
1

Carl Middleton and Mira Käkönen

European Association for Southeast Asian Studies (EURO-SEA) 
conference, University of Oxford

17 August 2017

“Sustainable Hydropower” Discourse 
in the Politics of Climate Change in Southeast Asia

Carl Middleton
Center for Social Development Studies,

Chulalongkorn University

Mira Käkönen, 
Department of Political and Economic Studies

University of Helsinki 

Introduction

• From Pak Mun in 1994 to Nam 
Theun 2 (NT2) in 2006, Southeast 
Asia has been prominent in the 
global large dams debate

• Since the early 2000s, 
hydropower proponents have 
sought to build a discourse 
around “sustainable hydropower”

• (Contested) claims for 
“sustainable hydropower” are 
central to claims for legitimacy in 
accessing future climate financing

Nam Theun 2 (NT2) dam, Laos 

• A project paid great attention to by 
media, civil society, researchers 
and the hydropower industry

• Initiated in 2005, including risk 
guarantees from the WB and ADB, 
and started operation in 2010.

• A public private partnership 
between EGCO and Ital-Thai of 
Thailand, EDF of France, and Lao 
Holding State Enterprises of the 
Laos government”

NT2: A “model” dam

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.”
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“Nam Theun 2 confirmed my 

longstanding suspicion that the 

task of building a large dam is 

just too complex and too 

damaging to priceless natural 

resources.” Prof Ted Scudder, 

NT2 Panel of Experts

http://projects.worldbank.org/P049290/nam-theun-2-social-environment-
project?lang=en&tab=ratings

“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…” [Jonathan Kent in 

Newsweek, Nov 2007]

Post-Nam Theun 2 in Laos

“Yes, they are saying that 
Nam Theun 2 is a very 
good project. But to use 
it as a standard, it’s not 
possible. We can use it 
as a good example, a 
good guide line, but not 
as a standard. All the 
developers say that it is 
not possible to use Nam 
Theun 2 as a standard.” 

Head of Department, 
Department of Electricity, 
Ministry of Energy and 
Mines, (cited by Jusi
2011)
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Spreading the “sustainable hydropower” 

word: WB’s reentry into Hydropower

Spreading “sustainable hydropower” 
beyond Laos in Southeast Asia

• In 2012 the World Bank Group’s 

International Finance Corporation 

(IFC) created a regional 

“Hydropower Advisory” service

• in 2013 the IFC and the Lao 

National Chamber of Commerce 

launched the Laos Hydropower 

Developers Working Group

• In 2016, the Myanmar Hydropower 

Developers Working Group was 

launched

Promoting the NT2 “sustainable 
hydropower” narrative Globally

Sustainable Hydropower: Global 
(Northern) industry response

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. (World Commission on Dams report, 2000)

www.sustainablehydropower.org

http://www.sustainablehydropower.org/
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Sustainable Hydropower: 
Civil society response Large dams in mitigation and adaptation

Climate financing and “sustainable 
hydropower”

Approved CDM projects in SE Asia

“The working group will seek to develop 

criteria to identify hydropower projects that 

deliver climate mitigation benefits and/or 

incorporate adaptation and resilience services”

Civil society opposition to climate 
finance for large dams
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Conclusion: Deconstructing 
“Sustainable Hydropower”

• 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 

Thank you for listening

Carl Middleton (carl.chulalongkorn@gmail.com)
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