, military and economic powers held by the river basin states as possible
reasons for conflict.
On the other hand, a critical perspective on hydropolitics takes into account not only
political geography but also human and environmental cases and examines discursive strategies
which are the expression of power relations concluded in international agreements. Critical
hydropolitics also draws attention to networks created by economic, political, discursive, and
hydrological factors and underlines the role of the non-state actors like local communities
(Sneddon & Fox, 2006). This perspective shifts hydropolitical rhetoric from that of “water wars”
triggered by states to the level of “water riots” at the community level. In WP 1 Carl Middleton
looks at the transforming hydropolitics of the Lancang-Mekong River and its associated
knowledge production through a ‘hydrosocial’ lens (Linton 2010). In this approach, water is
conceptualized as a ‘socio-natural hybrid’ that dissolves society-nature dualisms (Swyngedouw
1999) and is produced through assemblages of human and more-than-human relationships
(Linton & Budds 2014). Through a hydrosocial lens water and society constantly co-produce
themselves. Overall, Linton and Budds call for “a shift from thinking of relations between things
– such as the impact of humans on water quality – to the relations constituting things, such
as the cultural, economic and political processes that constitute the particular character of
desalinated water, treated drinking water or holy water” (ibid: 173)
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In much of the literature on hydropolitics, there is an implicit assumption that water
resources, such as the Mekong River and its increasingly extensive technological infrastructure,
are at the passive stage upon which a primarily human hydropolitics drama takes place. From
such a perspective water is the object of politics. However, from a hydrosocial perspective,
water is repositioned and analysed in terms of “…how water and its circulation internalizes
and expresses politics” (Linton & Budds, 2014:177). They suggest that:
different kinds of waters are realized in different hydrosocial assemblages; in one such
assemblage, water is constituted as a public good, while in another, it is constituted as
a commodity… There is no necessary contradiction between a dialectical process, by
which water and society make and remake each other as both an historical process,
and one that relates water and society internally (Linton & Budds, 2014:175).
In other words, from a hydrosocial perspective water is more than H2O, but instead has
multiple meanings and roles (Bakker & Bridge 2006). This emphasis on the spatial dimensions of
hydrosocial territories enables an exploration of how different actor networks hold divergent
visions for the future of the Lancang-Mekong River basin (Hirsch 2016), and the role that the
multiple meanings of water play within it.
In order to analyse the engagement of local governments in ecological knowledge
production and sharing, paradiplomacy needs to be factored into any analysis. By paradiplomacy
is meant the international activities of non-state actors, and regional entities.The latter par ticularly
has attracted considerable scholarly attention in the 1980s, given the increasing involvement
of regional governments in the international arena. The term paradiplomacy was defined by
Kuznetsov (2014:, 31) as: “…a form of political communication for reaching economic, cultural
and political or any other types of benefits, the core of which consist in self-sustained actions
of regional governments with foreign governmental and non-governmental actors.” Some
strands of literature on paradiplomacy - or city-to-city diplomacy (eg. Cur tis 2014, Pietrasiak
et al. 2018) - take an environmental perspective when analysing the foreign activities of
subnational actors (eg. Eatmon 2009). Kuznetsov (2014) has argued that the existing literature
on “green” paradiplomacy can be divided into three main types: case studies on regional
cross-border environmental projects; analysis of the development of global environmental
networks of subnational governments; and the treatment of subnational governments on the
issues related to the global environmental agenda. Unfor tunately, the rapidly growing number
of books and papers dealing with the role of cities in environmental governance (eg. Happaerts
et. al. 2010, Bouteligier 2013, Lee 2015, Campbell 2012), is also very much concentrated on
Western actors. South East Asian local and regional governments are largely omitted in the
research so far.

Contested Knowledges of the Commons in Southeast Asia
7

3. Methodological approach
WP1 research involves a truly multidisciplinary team consisting of anthropologists, political
scientists, sociologists and historians. While we have agreed on incorporating the concept of
ecological knowledge production in all individual projects conducted in the framework of the
WP, we draw on a wide range of competencies and methodological approaches. Multi and
transdisciplinary research methodologies are employed, thus capitalizing on the diversity of the
team members in terms of methodological approaches. Investigating the complex interplay of
social, political and environmental forces that is at the hear t of the growing competition over
the commons in the region of Southeast Asia, we will mainly use qualitative research methods.
In the initial stages of the project, we have prepared comprehensive review of the scholarly
literature, with different foci depending on each par ticular research topic. These reviews are
based on materials published in English and different Southeast Asian languages: Thai, Khmer
and Indonesian, among others. In addition, one of WP 1 researchers, Amnuayvit Thitibordin,
plans to conduct archival research in Great Britain and Thailand.
In line with the qualitative research approach, the bulk of the work will rely on interviews
and ethnographic observations. How the “lore” of water and its distribution is shaped, acted upon
and reshaped, is best understood through ethnographic observation and narrative interviews,
accompanied by occasional semi-structured exper t interviews to cover the macroscopic
aspect. Similarly, the gendered aspects of mining, including its ‘How Tos’ and ‘Don’t Dos’,
is best taken into cognizance by the participant observer. Decision-making in relation to low
carbon energy production such as constructing hydroelectric dams, in contrast, usually takes
place at the higher echelons of the state, so this calls for semi-structured exper t interviews
of politicians. In both these cases, we seek to pinpoint the influence of local communities on
knowledge dissemination and decision-making. As a rule of thumb, unstructured, observation
approaches are more appropriate for microscopic views better. Focus group discussions serve
as a complementary method to address more sensitive topics, par ticularly in regard to access
and consumption of the ‘commons’ within our research framework.

4. Research Modules
Research activities in WP1 are taking place in three strands (modules), focused on three
of the commons: sea, rivers and air (transition to low-carbon economy).

Module 1: Sea
As far as the sea is concerned, our research addresses two topics. A first project
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examines the impacts of sand mining and land reclamation, focusing on Indonesia, but also
taking into consideration transnational trade and trafficking. A second project examines the
marine resources of the South China Sea. Here, consideration is given to the evolving regional
demand for fishery products and its political economy, including the competitive relationship
between industrial-scale and small-scale fishing practices.

Project title: Creating land from water: Land reclamation in maritime Southeast Asia
(Monika Arnez)
This research project is a multi-sited ethnographic study aiming at a deeper understanding
of land reclamation sites in maritime Southeast Asia. It analyses, firstly, how the process of creating
new space - and displacing the sea - impacts on social relationships and the marine habitat.
Secondly, I examine the approaches of different groups of actors towards land reclamation
and, thirdly I study, how ecological knowledge production is used to influence land reclamation
projects. This project draws on two bodies of scholarly literature, the first dealing with the
social construction and production of space (Levebvre 1991; Low 2017; 2009; Massey 2005)
in what Hayward (2012) refers to as ‘aquapelagic assemblage’ and the second with ecological
knowledge and knowledge-shaping processes (Boykoff 2016; Gururani & Vandergeest 2014;
Heland/Clifton 2015; Lamb 2018; Nijbroek 2014).
Problem statement / background
Land reclamation is an urban development strategy many countries implement in
order to extend the reach of existing cities and create new space for ar tificial islands housing
multiple projects such as apartment complexes, office buildings, shopping malls, and deep-sea
harbours. Countries like Singapore, for example, where land is a scarce resource, have long
relied on sand impor ted from countries such as Indonesia, Cambodia, and Vietnam for land
reclamation before the latter prohibited the expor t of sand to their Southeast Asian neighbour.
Yet, land reclamation is also common in regions where land is already available. A case in point
is Malaysia’s West Coast where artificial islands have been created by dredging sand despite
the fact that land is abundant. As land reclamation relies extensively on capital, labour and
technology, elite actors dominate the process of creating land within an environment of water.
These actors, as Grydehøj (2015) demonstrates, use land reclamation to create new urban
spaces without having to deal with complex regulations and land right issues.
In land reclamation sites, spatial transformations are often contested as different groups
of actors seek to control new urban spaces. The process of pushing the sea back and creating
a built environment redefines the interface between sea and land, creating change in human
and marine life. This process can have detrimental effects on local community members such as
fishermen, as their livelihood is affected by declining fish or shrimp stocks. One example is the
Por tuguese community in Malacca that has protested against the ‘Melaka Gateway.’ Local actors
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oppose this development project created on three ar tificial, and one natural island, linked
to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) due to concerns over detrimental impacts on catch
values and the obstructed water flow. As observed for other local communities affected by
development projects (i.e. Lamb 2018), they seek to produce knowledge to influence decisionmaking processes in their favour. However, as Heland & Clifton (2015: 154) point out, the
process of knowledge production is selective and shaped by inequality: some knowledge is
deemed more valid than others so that only certain types of knowledge are reproduced. For
example, it is likely that developers involved in negotiations have full knowledge about a project
scope and impact, whereas affected communities have to expand their knowledge about it.
Research question(s):
1. How does the process of creating new space - and displacing the sea - impact on social
relationships and interfere with the marine habitat in selected land reclamation sites in
maritime Southeast Asia?
2. How do people’s sentiments, imaginings, and memories construct spatial formations in land
reclamation sites?
3. How do land reclamation projects come into being, how do they change over time and
how do interrelations shape space?
4. How is ecological knowledge produced and used to influence land reclamation projects?

Project title: Environmental Displacement: The Glocalised Effects of the South China
Sea Disputes (Edyta Roszko)
Studies on the environmental history of Southeast Asia suggest that, while there has
been long-standing exploitation of marine resources in the region, overfishing is a very recent
development. Marine ecologists offer an equally alarming picture by connecting various
contemporary state development projects with ongoing damage to the marine ecosystem,
including to mangroves, sea grass beds and coral reefs that provide breeding grounds for many
marine species. Maritime disputes, the development of refrigeration, freezing and transpor tation
technologies might encourage coastal inhabitants to use more intensive and often destructive
methods of extracting marine and coastal resources for commercial purposes. Economists,
therefore, have proposed a broader economic evaluation of natural assets and payment for
their ecological services as a way out of the unbridgeable dilemma between destructive
exploitation and conservation. However, one of the main assumptions underlying this project
is that tensions in the South China Sea region cannot be fully grasped without paying attention
to local communities that inevitably become involved, not only in competition over marine
resources and in border making, but also in perpetuating environmental damage. We need to
better understand how coastal communities—which are dependent on maritime spaces for
their livelihoods—respond to the new challenges.
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Problem statement/ background
Rejecting the idea that fishers pursue oppor tunity or rational choice (see Hardin 1968; cf.
Ostrom et.al 1999; Nonini 2006), scholars have star ted to pay attention to historical patterns
of resource use (Schlager & Ostrom 1992), conflicts between competing resource users and
long-standing political and economic inequalities (Boomgaard et. al. 2005; Fabinyi, Evans & Foale
2014); as well as to the role of uncer tainty in shaping decision-making processes in local fisheries
(Holland 2008). Yet, we still know little about how coastal communities which are dependent
on maritime spaces for their livelihoods respond to the new challenges. While different states
use reference to customary fishing practices in order to formulate legal arguments for enclosure
of these commons, the resulting enclosures paradoxically suppress the voices and interests of
these fishing communities.
Research question(s):
1.
2.

3.

The project will address this issue in depth by asking two interrelated questions:
How do governments and private and public institutions seize upon the exclusive
notion of sovereignty and adopt new technologies and new forms of knowledge to
demarcate maritime spaces and exploit resources from the sea?
How do local coastal communities stake their claims from below to contested fishing
territories which were historically considered common proper ty?

Module 2: Rivers
For the theme of “rivers”, five research projects focus on two major transboundary rivers:
the Salween River and Mekong Rivers. Both rivers are simultaneously seen as potential engines
of economic growth, in par ticular for large-scale hydropower dams and irrigated agriculture;
as natural resource foundations of rural subsistence livelihoods as well as impor tant domains
for environmental conservation. Two projects explore the hydropolitics of the Mekong River,
including the shifting relationship between China and downstream countries that has emerged
with the China-led Lancang Mekong Cooperation Framework and creates new challenges and
oppor tunities for transboundary governance. A third project examines the local impact of
resettlement at a large hydropower dam from the perspective of human security. For the
Salween River, a fourth project will analyse the history of cross-border teak trade and its
implications for border-making. The final project examines the contemporary politics of the
‘Salween Peace Park’ recently created in Karen State, Myanmar. This project seeks to examine
the reterritorialization it implies within the context of the complex, fragmented sovereignties
of that area of the basin.
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Project title: Analyzing the coproduction of ecological knowledge and transboundary
water governance on the Lancang-Mekong River through a hydrosocial lens
(Carl Middleton)
The Lancang-Mekong River has been increasingly engineered by large dams, including
on the mainstream in both China and Laos, changing the river’s hydrology and ecology, and
with subsequent implications for riparian livelihoods. The electricity generated is destined for
the region’s largest electricity markets, namely Thailand, China and Vietnam. Whilst early intergovernmental cooperation was framed around the Mekong River Commission (MRC), in 2016
the China-led Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Framework (LMCF) was launched reflecting the
shifting geopolitics in the region and the growing influence of China. With a focus on the
MRC and LMCF, this research will engage with the already substantial volume of research
on Lancang-Mekong hydropolitics, examining how recent and ongoing ecological knowledge
production is both productive of, and produced by, ecological governance and associated
hydrosocial territories. The research hypothesizes that, through both the MRC and the LMCF,
water is increasingly understood by States as an economic resource that links visions and the
hydrosocial territories of regional economic integration and water commodification. However,
these plans remain contested, and alternatives have been proposed that envision the LancangMekong as a locality where water is central to riparian livelihoods and wellbeing. It is asked
how convergences might be built upon - and divergences addressed in transboundary water
governance, with an emphasis on ensuring inclusion and social justice, and to what extent ‘the
commons’ is a relevant concept to be built upon?
Problem statement/ background:
Since the early 1990s, the Lancang-Mekong River has been transformed from a freeflowing river, to one increasingly engineered by large dams (Middleton & Allouche 2016).
In 1992, China commissioned the Manwan Dam, the first of six large hydropower dams built
unilaterally on the Lancang River mainstream in Yunnan province. To date, almost sixty medium
or large hydropower dams are in operation in the lower Mekong basin, with over twenty more
under construction, including the Xayaburi Dam and Don Sahong Dam on the Mekong River’s
mainstream in Laos. In 1995, the governments of Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand jointly
established the Mekong River Commission (MRC) intended to strengthen transboundary water
governance for sustainable development. However, since its creation, the MRC has faced a
number of challenges, including the fact that China has maintained a distanced ‘dialogue partner’
relationship with it. Moreover the MRC has struggled to ensure citizen par ticipation; and it has
been largely marginalised from the Asian Development Bank-backed Greater Mekong Subregion
(GMS) programme for regional economic integration (Hirsch & Jensen 2006).
The creation of the Lancang Mekong Cooperation Framework (LMCF) in 2016 has
redefined the region’s hydropolitics, and challenged existing inter-governmental cooperation
under the Mekong River Commission (MRC) (Biba 2018, Busbarat 2018). Mainly championed
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by China, and with Thailand’s strong backing, the LMC commits the six countries sharing the
Lancang-Mekong River to cooperation in five priority areas, including economic integration
and water resource management. Shor tly before the LMCF’s launch, in a self-proclaimed act
of “hydrodiplomacy,” China released water from its Lancang cascade to alleviate a regional
drought, although to mixed responses by downstream countries and communities within them
(Pongsudhirak 2016). This simultaneously revealed the extent to which China now controls the
headwaters of the river, and hints at the new dynamics of regional hydropolitics based on the
transformed material proper ties of the Mekong River (Middleton & Allouche 2016).
There has been a significant quantity of research on the hydropolitics of the LancangMekong River. For example, Mirumachi (2015) argues that transboundary intergovernmental
water governance on the lower Mekong entails a mixture of conflict and cooperation
intermediated by the MRC. Ho (2014) also suggests that China has engaged in a degree of
intergovernmental cooperation with downstream riparian countries including via the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS) programme, but he also emphasizes China’s domestic imperatives
too. China’s academic institutes and government think tanks are also producing policy research
on transboundary water governance (Wouters & Chen 2014, Lee 2015). Of note, the principles
discussed are not full aligned with the UN Watercourses Convention that inform the Mekong
Agreement that has mandated the MRC (Wouters & Chen n.d.). According to Magee (2012),
for example, five principles have governed the Lancang dams’ construction and operation,
namely: meeting domestic power needs; electricity sector integration with neighbouring
countries; addressing regional disparities under the Western Region Development Strategy;
low-carbon development; and “rationale and equitable use” of transboundary waters.
Others have argued that it is a misperception that China has not cooperated with downstream
countries (Tian & Liu 2016; Zhong; Tian et al. 2016)
With increasingly ambitious plans for lower Mekong mainstream dams apparently high
on the governments’ agenda, and a closer relationship between the governments of China
and mainland Southeast Asia around Lancang-Mekong water cooperation, a new period of
hydropolitics has arrived that signals both continuity and change (Biba 2018). The main research
questions addressed in this project are:
1.
What are the emerging visions for transboundary water governance on the LancangMekong River, including within the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Framework and
the Mekong River Commission? What are the meanings of water and the associated
hydrosocial territory?
2.
What knowledge is being produced towards these visions (by academic, governmental
and international organizations)? How is knowledge production (re)shaping and
contesting existing norms, policies discourses and practices for Lancang-Mekong
transboundary ecological governance?
3.
How might convergences be built upon - and divergences addressed - in transboundary
water governance, with an emphasis on ensuring inclusion and social justice? To what
extent is ‘the commons’ a relevant concept to build upon and how might it be better
understood?
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Project title: Hydropolitics of the Mekong River Basin (MRB) and its influence on
regional integration (Michał Zaręba)
The Mekong River which runs through China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and
Vietnam forms the largest inland fishery basin in the world, and is a major source of water
used in agriculture: 80 million people rely on the river for their livelihood. Since the 1950s
the lower riparian states have been collaborating, for example, establishing the Mekong River
Commission in 1995. Nowadays the MRB faces a rapid development in hydropower production
due to dam construction on the mainstream in China and, recently, in the Lower Basin, raising
environmental concerns. Moreover, in 2016 China launched the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation,
a new mechanism focused on regional hydropolitics.
This project will analyse the role of the actors producing ecological knowledge that gives
legitimization or questioning the validity of building hydropower dams. Fur thermore, the project
will highlight those actors which have the greatest impact on creating hydropolitical order in
the MRB, by sharing and disseminating knowledge related to damming the river. Thirdly, this
research will scrutinize the nature of hydropolitical relations between riparian states by teasing
out the drivers of conflict - and incentives for cooperation - and seek to answer the question
whether hydropolitics strengthens or weakens integration processes in the Mekong River Basin.
Problem statement/ background:
During the 1950s and 1960s the Mekong was acknowledged as an untamed river with great
economic potential. After the French withdrawal from the Indochinese Peninsula the United
States asser ted their political position in the region. The US sought to restore post-colonial
economies based on water resources. Actions under the umbrella of the United Nations led to
the establishment of the first regional organization in 1957, the Mekong Committee, comprised
of Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and (South) Vietnam. Due to the wars and the turbulent situation
in the region, the Committee did not withstand the test of time but the idea of integration over
the water resources survived. After the situation had eased, the lower Mekong countries set up
a new institution in 1995, the Mekong River Commission.
The potential of the river and the need for economic growth caused riparian states to
star t thinking about developing their hydropower potentials, and in the middle of the 1990s
the first dam was constructed in China’s Yunnan province. Since that time, China has built eight
hydropower plants along the Mekong. This has triggered a wave of criticism, due to the potential
consequences for the environment as an increased number of dams in the basin, especially
large-scale projects, may have a negative impact on fish resources. Fur thermore, it could reduce
the amount of available water which is essential to irrigate fields, thus impacting on agricultural
production. (Osborne 2009). However, contrarian voices have claimed that dams enable the
control of water levels of the Mekong. Managed water levels allow for guaranteed access to
water for agriculture aver ting droughts and floods. In addition, hydropower plants produce
energy (Freeman 2009, McCormack 2001). Given the apparent strength of these arguments, and
despite growing environmental concerns, there are effor ts to construct hydropower projects
State of the Art & Theoretic al Framework; WP1, The Environment
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in the lower riparian states such as Laos. Large-scale projects are also planned in Cambodia,
posing a threat to the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. Moreover, the dynamics of the hierarchized
hydropolitical order also led to the growing engagement of China. As a consequence, a new
mechanism, the Mekong-Lancang Cooperation (forum), to coordinate activities related to the
water resources, was launched in 2016.
In the Mekong Basin there are two perspectives on hydropolitics. On the one hand,
hydropower development is meant to bring positive benefits such as electrification and new
energy resources. On the other hand, there are concerns that an increasing number of dams may
deteriorate the environment and threaten fisheries and agriculture at the macro and micro level.
Due to the complex hydropolitical order of the Mekong River Basin, many actors are producing
ecological knowledge either to legitimate, or question, the construction of hydropower plants.
Fur thermore, the fact that China has been rapidly developing its hydropower potential can shift
the centre of gravity of regional hydropolitics to the Lower Basin; from upstream/downstream
disputes to inner-downstream ones.
This project draws on extant scholarly work dealing with threats to the riparian states
posed by dams (Osborne 2009; Keskinen et al. 2008). In addition, several recently published
monographs and ar ticles examine how China’s hydropolitics has changed from unilateral
actions to benefit sharing (Onishi 2007 & 2011; Lee 2015; Biba 2012) and claim that Beijing
is consolidating its leadership in the basin (Busbarat 2018). The negotiation processes in
the Lower Mekong Basin are described in Browder & Or tolano 2000, while the capacity of
institutions to solve problems among member states is tackled by Shmeier 2010. There are also
studies underlining the significance of indigenous people who are producing local ecological
knowledge to adapt to new circumstances (Baird 2005, 2007; Grey et al. 2017). The concept
of producing and sharing ecological knowledge (Gururani & Vandergeest 2014) can be useful
to analyse how the investment in hydroenergy at different levels is legitimated or questioned.
Legitimization is an impor tant factor that impacts on hydropolitical relations in the Mekong
Basin with implications for integration or disintegration. This aspect has not been sufficiently
addressed in scholarly investigation so far. Thus, this project promises new insights on water
resource governance between riparian states and it assesses the impact of producing and
sharing ecological knowledge on regional integration.
Research question(s):
1.
2.
3.
4.

Who are the major actors producing ecological knowledge concerning the
hydropolitics of the MRB?
Which actors producing ecological knowledge have the greatest influence in shaping
the hydropolitical order in the MRB?
What is the nature of the hydropolitics of the Mekong River Basin in terms of conflict
and cooperation?
Do these interactions over the water resources in the MRB lead to integration or
disintegration?
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Project title: Sacrificing Human Security: The Lower Sesan II Dam’s Resettlement
and Compensation Mechanism (David Chu)
Since the early 2000s, the Cambodian government has initiated many hydropower
projects that have granted more and more Cambodians access to electricity and improved
living standards. In the area of human security, a significant number of Cambodians have achieved
freedom from want. However, many villagers who have been resettled to make room for dams
have encountered fundamental difficulties as a consequence. For example, construction of the
Lower Sesan II Dam (LS2) required relocating around 1,500 households, which have subsequently
struggled with undrinkable water, an ability to acquire land titles, obstacles to home ownership,
a lack of teachers in schools, and a degradation of traditional culture. Hydropower dams in
Cambodia would seem to sacrifice human-security, because the improved human security of
wide swaths of Cambodians comes at the expense of the human security of the residents of
resettled villages. In order to address resettled villagers’ living difficulties this research involves
a transdisciplinary approach. Transdisciplinary research seeks to address real-world problems,
rather than academic contrivances by integrating knowledge from academic and non-academic
stakeholders.
Problem Statement / Background:
Since Cambodia’s civil war ended in the 1990s, the Cambodian government has been
pursuing economic development through such economic incentives as tax holidays and tariff
exemptions for foreign investors. Foreign direct investment (FDI) in Cambodia in 1998 was
a mere US$242 million rising by 2017 to an impressive US$2.78 billion.1 Foreign investment
has created job oppor tunities, which have, both directly and indirectly, reduced poverty in
Cambodia. Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in Cambodia in 1998 was US$290 but, by
2017, it had risen to US$1230.2 The pover ty rate in Cambodia between 2007 and 2014 dropped
from 47.8% to 14% of the population (Asian Development Bank 2018). It was understood that
the more foreign investment Cambodia could attract, the more electricity the country would
need. However, Cambodia lacked the capacity to provide itself with sufficient energy until then,
relying heavily on two sources of electricity. The first was oil products, such as kerosene and
diesel, to generate electricity, which accounted for 90% of Cambodian electricity production
(Urban et al. 2015: 234). The second was electricity impor ted from Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos.
Indeed, because Cambodia needed to impor t both oil to generate electricity - and electricity
itself - from neighbouring countries, electricity costs in Cambodia have been the highest in the
world (Urban et al. 2015: 235). The government, firmly in the control of the Cambodian People’s
Par ty (CPP), has asser ted that “the high cost of electricity affects all productive sectors and
hinders industrial investments and competitiveness” (Royal Government of Cambodia 2006: 24).
Thus, securing a stable and sufficient supply of electricity has become an impor tant objective
1
2

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.KLT.DINV.CD.WD?locations=KH.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD?locations=KH.
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for the CPP government.
Since the early 2000s, the CPP government has prioritised hydropower projects in
its energy policy, initiating many hydropower dams: in 2008 the Lower Sesan II Dam (400
MW); 2010, the Kamchay Dam (193 MW); 2012 the Stung Atay Dam (120 MW); 2014, the
Stung Russey and the Chrum Krom Dams (338 MW); and 2015, the Stung Tatay (2015 MW).
So far, the percentage of Cambodian electricity production attributable to hydroelectricity
has increased. In 2010, hydroelectricity accounted for only 2.61% of electricity production, but
the figure had soared to 60.52% by 2014.3 Meanwhile, electricity production from oil, gas, and
coal sources plummeted: dropping from 95.07% in 2010 to 38.90% in 2014.4 After the CPP
government prioritised hydropower-dam projects, the percentage of Cambodian people who
could access electricity increased significantly. While in 1998, the Cambodian population was
nearly 12 million, and only 18.67% of them could access electricity, 5 in 2014, the population
in Cambodia was around 15 million, and an astonishing 60% of them could access electricity.6
Yet, while living standards for many Cambodian people have improved, other Cambodians
have faced significant hardship because they had to relocate away from the sites of hydropower
dams. The relocation of villagers to make way for the Lower Sesan II Dam (LS2) is a good
example. The LS2 is Cambodia’s largest hydropower project, the construction of which has
displaced around 1,500 households, most of which hailed from three villages: Sre Sronok, Krabei
Chrun, and Kbal Romeas. Many resettled, dam-affected, villagers are from indigenous groups
such as the Brao and the Phnong. They rely on the Del to grow upland rice, cassava, taro, sesame,
and pineapples. Also, they collect non-timber forest products (NTFPs) and catch freshwater fish
for daily consumption and in order to gain extra income. Just as impor tant to these people as
the forests and waterways themselves, so is their religion, which makes sense of forests and
rivers by invoking the spirits that inhabit these places. The spirits can “ward off disease, poor
crop harvests, or other calamities” (Colm 2000: 36). The villagers regularly worship their forests
and rivers to show their respect to the spirits. The villagers have not held a formal gathering for
worship since their resettlement to sites that are close to neither rivers, nor forests.
Moreover, the dam-affected villagers’ livelihood in the resettled sites has deteriorated.
In February 2013, the National Assembly of Cambodia approved the Law on the Cambodian
Government’s Guarantee of Payments to Hydropower Lower Sesan 2 Co., Ltd (the “LS2
Law”). The benefits that the LS2 Law guaranteed to the relocated villagers are (1) “to provide
thousands of jobs for local people and increase incomes for communities indirectly to reduce
pover ty”; (2) “to create beautiful eco-tourist sites”; and (3) “to obtain proper and new houses
with adequate infrastructure and modern irrigation” (Kimkong et al. 2013: 48).
Yet the CPP government and the dam-builder have not fulfilled their stated commitments.
First, the resettled dam-affected villagers’ knowledge is steeped in agriculture, waterways,
3
4
5
6

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.HYRO.ZS?locations=KH.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.FOSL.ZS?end=2016&locations=KH&star t=1990&view=char t.
https://data.worldbank.org/country/cambodia; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=KH.
https://data.worldbank.org/country/cambodia; https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=KH.
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and forests, but many job positions for LS2 operations require technical expertise, which means
that villagers are unlikely to work for the LS2. Second, the CPP government has created a
security checkpoint outside the dam site. Ever since December 2017, when tensions between
the government and the resettled villagers peaked, local police officers have patrolled the
dam site. Outsiders are unlikely to access the dam. Third, the resettled villagers’ relocation
sites have wells with tainted water, poorly constructed and vermin-infested houses, inexistent
land titles, a dysfunctional home-ownership system, and schools that, though recently built,
lack teachers. Villagers were frustrated because they had to spend considerable money, if any
was available, on drinkable water, housing repairs, and their children’s out-of-town studies.
Research questions
Since the end of the Cold War, a host of issues have attracted the world’s attention, and
they include climate change, environmental degradation, and pandemic diseases. To understand
these issues, scholars and policy-makers must transcend the exper tise of individual disciplines
because the issues are highly complex. Transdisciplinarians call these issues “wicked” problems
given their intractability. Wicked problems are “pressing problems, even crises, reaching in
multiple domains or dimensions and involving not just academic disciplines and the interplay
among them but also practitioners seeking solutions in the real world outside the academy”
(Bernstein 2015: 7). Academic and non-academic stakeholders have used transdisciplinary
methods to study these “wicked” problems. Thus, in transdisciplinary research, research
questions are geared, not toward academics but towards real life. Against this backdrop, the
research question in the present study is practical: how can the resettled villagers’ livelihood be
restored to pre-displacement levels?

Project title: Forest and Power: British India and Siam Contestation on the Salween
Forest Region 1880s-1939 (Amnuayvit Thitibordin)
Amnuayvit Thitibordin’s project emphasizes the contestation of a forest area on the
Salween River from the 1880s to the interwar period. The Salween forest transverses then
British India’s and Siam’s borders. This project focuses on the development of forestry science
and its territorializing of forest and the demarcation of borders. The project is divided into two
par ts. The first par t of the project surveys the development of the forestry science at a global
level. During the period under review, forestry science was expor ted from British India to
Siam. In fact, it was developed to utilize forest resources. The second part looks at the present
practice of forestry science on the opposite side of the border and its consequences. Because
of the politico-economic setting in Siam, Siamese forest management diverged progressively
from its British Indian origins. Choosing the forest area along the Salween River will demonstrate
how the two states developed a different forest management system for the Salween River
ecological system. The project will explore archives in Thailand and Great Britain to look both
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into a contest over forests that traversed the border area and also the unfolding of events
linked to forest management.
Problem statement/ background:
British India and Siam relied on forestry science for the control of natural resources
in the Salween River region contested by these two par ties. Unlike direct political control
exercised through force and coercion, forestry science provided a new perspective for Siam’s
border area, especially the scientific knowledge on fauna, flora, terrain, and climate. Hence, forest
science had equipped the state with new knowledge and drew the state’s attention to the
border area. Control of forests and border became a major socio-economic and political issue.
State patronage of science went beyond the adoption of forestry science: other branches
of science such as car tography and geology were also adopted. Accordingly, it profoundly
empowered the direct administrative system of centralized States such as border posts, police
forces, and identification documents came into existence.
From 1880s to 1912, British India and Siam struggled for the control of forestry.
The year 1912 marked the end of the contest over border issues because Siam surrendered
some area on the left bank of the Salween River to the British India government. Meanwhile,
from 1912 to the interwar years, the role of forestry science still prevailed, but its role evolved
from merely wood harvesting to forest conservation, thus easing the tensions between British
India and Siam. Moreover, perspectives on border issues also evolved: the existence of poachers
and fugitives encouraged both British India and Siam to collaborate on border patrolling in
order to prevent cross-border criminality and other illegal acts.
Research question(s):
1.
2.
3.

How did forestry science affect the management of the Salween forests on the
British India-Siam border?
Does Siamese forestry management differ from the original British India version.
If yes, why and how?
How does the management of forests affect border demarcation and the
reterritorialization of the State and its borders?

Project title: Infrastructure Development, Environmentalism and Global Discourse in
the Salween Peace Park, Myanmar (Sally Beckenham; Robert A. Farnan)
This project explores the intersection of infrastructure development, environmentalism
and global discourses in the context of the Salween Peace Park (SPP) in southeast Myanmar.
Considerable attention in anthropology and political ecology has been paid to the social and
environmental impacts, and the countervailing environmental movements, that arise in response
to large-scale infrastructure projects- such as the 1,365MW Hatgyi dam on the Salween River
- and the activities of extractive industries, Acting as a form of technology that reterritorializes
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the commons, such infrastructure projects are central in public controversies that both risk
inflaming conflict and, also, undermining regional integration and security. In this project we
seek to sharpen the focus on the role played by global discourses, such as cultural heritage
and indigeneity, which increasingly shaped the contours of not only these public controversies,
but also broader peacebuilding effor ts in Myanmar and the role of environmentalists therein.
This will enable us to better appreciate the complex interactions linking environmentalism
and the political struggle for the commons. The project draws on the burgeoning academic
literature in critical security, indigeneity and cultural heritage studies respectively. In doing so
the project goes beyond ar ticulations of enclosure - that traditionally inform discussions of
the commons - to examine how practices of reterritorialization are being reconfigured by civil
society for the purpose of environmental conservation and peacebuilding.
Problem statement/ background:
The Salween Peace Park (SPP) initiative is based in the mountainous Mutraw district in
Karen State, Myanmar. The park was first proposed in 2016 as a collective effor t between the
Karen Environmental Social Action Network (KESAN), a civil society organisation, the Mutraw
Forestry Depar tment, and the Karen National Union (KNU), along with three hundred community
representatives drawn from across the three townships of Mutraw district. The proposed park
comprises 5,200 square-kilometres of one of the last remaining intact riparian ecosystems in
mainland Southeast Asia. Described as “a vision for an indigenous Karen landscape of humannature harmony”, the ambitious initiative is aimed at preserving this rich biodiverse landscape, as
well as the cultural heritage and local governance practices of the Karen population. The major
motivation behind the peace park initiative is resistance to several proposed infrastructure
developments, including gold mining and a series of hydropower projects including the
Hatgyi dam. These have come to represent, in a microcosm, the reterritorialization of the
commons brought about by infrastructure projects, involving the Myanmar government and
various transnational public-private par tnerships.
In the academic literature there are two key, interrelated, elements missing in many
discussions of competition over the regional commons.The first is the way in which infrastructure
developments are acting as technologies that reterritorialize the commons. Discussion around
reterritorializing the commons are traditionally framed in terms of enclosure, most commonly in
the form of privatization or public-private par tnership control over lands, forests or water bodies
(Woods 2011; Buchanan, Kramer, Woods 2013). Less work has been under taken to explore
how infrastructure developments more specifically foster these dynamics of reterritorialization
(Cowen 2014). It is our contention that such infrastructures, whether extractive industries or
energy projects (Simpson 2017), bring with them unique challenges to the regional commons
and modes of reterritorialization, and this project illustrates these dynamics.
The second missing element relates to the literature on the burgeoning global discourses
of indigeneity and cultural heritage. Literature exploring indigeneity in Myanmar has tended
to prioritize, either general discussions of the status of the political discourse in the country
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(Baird, 2016; Mor ton, 2017), or the connection of the discourse with identity and the politics
of rights for social groups in clearly defined cases (Thawnghmung, 2016; Mor ton, 2016). Yet the
notable influence of the global discourse of indigeneity in the advocacy and campaign work
for the SPP (KESAN, 2017) suggests that we must also explore how it is influencing much
broader dynamics of peacebuilding and even national security. Similarly, the global discourse
of cultural heritage features strongly in material on the SPP (KESAN, 2017), but the academic
literature exploring cultural heritage in Myanmar (Philp, 2010; Facchinetti, 2014; Morris, 2015;
Moore et al., 2016) has not generally addressed how this discourse shapes public controversy
and civil society advocacy around infrastructure, or broader peacebuilding and security issues.
This project addresses this gap, questioning how these global discourses are affecting the
struggle for the commons in the context of controversy around infrastructure development
and are thereby implicated in issues of national security.
Research question(s):
The first aim is to make sense of the complex relationship between infrastructure
development, regionalisation and the emergence of public controversies along the Salween
river. In other words, how is infrastructure reterritorializing the commons and in turn generating
public controversies?
Public controversies over the commons entail the increasing influence of so-called global
discourses. The second question is therefore: to what extent are global discourses of cultural
heritage and indigeneity informing these public controversies, and reshaping the advocacy work
of environmental civil society groups and individuals in the context of the SPP?
The final aim is to understand how these discourses are mobilizing civil society
in the context of Myanmar’s ongoing peace process, a process which is critical to achieve
broader regional integration aims. How is the struggle for the commons under taken by these
environmentalists and their political allies being linked to broader peacebuilding initiatives in
Myanmar and beyond?

Module 3. Transition into a low-carbon economy
The final theme of WP1, “transition into a low-carbon economy”, entails two research
projects. The first examines sustainable energy transition in ASEAN, considering the political
economy of the electricity sector and under what conditions entry of more sustainable
technologies might occur. The second explores international cooperation through knowledge
exchange networks between Southeast Asian cities. Here, the par ticular interest is how
ecological knowledge for improved city planning, for example on energy efficiency, is facilitated
by these regional and global knowledge networks.
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Project title: Towards low carbon economies in Southeast Asia? The prospects
for emerging and disruptive technologies in electricity in Indonesia and Thailand
(Andrea Valente)
ASEAN and ASEAN members face formidable energy security challenges in a changing
energy landscape. Southeast Asia represents one of the most dynamic par ts of the global energy
system, with an energy demand that has grown by 60% over the past 15 years. At the same
time, it is considered to be among the most vulnerable regions to the effects of climate change.
Indeed, ASEAN countries have travelled a long way, and many are taking concerted steps, both
individually and collectively, to address energy security and environmental concerns. However,
as a number of observers have indicated, although the effor ts to balance economic growth
and environmental sustainability are growing, they are often overshadowed or hindered by
other concerns. Against this background this project intends to shed light on the sustainability
dimension of energy security in the Southeast Asian context. More broadly this project will
assess the dynamics of the transition to a low carbon economy by focusing on the policymaking process in the electricity sector in two key countries, namely Indonesia and Thailand.
The project will narrow its focus to concentrate on if, and how, technology – both emerging
and/ or disruptive - impacts on the policy-making process and the prospects of successfully
upgrading to low(er) carbon scenarios.
Problem statement/ background:
Global energy trends show a world in transition. A changing energy landscape is obvious
through, inter alia, an energy demand scenario driven by non-OECD countries and impacted by
deployment of energy efficiency technology; a deceleration in world demand for oil as a result
of the climate and environmental agenda; gas emerging as a transitional primary energy source;
and new supply sources unlocked by technology developments (e.g. shale, alternative energy
sources, energy efficiency enablers) at competitive prices. Southeast Asia as a region was
traditionally neglected in world affairs, however, a number of studies solely dedicated to energy
in this region (eg. Hartman & Nakano 2017) suggest there is a shift in perceptions about this
region’s relevance as an impor tant player in global energy, not only on the demand side, but also
regarding supply and distribution networks. Sound economic growth in the past two decades
- and expectations for fur ther growth in the future - have brought about immense possibilities
but also enormous challenges and uncertainties in the energy field, urging the study of the
implications for national, regional and global energy markets. If Asia at large is now considered
the new key driver for global energy demand, Southeast Asia definitely represents one of the
most dynamic par ts of the global energy system, with an energy demand that has grown by 60%
over the past 15 years (IEA 2017). Additionally, Southeast Asia is considered to be among the
most vulnerable regions to the effects of climate change (IEA 2017: 43).
Clearly, ASEAN as a whole and its members individually thus face formidable energy
security challenges. The awareness of these challenges has long been present across the region.
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The institutionalisation of energy cooperation efforts within ASEAN has been discussed since
the early 1980s and has since translated into a whole energy cooperation structure (AMEM,
SOME, ASCOPE, APSA, to name but a few mechanisms). The impor tance of energy cooperation
lays in the awareness that ensuring uninterrupted energy availability is vital to the economic
resilience upon which the ASEAN Vision is based. Despite the plethora of subtopics within
the issue of energy security, and the voluminous amount of literature per taining to Southeast
Asia, this project depar ts from the main assumptions. It is argued that there still is a tendency
to neglect the political processes operating within nations. Clearly, the future energy scenario
in Southeast Asia will be determined by the interplay of energy, economic, environmental, and
demographic indicators and, more impor tantly, by the understanding that governments develop
of that interplay. The adoption and implementation of policies that aim at a transition to a low
carbon economy are ultimately dependant on the policy-maker’s subjective interpretation and
prioritisation of shor t or long-term objectives. Overall this project will assess the dynamics of
the transition to low carbon economies by focusing on the policy-making process behind the
electricity sector in two countries – Indonesia and Thailand. However, given the complexity of
this endeavour, the project will narrow its ambition to concentrate on if, and how, technology whether it be emerging and/ or disruptive - impacts on the policy-making process and therefore
the prospects of successfully moving to low(er) carbon scenarios.
Focusing the analysis on electricity is linked to the fact that this sector will account for
the largest share of the increase in final consumption. On the one hand, there is a rising urban
middle class, which is more demanding of energy resources; on the other hand, countries
across the region have pledged to curb energy poverty, which also equates to growing energy
demand. In this context, investment into energy infrastructure is needed, and the next few years
will be decisive as to determine whether the future is low or high-carbon or, in other words,
“in determining the energy path forward; clean or dir ty” (Blume & Hang 2018). Rising energy
needs run in tandem with the energy transition, which is opening up the possibility of new and
more affordable policy options. Energy efficiency incentives and new (low carbon) technology
options are offering new ways to pursue complementary objectives of energy security,
affordability and environmental stewardship. For example, solar energy is potentially likely to
overshadow hydropower as an energy source in the region. It has the advantage of potentially
not requiring occupation of the land – through floating solar projects - combined with the fact
that it is highly cost-competitive. As a disruptive technology it would dramatically change power
generation in the region, which, in turn, would have considerable geopolitical consequences.7

7

See “Solar Surge Threatens Hydro Future on Mekong”, available at https://www.voanews.com/a/solar-surge-threatens-hydrofuture-mekong/4341660.html
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Research question(s):
1.
2.

3.

Are policy-makers committed to low-carbon economic growth and are their energy
strategies conducive to that goal?
Are governments prone to search (invest in) or accommodate (receive and
implement) new (emerging/ disruptive) technologies in their energy por tfolio?
In other words, are governments proactive or reactive?
Is this a top-down or bottom-up process? That is, are policy-makers influenced by
systemic factors (e.g. global environmental discourse and/ or regional institutional
mechanisms) and/or national or sub-nations actors (e.g. business groups/ civil society)?

Project title: International cooperation of SEA cities – the environmental dimension
(Tomasz Kamiński)
Although environmental policy is formulated at the national and supranational level
(e.g. EU, UN), the subnational units bear the responsibility for its practical implementation.
Cities consume over two thirds of the world’s energy and account for more than 70% of
global CO2 emissions. As a consequence, the position of city governments on ecological issues
became an impor tant factor for the general success of global sustainable development. We also
observe the development of global environmental networks of subnational governments, whose
goals are mainly related to producing and sharing ecological knowledge. Academic literature
on this environmental dimension of cooperation is way too much concentrated on Western
regions/cities leaving a gap as far as Southeast Asian (SEA) subnational units are concerned.
This research project seeks to analyse SEA cities’ par ticipation in translocal environmental
networks within the context of the production and the sharing of ecological knowledge.
On the basis of case studies an analysis is to be made of the driving factors, obstacles and the
impact of the par ticipation in the networks.
Problem statement/ background:
Cities account for about 70% of greenhouse gases (GHG) emission and urban areas
in Asia account for about half of the region’s GHG emissions (Marcotullio, Sarzynski, Jochen,
& Schulz, 2012). Due to this fact a solution to global environmental problems cannot be
effectively found without active par ticipation of those cities. Cities have a responsibility to
create solutions to climate change, but they also have the capacity to do so. Having common
profiles, they can network, collaborate on solutions and disseminate best practices. In order
to do this, cities group in transnational (translocal) municipal networks such as C40 Cities,
the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy or ICLEI - Local Governments for
Sustainability. While these networks have similar goals however they might formulate them
differently, as can be seen with the example of C40 and CityNet:
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“We connect actors, exchange knowledge and build commitment to establish more
sustainable and resilient cities” (CityNet)
“support cities to collaborate effectively, share knowledge and drive meaningful,
measurable and sustainable action on climate change” (C40)
Despite these different formulations ultimately their activities concentrate on mutual
learning and capacity-building in order to under take climate change mitigating actions in order
to reduce GHGs and climate risks. Urban climate networks have become prominent forms
of governance by providing a variety of opportunities for sharing knowledge and exper tise.
In doing so they have attracted a great deal of attention from academia seen in three streams
of literature that illuminate this phenomenon. Firstly, the literature on paradiplomacy and cityto-city diplomacy (eg. Curtis 2014, Pietrasiak et al. 2018) and in par ticular, studies that examine
the foreign activities of subnational actors from an environmental perspective (eg. Eatmon
2009). Kuznetsov (2015) has argued that the existing literature on “green” paradiplomacy can
be divided into three main types: case studies of regional cross-border environmental projects;
the development of global environmental networks of subnational governments and the
treatment of subnational governments on issues related to the global environmental agenda.
Secondly, there is a growing number of monographs and papers dealing with the role
of cities in environmental governance (eg. Happaer ts et al. 2010, Bouteligier 2013, Lee 2015).
Yet, like the scholarship on paradiplomacy, the literature on environmental governance also
very much concentrates on Western actors. Finally, the project seeks to build on the literature
on knowledge production and sharing. There are a number of theoretical papers (eg. Jasanoff
2004, Gururani & Vandergeest 2014) on production, circulation and consumption of ecological
knowledge as well as cities that learn and innovate through networking with other cities
(Campbell 2012). Once again this existing academic literature is very much concentrated on
Western regions/cities leaving a gap as far as South East Asian subnational units are concerned.
Research question(s):
1.
2.
3.

How do SEA subnational units engage in multi-city networks?
What are the driving factors and obstacles for their par ticipation?
How do SEA cities take par t in ecological knowledge production and sharing and
what is their impact on international environmental regimes and standards?
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5. Conclusions
That there are multiple contestations over the environment in the Southeast Asia is
obvious. We seek to analyse them through three lenses of the ‘commons’ and with the focus on
co-production of ecological knowledge. Employing a multidisciplinary approach, we will be able
to connect issues of geo-politics and hydropolitics with, for example, the livelihoods of fisherfolk
communities, inter-state effor ts to develop environmental governance with paradiplomatical
activities of city authorities, the historical practices of managing the Salween River ecological
system with present ways of exploitation of natural resources. Each of the individual projects
will contribute to workshops and policy papers issued by WP1 and the results will also be
disseminated in seminars and at various conferences.
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