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The ‘project crisis’

At present in Thailand virtually every big projects for an energy plant, dam, or waste disposal project is being strongly opposed by a coalition of affected local people, activist NGOs, and environmental groups. The government is desperately trying to find ways around these protests without conceding any significant degree of control over the decision process. These government attempts include campaigns of misinformation, fake ‘public hearings’, divide-and-rule strategies of local politicking, and occasional violence. It is not a pretty sight.

It has taken two decades of slow build-up to arrive at this ‘project crisis’. The origins of the crisis lie back in the 1960s. In that period, there was a strong belief, promoted particularly by the World Bank, that big projects which exploited natural resources would make countries like Thailand ‘develop’. Moreover, at that time, the government could get away with almost anything. During the cold war, government arrogated the power to suppress almost any dissent in the name of countering communism. Civil society was weak because it was smashed up. Besides, the local people displaced by these projects generally found it easier (and safer) to flee rather than fight. There was still a land frontier.

The projects were decided by the government, or by government in collaboration with private investors or international loan agencies, with no participation from the local people who would be affected directly by the project. Deals were made secretly, and backed up by doubtful or shoddy feasibility studies and inadequate EIA and SIA studies. 

Since then, a lot has changed. The cold war has passed into history. Civil society has strengthened. The land frontier has closed. And the consequences of the bad thinking and shoddily planned projects of the 1970s have become apparent. Protests against big projects have been building since the 1980s. The early examples of these protests were mainly NGO-led, with a high profile given to environmentalist arguments. The big change over the 1990s was that the protests became largely people-led. NGO activists and environmental arguments played a role, but more and more a back-up role. The critical issue became the government’s callous and careless displacement of people. 

At the start of the 1990s decade, the keywords of these protests were sing waedlom (environment) or rabop niwet (ecological system). At the end of the decade, the keywords have become withi chiwit (way of life) and sitthi manusiyachon (human rights)

The environmental and social aspects of these protests have sometimes sat rather uneasily together. Environmental activists have sometimes had to stretch truth and credibility to claim local villagers as paragons of green virtue. Villagers have resented the grandstanding by NGOs. But there has been a strong trend towards greater cooperation and compromise. In the landmark fight against the Pak Moon dam, the NGOs’ complaints about the project’s environmental hooliganism, and the villagers’ claims for monetary compensation, often seemed to be at odds. But finally they have come together in the powerful current campaign: give us back the river.

Development and poverty

The old development model and development process are now under challenge. This  development model relied on large expenditure outlays on big infrastructure projects (dams, highways, power plants, etc.), and promotion of large private enterprises, local or foreign. The strategy was pushed by the World Bank, with the bulk of the investment funds for infrastructure projects supplied from its development loans. The assumption was that government and technicians knew best what is good for the people. Infrastructure developments assist the functioning of the market. They enable businesses to grow, making more profits, drawing more people into wage employment, thus contributing to growth and in the process, reducing poverty.

This model of growth does not figure any government role in providing social security or social welfare. In effect these were provided by the rural economy. Unemployment relief was available at the land frontier. Pensions were provided by the village economy. Food security was not an issue. Indeed during the thirty years of the high economic growth of the 1950s and up to the 1970s, poverty reduction did not result from urban wage employment as much as from the expansion of peasant agriculture. But this model of growth had a very short-term vision. The land frontier was being eaten away. The village economy and community was being gradually pulled apart. And the big projects were storing up economic costs and social problems for future generations. 

The evidence of the failure of the model is not only seen in the opposition of big projects by local community and civil society, but also, in the helplessness of the Thai government to alleviate the problems of unemployment and increased poverty during the recent economic crisis. The society lacked any institutions to channel the fund to provide the safety net for the poor people and those at the lower rung of society. The deterioration of the natural resources, forests, land and water, as a result of the past development strategy, compounded the plight of the poor living in rural areas. 

The poverty flag

The rising importance of the poverty issue in the thinking and self-presentation of the international organizations has to be seen in this context. The World Bank (WB) presents itself with the slogan “Our dream is a world free of poverty”. The Asian Development bank (ADB) declares that “Reduction of poverty is no longer one of ADB’s five objectives, it is ADB’s overarching goal”. Michel Camdessus declared that the IMF is the “best friend of the poor” and that “poverty reduction is at the heart of our programmes”. Even the World Trade Organization (WTO) has occasionally mumbled that its chief  reason for being is overcoming poverty.

The WB won’t give less developed countries loans now until they write out a “poverty reduction strategy”, for which the Bank offers a template, rather like a model answer to an exam question. The ADB has its own fat “Poverty Reduction Strategy” document. The IMF hosted a “Social Forum” last year, and is cranking out position papers with the word “poverty” in the title.

The IMF and ADB decided to hoist the poverty flag up their own flagpoles only in 1999, in a clear reaction to the Asian crisis. But the WB has been there for a decade. It first devoted its annual World Development Report to the poverty theme in 1990. Much of the international thinking on poverty has been done in the WB.

This commitment to fighting poverty is of course noble and laudable. But we should not overlook that it is also highly political.

The old development model and process are increasingly under attack—on the streets of Seattle and Washington, but also in the car park of the Pak Moon dam. The proponents of this old model and process (both governments and international agencies) need to rebuild some legitimacy. They also need to counter in both discourse and reality the challenge that these policies have ignored people and heightened social divisions. The emphasis on poverty meets these requirements. But it is a small shift rather than a big change. Open up the new policy packages of the WB and ADB and most of it looks very familiar. Both lead with the argument that growth is the best means to overcome poverty and hence, by implication, the old development model still applies. In the WB version, all the old stuff about macroeconomic stability and structural reform is still there, but has simply been repositioned as appendices to poverty planning. In essence, these agencies are still offering loans with conditions that the government continue to follow its development model, which is basically the past model of market emphasis, restricted government roles in the economy and in social securities provisions, but with new additions of advice to focus more on education, develop skill,  and knit social safety nets.

In the current Thai case, there is a further problem. The economic crisis has left the government with a catastrophic public debt. Although the government is struggling with some cosmetic solutions, it seems likely that about one third of the government’s capital budget (i.e. the bit available for projects) will be subtracted for debt service for the foreseeable future. The obvious consequence is that any significant initiative in economic policy will require loan support. The key source of such loan support will be the WB and ADB.

Such loans always come with conditions. Besides, while government is coming under increasing scrutiny from civil society over how it allocates and uses the national budget, loan funds offer government opportunities to preserve some of the bad old habit in taking decisions. The government agency signs an agreement with an international organisation and later, when the matter comes to light, claims that it is now committed by the earlier agreement.

Because of this, civil society is now rapidly learning how to monitor and influence the relations between government and international organisations. Even a year or so ago, the ADB was a rather specialised topic in civil society discourse. Now it has moved to centre stage.

One of the strands of this discourse is about corruption. There is no doubt that corruption is a major factor in the past emphasis on big projects. Politicians, officials, contractors and land speculators have made money from completing large projects whose social benefits were highly doubtful. But corruption is also a weapon of discourse. Accusations or rumours of corruption are a powerful strategy for challenging power relations. Take a recent example. This cartoon appeared during the debate over ADB loans for Thai agricultural development at the recent ADB conference in Chiang Mai. It depicts the current Thai prime minister and one of his predecessors. The cartoon focuses on corruption because it is an easy aspect to communicate. But this statement is part of a larger challenge which questions how the government is alienating control over rural policy-making to the ADB through the mechanism of loan conditions. 
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Mekong implications

Serious thoughts must be given to whether big projects will really contribute to poverty alleviation. Or will they destroy the environment and take away from people the source of their food security and means of livelihood, without proper compensation or relocation. What will be the costs of the deterioration of the environment to the future generation? Is the cost worth the immediate gains, and to whom? The methodology to compute cost accounting is very important. Thai environmentalists are now experimenting with methodologies to compute the full environmental cost in a cost-benefit exercise. But these methods are difficult and not yet accepted. 

What is the value of the way of life of being a peasant versus being a wage earner in a modern economic sector? This matter must be given consideration in many of the Mekong region countries, where minority groups can easily be displaced by development strategies focussing on development of big projects. Anti-poverty policy must have an ethnic dimension in the sense that the richness of the cultural and local aspects of the livelihood of these people must be respected in designing policies. This does not mean peasants have to remain as peasants. But rather that people should have more control over such decisions.

Governments of the Mekong region should take great care in wanting to follow advice of outsiders whose agenda may serve completely different constituencies.

The civil society of these countries should be allowed to participate in deciding how they would like their society and economy to develop. Or else we cannot talk about governance and democracy. 

Lastly, it must be remembered that international development banks exist to make loans. If no countries want their loans they cannot exist. Thus pushing for developing countries to take loans is an important part of their job. But this does not mean that they know what is best for countries to which they provide loans. 

Neither can we expect governments of these countries to have the welfare of the people as their priorities. Governments consist of people who have greed and lust for power as anybody else. An active civil society is an important part of the development process to ensure in some respects that governments act in the interest of the people at large. The civil society’s role has become even more important in situations where the hegemonic development model is one that pushes government to become partners to private investors. Once this reigns supreme, government is no longer in a position to protect public interests. In Thailand government itself has violated the rights of people in its attempts to assist private investors to exploit natural resources. People are robbed of their means of livelihood and food security in the name of economic growth and the national interest. Any of the Mekong region countries wishing to follow Thailand’s path should be well aware of this lesson.

Thailand’s civil society is now quite strong. The Mekong countries’ people are very vulnerable in this respect as they are not strong in their organisation. In some countries, local communities, especially minorities are scattered and are not properly integrated into the mainstream society. Neither are the civil society groups very strong. Besides they are being suppressed by some governments. How could we expect governance and democracy to operate in practice in these countries?

The Mekong countries’ governments may short-sightedly adopt the ADB’s strategy and allow themselves to be strapped with huge public debts from loans for big dams and other infrastructure projects in the name of anti-poverty policy. Such decisions will only force these countries to continue allowing their natural resources and people to be further exploited for the benefits of very few private investors, both local and foreign, and some rent-seeking groups.
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