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Abstract 

This study analyses the relationship between community participation and the 

impacts of Tranh River hydropower project in Vietnam. It aims to developing a 

greater insight into understanding the factors that affect community participation 

in hydropower management. These insights will provide better clarity about the 

policy implications required to be addressed to improve public participation 

inhydropower management. The study is presented in three parts including: a 

description of the negative impacts of Tranh River hydropower developmentan 

illustration of the methods of public participation regarding hydropower in this 

context; and an analysis of the factors that affect public participation. 

Ethnography has been used as the research methodology. There have been many 

studies regarding the involvement of the community as a"means" or an "end" for 

development. However, in regards to a more operationalperspective, this study 

considers participation as an outcome of the interaction between the demands of 

people and the supply used to meet those demands generated by the state. This 

study has discovered that both demand and supply factors need to be changed to 

enable local communities to participate more effectively in these projects. From 

the view point of an inclusive institution, necessary structural changes have been 

deduced. 
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Introduction 

The rapid pace of economic growth over the past few decades has provided the 

Vietnamese economy with a thrust of energy. This is why, in this period, a bloom 

of hydropower projects throughout the country has been observed from very 

large projects in the northwest to quite small projects along the narrow rivers in 

the central region. Despite the development of these hydropower projects, this 

bloom has only partly met the countries demand for energy for socio-economic 

development. It has also brought about severe social and environmental impacts 

in neighboring areas (Nguyen and Lobry de Bruyn, 2016; Pham, 2015). 

Numerous studies in recent years (Eco-Eco, 2004; Doan and Nguyen, 2006; 

Hoang, 2006; Vo, 2006, Dao, 2006, Tran and Le, 2008; Tran, 2011; Le and Lam, 

2011; Le and Dao, 2016) have concluded that the lack of broader public 

participation in hydropower project developments have made these impacts 

more severe. Despite this, there are few studies that clearly examine the level of 

public participation required at different stages of hydropower management and 

what needs to be changed by the government, as well as by local people to better 

mobilize participation, especially in the context of ethnic minorities in the Central 

region of Vietnam. 

To assess the actual level of public participation at different stages of 

hydropower management, we employed the typology of Pretty (1995). Regarding 

insights into the factors that affect community participation, we start with the 

Theory of Social Contract, in which, the whole population, including women, 

represents the general will of the people and is represented as the legislative 

power that exists within the state, combined with the form of the institutional 

settings of government and the arrangement of society. Institutions are “the rules 

of the game” which shape individual and organizational behaviors. One of main 

drivers of institutional changes is the exogenous demand that is initiated by the 

CDAWN school of thought (based on contributions by Coase, Demsetz, 

Alchian, Williamson and North). While within the institutional settings 

determined by the central governments, local people’s participation is also 

influenced by the capacity of the local community to exercise their rights to 

mobilize participation. Finally, we can conceptualize that community 
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participation is a result of an interaction between “demands” of local people and 

the government ability to “supply” in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A case study methodology has been employed by this research. We examine the 

development of the Song Tranh 2 hydropower project in Quang Nam province. 

The research site is in Quang Nam Province, Vietnam where hydropower has 

received a lot of blame through public media. 

 

Methodology 

An exploratory qualitative research approach was adopted for reaching a better 

understanding of the negative impacts of hydropower on the local community 

and the relationship between those consequences and insights about the factors 

affecting the communities’ participation in hydropower management. 

Ethnography was main research methodology. 

The primary research data were collected in the form of semi-structured, face-to-

face, in-depth interviews with local residents residing in the study area as well as 

focus group discussions. Respondents to primary data collection methods 

included representatives of governmental agencies from the provincial to the 

commune level and the affected local community. Fifteen in-depth interviews 
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were conducted to get detailed information and five focus group discussions 

were conducted to understand the multi-faceted issues. 

For the data analysis, the four steps of thematic framework suggested by Ritchie 

and Lewis (2003) were applied: (1) identifying initial themes and constructing an 

index; (2) labelling the data; (3) sorting the data by theme or concept; and (4) 

summarizing or synthesizing the data. In addition, a combination of content 

analysis techniques and textual interpretation was used to clarify the responses. 

1. Results of the study and discussions 

1.1 Negative impacts of Tranh River hydropower to sustainable 

development of the local community 

The Tranh River hydropower project has caused several negatives impacts on the 

sustainable development of local communities (i.e. communities living along 

Tranh River). There are two groups of affected people including (i) displaced 

people (directly affected people) and (ii) people living outside the hydropower 

project area (indirectly affected people). 

1.1.1 Negative impacts on displaced people (i.e. directly affected 

people) 

The construction of Tranh river hydropower project required the displacement 

of more than 1000 households in 3 communes (Tra Bui, Tra Doc, and Tra Tan) 

in Bac Tra My district. According to Decree 197/2004/ND-CP 

dated03/12/2004 of the Government of Vietnam on compensation, support and 

resettlement, when the State appropriates land, an important criterion for 

resettlement projects is: "new housing must be equal or better than the old 

place". However, the resettlement of these communities has caused many 

negative implications for livelihoods, employment and daily life of the people 

being resettled. 

The first negative effect on people's resettlement is the loss of livelihood assets 

needed for displaced households. All households were moved to new 

resettlement areas. Tranh River hydropower promised to grant 1000m2 of land 
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for housing and 1.5 to 1.8 hectares of productive land depending on the number 

of people in the household. However, in reality the majority of resettled 

households have only obtained tenure to land for housing while productive land 

is yet to be reclaimed (Interview No. 1– Chairman of Tra Bui Commune). 

Currently, there are over 30 petitions from households submitted for access to 

productive land disposition that have not been resolved. Cultivable areas are 

limited in the resettlement area as it is located next to the Tranh River and a 

protected forest area, which households are not permitted to lay claim to for 

agricultural production. Furthermore, land that is available is characterized by 

difficult conditions for establishing crops as the terrain is quite steep, subject to 

severe erosion and the soil is impoverished. Meanwhile, farmers prior to the dam 

were accustomed with cultivation areas along the Tranh River flood plain with 

access to productive alluvial soil. These observations are consistent with the 

results of Nguyen (2009) when studying the effects of the Ban Ve hydropower 

project (Nghe An), Loc Bon (Thua Thien - Hue). 

While productive land was appropriated by authorities, many local people 

suggested that the compensation offered was not reasonable to them for two 

reasons. First, the land price offered for compensation was based on a decision 

by the Provincial Committee regarding land prices, which was very low when 

compared with the market price. Second, there was some perceived injustice in 

the compensation as households who resettled later received more in 

compensation than previous households because at this stage a new reference 

land price had been applied to valuations. 

The loss of vital livelihood assets led to significant changes in the livelihood 

strategies of the local community. First, many people have adapted and have 

chosen not to rely on agricultural production activities as before, but instead have 

switched to engaging in laboring work for others. Second, although some 

displaced people are aware that they are violating laws, they have selected to 

deforest protected areas for conversion to agricultural production or the 

exploitation of forest products. Third, some families have opted to leave the 

resettlement area, despite being provided with a home constructed by the 

hydropower project, to migrate to cities in search of work. Fourth, a few families 
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have adopted a "nomadic" approach spending time intermittently in the 

neighboring areas. They often migrate to places that are more appropriate for 

farming, such as their original location, where there are large related families or 

fertile lands that can support extra labor. This migration pattern or “situation” of 

a spontaneous nature has led to major consequences regarding the development 

of livelihoods for these people, as well as their welfare, which cannot be resolved 

easily by administrative orders. Changes in livelihood strategies have led to 

livelihoods for resettled people that are precarious, characterized by low incomes 

that have adverse effects on the environment, through deforestation or 

exploitation of forest products from protected areas. This scenario is consistent 

with the observations of Le (2014). 

Another negative effect on the livelihoods of the people that have been relocated 

to the resettlement area about 30 km upstream of the dam site is the 

mountainous traffic conditions, which make trade or accessing markets much 

more difficult than previously. This results in a price for their products that is 

significantly reduced. Difficulties in the transportation of acacia, which is one of 

the most important products to natural resource dependent farmers has resulted 

in a market price that has been reduced by around 20% (Group discussion No. 1 

– Hamlet 1 and 2). 

Besides the negative effects on livelihoods, local people still blame the relocation 

for difficulties faced regarding the quality of life of the household. Mrs. Nguyen, 

Thi L (Interview No 5 – Hamlet 4) mentioned that the most inconvenient factor 

related to resettlement is the scarcity of fresh water, especially in the dry season. 

Although the Board of Project Management (BPM) has built a small piped fresh 

water system direct to each household, during the dry season the water source is 

not sufficient to meet community needs. Moreover, transportation services to the 

community are of very poor quality. Because of travel difficulties, people find it 

difficult to access services, such as health services, or social networks and 

activities as they were able to be previously. The community members also 

complain about poor quality home construction. 
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Changes to livelihoods associated with resettlement also lead to gender impacts. 

An estimation was made that suggests that the proportion of working time of 

men to women before and after resettlement is 1.23:1 and 0.87:1, respectively 

(Group discussion No2 – Hamlet 5). This shows that women contribute more 

working hours than men after resettlement. The reason for this problem is that 

men have experienced unemployment, while women still undertake the majority 

of domestic work and lead coping strategies such as leading alternative income 

strategies through horticulture, collecting non-timber forest products or working 

for others in the community to support their families. 

Finally, Song Tranh 2 hydropower project has caused several negative impacts 

that have affected all displaced people at the community level. Due to difficulties 

in creating alternative livelihoods, responsive strategies of those people includes 

(i) work for others in neighboring areas; (ii) deforesting protected forest areas for 

conversion to agriculture production or exploitation of forest products from 

these areas; (iii) migration to cities; and (iv) “nomadic” strategies. All these 

strategic responses result in adverse effects on the sustainable development of 

the community as a whole. Furthermore, dam construction brings about 

implications related to gender inequality as women often are required to work 

longer hours than before and much longer hours than men. 

1.1.2 Negative impacts on indirectly affected people 

Hydropower development on the Tranh River caused negative impacts not only 

on displaced people (i.e. people living in the project area) but also people who are 

living outside the project area. Most of these affected people live along from 

Tranh River both upstream and downstream of the dam site. After completion of 

the construction, the Tranh River downstream of the dam became a ‘death river’. 

Consequently, several negative effects happened. 

First, the aquatic resources in the Tranh River, which had contributed 

significantly to livelihoods of people living along Tranh River nearly disappeared. 

According to Mrs. Them (Hamlet 3, Tra Doc commune), previously,  
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“We did not have to worry about food security providing that we have enough rice because we 

could do fishing in Tranh River every day. My fishnets caught 10 to 15 kg of  fish per day 

easily”.  

Mr Nguyen Van X – a 57-year-old fish man in Hamlet 3 – Tra Doc commune 

complained about the absence of Chien, Lang and other invaluable fish in the 

river because of the dam. 

Second, the water supply from the Tranh River to downstream communities has 

changed dramatically. The dam causes floods in the rainy season and draughts in 

the dry season. Furthermore, it causes an increase in the salinity of water for 

aquaculture in areas for downstream of the dam (Interviews No 7 and 8, with 

farmers in Tien Phuoc and Que Son Districts). 

Third, several landslides have occurred after the building of the dam on the Tranh 

River due to the flow of the Tranh River being blocked. This affected many 

people with farming land along Tranh River. Pham Thi X - Hamlet 1 - Tra Doc 

commune (Interview No. 6) – who owned cultivated land directly downstream of 

the hydropower dam reported that after the hydropower plant came into 

operation, her cultivated land areas was reduced due to landslides. 

1.2 Public participation in Tranh River hydropower management 

1.2.1 Institutional setting for public participation in hydropower 

management in Vietnam and in the case of Tranh 2 River project 

In Vietnam, public participation in hydropower management is differentiated 

according to development stages. The decision processes related to hydropower 

development includes 4 major stages: (1) Hydropower development master 

planning; (2) Hydropower project appraisal and approval; (3) Project 

implementation and (4) Project operation. 

There is an evolution of regulations regarding hydropower management. First, 

there are Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA), which have been 

compulsory since 1993. However, the environmental impact assessment that is 

conducted is usually a formality because the process begins directly after the 
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decision of project approval by authorities. This implies that the project affected 

communities participate passively as the community has no right to influence the 

approval of hydropower project. From 2011, community participation is only 

legally mandated in the project development and approval stage through Decree 

No 29/2011/ND-CP. This legal document stipulates the Strategic Environment 

Assessment (SEA), Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and Environmental 

Protection Commitment, must be applied to all hydropower projects with 

capacity of over 1 MW. According to the decree, an SEA and EIA must be 

completed before the approval of a hydropower project. 

An SEA refers to assessment on potential impact of a hydropower project at the 

river basin scale. An EIA makes an overall assessment of impact of a 

hydropower project based on the current environmental conditions of the 

hydropower project site and the surrounding areas. It  examines anything that  

may  be  particularly  sensitive  to  changed  environment conditions;  any 

potential impacts on natural conditions; local  people  and  their  socio-economic 

profile; and the results of a community consultation  process. Finally, there 

should be recommendations for minimizing adverse impacts on the environment, 

on community health and well-being and any other relevant socio-economic 

conditions. 

Decree No 29/2011/ND-CP also stipulates the requirements for the public 

consultation process. It refers to a consultation process with range of concerned 

socio-political organizations, social groups, professionals and specialist 

knowledge in producing an EIA. Furthermore, representatives from directly 

affected communities and organizations are required to be consulted when the 

environmental impact assessment is conducted. With the current regulations, 

affected communities are more empowered to exercise their rights in the 

approval process. 

Investors have the right to hire an independent consultant to conduct the SEA 

and EIA for them. After the SEA and EIA are accepted by investor, they need to 

be submitted to the Ministry of Industry and Trade (MOIT) and the Ministry of 

Natural Resource and Environment (MONRE) for projects with a capacity of 
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over 30 MW or the respective provincial Departments for projects with a 

capacity from 1 - 30 MW. Acceptance by MONRE of the EIA is an important 

criteria for a Prime Minister to approve the hydropower project. 

Despite of evolution in institutional setting over hydropower project approval, 

there are still a number of shortcomings. First, the definition of “directly affected 

communities” is not explained clearly. So in many cases, both government and 

investors consider “directly affected communities” as displaced people only. This 

unclear definition negatively affects the quality of an EIA because a hydropower 

project likely causes several problems to neighboring communities of “indirectly 

affected communities”. Second, investors have the power to intervene in the way 

an EIA is conducted, as they have the right of whether to accept an EIA made by 

consultant or not. Third, there is a lack of public supervision regarding SEA and 

EIA processes as these documents are not required to be published. 
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In the hydropower construction stage, the project is under the supervision of 

many governmental agencies related to their mandate depending on their capacity 

to ensure the project implementation complies with related laws and regulations 

and other legal processes. For priority projects, the National Assembly supervises 

the construction, but for small dam construction projects, provincial 

governmental agencies supervise the activities related to the development of the 

dam by investors. During operational stage, plant owners are required to 

cooperate with the related local governmental agencies to develop safety and 

operational plans prepare for the possibility of extreme events in the rainy 

season. In both the construction and operational stages, the local community 

does not have a right to participate in the management of the dam. 

The Song Tranh 2 hydropower project was approved by Ministry of Industry in 
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time, the Decree No. 29/2011/ND-CP had not yet been issued. Accordingly, the 

deployment of this project was able to begin before conducting an EIA. The 

appraisal and approval process for the Song Tranh 2 project was completed by 

the Ministry of Industry (MOI) (which is now MOIT). The construction and 

operation of the project was under the supervision of related provincial and 

district governmental agencies. The local authorities (Department of Industry and 

Trade, Department of Construction, People’s Committee of Bac Tra My District 

and related commune committees) are responsible for cooperation with the 

Board of Project Management (BPM) (established by People’s Committee of 

Quang Nam Province) to implement the project. 

 

2. Public participation into Song Tranh 2 hydropower project in 

reality and its consequences 

Public participation refers to the process of a broad range of stakeholders in the 

community influencing and sharing control over development initiatives, 

decisions and resource management. The stakeholders including government, 

local community, scientists, civil society organizations and others. However, due 

to time and budget limitations, we focus only on participation of local authorities 

and community in this study. Their participation in this process is strongly 

shaped by institutional settings. 

2.1 Participation of local authorities 

In general, local authorities at provincial and commune level do not have much 

power in the approval process but they are required to comply with the decisions 

made by the central government. The Director of Department of Agriculture and 

Rural Development (DARD) confirmed that given the capacity of the dam (over 

30 MW), the provincial department did not have any participation in the appraisal 

or approval process for the Song Tranh 2 project. He also revealed that local 

authorities at provincial and commune level were primarily tasked with the 

implementation of resettlement of dam affected people. 
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Specifically, Provincial People’s Committee made a decision to establish the 

BPM. Members of the BPM include representatives from relevant departments 

with responsibilities linked to the Song Tranh 2 project. According to the 

Chairman of the BPM, their main tasks are to cooperate with People’s 

Committees in Bac Tra My district and related communes: 

- To disseminate information about the project to directly affect people 

(displaced people); 

- To choose the resettlement area; 

- To compensate dam affected people for lost assets (compensation level 

for land lost is regulated by the Provincial People’s Committee);and 

- To manage all construction activities in the resettlement area including 

houses, and other infrastructure systems. 

The BPM are responsible for implementing the development of the resettlement 

scheme only. This means that they do not have ongoing responsibility for 

displaced people after they have established themselves in the resettlement area. 

Information regarding the project was disseminated via: public media, leaflets and 

meetings with local people. The language used for this communication was Kinh. 

Information dissemination had commenced about one year before the start of 

construction of the project. The BPM cooperated with the district and commune 

level people’s committees to hold meetings with participation by older 

representatives and distinguished people from the local community to select the 

resettlement area for the project. Following this meeting, the BPM had the 

responsibility for developing the resettlement plan. However, effective 

participation of responsible governmental agencies in this process did not occur. 

Mr. Tieu – vice-chairman of Tra Bui commune, revealed that the resettlement 

plan established without consultation with the Department of Agricultural and 

Rural Development and as a consequence the BPM was not aware that there was 

no longer much productive land in this proposed area because majority of the 

land belonged to the Management Board for Protection Forest (MBPF). 
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In regards to compensation, the BPM proposed compensation levels for lost 

assets based on consultation with related local government departments. Local 

people had to accept these compensation levels without direct consultation. The 

participation of local authorities varies depending on their administrative 

hierarchy level. The role of district and related commune People’s Committees is 

only to support the BPM to implement the resettlement and compensation 

process. According to The Vice-Chairman of Tra Bui commune – a directly 

affected commune - (Interview No 1), his role is to mobilise local people to 

achieve full attendance at meetings. 

Moreover, local authorities, especially district and commune levels, had very little 

information about the project themselves because they did not have the right to 

access the SEA and EIA for the Song Tranh 2 project. The Chairman of Tra 

Doc commune (Interview No 3) suggested that if he had been provided with 

information that the construction of the dam may cause the development of 

small earthquakes in the area he would never have agree with the project. 

In short, local authorities had very passively participation in the project 

development as required by the Investment Law (2005), Energy Law (2004) and 

Construction Law (2003). Their roles in the Song Tranh 2 project were mainly to 

implement the already approved plan. They provided information regarding the 

project to local people, persuaded these people to agree with the project and 

implemented the resettlement and compensation plan. 

2.2. Participation of directly affected households 

The participation of local, directly affected people in the Song Tranh 2 project 

was quite passive. As noted above, due to the capacity of the proposed project 

(greater than 30MW) and the institutional settings, they had no input at the stage 

of master planning, implementation or operation. The stakeholders involved at 

these stages were mainly central and local government agencies depending on 

their administrative mandate. The participation of broader society including 

researchers, community organizations, civil society organizations and the local 

community only participated in the appraisal and approval stages through the 

activities of investors conducting feasibility research and an EIA. As mentioned 
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previously, the Song Tranh 2 project was approved in 2005 beforeDecree29 

(issued in 2011) came into effect. Hence, the EIA was conducted after the 

project had already been approved. Local people were only involved in how they 

would be resettled and how much to compensate them for their loss. 

During this process, direct affected people were involved in four activities, 

including: (1) choosing to resettle according to scheme designed by state or 

resettle by themselves; (2) selection of the resettlement area; (3) drawing specific 

locations for each household in the resettlement areas; and (4) selecting the house 

design. The participation of local people regarding each of these activities is 

described below. They did not have power to co-manage the construction of the 

resettlement area (i.e. bid selection, project supervision, etc.). 

Initially, the heads of households in each hamlet were mobilized to participate in 

a meeting. In this meeting, they were informed about Song Tranh 2 project, the 

resettlement scheme and associated compensation. Then, they were provided 

with two options. Either, they could resettle according to a scheme designed by 

state or they could take their compensation as a lump sum and resettle by 

themselves. According to statements of many local residents, heads of 

households participated fully in this meeting. However, many expressed that they 

were not satisfied with the result of the meeting as they did not clearly 

understand the resettlement scheme and moreover, they did not have right to 

negotiate the level of compensation. 

In regards to the selection of the resettlement area, only older and distinguished 

people in the commune were invited to participate. In those meetings, BPM 

representatives suggested available resettlement sites, and then participants made 

a decision. Mr. Dinh (Group discussion No. 2 – Hamlet 5 - Tra Bui Commune) 

suggested that participant selection was not appropriate or representative as 

senior people tend to prefer having close proximity to their homeland regardless 

poor conditions for agricultural production. Mr. Ong, from the same discussion, 

added that topography in the resettlement area is challenging with steep slopes, 

low soil quality and it is far away from reliable water sources. The group 

discussion revealed that participants were required to comply with the decisions 
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made by older people in the community due to customary norms of the Ca Dong 

ethnic group. 

The selection of house sites for each of the resettled households was conducted 

through invitation to a meeting of all people who had agreed to resettle according 

to state scheme, where the resettlement sites were selected. Group Discussion 3 

revealed that majority of people were satisfied with the way the BPM organized 

the draws as it was fair process. However, respondents expressed that they were 

not satisfied with the concrete house designs offered. During the meeting, the 

BPM presented three options for house designs for selection. None of these 

house design options were familiar to the indigenous people who have 

traditionally lived in the wooden houses. Although the BPM held a meeting to 

engage local people to contribute to the house designs, the local people had little 

knowledge regarding concrete home design, so these meetings had little meaning 

for them. Mr. Luong – a resettled man declared that he did not have much 

knowledge about the new house design, but he believed the houses constructed 

by the government would be better than the traditional designs. However, after 

receiving the new house, he found it very inconvenient in relation to his family 

life. He had to build a small traditional house on the land for his families’ daily 

use 

In short, the participation of local directly affected community members in the 

appraisal and approval of the project was quite passive. They had little input into 

the project implementation and operation. 

2.3 Participation of indirectly affected households 

Interviews with the indirectly affected households in Tra Tan and Tra Doc 

communes show that they had little access to information about the Song Tranh 

2 project. Information received was accessed through neighbors or from the 

commune office through announcements. During the project implementation 

they were not invited to any meetings or consultations about the project. The 

Chairman of Tra Doc commune suggested that because these people were 

categorized as non-affected households, there was no stipulation in the 

regulations that required consultation with them. Mrs. Xuan - Hamlet 1 - Tra 
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Doc commune (Interview No 6) said that she has capacity to provide input in 

regards to how the plant operates, such as when it should release water for 

agriculture, especially during the dry season. 

In summary, current regulations related to hydropower development in Vietnam, 

participation by indirectly affected people in the community is at the 

manipulative level only, even though their lives are also severely affected by the 

construction of the hydropower plant. They have no opportunity to negotiate for 

protect their own livelihoods or attempt to achieve an improved outcome. 

The above analysis shows that the passive and manipulated participation of local 

authorities, resettled and indirectly affected community members is a direct 

outcome of the existing institutional settings of the government. The approval 

and appraisal process in the case of the Song Tranh 2 hydropower project 

empowered the construction and ruled out the role of local government in the 

decision-making process. This means the central government had very little 

access to information about the local situation. The investor was provided with 

more power on plan the project based on their requirements with little care 

regarding local needs. Besides this, the institutional setting has assisted the 

investor to hide unhelpful information in regards to the project. Investors have 

been enabled to lower the project cost by making use of a narrow definition of 

projected affected households and assets requiring compensation. Moreover, it 

also prevents a range of broader stakeholders from participating in the appraisal 

and approval process to improve the development outcomes of the project. 

3. Factors affecting participation of the local community 

Participation is not a new concept in the body of literature, however, it is a 

complex concept and the factors that result in successful participation varies 

across different institutional settings and contextual characteristics. In regards to 

how participation manifests itself practically, it has been interpreted as a ‘… 

process through which stakeholders influence and share control over 

development initiatives, decisions and resources which affect them’ (World Bank, 

1995; as cited in Gaventa and Valderama, 1999). There are several factors that 

affect the ability of stakeholders to influence and share control over development 
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initiatives, decisions and resources. In this study, we consider participation as an 

outcome of the interaction between the demands and supply of access to rights. 

Within this interaction, as the purpose of local people exercising their human 

rights is to make good choices for their livelihoods and development, these 

people have a strong need for participation in decision making processes. 

Government has a responsibility to respond to that need by providing an 

enabling environment and the necessary conditions for people to realize their 

rights. 

3.1 Factors affecting the “demand side” 

When referring to demand, we use the perception of local people of the value of 

participation as a proxy indicator for the demand for participation. Perceived 

value of participation is affected by a number of interlinked factors which are 

represented by the bounded rationality of local people. 

It was found that the first factor is the interests of those participating. In the case 

of selecting the resettlement area, older people paid more attention to the 

sentimental values of the site rather than the capacity conduct activities to earn 

an income for their families as they do not have the responsibility for making an 

income for their households. This is why they chose to resettle in a location close 

to their homeland even though conditions for agricultural production there are 

strongly constrained. Another example comes from the selection of house 

design. Men are not familiar with housework so they did not put much 

consideration into the design of the kitchen. 

The second factor is the level of understanding of participants about the impacts 

of the project and the rights they have. The level of understanding of participants 

is closely related to their level of education. Group discussion results revealed 

that the more literacy people have the more likely they are to clearly understand 

the resettlement scheme, livelihood restoration activities and to foresee the 

impact of resettlement on their families. This is why these people contributed 

their opinions more strongly in meetings preparing them for resettlement. 

Unfortunately, most of the displaced household heads had not finished primary 

school. This is a significant obstacle for them to overcome to achieve effective 



 
 
 
 
 
 

International Conference on the Mekong, Salween and Red Rivers: Sharing Knowledge and 
Perspectives Across Borders | Faculty of  Political Science, Chulalongkorn University | 12th November 2016 

 

78 

 

participation in the project. Furthermore, because of their low educational 

attainment, these people were not fully aware of their rights and how to protect 

them. As a consequence, it can viewed that process of accessing compensation 

was systematically unfair. For instance, many ethnic minority households 

accepted the resettlement scheme with a low level of compensation, while others 

could access higher compensation. Despite this, many local people did not 

exercise any approaches to speak up about this. Another example is that in the 

resettlement scheme, the BPM committed to providing 1.5 to 1.8 of production 

land per household, but in reality households have not yet received this land as 

part of the resettlement process. However, they do not know how to compel the 

BPM keep its promise. 

The third factor is the past experience of local people. Many local people are not 

familiar with democratic processes due to top down approach used in the 

management of society by the government. This is evidenced by the approach of 

the BPM only inviting older and distinguished people to discuss the issue of 

where to resettle. By this approach, the BPM use the customary norms of the 

local community to achieve a unanimous decision amongst community members. 

There is a common view in the community that government always makes 

decisions with their best intentions in mind. This partially explains why many 

ethnic minority people accepted the resettlement decision without deliberation. 

3.2 Factors affecting to “supply side” 

In regards to the supply side, several factors influence the achievement of 

participation in decision making. We found that the most basic foundation 

required to make supply effective is for government officers to better understand 

the concept of the role of government. During field observations, many 

government officers expressed they supported the Song Tranh 2 project as it 

would bring about many benefits for the whole economy. It appears that these 

government officers tend to focus on the objective of economic development 

rather than the building of inclusive institutions for development. As a 

consequence of this narrow view, the government might consider that overriding 

the benefits of affected people, is effective governance. 
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The institutional setting of government plays a crucial role in making 

participation more effective. In case of the Song Tranh 2 project, an EIA was not 

considered as a pre-condition for central government to approve the project. 

Accordingly, participation of the local community was limited. However, even 

when the Decree No 29/2011/ND-CP was issued, significant power was 

provided to investor by these institutional settings, as they have the right to hire 

independent consultant and whether or not to accept the EIA report made by 

that consultant. 

Based on this institutional framework, the practices of related government 

agencies contributes significantly to success or failure of participation. Practices 

of related government agencies refers to a number of factors in organizing and 

mobilizing participation.  This includes designing appropriate forms of 

information to disseminate to local people, selection participants in meetings to 

cover the diverse interests of community, building the capacity of local people, 

educating the community about the law and human rights and stimulating the 

activeness of local people as participants in decision making. 

 

Conclusion and policy implications 

Despite that the idea that the "new place must be equal or better than the old 

place" expressed explicitly in Decree 197/2004/ND-CP on compensation, 

support and resettlement, practices, the resettlement scheme has still caused 

several problems for the people displaced by the dam. The analysis in this report 

implies the importance of participation of local people (including both directly 

and indirectly affected people) to realize the success of resettlement schemes that 

are made necessary by large-scale hydropower projects. 

Participation of local people is impeded by both demand side (motivation for 

participation) and supply side (conditions required to realize participation). The 

role of local people should not be treated as only information-receiver (being 

provided with information about the project) or only as an information-providers 
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(providing information for policy makers to design resettlement schemes), but as 

an equal actor in decision-making processes about resource exploitation. 

In order to improve the participation of local people, gaps in both the demand 

and supply sides should be addressed. In regards to the institutional setting, first, 

it should be adapted to include indirectly affected people in the appraisal and 

approval of hydropower project.  Second, the government needs to re-design 

power structure, in which, local people are more empowered than other actors, 

including the investor and the BPM, whose power should be limited. The right of 

acceptance of the EIA should be shifted from the investor to an organization 

that includes related governmental agencies and local people. Displaced people 

should be empowered to take part in approving resettlement schemes, as well as 

managing the construction of resettlement area. Moreover, channels for dialogue 

between government and both directly and indirectly affected people should be 

established and maintained enable the problems arising from the dam 

construction to be resolved. 

Regard to practice of participation, factors related to both demand and supply 

should be taken into consideration. As it appears that a distorted perceived value 

of participation exists due to the lack of capacity of local community and 

ineffective supply from government, civil society organizations have a crucial role 

in changing this. Awareness and activeness of local people is a viable motivation 

to raise the demands of local people for adequate participation. In order to 

improve supply side, the priority is given on skills and attitudes of governmental 

officers in providing the institutional changes and broad role of government as 

described in this report. 
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