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Introduction 

In the 1990s, the global hydropower industry – in particular Northern counties’ industry – was 

facing a growing crisis of legitimacy, as they were increasingly criticized by opponents of large-scale 

hydropower that the claimed development benefits of large dams were exaggerated. This cumulated 

in the publication of the multi-stakeholder World Commission on Dams report (WCD, 2000), which 

affirmed many of these criticisms of the industry.   

 

Southeast Asia was central to this debate. The World Bank’s exit from large hydropower globally 

was marked by Thailand’s Pak Mun Dam in 1994, and its return by the Nam Theun 2 in Laos in 

2006. The World Bank, seeking a means to re-enter hydropower construction, subsequently put 

forward the NT2 as a new and best-practice approach to hydropower (Lawrence, 2009).  

 

Meanwhile, the International Hydropower Association developed sustainability guidelines in 2004 

and subsequently a Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol launched in 2011 that have 

been promoted in Southeast Asia and beyond. From these and other efforts by large dam 

proponents emerged the discourse of “sustainable hydropower,” which sought to re-legitimize the 

industry by reinventing hydropower dams as sustainable development projects, rather than electricity 

infrastructure alone (Middleton, in press). 

 

With large hydropower dams now high on government and business actors’ agendas in Southeast 

Asia (Molle et al, 2009), this paper discusses how the region has been a material testing ground of 

“sustainable hydropower” and central to the production of its discourse. This takes particular 

salience given that the proponents of “sustainable hydropower” are seeking to take leadership in 

defining hydropower’s future role within global-level debates on climate mitigation, including 

seeking to define criteria for eligibility to access climate financing.  

 

The first part of the paper considers the case of Nam Theun 2 in particular, and the performative 

role it has played in producing ‘the sustainability’ that is required to make the sustainable 

hydropower discourse credible. This is followed by a brief mapping of the diffusion of the 

“sustainable hydropower” discourse across the region, and its implications for more recent projects 
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and plans in Laos and Myanmar. Here, we show how the World Bank and the Northern 

hydropower industry have regularly drawn on the NT2 to legitimize the possibility that “sustainable 

hydropower” can exist. Needless to say, this is a fiercely disputed claim. In the final section of the 

paper, we will reflect on the implications of these claims of “sustainable hydropower” in the context 

of climate change debates, including in relation to climate financing.  

 

Overall, we argue that the industry has mildly reformed rather than fundamentally transformed. We 

question claims that processes of ecological modernization are substantively moving towards 

sustainability, and instead suggest that hydropower as a global industry are part of the forces that 

may inhibit work towards a social-ecological transformation of society. 

 

Nam Theun 2 and the production of “sustainable hydropower” 

Few, if any, hydropower projects have received such intense attention from the media, civil society, 

researchers and the hydropower industry as the Nam Theun 2 (NT2) dam in Laos. Nam Theun 2 

was initiated after a decades long debate in Laos in 2005, and commission in 2010 with strong 

backing from the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) (Porter and Shivakumar, 

2011a). It is a 1090 MW project that exports 90% of its power to Thailand, and is a public private 

partnership between EGCO and Ital-Thai of Thailand, EDF of France, and Lao Holding State 

Enterprises of the Laos government (Merme et al, 2014). As a result of the project, 6,200 mainly 

indigenous people were resettled by the reservoir, a further 2,000 households were affected by 

construction in some way; and around 100,000 people affected downstream on the Xe Bang Fai 

River (Lawrence, 2009). 

 

A detailed assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the project is beyond the scope of this 

paper, the focus of which is to examine the performative role of NT2 in producing and shaping the 

regional and global “sustainable hydropower” discourse. However, on the one hand, the project did 

provide better material infrastructure to those resettled, had more information disclosure, and on 

paper has a revenue management framework for the US$2 billion the project is to generate for the 

Laos Govt over its 25-year concession period. On the other hand, long term livelihood viability for 

those resettled is uncertain, impacts on the downstream community have not been adequately 

addressed, and the conservation dimension of the project is seriously flawed. 

 

The World Bank seeks to frame NT2 not as a hydropower infrastructure project, but as a poverty 

reduction intervention and a sustainable development project. They published a full book in 2011 

titled “Doing a Dam Better” seeking to affirm the claim to be a model project (Porter and 

Shivakumar, 2011a). They write that objective of NT2 was: “[generate] revenues, through the 

environmentally and socially sustainable development of NT2’s hydropower potential, that will be used to finance 

priority poverty reduction and environmental management programs” (Porter and Shivakumar, 2011b: 2) The 

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” (Porter and Shivakumar, 2011b: 8).  
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Doing a Dam Better is a highly positioned book, despite seeking to give the impression of objectivity, 

as it does not seek to assess a wider array of literature, but rather explains the project – strengths and 

weaknesses – ultimately from the perspective of the bank. Overall, the book provides many “lessons 

learned” from NT2. It doesn’t demonstrate that a hydropower project can be sustainable, just that 

clearly unsustainable projects of the past can be improved upon.  

 

The stakes for the World Bank were high; at the time of NT2’s approval in 2005, the WB had not 

financed a major hydropower dam for a decade. The high standards aimed for at the NT2 is partly in 

response to the World Commission on Dams report, even as the WB refused to endorse the report 

itself. The World Bank has continued to claim that NT2: has led to demonstrable poverty reduction; 

that investments have left resettled communities better off; that impacts on communities 

downstream are effectively managed (Porter and Shivakumar, 2011b). The veracity of many of these 

claims, however, are only partly correct. The “Panel of Experts” reports, most recently in November 

2015 (McDowell et al 2015) and September 2016 (McDowell et al 2016), raise important questions 

towards each of these claims. 

 

Professor Ted Scudder, a member of the Panel of Experts was quoted in an article in the NYT in 

August 2014 as stating: “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” (Leslie, 2014). The World Bank’s own 

assessment towards the “Nam Theun 2 Social and Environment Project” in 2016 rated it as 

“Moderately Unsatisfactory” in implementation, and considered as “high” risk, revised to 

“moderately satisfactory” in 2017.3 This stands divergent from the rather more optimistic tone 

struck by the World Bank, especially at the time of project construction and its immediate 

completion.  

 

To promote the NT2 as a model, the World Bank invested heavily in communication, and is very 

open about this in the “Doing a Dam Better” book, stating: 

 

“From the beginning, NT2 was a lightning rod for criticism; the debate on dams and NT2 had a long and 

contentious history. The World Bank had to be on guard against reputational risk from misinformation. 

Over time, it came to use communications as a strategic lever to influence the debate on NT2” (Porter and 

Shivakumar, 2011b: 23) 

 

They detail an array of strategies that the communications team took, both to lever communication 

through participatory processes, and in the wider media. For example, a Newsweek Article in 

November 2007 writes: “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…” (Kent, 2007). 

Reflecting the polemic media debate, months apart, the Economist meanwhile had run an article 
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with the opposite message titled “Dam the consequences: Big, bad dams return to South-East Asia” (The 

Economist, 2007) and the Associated Press (2007) ran a story titled “Critics: Lao Dam Was Bad for 

Villagers” (Casey, 2007). 

 

It is widely recognized that for Laos, the NT2 demonstrated that the government could handle 

complex projects. Thus, it was a turning point in terms of investor confidence. Now, in Laos a 

major hydropower construction boom is underway.4 However, on numerous occasions, the 

government has since made clear that it would not follow NT2 as a standard again. For example, 

Mr. Viravong, the Head of Department, Department of Electricity, Ministry of Energy and Mines, 

was quoted in 2011 as stating:  

 

“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” (Jusi, 2011) 

 

Thus, ironically, in Laos, NT2 now stands as an anachronism as a new wave hydropower industry 

has boomed rapidly around it, with construction companies and financiers mainly from Thailand, 

China and Vietnam, mostly adopting weaker environmental and social standards and less 

transparency and accountability.  

 

                                                           
4 www.poweringprogress.org/new/power-projects [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 
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Data compiled by author from www.poweringprogress.org and RPTCC (2015) 

 

Diffusion of the sustainable hydropower discourse  

Since the World Bank’s Water Resources Sector Strategy in 2003, which affirmed the “high risk-high 

reward” approach to water infrastructure projects, including large dams, subsequent reports have 

affirmed with increasing confidence the WB’s re-entry into hydropower, including Directions in 

Hydropower in 2009 and Towards a Sustainable Energy Future for All in 2013. In an interview by the IHA 

with Jean-Michel Devernay in 2014, the World Bank's chief technical specialist for hydropower at-

the-time, he says: “The World Bank and its clients recognise that sustainable hydropower is part of the solution for 

tackling the development challenges outlined in our mission, which is to eradicate poverty by 2030 and promote shared 

prosperity in an environment that is strongly marked by climate change” (IHA, 2014). Asked about which 

projects he would like to highlight that the WB supports he gives NT2 as an example. 

 

The World Bank Group has sought to build regional institutional arrangements to lever NT2’s 

“model” status claim, and further the discourse and associated practices of “sustainable 

hydropower”. In 2012 the World Bank Group’s International Finance Corporation (IFC) created a 

regional “Hydropower Advisory” service to work with companies, banks and governments towards: 

 

“If developed sustainably, hydropower could be an important part of the renewable mix to help meet growing 

energy demands, especially in Asia where 700 million are living without electricity. 
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At IFC, we’re working to raise environmental and social standards in hydropower development. Our 

approach is comprehensive: We’re advising companies on how to improve their systems and business 

operations; we are working with officials to strengthen the sector through improved policy and regulation; and 

we’re building clients’ knowledge on how to lower environmental and social risk.5 

 

It works and networks actively in Laos, Myanmar, Pakistan and Nepal. To this end, in 2013 the IFC 

and the Lao National Chamber of Commerce launched the Laos Hydropower Developers Working 

Group. The Hydropower Developers Working Group model was diffused by IFC to Myanmar and 

launched in 2016, stating that it would build on the Lao model. A range of hydropower proponents, 

including government agencies, lawyer firms, and commercial banks active in Laos have joined 

meetings in Myanmar.  

 

There are various other examples of “sustainable hydropower’s” diffusion, such as the GIZ 

supported “Network for Sustainable Hydropower Development in the Mekong Countries” working 

with universities across the region,6 and in close collaboration with the Mekong River Commission’s 

Sustainable Hydropower Initiative.7  

 

NT2 as a “sustainable hydropower” project has been an important stepping stone in the 

hydropower industry’s strategy to reframe hydropower dams as “sustainable hydropower” to address 

its 1990s legitimacy crisis. To this day, the NT2 continues to be a topic of discussion and 

presentation in hydropower conferences, including at the World Water Week 2014 in Stockholm, 

where EDF’s managing director for hydropower in France presented a case study on why the Nam 

Theun 2 “is financially, socially and environmentally viable.” Similar presentations were made at the World 

Hydropower Congress in 2015. Meanwhile, in 2016, Laos hosted the flagship global hydropower 

industry conference Hydro in Asia 2016. 

 

Sustainable Hydropower: Global response 

Following the rather critical World Commission on Dams report, published in 2000, the 

hydropower industry, represented by the International Hydropower Association, pursued an 

intensive research and communication strategy to re-capture the definition of “sustainable 

hydropower,” including launching the IHA Sustainability Guidelines in 2004 and the website 

www.sustainablehydropower.org in 2006.  

 

The Guidelines recommended the creation of an auditing tool, namely the Hydropower 

Sustainability Assessment Protocol (HSAP). This led to the creation of the Hydropower 

Sustainability Assessment Forum to develop and refine the tool. Within the forum, asides from the 

                                                           
5 http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Industry_EXT_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Hydro+Advisory 
[Last accessed 15 August 2017] 
6 https://wle-mekong.cgiar.org/giz-training-manuals-on-sustainable-hydropower/ [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 
7 http://www.mrcmekong.org/about-mrc/completion-of-strategic-cycle-2011-2015/initiative-on-sustainable-
hydropower/ [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 

http://www.sustainablehydropower.org/
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/Industry_EXT_Content/IFC_External_Corporate_Site/Hydro+Advisory
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http://www.mrcmekong.org/about-mrc/completion-of-strategic-cycle-2011-2015/initiative-on-sustainable-hydropower/
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IHA, it included commercial and development banks, governments, and big civil society groups 

including the Nature Conservancy, WWF and Transparency International. In the process, the NT2 

hosted the HSAF, who visited the NT2 project in early 2010. The HSAP was officially launched at 

the 2011 IHA Congress. The protocol has a stated aim to improve the quality and public acceptance 

of hydropower. One reason, it would seem, is to ensure hydropower’s future role in climate change 

mitigation and adaptation initiatives. 

 

Of course, “sustainable development” is a discourse in its own right and subject to contested 

definitions, for example ranging between weak and strong versions of sustainability. While the 

HSAP has been referenced by a range of private, state and civil society organizations, and has 

attracted interest by the World Bank and others in Southeast Asia, not all civil society actors who 

assessed the protocol were impressed. The NGO International Rivers stated: “The Hydropower 

Sustainability Assessment Protocol is a greenwash of the world's dam industry. The Protocol allows dam builders to 

claim they are sustainable while they continue to violate international and national environmental and human rights 

law” (International Rivers, 2012) Meanwhile, in January 2016, journalist Tom Fawthrop penned the 

article “Damming the Mekong - the myth of 'sustainable hydropower'” for The Ecologist magazine. He calls 

“sustainable hydropower” the new mantra of dam builders (Fawthrop, 2016). 

 

Sustainable hydropower and climate change 

Reframing hydropower as “sustainable hydropower” has been an important strategy of the 

hydropower industry to address its legitimacy crisis. Furthermore, in the context of climate change, 

being able to claim hydropower as sustainable is anticipated to be important to access climate 

finance. In Thailand, for example, one of the three stated goals of the Energy Act (2007) is 

environmentally friendly energy, which is largely interpreted as reducing carbon footprint, and is 

subsequently used as one claimed legitimation for importing hydropower from neighboring 

countries. In Laos, complimenting this position, it is often said that dams are “clean energy”. 

 

The role that hydropower dams should plan in future electricity systems, in the context of climate 

change adaptation and mitigation, is heavily debated. For example, the hydropower industry has 

sought to frame large dams as clean energy that will contribute towards emissions reduction (Berga, 

2016). This was nuanced by some researchers and civil society groups, who highlighted that some 

dams, especially with large reservoirs relative to electricity generation capacity and that are located in 

tropical areas, in fact could produce significant volumes of greenhouse gases. One scientific paper 

estimated that methane from reservoirs had contributed up to 4% of human-induced climate change 

(Lima et al, 2008). The vulnerability of hydropower to changing river hydrology is also intensely 

debated, on topics ranging from whether there is increased risk to infrastructure damage from 

extreme flood events, to questioning the reliability of hydroelectricity generation and contribution to 

energy security under conditions of uncertain future hydrology (Berga, 2016; Hamadudu and 

Killingtveit, 2012). 
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Such climate change dilemmas have emerged in the case of Nam Theun. For example, the Xe Bang 

Fai river which receives water discharged from the NT2 has been identified as a flood hotspot in 

Laos, and raised as an example area for adaptation projects. At the same time, NT2 has prolonged 

floods causing significant losses in floodplain rice harvests. In addition, access to fisheries has been 

severely restricted and the river bank gardens damaged due to the dam that have made people more 

vulnerable to possible future changes (Baird et al., 2015).  

 

Under the Kyoto Protocol, large hydropower projects were eligible for the Clean Development 

Mechanism as long as they were considered to be “additional” and “sustainable.” As of December 

2015, globally they had been allocated 26% of CDM credits. In the Mekong Region, hydropower has 

by far been the largest recipient of registered CDM projects to date, in particular hydropower 

projects in Vietnam (Figure 2) (Smits and Middleton, 2014). However, the future of the CDM has 

remained uncertain, including in Southeast Asia, since a major market collapse in Certified Emission 

Reductions established under the Kyoto Protocol in 2013, which are now increasingly being 

replaced by a plethora of regional national and regional schemes. 

 

Figure 2: Number of registered CDM projects in the Greater Mekong Subregion  

by country and type per September 2013 

 
   Source: Smits and Middleton (2013), based on UNEP Risoe (2013) 

 

Under the Paris Agreement concluded in December 2015, now each party is required to prepare 

Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) for themselves as progressive voluntary 

pledges, in which hydropower expansion is incorporated as one means of future carbon emission 

reduction. Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar all identify significant expansion of hydropower.8 

Meanwhile, Vietnam has largely exploited most of its large dam potential, whilst Thailand considers 

                                                           
8 http://www4.unfccc.int/Submissions/INDC/Submission%20Pages/submissions.aspx [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 

http://www4.unfccc.int/Submissions/INDC/Submission%20Pages/submissions.aspx
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large imports from neighboring countries as a means to incorporate more renewable energy into its 

fuel mix. 

 

It has been argued by the UK’s International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) 

that under the past CDM arrangements, there are short-comings in the existing criteria for assessing 

“sustainability,” as defined in the EU Emissions Trading Scheme, which although intended to 

ensure WCD compliance in practice is watered down and is not monitored post-assessment (Skinner 

and Haas, 2014).  They argue strongly in favor of the HSAP tool, hence linking the evolving role of 

hydropower in climate change to the redefinition of hydropower as “sustainable hydropower” as 

catalyzed by the International Hydropower Association (Haas et al, 2015). Thus, the goal of 

legitimizing access to climate finance for large hydropower is intimately tied to the knowledge 

production of the industry itself, the tools it produces, and the new networks and partnerships that it 

has established.  

 

As a further example of future climate financing for the industry, in August 2016, the recently 

created Climate Bonds Initiative announced a Hydropower Technical Working Group, which 

included the IHA as members, as well as most of the other hydropower industry, civil society and 

IFIs who had developed the HSAP. According to their website “The working group will seek to develop 

criteria to identify hydropower projects that deliver climate mitigation benefits and/or incorporate adaptation and 

resilience services.”9 At around the same time, the IHA also announced that it had expanded its expert-

led internal “knowledge network initiative” to include “clean energy systems,” “climate mitigation” 

and “climate resilience and adaptation” as three new themes.10  

 

In response to the hydropower industry seeking to be included in climate finance, wide networks of 

civil society groups have campaigned to not have large hydropower dams included in climate 

initiatives, for example in a major manifesto signed by 500 organizations in December 2015.11 This is 

complimented by other civil society and social movements in Southeast Asia working on electricity 

planning reform and the promotion of renewable decentralized electricity, energy efficiency and 

demand side management. There has been a strong movement in Thailand, and subsequently in 

Vietnam and Cambodia (Middleton, 2016, 2017). Most recently, civil society groups in Myanmar 

have begun preparing policy analysis and positions on electricity sector reform, as the government 

and various other agencies also consolidate their plans.  

 

Conclusion 

The discourse of sustainable hydropower has sought to reframe the hydropower industry towards 

one that can manage its environmental and social impacts, and be a for solution adaptation and 

mitigation for climate change in Southeast Asia and globally. Whilst it cannot be ignored that the 

                                                           
9 https://www.hydropower.org/news/iha-to-participate-in-climate-bonds-initiative-hydropower-technical-working-
group [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 
10 http://www.hydropower.org/news/iha-expands-knowledge-networks-initiative [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 
11 https://www.internationalrivers.org/node/9204 [Last accessed 15 August 2017] 

https://www.hydropower.org/news/iha-to-participate-in-climate-bonds-initiative-hydropower-technical-working-group
https://www.hydropower.org/news/iha-to-participate-in-climate-bonds-initiative-hydropower-technical-working-group
http://www.hydropower.org/news/iha-expands-knowledge-networks-initiative
https://www.internationalrivers.org/node/9204
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hydropower industry is backed by a large and influential set of actors and a political economy that 

privileges it, we argue that the language deployed within the discourse of sustainable hydropower 

also has power and therefore also matters.  

 

Even in the case of NT2, where some aspects were better than past hydropower dams in Laos, 

problems still remain. This paper has not intended to claim that the World Bank and the wider 

industry seek to totally ignore these challenges. Yet, at best the practices of “sustainable 

hydropower” that has revived the large hydropower dam industry has perpetuated a “business as a 

bit better” approach. Furthermore, for many regional project developers who do not feel bound by 

these practices, business has continued largely as usual.  

 

Undoubtedly, the context of electricity production in the region is shifting, with drivers ranging 

from imperatives introduced by climate change, to the entrance of new renewable technologies and 

private sector proponents of these. On the other hand, the political economy of the region’s 

electricity sector still strongly favors the existing practices in state utilities and the interests of large 

private power producers that favor large hydropower dams, coal-fired power stations, and 

potentially even nuclear power. If there is to be a more genuinely sustainable energy transition across 

the region, it is important to re-frame the debate beyond discourses such as “sustainable 

hydropower” and towards comprehensive forms of energy options assessments that seriously 

consider the now compelling arguments for more benign renewable technologies, demand side 

management, and energy efficiency. 
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