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I  think this is a very important conference. I’m very honoured to have been asked to give an opening speech. I don’t know so much about watersheds so I’m looking forward to learning. I just want very briefly to mention four issues which, it seems to me, are bound up with the question of watersheds and how we as a society should manage them.

The first issue is about resources.

Every visitor to this region from way back has commented on the same thing—the sheer abundance of nature, of natural resources. Chinese visitors said it in the 14th century, Europeans in the 16th and 17th, the British in the 19th, and the Americans in the 20th. In the words of one early Dutch resident, “Siam is a country that has more than most other countries of everything that the human being needs.”

From the 1950s right up until the 1980s, our politicians, urban elites and our advisors from the World Bank were thinking the same way: we have so much, we ought to exploit it.

The development strategy adopted was one of unbalanced growth based on investment in infrastructure, aiming to promote peasant colonisation of land outside the old river valleys, and letting entrepreneurship drive the economy. We let the loggers loose to gain foreign exchange to finance urban expansion. We went for agricultural exports and later  industrialisation, using up all kinds of natural resources without thinking about the cost to the society and to future generations. Quickly, the ratio between the available resources on one side, and the demands upon them on the other, changed dramatically. 

All the initiatives on economic development came from the urban elites and middle class. Their mindset is that natural resources belong to the state (which is equivalent to belonging to no-one) and should be exploited in the name of economic development. Now that resources in low-land areas—which were the most accessible and hence the first to be exploited—are all used up, they now want control over the unexploited resources in the upland areas.

What has happened to us is not so different from what is happening across the globe.  The US and the OECD, after depleting all their own forest resources, are now telling the developing countries: go for conservation to save the world from environmental disaster. Here in Thailand, the elites and most of the urban middle class are saying: forest resources in the low lands have disappeared (how they disappeared is, of course, never mentioned), therefore the upland watershed areas must be conserved. Those living in the watershed area must sacrifice for the sake of the nation as a whole. 

This attitude has created lots of conflicts and contests. But now the problem is not only between lowland and uplands, but also between state and local community, between urban and rural, between upstream and downstream, and so on. We have tended to try managing those conflicts with old tools and institutions, namely to ignore the fundamental problems and to blame it all on the ‘third hand’ which pays villagers to protest against the government’s decision. It is really only in the last five years that we have started to admit that this approach will not work.

What I’ve said so far is pretty obvious. Anyone who has opened a newspaper here over the past decade cannot have missed all the stories about forests, illegal logging, dam conflicts, pipeline conflicts, land scandals, industrial pollution, mines and quarries, waste disposal, fish stocks, damaged coral reefs, and so on. But I want to mention another transition which is a bit less obvious.

The second issue is about what ‘development’ is all about.

We used to imagine that development would turn us into a country rather similar to the existing examples of advanced economies. Industry would grow. Fewer and fewer people would depend on agriculture. Towns and cities would increase. The middle class would expand and become politically dominant.

Many economists in particular still think like that. In many ways, this one-track model of development is built into the textbooks. But it is becoming less convincing, less tenable. Of course there have been people challenging the model and trying to redefine ‘development’ for a long time. But I sense now that people who want to believe in this model—who want to imagine Thailand becoming like California—are finding it more difficult.

That’s because of the evidence of the last half-century of advancing globalisation, and especially of the last couple of decades. Industrial growth is becoming more concentrated—concentrated under fewer multinationals, concentrated in certain places, and requiring less and less extra labour for expansion. Outside the already advanced world, countries are going in various different directions. Some cities are becoming attached to the advanced world, like industrial colonies. Some areas—like most of Africa—have become almost wholly deindustrialised and are becoming poorer.  For developing countries where there are still large rural populations—like much of Southeast Asia—it is becoming less and less certain that these rural people will be absorbed into industry and urbanisation, and certainly not very quickly.

I suspect that this has helped to encourage two new departures from the old one-track view of development. The first is active resistance against the social violence involved in the transition from agriculture to urbanism. Here in Thailand this resistance has rallied around a very graphic and emotive phrase—the protection of witthi chiwit, ‘way of life’. This idea challenges the assumption that everyone has to be absorbed into the social structure of capitalist urbanism.

The second is growing appreciation that the tropical and sub-tropical regions of the world are different from the temperate regions—that the much greater biodiversity is a huge and largely untapped potential which—if properly understood, carefully protected, and well managed — can help to sustain the large rural populations and various non-urban forms of witthi chiwit.

But along with this growing appreciation of the tropical-temperate difference, there is growing realisation that our knowledge base is rather poor. So much agricultural science, forestry practice, water management has been learnt from the west, adapted from research done in the temperate regions, never fully tested or challenged in this very different part of the world.

At the same time, we are beginning to realise that there is a stock of appropriate knowledge which hitherto we have tended to ignore. This is the knowledge carried by the people who historically have been closest to and most dependent on the natural resources. This means the small fishermen (using traditional methods) on our rivers and coasts. And it means the hill peoples in our forests.

People like the Karen have managed to conserve the forests surrounding their areas right up to now, whereas elsewhere in Thailand most of the forests are in a degraded state. So rather than rejecting this wealth of knowledge and removing these people from the forests, we need a new, constructive attitude: be prepared to learn from them, work together, and allow these people to help us protect the forests, thereby allowing them to maintain their livelihood, ways of life, and thus making Thailand a more varied and interesting place .

The third issue I want to mention is about nationality and nationalism. We cannot avoid the fact that the whole question of how we manage forests, hills, and watersheds has become bound up with issues of nationality—of who is, or should be, a Thai. A little over a century ago, our rulers seized on the idea that Thais were a nation of rice-growers, of lowland peasant farmers. Later on, they also added the idea that Thais are a homogenous, unified ethnic group. These ideas have become very powerful, and are still repeated all over the place. 

The fact is, Thais are an amazing jumble of different people who have all learnt to use the language of the people who rule them. The homogeneity is completely imaginary. Over the last half-century we have somehow managed to allow the Chinese shopkeeper to creep into this nation of Thai rice-growers, without too much trouble. But we are having much more difficulty expanding the idea of ‘Thai’ to include the people who live in the forest or up the hill.

Under the impact of the economic crisis, we have had a big surge of nationalism over the last couple of years. Whether you think this is a good thing or a bad thing, it does not matter. The rise of nationalism is a fact. But we must struggle to prevent nationalism distorting the human and ecological issues of what we do about hills, forests, and watersheds.

The fourth issue I want to flag is about rights. A decade or so ago, we did not talk much about rights. The rise of this concept has been one of the most striking and most important developments of recent years. It is also an area where we are just beginning to grapple with the complexity.

About a century ago, we picked up the western idea of individual property rights. But then we applied the idea with lots of conditions and a great deal of discrimination, so the whole issue of land rights is now in a mess. Then we granted the state all kinds of very privileged rights — over land, water, forests, and other resources.

This situation is now being challenged in many ways. People are challenging the superior rights claimed by the state. Various groups are demanding better definition of the conditional and discriminatory property rights. People have questioned why our legal and political systems make it so difficult to claim and enforce community rights. And academics have pointed out that traditional concepts of rights differed a lot from the western-derived legal versions.

In conclusion: Over the last few years, we have thrown away many of the old certainties—about how abundant our resources were, about what development means, about who Thais are, and about what rights are or should be. We have started to confront some of the watersheds in our thinking about resources, development, and people.

When you throw away old certainties, you have to find something to put in their place. In other words, you have to learn again, a bit like a child.

In these circumstances, I find the aims of this conference very appropriate. I take the message to be: we must talk together, learn together—across the borders of Thai and non-Thai, lowland and hill, NGO and government, or whatever, and find the solutions to the  problems of the  watersheds management together.
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