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• The Nam Theun 2 – a project of 
great attention by media, civil 
society, researchers and the 
hydropower industry

• NT2 has become its own global 
brand in hydropower 
development, and a symbol of 
the sector’s revival

• In Laos, NT2 now stands as an 
anachronism as a new wave 
hydropower industry has 
boomed rapidly around it



• Discourse: “a shared set of concepts, categories, and ideas that 
provides its adherents with a framework for making sense of 
situations, embodying judgments, assumptions, capabilities, 
dispositions, and intentions” 

• Nirvana concepts: “concepts that embody an ideal image of what 
the world should tend to”

• Narrative: “simple stories with beginnings defining the problem, 
middles elaborating the consequences and ends outlining the 
solutions”

• Model: “based on particular instances of policy reforms or 
development interventions which embody a dimension of 
'success' … They are apparently sanctioned by experience, 
approved by experts and powerful institutions…”

Molle, F. (2008). "Nirvana concepts, storylines and policy models: Insights from the water sector." Water Alternatives 1(1): 131-156.



The World Bank’s book 
argues that NT2:

“… demonstrates that 
hydropower projects can be 
designed and implemented 
to deliver sustainable 
outcomes through state-of-
the-art environmental and 
social practices and 
strengthened public financial 
management systems, but 
this takes a long time.”





“There's a lot riding on NT2. 
Laos needs the boost to its 
economy and its human-rights 
credentials. The World Bank 
wants to prove that kinder, 
gentler megaprojects are 
possible…” [Nov 2007]













english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/865895.html
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• Dams have made an important and 

significant contribution to human 

development, and the benefits derived 

from them have been considerable … 

In too many cases an unacceptable 

and often unnecessary price has been 

paid to secure those benefits, 

especially in social and environmental 

terms, by people displaced, by 

communities downstream, by taxpayers 

and by the natural environment.



www.sustainablehydropower.org

http://www.sustainablehydropower.org/




• Discourse of “sustainable hydropower” reframes the industry 
as one that can manage environmental and social impacts, 
and be a solution for adaptation and mitigation for climate 
change in Southeast Asia and globally

• Even in the case of NT2, where some aspects were better 
than past hydropower dams in Laos, problems still remain; for 
many regional developers, the discourse and practices of 
“sustainably hydropower” have had limited impact. 

• For sustainable energy transition, need to re-frame debate 
beyond sustainable hydropower and towards comprehensive 
forms of energy options assessments 
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