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Concerns over hydropower development in the Mekong River Basin and elsewhere include not only the overall
impacts of dams on basin ecology and economy but also more site-specific impacts on affected communities.
While hydropower development is impacting the livelihoods of local communities living along the river, the
latter’s views and concerns are often sidelined by top-down hydropower planning. Nonetheless, local commu-
nities create and shape their political spaces of engagements in relation to hydropower decision making across
scales, albeit through various means and with different results. Taking the planned Pak Beng hydropower dam as
a case study and building on the concept of institutional bricolage, we look at: 1) local communities’ responses in
Thailand and Laos, including how these are influenced by social movements; 2) how these responses are
translated into collective action (or the lack thereof), including in relation to local communities’ (in)ability to
negotiate better compensation for their to be impacted livelihoods; and 3) how local communities strategies are
embedded in the wider political context and different manifestations of state-citizens relations. We argue that
while affected farm households can pursue their interests to secure proper compensation through individual
means, this leads to sub-optimal outcomes for affected communities collectively.

1. Introduction

Presented as a key means to promote economic growth and reduce
poverty, while also supporting regional economic integration through
power export for industrialization, hydropower development is occur-
ring at a rapid pace throughout the different countries of mainland
Southeast Asia (MRC, 2022; Geheb and Suhardiman, 2019; Geheb,
2018; ADB, 2009; Molle et al. 2009). More specifically, the ADB’s
regional power plan estimates that hydropower development will in-
crease Laos’ export revenues, enable Cambodia to develop its power
sector, and support Thailand and Vietnam to diversify their energy
sources and meet their energy demands up to 2025 (ADB, 2009). At
present, there are 78 dams already commissioned in the Mekong River
Basin, with 33 dams under construction, and 89 planned (Soukhaphon
et al. 2021; WLE, 2018; Hirsch, 2016; Ziv et al. 2012).

Hydropower development is positioned as one of the key means for
the Government of Laos (GoL) to achieve the country’s transition from
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Least Developed Country status by 2026 (Tran and Suhardiman, 2020;
OECD, 2017). As outlined in the country’s National Socio-Economic
Development Strategy (2016-2020), together with mining and agricul-
tural plantations, hydropower dam projects are a key plank in the coun-
try’s economic growth strategy', both through domestic electricity
provision and export revenue generation. Official rhetoric in support of
this strategy places rural populations as joint beneficiaries of inclusive
growth, but experience to date has seen dam-affected communities in
Laos often suffering diminished rather than enhanced livelihoods
(Shoemaker and Robichaud, 2019; Manorom et al. 2017; Katus et al.
2016; Baird et al. 2015; Blake & Barney, 2018). This has resulted from the
social and environmental impacts of hydropower development, ranging
from loss of fisheries, agricultural land and communal land for livestock
grazing (Sivongxay et al. 2017; Baird, 2011; Molle et al. 2009); loss of
other livelihood assets in relation to resettlement (Baird et al. 2015); to
the disruption of natural flow regimes and environmental degradation
including significant biodiversity loss (Kummu and Sarkkula, 2008).

E-mail addresses: suhardiman@gmail.com, suhardiman@kitlv.nl (D. Suhardiman), kanokwan.m@ubu.ac.th (K. Manorom), jonathan.rigg@bristol.ac.uk (J. Rigg).
1 See Barney and Souksakoun (2021) on how the country’s GDP growth has averaged 7% over the past two decades, while per capita GDP increased over eight-fold,
from $672 in 2000 to $1,840 in 2019, and how this rapid growth has been accompanied by a steady accumulation of external government debt, with the latter linked

to the controversial hydropower sector.
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While hydropower development may benefit the country in aggregate
economic terms, when attention is paid to social and environmental im-
pacts at the local level, in specific locales and for particular social groups,
then the balance of costs and benefits is less certain.

The World Commission on Dams reviewed the development perfor-
mance of large dams, including their social performance with respect to
affected communities (WCD, 2000). In suggesting ways forward, the
Commission used its approach from “rights and risks to negotiated
agreements” (WCD, 2000: 9) as the means to achieve more equitable
development if projects go ahead. Nonetheless, in the context of Laos
and the Mekong region, where legal frameworks are open to in-
terpretations and rule of law is often not applied and thinly enforced, the
principle of negotiation does not in itself result in more equal develop-
ment, as the problem of power asymmetry especially related to the
question of who is negotiating with whom, and on whose behalf, re-
mains unresolved. In particular, the scope for negotiated compensation
and resettlement arrangements to be more collective — or more indi-
vidualized - has a significant bearing on outcomes.

This paper looks at how local communities respond to top-down
hydropower planning in Laos and Thailand. It places local commu-
nities’ responses and strategies within the broader context of state-
citizen relations with a view to illuminating the different ways states
deploy their political power and authority and the manifestation of such
deployments. In Laos, this is apparent in the central positioning of hy-
dropower with the state’s national development strategy, enabling the
state to use ‘national interest’ to impose its development objectives on
local communities. In Thailand, the state can afford to take a more in-
direct approach to hydropower development, as it strategically navi-
gates the vocal and quite influential anti-dam movement in the country.
Hence, while Thailand could still technically build hydropower dams in
the country, it chooses to engage with hydropower development in
neighboring countries instead (Green and Baird, 2020; Hirsch, 2010;
Foran and Manorom, 2009; Glassman, 2002).

Taking the planned Pak Beng hydropower dam as a case study, we
look at: 1) local communities’ responses in Thailand and Laos, including
how these responses are influenced by social movements; 2) how these
responses are translated into collective action (or the lack thereof)
including in relation to local communities’ (in)ability to negotiate
proper compensation for their lost livelihoods; and 3) how local com-
munities strategies are embedded in the wider political context and
different manifestations of state-citizen relations. We argue that while
affected farm households can pursue their interest to obtain better
compensation through individual means, the latter leads to sub-optimal
outcomes for affected communities collectively. More broadly, we also
suggest that whether villagers adopt an individual or collective
approach is shaped by prevailing power asymmetries, the political space
afforded for social movements as intervening actors, and the place of
hydropower in the national development ‘mix’.

We take two cases of local communities’ responses to hydropower
planning surrounding the Pak Beng Dam, in Laos and Thailand, to take
forward these aims. We are interested in answering the following
questions: Why do communities affected by the same dam respond so
differently? And what shapes communities’ responses? We focus in
particular on consultation processes, resettlement and compensation
rules and procedures. Our comparative cases illustrate how local com-
munities’ responses are derived from their connection with civil society
organization (CSO) networks, their views of the existing power asym-
metries in hydropower planning, and their access to information and
hydropower decision making processes. This means, we suggest, that
understanding community responses lies not so much in the task of
determining local level impacts, but in ascertaining national level in-
fluences. In other words, our study sites’ responses find their echo in the
characteristics of the state, and the broader political context within
which hydropower development is situated. CSO networks play a crucial
role in shaping local communities’ strategies, but they too are rooted in
broader state-citizens relations, the different manifestations of state’s
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political power and authority, and how these influence local commu-
nities’ (in)ability to pursue their claims for proper compensation as an
integral part of social justice (Blake and Barney, 2021). The paper
highlights the importance of better understanding localized dynamics
(re)shaping power relations and the different power arrangements
(Ramadan and Fregonese, 2017) surrounding local communities’ re-
sponses to hydropower planning. It focuses on unpacking institutional
structures, mechanisms, and processes through which such arrange-
ments are socio-politically and spatially constructed and produced
through the (re)shaping of institutional bricolage (Cleaver and de Kon-
ing, 2015) (see below).

Many factors shape the nature of communities’ response to specific
planned hydropower projects, including in connection with compensa-
tion negotiations, resettlement planning, and wider regional consulta-
tion processes. In this paper, we focus on the question of collective
action versus more individualised strategies, how such strategies are
linked to the wider political context and different manifestations of
state-citizen relations, both nationally and from the perspective of
transboundary water governance (Suhardiman and Geheb, 2022). There
are two key dimensions to collective action. The first is the bargaining
power that comes with a unified set of claims and solidarity in negoti-
ation, for example as achieved in the case of Pak Mun Dam in Thailand
(Foran & Manorom, 2009). While there was a lot of division among
villagers, they managed to present their common concerns while also
engaging the wider public and society. The second is attention to non-
individualised aspects of livelihoods that are impacted and hence need
to be compensated, and for which alternative provision needs to be
made for effective livelihood restoration. These typically include grazing
land, forest-based resources, fisheries, irrigation and other community
infrastructure, tenurial arrangements that give informal access to re-
sources such as river-bank land, locally recognised access to fallow land
for swidden agriculture, and access to gold panning sites. Importantly,
these community accessed resources are more important for poorer
groups who sometimes depend on them for their survival, than they are
for more prosperous groups.

Local communities’ scope to negotiate for better compensation
through either collective action or taking an individualized approach
offers an entry point to trace how state-citizen relations operate in the
context of top-down hydropower planning. This paper makes two con-
tributions to such efforts. First, it brings to light the role of state political
power, or the way it is perceived by its citizens, in (re)shaping local
communities’ interactions, responses, and strategies with hydropower
developers and local authorities. In Laos, local communities viewed the
dam project as a material manifestation of state power, and therefore not
open for contestation. This did not mean, however, that they could not
negotiate for better compensation on an individual basis, as such ne-
gotiations did not challenge the state’s authority to determine devel-
opment interventions in the nation’s interests. Rather, they were
exercising their rights to negotiate with the developers for better
compensation. By contrast, local communities in Thailand viewed the
dam project itself as an improper imposition by the state into their local
territories and affairs. Here, local communities came together to contest
the dam project through collective action and in the absence of trans-
boundary water governance rules that would allow them to demand
individual compensation from the company, local communities articu-
lated their livelihood impacts collectively. Second, it makes a case for
viewing the (re)shaping of institutional bricolage (see below) as central
in understanding the dynamic and contested nature of power and au-
thority in hydropower decision-making processes, as they are playing
out in local contexts. It shows how the production of authority within
spatial fields (e.g. definition of impacted areas for planned hydropower
dams, formulation of new compensation rules) is rooted in actors’ and
institutions’ (in)ability to push for their respective demands, which in
turn is linked with their access to resources (e.g. networks). These
include through social mobilization, establishment of alternative inter-
scalar platforms for more inclusive decision making, and alliance
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formation with the company. These efforts rely both on existing insti-
tutional rules and mechanisms and the creation of new ones. Collective
action in Thailand, and the absence of it in Laos, are made under-
standable when viewed against the political economy of development in
these two countries, the different spaces of negotiation that exist, and
actors’ and institutions’ endeavours to socially (re)construct these
spaces (Lunstrum, 2013; Biersteker and Weber, 1996).

2. State’s power and the (re)shaping of institutional bricolage in
Mekong hydropower

Critical scholars of sovereignty highlight the need to understand “de
facto or effective sovereignty” (Agnew, 2009: 3) and look at a wide
range of actors (re)producing different forms of sovereignty (Emel et al.
2011; Lund, 2011; Agnew, 2009; Ong, 2006). Here, sovereignty is pre-
sented as socio-political construct shaped by actors’ interests, strategies,
access to resources and ongoing power struggles (Emel et al. 2011; Lund,
2011; Agnew, 2009; Ong, 2006). Placing this notion of sovereignty
within the wider context of state-citizen relations and in relation to
critical scholarship on state and state power, the paper highlights the
dynamic and contested nature of state power in hydropower develop-
ment planning and how processes of power creation are rooted in states’
and local communities’ abilities to (re)construct their political authority
and spaces of engagements through the (re)shaping of institutional
bricolage (Cleaver and de Koning, 2015; Cleaver, 2002).

States, according to Brenner et al. (2003:11) are “dynamically
evolving spatial entities that continually mould and reshape the geog-
raphies of the very social relations they aspire to regulate and control”.
Here, the state is not only an overarching power structure, politically and
administratively, but also a set of processes, beyond its apparatus
(Trouillot, 2001). Acknowledging that power is “never localized here or
there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece
of wealth [but] is employed and exercised through a net-like organization”
(Foucault, 1980: 98), we examine how local communities’ ability to act
collectively is shaped by wider state-citizens relations and how these
relations reflect the porous nature of states and state power (Goldman,
2008). Thus, rather than positioning state power as something absolute
and monolithic, we view it as constantly co-produced and open for
contestation, manifested in various forms of state-citizen relations and
types of resistance, including within state spaces (Kenney-Lazar et al.
2018). Most importantly, we argue that the shaping of political spaces of
engagement occurs in conjunction with the different manifestations of
state-citizens relations, and how these are (re)shaped by various actors’
and institutions’ strategies and access to resources. These spatial fields
are the locales where local communities (re)produce their pragmatic
notions of political rights and authority (Lund and Rachman, 2018) in
hydropower planning, for example through the formulation of new
compensation rules or the formation of alternative platforms to highlight
the transboundary impacts of the dam. Hence, the importance to better
understand the overall processes (re)shaping institutional bricolage.

With this as a starting point, we look at how the different charac-
teristic of the Lao and Thai states influence local communities’ responses
to hydropower planning and compensation. While both states are
broadly authoritarian in nature, state-citizens relations take very
different forms. The Lao state’s political power is rooted in political
legitimacy derived from a history of (successful) socialist revolution
(Creak and Barney, 2018). As the country’s only political party, the Lao
People’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP) has a very solid power base to
position hydropower development centrally in the national develop-
ment agenda. But the Lao state is also a weak state in terms of its ability
to act, lacking technical, institutional, and financial capacity. In the
context of hydropower planning, however, the Lao state’s political au-
thority enables the state to deploy foreign loans and technical expertise
and private sector support to achieve its development objectives, thus
addressing its incapacities (see also Kenney-Lazar, 2019 on trans-
national plantation). The Thai state, while it shares some of the
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characteristics of a developmental state (Leftwich, 1995) — it has been
termed a semi-developmental state — and has taken an authoritarian turn
in recent years, still actually lacks the authority of the Lao state as it
must continuously justify its policies and actions to diverse groups of
stakeholders and national and local levels. This is because the country’s
political landscape is still shaped in important ways by the democratic
lineages and institutions that emerged during the mid to late 1990s and
in mid 2000s (Connors, 2006; Glassman, 2010; McCargo, 2001; Hewi-
son, 1997). Unlike in Laos where democratic societies and practices are
largely absent, the presence of a vibrant CSO network in Thailand, for
instance, sets limits on what the state can do (Manorom, 2019). In the
context of hydropower development, the Thai state and its agencies
tiptoes nationally while engaging enthusiastically in dam construction
elsewhere. The capacity of the Thai state — technical, institutional and
financial — may be far greater than that of the Lao state (Vo, 2013; Doner
et al. 2005) but its scope to deploy that capacity, at least within its na-
tional territory, is curtailed, as evidenced by its involvement in hydro-
power dam planning mostly in neighbouring countries (e.g. Laos,
Myanmar). This is not to suggest, however, that the Thai and Lao state
are mirror images of each other, but rather to highlight their differences.

Building on critical scholarship on sovereignty (Emel et al. 2011;
Lund, 2011; Agnew, 1994) and linking this with relational approaches to
space and geography (Harvey, 2006; 1996; Massey, 1998) the paper
brings to light the dynamic and contested nature of state power (Kenney-
Lazar, 2019) in the context of hydropower planning and the importance
of understanding processes of institutional bricolage (Cleaver and de
Koning, 2015) in (re)shaping such dynamic contestation. An especially
important contribution of critical institutionalists, the concept of insti-
tutional bricolage explains processes of institutional change and conti-
nuity, while putting processes of institutional emergence and the
shaping of political spaces engagement and collective action at the
center of institutional analysis (Cleaver, 2002). Cleaver and de Koning
(2015: 4) write that:

“Institutional bricolage is a process through which people,
consciously and non-consciously, assemble or reshape institutional
arrangements, drawing on whatever materials and resources are
available, regardless of their original purpose. Adapted configura-
tions of rules, practices, norms, and relationships are attributed
meaning and authority. These refurbished arrangements are the
necessary responses to everyday challenges and are embedded in
daily practice”.

Institutional bricolage therefore relies mainly on existing institutions
or institutional elements, rather than the creation of new ones. This may
be to address a broader crisis (see Carstensen, 2017), or a more limited
challenge. A second feature of institutional bricolage is that it is prag-
matic and problem-driven: just as an artisan selects the best tools from
their toolkit for the task at hand, so those engaged in institutional
bricolage draw on the repertoire of principles and practices offered by
existing institutions.

In this paper, we apply the concept of institutional bricolage to show
how local communities have responded to the Pak Beng hydropower
project at household, village and inter-village levels, how these re-
sponses are closely interlinked with the presence and absence of social
movements, and how villagers’ views and strategies are embedded in,
and are a reflection of, the wider political contexts in Laos and Thailand.
Studies demonstrate the importance of being attentive to these other
scales of action. In Nepal, Huber and Joshi (2015) have shown how
processes of politicization and democratization “from below”, led by
local communities, have challenged the state’s and private actors’ at-
tempts to limit contestation of a planned hydropower project. Through
‘scale jumping’, Glassman (2002) highlights the scalar politics of social
movements related to the anti-dam movement in Thailand. While Green
and Baird (2020) bring to light the role of anti-dam activists in chal-
lenging the methodologies of project impact assessment. Here, processes
of institutional bricolaging are embedded in inter-scalar power
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Fig. 1. Study villages, Pak Beng town and the planned dam site. Source: Authors’ compilation.

dynamics. The Pak Beng hydropower dam project provides us with a
single transboundary development intervention that comes to rest in
very different ways in affected communities in Laos and Thailand. This
raises several key questions. What are the decisive factors influencing
villagers’ responses to the planned hydropower project? How are these
strategies embedded in the conjunctures of state-citizen relations and as
products of local conditions? How do villagers view the state’s devel-
opment authority with regard to hydropower decision making and how
does this view (re)shape their strategies to create different notions of
political rights and authority? How does this in turn affect local com-
munities’ ability to convey, represent and negotiate their needs vis-a-vis
the hydropower company within distinct spatial fields?

3. Research methodology

We conducted in-depth case study research (Burawoy, 1991; Yin,
1994) from February to December 2020, looking at hydropower deci-
sion making processes in general and consultation processes, compen-
sation rules and procedures in particular. Taking the Pak Beng
hydropower project as our case study, we focused on three elements: 1)
how affected local communities and farm households strategically
responded to the planned hydropower project; 2) how these responses
and strategies were linked with the way consultation surrounding
compensation were conducted by the company, and the role of civil
society organization (CSO) networks, international NGOs and academics
in this process; and 3) how these strategies affected, and were affected
by, intra- and inter-village relations and networks.

Taking villages along the Mekong River in Thailand (n = 3) and Laos
(n = 2), all of which would be impacted by the planned Pak Beng hy-
dropower dam, we illustrate how local communities in Thailand joined
forces with CSO networks and international NGOs and academics to
collectively contest the planned hydropower project. This collective
effort led to the establishment of the Mekong People’s Forum in 2020,
that serves as a platform to represent and convey local communities’
views and voices. In Laos, on the other hand, the state’s authoritarian
power prevented local communities from doing the same. Formal state
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apparatuses suppressed local communities and wider society’s ability to
openly voice their concerns on large-scale development projects
including hydropower. Vibrant civil society networks are absent, and
civil society’s role and involvement stunted (Blake and Barney, 2021;
2018; Baird and Barney, 2017). In the context where autonomous col-
lective action at the inter-village level is quickly suppressed by state
agencies, affected villagers in Laos are forced to resort to individualized
strategies to negotiate for proper compensation rules. While these
individualized strategies might work differently depending on every-
one’s negotiation skills, this has led not only to sub-optimal outcomes for
affected communities collectively, but has also reproduced existing
power asymmetries, undermining trust within and between affected
communities, and compromising the role of local leaders.

For Laos, we selected two villages, Khamkong and Thongngam,?
located respectively downstream and upstream of the planned dam site.
While Khamkong village will be impacted by the dam project in terms of
the expected exacerbation of droughts and floods that will reduce vil-
lagers’ access to their farmland (riverbank gardens, fruit tree gardens,
and lowland paddy fields) following extreme flow variations from the
dam operation, Thongngam village will be resettled entirely following
dam construction. For Thailand, we selected two villages, Viang Som-
boon and Ing Doi in Chiang Khong district and one village, Huai Sung, in
Wiang Kaen district, Chiang Rai Province. Huai Sung village is the last
village before the Mekong River crosses the Thai border and enters Laos
territory, 92 km from the planned Pak Beng dam site. Located upstream
of the planned dam site, these villages will be impacted by extreme
change in river flow regime following the construction and operation of
the dam. Referring to inter-village relations of these three villages as our
starting point for analysis, we approach them as a network of villages,
hydrologically conjoined. Fig. 1 gives an overview of the Pak Beng dam
site and the location of our case study villages in Laos and Thailand.

To understand how local community and farm households viewed
the planned hydropower project and adjusted their strategies to contest

2 All village names are pseudonyms.
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Fig. 2. Pak Beng dam location. Source: Authors’ compilation.

the planned project and/or negotiated proper compensation, we con-
ducted a series of focus group discussions, followed by in-depth semi-
structured interviews with selected farm households in each village. We
use these research methods not only to better understand local com-
munities’ and farm households’ views and strategies, but also to
contextualize the processes (re)shaping institutional bricolage both at
household and inter-household level.

In Laos, the first round of the field research was carried out in February
2020 focusing on gathering preliminary information on the history of the
village, main sources of livelihood, and farm households’ various liveli-
hood supporting activities. In November 2020, the first author conducted
a series of focus group discussions with village authorities, village elders,
women, and groups of farm households in each of the two villages. To
understand local communities’ views and how these views were
embedded within the broader context of state-citizen relations, we looked
at the way the state formally approached compensation through its na-
tional policies and legal frameworks, and how the company and provin-
cial government conducted its consultations and defined compensation
rules and procedures. Following these focus group discussions, we un-
dertook in-depth semi-structured interviews with selected farm house-
holds in Khamkong (n = 24) and Thongngam (n = 19). These interviews
provided a better understanding of how farm households and local com-
munities negotiated proper compensation both individually and collec-
tively, the underpinning reasonings for the strategies they adopted, and
how these reasonings were embedded in hydropower decision making
processes surrounding compensation.

In Laos, in conjunction with the field research in November 2020, the
first author also conducted key informant interviews with officials from
the District Agriculture and Forestry Office, the Provincial Energy and
Mines office (as the lead agency of the Provincial Resettlement and
Compensation Committee or the PRCC), the Provincial Agriculture and
Forestry Office, and the Provincial Natural Resources and Environment.
These interviews were focused on the PRCC, its roles and re-
sponsibilities, and how its membership composition impacted the
committee’s overall functioning, especially regarding its ability to sup-
port and facilitate consultation processes surrounding resettlement and
compensation. Formally, and in line with the government’s legal

3 The first and second author conducted field research in respectively Laos
and Thailand.
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framework on resettlement, compensation, and grievance (2018), the
PRCC was set up as an institutional body to define resettlement rules and
compensation mechanisms. Legally, the National Assembly reviews
these rules and mechanisms. In practice, however, the PRCC focused its
role mainly on negotiating resettlement rules and compensation mech-
anisms with the company, often at the expense of affected communities.
The PRCC’s functioning is driven by the strong and close alliance be-
tween the Provincial Energy and Mines office and the Datang hydro-
power company, with both sharing a common interest to promote
hydropower development and ensure that resettlement and compensa-
tion issues do not stand in the way of the planned development.

In Thailand, the second author conducted key informant interviews
with village leaders and elders (n = 9) and in-depth semi-structured in-
terviews with 30 farm households from our network villages comprising
of 3 villages (10 farm households from each of the three villages). From
these interviews, we gathered how local communities’ responses to the
planned hydropower project are intertwined with their connections to
CSO networks. In conjunction with these interviews, the second author
also interviewed other key stakeholders from the Department of Water
Resources, MRC officials, CSO networks, and Thai academics involved in
the social movements. Participatory observation was also done when the
second author attended the Mekong People’s Forum held during 1-2
December 2020 in Chiang Khong district of Chiang Rai Province.

Placing this field research in the wider context of water governance
and hydropower decision making in Laos and Thailand and within the
Mekong region more widely, we link our field data with policy and
institutional analysis of hydropower decision making at the national and
regional levels. For Laos, we focus on policies and legal frameworks in
relation to hydropower development and those pertaining to compen-
sation and grievance mechanisms. For Thailand, we look at Trans-
boundary Environmental and Social Impact Assessment of the planned
Pak Beng Dam and the consultation processes surrounding the assess-
ment. These different entry points reflect the political spaces for
engagement available in Laos and Thailand.

4. The Pak Beng hydropower project

Laos embarked on its first hydropower dam project on the mainstem
of the Mekong River with the commissioning of the Xayabury dam in
April 2011. The Xayabury Dam entered its first year of operation in early
2020 followed by Don Sahong which started operation in October in the
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same year. Next to the Xayabury and Don Sahong dams, Laos has pro-
posed a series of seven hydropower dam projects on the Mekong’s
mainstream: Pak Beng, Pak Lay, Pak Chom, Ban Koum, Luang Prabang,
Sanakham and Phou Ngoy. The construction of these mainstream dams
will significantly impact national and regional fish migration, change
the river’s flow regime, affect the river’s biodiversity, and force local
communities living along the river to transition and adapt their liveli-
hoods (Baird, 2011; Baird et al. 2015; Baran et al. 2006; Kummu and
Sarkkula, 2008). Fig. 2 gives an overview of the planned Pak Beng dam
location in Laos in relation to other dams on the Mekong mainstream.

As one of the planned hydropower dam projects on the Mekong
mainstream, the Pak Beng hydropower dam in Laos will affect local
communities living along the river in both Laos and Thailand (Interna-
tional Rivers, 2017a). The Chinese developers, Kunming Engineering
Corporation Limited, consider that 26 villages in Laos will be inundated
by the reservoir, across the three provinces of Oudomxay, Bokeo, and
Xayabury, comprising 923 households and 4,726 people (Power China,
2015). In Thailand, the developers and Thai government consider that
seven villages will be impacted by the dam construction. These figures
overlook the many villages located below and above the dam, in Laos
and Thailand, that will be impacted by the project, but are not included
as affected communities. These include the three villages we selected for
our network of villages case study. They were overlooked in the envi-
ronmental and social assessment process from the very start.

The Pak Beng hydropower dam project would have power genera-
tion capacity of 912 MW, with most electricity (90 percent) being
exported to Thailand and the remaining 10 percent designated to
Electricité du Laos (EdL). The GoL and China Datang International
Power Generation Company (hereafter the Company) signed a Memo-
randum of Understanding to investigate the Pak Beng hydropower dam
project in August 2007, though construction has been significantly
delayed due to a lack of clarity regarding the power purchase agreement
with Thailand (Tran and Suhardiman, 2020). Nonetheless, Datang
signed a project development agreement with the Ministry of Energy
and Mines in 2015 and prepared a series of studies and reports: a Social
Impact Assessment, Environmental Impact Assessment, Environmental
Management and Monitoring Plan, Social Management and Monitoring
Plan, Resettlement Action Plan (RAP), and Ethnic Group Development
Plan (Power China, 2015). As a Mekong mainstream project, the Pak
Beng hydropower dam project also underwent regional consultation
processes, as stipulated as part of the Procedure for Notification Prior
Consultation and Agreement (PNPCA) led by the Mekong River Com-
mission (MRC) (Suhardiman and Geheb, 2022; MRC, 2017). Important
to note here is that the consultation does not oblige the company to
compensate villagers’ livelihood impacts from the dam, especially when
these villages are not identified as potentially impacted areas in the
Resettlement Action Plan prepared by the company. Hence, while dis-
cussions between local communities in Laos and the company are
focused on compensation and resettlement in Laos, local communities in
Thailand are involved mostly in regional/national consultation pro-
cesses surrounding the dam construction. The PNPCA for Pak Beng
started in December 2016 and was followed by a series of meetings,
including a regional consultation meeting conducted in February 2017
and a visit to the field site in April 2017. In April 2019, the MRC pub-
lished the Joint Action Plan for Pak Beng. The plan outlines key steps to
be undertaken to monitor the implementation of the hydropower proj-
ect, while also capturing member countries’ feedback and concerns. At
the time of writing, it remains unclear as to when and if the company
will sign the power purchase agreement.

5. Top-down consultation processes, social movements, and the
establishment of the Mekong People’s Forum

To understand how local communities living along the river respon-
ded to the planned hydropower dam project, we look at how our three
study villages not as individual sites but as a network of settlements
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collectively negotiating access to hydropower decision-making processes.
A key element in this negotiation is local communities’ alliance with CSO
networks, international NGOs, and academics, which led to the estab-
lishment of the Mekong People’s Forum (MPF) in December 2020.

5.1. Grassroots responses to top-down hydropower planning in Thailand

Information dissemination about the Pak Beng Dam to our network of
villages (and to Thai villages in general) was fairly limited and conducted
in a top-down manner. Consultation was focused on the presentation of
the results of the Transboundary Environmental Impact Assessment
conducted by the Kunming Engineering Corporation Limited (KHIDRI) in
mid-2016. As noted, the company identified only seven villages as
impacted in its assessment, as against 33 villages identified in the Chiang
Khong Conservation Group (CKCG) and Thai Mekong People’s Networks
from Eight Provinces’ (TMNEP) assessment. The geographical scope of
the latter study was significantly wider, covering eight provinces in the
Northern and the Northeastern regions of Thailand.

Referring to the review” undertaken by International Rivers (Inter-
national Rivers, 2017b), local communities and CSO networks became
aware of several major shortcomings in the KHIDRI impact assessment.
These related to inadequate information in relation to sampling on fish
migration and proposed measures to mitigate the impacts on fish
migration. Local communities argued that the company had not suffi-
ciently assessed the social and livelihood impacts of the planned dam for
local communities living along the river. While these impacts are still to
be seen because the Pak Beng dam is yet to be built, villagers were
anxious based on their experience of other dams on the Mekong main-
stream (e.g. Xayabury).® Responding to these concerns, CKCG and
TMNEP in collaboration with International Rivers approached the Di-
rector General of the Department of Water Resources (DWR) of Thailand
to submit a letter to the MRC requesting that a broader consultation
process be incorporated as part of the MRC PNPCA consultation on Pak
Beng (Save the Mekong 2017). The DWR responded positively to this
request because putting the request to higher policy level (trans-
boundary level) would also bring to light and strengthen their institu-
tional importance nationally. Formally, the DWR is the lead government
agency representing the Thai National Mekong Committee (TNMC) at
the MRC. Nationally, however, DWR’s influence in policy formulation
and implementation regarding water resources management and energy
production in Thailand is sidelined by other more established govern-
ment bureaucracies, such as the Royal Irrigation Department and Min-
istry of Energy. In this way, the Pak Beng dam became situated within a
wider context of transboundary water governance, in which the weak-
nesses and shortcoming in the MRC PNPCA became politically visible.

By aligning the information dissemination and consultation pro-
cesses with the MRC PNPCA, the CSO network in Thailand formalized
these processes, improved their bargaining position, and invited, even
required the company to respond to local communities’ views and
concerns. In practice, however, the subsequent consultation meetings in
Thailand® did not satisfy CSO networks and local communities. Simi-
larly, the review that showed major shortcomings in the transboundary
environmental impact assessment report did not result in any follow-up
assessment. To address this issue, the CKCG together with the TMINEP
used social media, press releases, campaigns, petitions, and the court as
avenues to raise their concerns with the Thai government and public. On
22 May 2017, a letter issued by the CKCG was sent to the Chinese
President Xi Jinping to express their concerns about the project’s

4 This is an independent expert review. For this review International Rivers
requested independent expert to review the document prepared by the KHIDRI.

5 See also Baird et al. (2020) on impacts on the tributaries.

6 Consultation meetings were held in Chiang Saen district on February 9,
2017 and in Wiang Kean district on May 18, 2017, both districts are located in
Chiang Rai Province.
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impacts on downstream communities in Thailand. The TMNEP also filed
a lawsuit in the Thai Administrative Court against the DWR and the Thai
National Mekong Committee. Falling within Thai national jurisdiction,
the lawsuit could not prevent dam construction on Lao territory. But the
lawsuit together with the protest did slow down progress on the dam. In
the period following the lawsuit and protest in February 2018 and
influenced by unclear market prospects, the Electricity Generating Au-
thority of Thailand (EGAT) postponed the signing of the Power Purchase
Agreement until the review of Thailand’s Power Development Plan had
been completed (Radio Free Asia, 2018).

Local communities responded strongly through various institutional
pathways and procedures, formal and informal, to negotiate their access
to decision-making processes surrounding the Pak Beng Dam. Their
response was rooted in their strategic alliances with CSO networks and
international NGOs. Local communities’ ability to exercise pressure at
and through different decision-making venues was derived from their
appreciation of the multi-scale complexities in hydropower decision
making and access to information to identify potential entry points for
change - local, national, and transboundary. This, importantly, was
derived from the strategic alliances they had brokered. Here, local
communities, CSO networks and international NGOs demonstrated
institutional bricolage as they negotiated access and exercised influence
to challenge hydropower decision making. Local communities recon-
figured rules, practices, norms and relationships introduced by the
company in its transboundary environmental impact assessment report
and the way the consultation was conducted, supported by the review
from International Rivers. This reconfiguration is most apparent in the
way local communities brought national policy makers in Thailand and
the MRC into the negotiation processes, thus shifting decision making
power from the company to these national and inter-governmental de-
cision-making bodies.

In May 2022, the CSO network sent a petition to Thai government
agencies including The Energy Policy and Planning Office under the
Ministry of Energy, EGAT, Office of the National Water Resources, and
Office of The Permanent Secretary for Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment. The petition asked the Thai government to cancel the
power purchase agreement for the planned Pak Beng Dam due to its
negative impact on local livelihoods and the ecology of the Mekong
(Transborder News, 2022). At time of writing, the Pak Beng Dam plan is
once again postponed.

5.2. From top-down consultation to a series of dialogues

Following the campaign, press release, and court filing, two impor-
tant dialogues took place in 2018. The first dialogue was organized by
the CKCG in Chiang Khong and took place on 15 January 2018. During
the meeting, the TMNEP issued statements and press release about
possible impacts from the dam and urged the company to undertake an
integrated assessment of the Mekong dam cascade, including those in
China, to ensure sustainable and fair use of the Mekong between up-
stream and downstream communities (Mekong Butterfly, 2018). This
statement was based on a joint study on the dam’s transboundary im-
pacts, conducted by the CSO network in collaboration with local com-
munities, the company, and academics from Chiang Mai University.

The second dialogue was organized at Chiang Mai University as a
technical consultation meeting. Besides the representatives from Datang,
the CSO network and TNMC (Thai National Mekong Committee) staff also
joined the meeting. Key concerns raised by the CSO network comprised
the need to re-study the overall impact assessment of the Pak Beng Dam,
including adjusting the total areas to be impacted by the dam, and greater
participation of local people in the studies through the proposed joint
study on fishery impacts which involved CSOs network. After the second
dialogue, however, the CSO never heard back from the company.

In February 2021, the Thai administrative court rejected an appeal
for petition against the planned Pak Beng Dam (Radio Free Asia, 2021).
The appeal was turned down because there were no existing Thai laws
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that could be used to overrule the regional consultation aspect embodied
in the MRC Procedure for Notification Prior Consultation and Agree-
ment (PNPCA) and address transboundary impacts (Radio Free Asia,
2021). After the verdict, a disappointed Mr. Niwat, Chair of Rak Chiang
Khong group said: “The Mekong River is totally “naked” now, having no
gears to protect it. That’s the reason why we desperately need to create new
mechanisms to help protect it. We cannot let it continue like this, thus strongly
calling for new legal and mechanisms to be seriously developed and put in
place” (Bangkok Tribune, 2021).

The (re)shaping of these series of dialogues illustrates local com-
munities” ability to shift their influence from informal to formal
decision-making spheres, as part of a process of institutional bricolage.
Unlike before, when local communities could mobilize protests against
the planned hydropower dam projects while also relying on their alli-
ance with CSO networks, the series of dialogues helped local commu-
nities’ have their claims, views, and concerns recognized by government
actors and the company. Local communities’ alliance with CSO net-
works enabled them to broaden their claims vis-a-vis the company,
though with little success regarding their ability to influence the actual
outcome of the plan. Nonetheless, the series of dialogues create a space
in which local communities could exert their political authority to
convey their views and concerns, while placing this political spaces of
engagement within the broader context of hydropower decision-making.

5.3. From social movements to the establishment of the Mekong People’s
Forum

In 2020, the CSO network led by CKCG and the TMNEP established the
Mekong People’s Forum (MPF) as a social movement emerging out of a
growing concern for how hydropower dams were significantly changing
the river’s ecosystems and local livelihoods. Through deliberative pro-
cesses, the CSO network and local communities agreed on the need for a
social and political space to convey their views and voice their concerns,
such as through social mobilization and the establishment of alternative
inter-scalar platforms to generate more inclusive discussions. Table 1
gives an overview of the timeline that led to the formation of the MPF.

On 1-2 December 2020, the Mekong People’s Forum was launched
with its first forum attended by more than 100 participants from various
backgrounds (the media, international development agencies, local
communities, CSO network). During this meeting, all participants
agreed to support the forum as a platform for local communities to
convey their voices and manage the river more sustainably (Transborder
News, 2020). Key ideas that were discussed included: 1) the need to set
up the forum as an alternative platform for local communities to better
negotiate with states, inter-governmental organizations and key donors
influencing development pathways through large-scale infrastructure
projects; 2) the need to strengthen and empower local communities’
ability to protect the river and bring to light their role in knowledge
production processes surrounding river ecosystems in general and with
regard to social and environmental impact assessments in particular. A
villager from Huai Luek, one of the three villages belonging to our
network villages case study, articulated the strengths and attractions of
the Forum in the following terms:

“We have a lot of people working together as a network, from the north
and the northeast regions, many provinces. We can identify our clear
goals, what to achieve, do and act. The forum will be a place where people
can communicate ideas, concerns and problems and where we can share
information” (Interview, September 2020).

A CKCG leader later explained how the interests of the river and the
interests of local people are one and the same:

“The Mekong People’s Forum will have a loose and flexible structure.
Members of the forum must come from every network. The aim of the
forum is to upscale voices of villagers and participate in decision making
on Mekong mainstream management. We are the representatives of the
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Mekong forum. We are the representatives of the Mekong River”
(Interview, December 2020).

The establishment of the Mekong People’s Forum in Thailand ex-
emplifies how a strategic alliance between local communities, CSO
networks, Thai academics, and international NGOs has responded to the
scalar complexities of hydropower decision making, most apparent in
the way they recreated regional consultation processes as their institu-
tional and spatial means to convey their views and concerns and to a
certain extent also their authority. The MPF provides an alternative
platform for discussion on resettlement and compensation while placing
these within the broader political and development context. While this
platform is meant to include key stakeholders from different countries in
the Mekong region, in practice, due to COVID-19 travel restrictions and
national border closures, MPF involvement is still limited to Thai aca-
demics, CSOs, and local communities in Thailand. Nonetheless, it cre-
ates a space for local communities to convey their views, needs, and
concerns openly and outside the formally existing institutional set up
and mechanism within the context of the MRC PNPCA (Suhardiman and
Geheb, 2022; Shoemaker and Robichaud, 2019), while also filling the
gaps of the latter. Most importantly, the MPF is designed to serve as a
platform and potential entry point for local communities living along the
river to join forces and act collectively. The establishment of the MPF
cannot be viewed in isolation from how local communities, Thai aca-
demics, and CSO networks view their role and involvement in hydro-
power decision making as a manifestation of their political rights and
authority to (re)shape state-citizens relations in Thailand both nation-
ally and within the context of Mekong transboundary water governance.

6. Compensation, lack of collective action and inter-village
compensation

Unlike in Thailand, where villagers came together and acted collec-
tively to represent their views and concerns surrounding the planned
hydropower project, affected farm households in Laos embraced strate-
gies to negotiate for better compensation through individual means.

6.1. From social movements to farm households’ individual strategies to
negotiate proper compensation

Khamkong village is located downstream of the planned dam site,
approximately 11 km from Pak Beng town, bordering Xayabury and
Bokeo provinces (Fig. 1). There are 132 households in the village, with a
total population of 687 people, comprising ethnic Lao (113 households)
and Khmu (19 households) ethnic groups. Villagers’ livelihood options
include upland rice, lowland paddy, vegetable gardens (on the river-
banks), cash crop cultivation (e.g. job’s tears, maize, fruit and teak
trees), livestock (e.g. pigs, goats, buffaloes, poultry), fishing, and local
trade for agricultural and non-timber forest products (NTFPs). Next to
farming activities, most farm households also engaged in artisanal gold
mining. This livelihood activity, which focuses on panning for gold on
the Mekong mainstream will disappear when the dam is constructed.
Finally, villagers also had access to communal forest to collect NTFPs (e.
g. bamboo, broom grass). While all villagers will lose their access to the
riverine ecosystem (e.g. for fishing and artisanal mining), this loss of
communal goods was not identified as a compensated loss, because
communal goods were neither included in the assets registration process
(Green and Baird, 2016) nor recognized in the country’s legal frame-
works as assets that can be used individually and hence eligible for
compensation.

Local history dates the establishment of Thongngam village to 17647,

7 Villagers memorize this year as the year their ancestors came together to
settle in the village and establish it as key meeting points for inter-villages
trading at that time.
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though village elders told us that the village was only incorporated into
the country’s administrative system in 1978, following independence in
1975. The village is 40 km upstream from Pak Beng town and classified
as a ‘poor’ village, without road access or electricity. It comprises 80
farm households, with 60 Lao-Tai households and 20 Khmu households.
Khmu farm households started to join the village in 2010, as growing
numbers were voluntarily resettled from nearby Khmu villages, thus
affording better access to schools and boat transportation. As in Kham-
kong village, farm households’ livelihood options included upland rice
cultivation, lowland paddy cultivation, cash-crops (e.g. job’s tears,
maize, fruit and teak trees), livestock raising, fishing, and artisanal
mining, and a small number of households (n = 9) also worked as local
traders, as boat operators or in the tourism sector. Next to their agri-
cultural land, villagers had access to 46.5 ha of communal forest for the
collection of NTFPs including local food ingredients (e.g. mushrooms,
vegetables, herbs). Villagers’ upland fields were not expected to be
directly impacted by the planned hydropower project. However, when
resettled to a new location approximately 5 km up the mountain slope
from their home village location, they might lose these fields.” To
compensate this loss, asset registration and assessment were conducted
by the company based on size of the upland fields'” as well as the
number of industrial and cash-crop trees present in these upland fields.
Here, the company treated Thongngam village differently from Kham-
kong village.

Starting from 2015, international NGOs such as International Rivers
and other Thai CSOs regularly visited Thongngam and Khamkong vil-
lages to inform inhabitants about the planned hydropower dam project
and how they must negotiate with the company for proper compensa-
tion, including houses, livelihood assets, residential plots and farmlands.
They also encouraged villagers to try to gain more information from the
company about how much compensation they would receive, based on
what criteria, and when. As interviewee in Thongngam said:

Many Thai CSOs visited the village to inform villagers about the planned
hydropower project, and how the project would impact villagers’ liveli-
hood options and strategies. They have come regularly to the village since
2015. Sometimes, the village head would organize a meeting so that all
villagers could hear the information shared by some people from the Thai
CSOs networks. Sometimes, the Thai CSOs would interview individual
farm households to gather their views and concerns on the planned hy-
dropower project” (interview, October 2020).

Unlike other villages in Thailand, villagers’ interactions with Thai
CSO networks did not result in a social ‘movement’. Villagers were
concerned not to be seen as too closely identified with the CSO networks
as they feared this might compromise their productive connections with
local and district government staff. These reservations were reflected in
the way some farm households hid their conversations with CSOs
visiting the village.

Farm households in both Thongngam and Khamkong did not view
collective action as beneficial in their efforts to pursue proper
compensation for their loss of residential land, farmland, and other
livelihood assets (e.g. teak trees, fruit trees, river garden). Villagers
perceived village leadership as incapable of representing their views,
needs, and concerns vis-a-vis the company and district/provincial au-
thorities (Creak and Barney, 2018; Kenney-Lazar et al 2018). This is
most apparent in the way village heads and administrative bodies

8 The communal forest area is delineated through the government’s Land and
Forest Allocation program introduced in the early 1990s.

9 See also Baird and Barney (2017) on how resettled villagers could face de
facto resource access challenges when they are relocated outside their com-
munity territory.

10 According to the standard compensation valuation defined by the PRCC,
upland field’s compensation value equals LAK1,000/m2 or LAK 10 million/ha
(equivalent to respectively USD0.1/m2 and USD1,000/ha.
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worked together with the company to ensure all villagers complied with
and followed the company’s compensation rules and procedures. A
farmer in Khamkong village explained: “The company has befriended
village head, village administrative bodies, and village elders to gain their full
support regardless of whether or not affected villagers will be properly
compensated. Hence, many villagers follow this strategy to build good rela-
tionship with the company, hoping that they could get proper compensation
too” (interview, November 2020).

In Thongngam, some villagers believed that the company and dis-
trict/provincial government made certain that a weak village head was
appointed to ensure villagers’ compliance on resettlement and
compensation rules and procedures defined by the company. District
government would intervene in the village head candidate’s selection
through their role in approving the selected candidates. In general,
villagers would select the candidates and the Deputy Village Head would
send this list to the district government for approval. In this case, district
government eliminated independently minded candidates in favor of
more malleable candidates. One farmer said: “The current village head is
‘appointed’ by the district/provincial government because he would do
everything as told. Even when he knows that villagers’ livelihoods are to be
impacted by the planned hydropower project, he never raised any question to
the company or district/provincial government during the meeting. Instead,
he would just follow whatever instructions he received” (interview,
November 2020). In Khamkong village, the company allied with strong
men (pu sai mee idthiphon ¢jQaes 3800wy [or ‘men with influence’] in
Lao language) and made sure they received direct benefits from the
company (Harms, 2013). These strong men included some village elders,
local businessmen with close connections to the company, and those
with good connections to district and provincial governments. The
benefits ranged from generous lunch provisions'' when the company
staff visited the village to conduct consultation meetings, hiring these
men to work as the company’s guards to watch over the company’s
equipment, and training some to supervise the overall road construction
work. A villager in Khamkong village told us: “The company has
befriended A and his friends and relatives to make sure that they would al-
ways back up the company’s decisions and ideas, even when this means they
have to put aside and silence villagers’ concerns about the planned dam
project, including by sidelining the role of the village head and village elders”
(interview, November 2020).

Lacking any institutional support to back up their claims (Suhardi-
man and Rigg, 2021), villagers shape their strategies to negotiate for
proper compensation individually, while relying on their negotiation
skills and connections with the company and PRCC. In Thongngam
village, some farmers managed to winkle out from the company or PRCC
the compensation rates for their lost farmland, houses, and other live-
lihood assets (e.g. fruit and teak trees): “The company or PRCC have not
shared any information about the compensation payment we will receive but
through my connections with some of the PRCC members I gathered that they
have valued my house at LAK65 million, which I found quite reasonable,
because the company will also build a new house for me in the new reset-
tlement site” (interview, November 2020). In Khamkong village some
farmers had already negotiated with the company and PRCC staff a
compensation value for their upland fields that was above the standard
LAK10 million/ha: “I do not know [can’t be sure] whether the company
would in the end give me the promised price for land compensation (LAK25
million/ha), but they have agreed on the price because my farmland is
already leveled” (interview, November 2020).

Lacking any clear information about how the company defined
compensation values, villagers were forced to find out through their
individual interactions and connections with the company and/or PRCC.
One Khamkong villager said: “Initially I heard that the company would use
my mango garden for the road construction to the planned dam site. I tried to

1 In this case the company would ask the family of the strong men to prepare
the lunch and pay generously.
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find out how much the company would compensate for that, but nobody
shared the information about the compensation rate during the consultation
meeting. Later, I decided to ask my connection at DEM and only then I heard
that the company would pay only LAK20,000 for each mango tree. Relying
on my connection at DEM, I negotiated with the company and explained why
the defined compensation rate is too low, bearing in mind that I can sell 1 kg
of mango for LAK16,000 already. Finally, the company agreed to shift the
location of the road construction a bit, so as to not affect my mango garden”
(interview, November 2020).

While farm households’ strategies to negotiate for proper compen-
sation might work on an individual basis, they did not work as a means
to represent local communities’ interests at large. When local commu-
nities’ ability to convey, represent and negotiate their views, concerns
and development needs are reduced to farm households’ individual
negotiation skills and strategies, this results in local communities losing
their bargaining power. Furthermore, it also further marginalizes the
most vulnerable groups, widening inequalities in the process. This is
because these groups lacked assets to be compensated in the first place,
and if they did have assets, they were not able to access the key networks
that might be able to convey their voices and concerns. Furthermore,
they were characteristically even more dependent on collective goods
(e.g. river bank gardens, communal fishing grounds, artisanal mining
areas along the river, and communal river weed gardens) for their
livelihoods (Blake and Barney, 2018; Baird and Barney, 2017). One
woman from Thongngam village explained her predicament in the
following manner: “When we move to the new resettlement site, villagers
will lose not only their individual farmland, but also the communal fishing
ground, river weeds'? garden we depend on so much for our home con-
sumption. We might be able to continue our fishing and find new river weed
gardens along the river. But in case we do not, we will lose our source of
income and livelihoods without the company having to give anything back.
Villagers should discuss this with the company, but nobody took the leader-
ship role and everyone is too busy securing compensation for their individual
households, regardless of what we lose as a community” (interview,
November 2020). This brings to light the key limitation of farm house-
holds’ strategy to individually negotiate with the company: such nego-
tiations cannot represent villagers’ loss of their collective assets.

The Lao case highlights the important role played by village heads
and administrative bodies in supporting villagers’ claim to proper
compensation while also enabling local communities to initiate social
action. Unlike the Thai case where processes of institutional bricolage
resulted in strategic alliance formation involving a wide set of actors and
key stakeholders across scales, institutional bricolage in the Lao case was
centered on individual farm households’ needs and their desire to get
proper compensation from the company, regardless of how the company
might compensate the wider community. Individual farm households
resorted to this strategy because they viewed the planned hydropower
project as a manifestation of the Lao state’s political power, which they
could not question or contest, at least not collectively or openly.
Consequently, farm households fought for compensation for things that
were defined as being impacted by the company at an individual
household level and not for things of collective and communal value (for
example, the riverine ecosystem for fishing), which were not regarded as
compensable assets by the company (Green and Baird, 2016). Here,
villagers’ pragmatic notion of rights and authority are (re)produced
through different spatial fields (e.g. compensation rules and agree-
ments) and manifested in different strategies and institutional arrange-
ments, as the latter are (re)shaped through institutional bricolage.

12 River weeds or ‘khai’ usually grow on pebbles in river shallows, with suf-
ficient sediment and sunlight. Khai is an important source of nutrients for local
communities and some species of fish, including the giant catfish.
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6.2. (Inter) village competition undermining a key foundation for
collective action

In this final section, we are interested in exploring how farm
households’ individual strategies to negotiate for proper compensation
are translated into inter-village competition, further blocking any pos-
sibility for collective action at both intra- and inter-village level.

As noted, many farm households in both Khamkong and Thongngam
villages stood to lose their upland fields and other livelihood assets
following the construction of the hydropower dam. While they knew
that the company was bound to compensate these losses, most lacked
any information about how the company would define and calculate the
compensation value and payment. Even so, households did not join
forces to push for more information sharing. Similarly, while villagers
from neighboring villages were aware of the circumstances, they, too,
lacked information about compensation but even so did not see this as a
reason to act collectively. On the contrary, farm households kept any
information to themselves, believing that sharing this with others might
reduce their chances of compensation.

The same was true between neighboring villages. Villagers did not
view inter-village relations as something important or relevant in their
efforts to negotiate for proper compensation. Indeed, quite the reverse
was the case, with villagers seeing themselves as in competition, one
village with another, in an effort to access the limited largesse of the
company. As one farmer in Khamkong village explained: “We do not
communicate with other villagers from Thongngam village or other affected
villages because to negotiate for proper compensation we depend only on the
company’s willingness to support us, not any other villagers from any other
villages” (interview, November 2020). Similarly, a farmer in Thongngam
village said: “We know the company is the one who can support us in our
livelihood transition. Hence, we need to have good relationship with the
company. How other villagers in neighboring villages think about the dam
project and how much compensation they will get is not important for us”
(interview, November 2020).

Interestingly, the company only informed Thongngam villagers
about how they would benefit from the planned hydropower dam
project (e.g. access to electricity, construction of a new school building
and health facilities, and a market place in the new village). Villagers in
Khamkong were left in the dark and did not know how they would
benefit. We argue that this different treatment was because the company
depended on Thongngam villagers’ agreement to be resettled. In
Khamkong, most of the residential area will not be inundated. By
promising one thing to one village, and keeping other villages unin-
formed, the company won villagers’ support and significantly reduced
the likelihood that an inter-village alliance might be forged. Such alli-
ances are inherently risky, threatening arrest by a state that links its
legitimacy to hydropower-driven development and which assumes its
authority reaches into every village and each household. In Laos, only
rarely do village leaders have the status and political connections to
build alliances that challenge the directionality of state development in
such a context (Baird and LeBillon, 2012). For Thongngam villagers,
such political connections are not only absent, they have never been
present. As shared by one of the village leaders: “Our village is very
remotely located and until now we still have no road access. This is because
we do not have political connection with higher up political leaders” (inter-
view November 2020).

Arising from this, and following the introduction of the planned
hydropower project by the company and local authorities, villagers
came to view their fellow and neighboring villagers as competitors
rather than potential allies. This is not how is used to be, when inter-
village contact and cooperation was quite common and social interac-
tion, including marriages, regular. As shared by one of the villagers: “In
the past, or prior to the project arrival, neighboring villagers would see each
other and participate together in an inter-village marketplace, where everyone
could come to sell and buy products from other villages” (interview
November 2020). The company’s role as de facto decision makers, on
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issues pertaining to compensation, how information on the latter was
shared in non-transparent ways, and how the company strategically
shaped its relationship separately with each village to be affected, all
contributed to the maintenance and reproduction of the existing power
asymmetries in hydropower decision making. Unlike the Thai case
where CSO networks played an important role in mobilizing local
communities’ and forging an effective social movement, the company
has by design or default broken down the potential of such alliances
taking shape at the inter-village level in Laos. Here, rather, a strategic
alliance between the company and some households worked as a
double-edged sword limiting the emergence of more transparent and
inclusive hydropower decision making.'> We argue that the way vil-
lagers viewed their fellow and neighboring villagers as potential com-
petitors rather than as allies is rooted not only in the nature of top-down
hydropower planning, but also embedded within the wider context of
state-citizens relations, as the latter is reflected in their pragmatic no-
tions of rights and authority.

7. Conclusion

We opened this paper asking why local communities affected by the
same dam responded so differently, and what shaped these responses. Of
course, all villages are different, but we were interested in placing these
questions within the broader political context within which hydropower
development is situated in Laos and Thailand.

Our comparative analysis of local communities’ responses to top-
down hydropower planning in Laos and Thailand illustrates the dy-
namic and contested nature of state power and state-citizen relations. It
highlights the importance of unpacking processes of rule shaping and
institutional arrangements as strategies to “extend and institutionalize
control and authority within a spatial field” (Agnew, 2009: 3). This
occurs day-to-day through institutional bricolage as actors and in-
stitutions (re)shape their views and pragmatic notions of political rights
and authority. This is illustrated in the formation of the Mekong People’s
Forum as an inter-scalar decision-making platform for more inclusive
transboundary water governance. Rules are adjusted to achieve actors’
objectives, while relying on political connections and social networks to
institutionalize such rules. Revealing these processes through the lens of
institutional bricolage is key to understanding how state power is socio-
politically and spatially constructed. Moreover, it brings to light how
political spaces of engagement are created, sustained, and reproduced in
particular localities.

In Thailand, local communities formed inter-village alliances with
the support of CSO networks and pushed back at top-down hydropower
planning approaches, albeit with limited leverage to influence the pro-
ject’s actual outcome, as their means to push for more open and inclu-
sive regional consultations regarding the Pak Beng dam construction. By
contrast, centered on getting better individual compensation, local
communities and households in Laos pursued strategies that relied on
their individual skills of negotiation as they sought to extract conces-
sions from the company, and actively avoided working with other vil-
lages, even other households. Our case studies reveal that these patterns
of response are rooted less in differences between villages as differences
in state-citizen relations, the status and authority of the state in the
village, and the different relations between villagers and the company.

Through protests, lawsuits, dialogues, and the formation of the
Mekong People’s Forum, local communities in Thailand created a po-
litical spaces of engagement and contestation through collective action
and social movements. Focusing mostly on discussion on compensation
and resettlement, local communities and households in Laos embarked
individually with the company. We interpret these different approaches

13 See also Blake and Barney (2018) on how rising resentment and social
tensions undermine inter-village relations between two close knit communities
of the Tai Bor ethnic group.
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as outcomes of the ways in which the Pak Beng project is situated within
a distinct political economy of hydropower in each country and the
authority that this bestows on the project. The Pak Beng hydropower
project in Laos is a projection of the state’s ambition and therefore
carries the imprimatur of the state; in Thailand, it is a transboundary
project that needs to be assessed and justified on its merits, and therefore
open and subject to contestation from below.

7From the perspective of institutional bricolage (Cleaver and de
Koning, 2015), our comparative analysis shows how the creation of po-
litical spaces of engagement and processes of institutional emergence are
not only closely linked with a community’s ability to act collectively, but
most importantly also by how they view challenges and opportunities for
such collective action (Baird, 2016). The Thai case shows how local
communities’ responses were strongly rooted in their strategic alliance
with CSO networks. Local communities perceived the network as their
means to contest existing power asymmetries and top-down hydropower
decision making, even if they were not able to contest the power of the
state altogether. Local communities acted collectively because they
viewed the alliance as an effective way to negotiate and convey their
views and concerns to the company and policy makers. The Lao case, on
the other hand, illustrates how local communities viewed collective ac-
tion as unfeasible, as it might invite repercussions from the state. Here,
local communities did not attempt to challenge existing power asym-
metries in hydropower decision making because in so doing they would
be challenging the state’s authority to direct development in the nation’s
interest. In both instances we see institutional bricolage at work, but in
different ways. In Thailand, communities drew on a repertoire that drew
on neighboring settlements, networks of civil society organizations, na-
tional and international; in Laos, institutional bricolage involved village
and household-based ‘institutions’, less visible and more informal. The
way local communities and individual farm households adapted their
responses and strategies in Laos and Thailand illustrates that

Table 1
Series of events in chronological order towards the establishment of the MPF.
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development projects like the Pak Beng dam generate patterns of insti-
tutional bricolage that are not just tactical responses to local, short-term
challenges but reflective of broader political histories and realities.
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Appendix

Table 1

2015-2016
November 2016

December 2016

January 2017

8 March 2017

February - May
2017

8 June 2017
16 June 2017

15 January 2018
14 November 2018
November 2018

1-2 December
2020

Feasibility studies of the Pak Beng dam was approved by the Lao government. The Electricity Generating Public Company Limited or EGCO Group, a subsidiary
of EGAT (Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand) agreed to co-invest on the project

The Lao National Mekong Committee Secretariat submitted the detailed description of the planned project to the MRC Secretariat for its review and further
action to inform the other member countries about the project’s scope and other requirements under the PNPCA

CKCG and NTPEMP expressed their demands to get more elaborate information about the dam

Director General of Thai Department of Water Resources submitted a letter to the MRC CEO, as part of the MRC’s preparation for the PNPCA process’

Vice President of CCCC Second Harbor Consultancy Company (the company that did EIA of Pak Beng dam) went to meet with the CKCG to explain the project’s
environmental impact assessment study that was conducted on the Mekong along the Thai-Lao border”

CKCG and its partners including the Thai Mekong People’s Networks from the NTPEMP started to campaign against the project’s study and participated in a
public hearing
The MRC Joint Committee Working Group had a meeting to inform and discuss key issues needed prior to conduct the PNPCA.

EGCO held a press conference announcing to hold 30% of the share while CDTO and Electricité du Laos (EDL) hold 51 and 19% respectively °

Pak Beng dam project entered the PNPCA consultation process in February 2017

Mekong Butterfly published a report stating how MRC studies on transboundary impacts from the dam is inadequate. See also Summary of the 2nd Draft
Technical Review Report on PNPCA process for the Pak Beng Hydropower Project, dated 21 April 2017.

A letter issued by the CKCG was sent to the Chinese President Xi Jinping in May to express their concerns about the project’s impacts on downstream people.

The RCKC Group and the NTPEMP filed a petition before the lower Administrative Court

Press release through the group called “Save the Mekong” to extend PNPCA and EIA report

International Rivers summarized several major shortcomings of the impact assessment (International Rivers, 2016)

The first dialogue between the representatives from Datang (Lao) Pak Beng Hydropower Co. Ltd. and representatives from Mekong Communities took place at
Chiang Khong, Chiang Rai, Thailand (Mymekong, 2016)

The NTPEMP issued press release about possible impacts

The second dialogue was organized at Chiang Mai University as a “Technical Consultation Meeting” on the joint study

EGAT decided to defer to sign the Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) for the Pak Beng dam until the completion of the ongoing review of Thailand’s Power
Development Plan (PDP) (Prachathai, 2018)

Official establishment of the Mekong People’s Forum (MPF)

! The Mekong Butterfly. https://themekongbutterfly.wordpress.com/2017,/12/22/circumventing-states-responsibility-in-transboundary-investment-the-case-of-pa
k-beng-hydropower-project-in-laos-pdr/. Circumventing State’s Responsibility in Transboundary Investment: the case of Pak Beng Hydropower Project in Laos PDR.
Accessed June 11, 2021.

2 Transborder News, https://transbordernews.in.th/home/?p—15446.

3 The Mekong Butterfly. https://themekongbutterfly.wordpress.com/2017,/12/22/circumventing-states-responsibility-in-transboundary-investment-the-case-of-pa
k-beng-hydropower-project-in-laos-pdr/. Circumventing State’s Responsibility in Transboundary Investment: the case of Pak Beng Hydropower Project in Laos PDR.

Accessed June 11, 2021.
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