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Pak Mun Dam Management in Thailand: Elusiveness and Empty Promises on

Poverty Reduction, Environmental Restoration and Energy Generation?

By Dr. Kanowan Manorom, Faculty of Liberal Arts, Ubon Rachathni University, Thailand
34190, Tel/fax. 2-45-288387

e-mail: kmanorom@la.ubu.ac.th

Abstract

This article seeks to critique on whether opening the gates of Pak Mun dam 4
months a year lessens poverty and restores the ecology and how social attitudes, public
discourses and beliefs about the dam have influenced a process of policy making. Data
used in this ailicle was based from an empirical study. Social perception on dam merits
and its usefulness are still the recurrent themes of policy makers in the Pak Mun Dam
management. Information on the dam related to poverty reduction, ecological restoration
and energy stability without Pak Mun Dam was not taken into consideration in the
process of decision making. This dam management policy that is directly with the
economical and political implications of ecological damage will generate broader socio-
economic consequences of environmental degradation in the long run. Hence this
decision making policy on dam management is elusive and brings empty promises to
sustain local livelihood and restore ecology because it is embedded in “the win-win
solution theme™ which has long been cultivated in the day-to-day practices in Thai

society.

Key words: Political economy of damming, social perception concerning the dam, the

win-win solution theme and day-to-day practices.
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introduction

Ideological concept of large dams about enhancing national prosperity and the
economic and social wellbeing of its people are still a repetitive dominant policy.
Nonetheless, huge dam projects which continue to be proposed around the world tend
to benefit powerful political and economic interests. The process of planning, promoting
and building dams is usually isolated from democratic dissent because it is centralized
at the upper level authorized agencies who are politicians, policy makers, dam-building
bureaucrats and technical experts and consultants. In the present age, it is revealed to
the public that a dammed river generates the most serious long-term environmental
effects and human consequences. The Pak Mun Dam in Thailand is an excellent
example of this disastrous phenomena.

Pak Mun Dam is located on Mun river, in the vicinity of the Mekong river. This
dam is the most clearly controversial case in the country and even in the international
debate because an enduring anti-dam movement of those who suffer from the dam has
been active for over 10 years since it was built. Ultimately, in January 2003, the Thai
govemment issued an order to open the sluice gates of the dam 4 months a year, from

July-October.

Common Resources Management: the Elusive Benefits?

The decision making of the Thai government seemingly was based on research
centered around Pak Mun Dam issues, made by various academic institutes. These
include Ubon Ratchathani University (2002)(granted by the government), Khon Kean
University and Office of the National Science and Technology Office (2003) (granted by
the Electric General Authority of Thailand-EGAT) (2003) and the Forum of the Poor
Researchers (2002). The period of opening the dam during the wet season would bring
floods along with strong currents. Normally, the principal livelihood of people living
along and the adjacent to the Mun river depends on the resources of the Mun river,
fish, riverbank vegetables, riverbank farming and so on. Moreover the fishing economy
is the mainstay of villagers because rice farming is produced mainly for domestic
consumption. Also the soil has low to moderate fertile and consists of sandstone hills
outcropping in vast areas. Thus rice is not the source of villagers’ main income (Ubon
Ratchathani University 2002)

Fishing income completely relied on a natural cycle of the river because of the

migration of fish from the Mekong to the Mun river year-round. Most villagers have
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either mobile or fixed fishing gear according to the seasonal variation of fish migration
(Tyson 1993). However, smali-scale fishing gear were appropriate for use during the dry
season when rapids and fishing sites emerged. Villagers therefore had no incentive to
invest in capital or labor to catch fish because the fish resources were inaccessible
during the flooding period as well as during the 8-month closing the sluice gates.
Based on Ubon Ratchathani University research (2002), an increase in average fishing
income was from 3,045 baht per household per year in 2000 (before experimental
opening the dam.)1 to 10,025 baht per household per year in 2001 (after opening the
dam). However, the increase in this income still was not comparable to income received
before construction of the dam in 1990, which averaged 25,742 bath per household per
year. It was true that off-farm income was higher but villagers faced uncertainty of
changing workplace and residence. Thus, fishery was the base of villagers lives both for
the source of income and source for food.

According to Ubon Ratchathani research (ibid.), during the opening of the sluice
gates for one year, there were a total of 184 species. This shows an increase a
diversity of fish. There were rare and non-endemic fish as well as fish reproducing only
in the Mekong river. The number of fish found by Ubon Ratchathani University is clearly
higher than those found by other studies during the closing of the sluice gates (before
June 2001). The migratory pattemn of fish was throughout the year with each group
migrating based on different natural conditions but a large number migrate from the
Mekong river into the Mun watershed in June and return in November.

In order to fit with the condition of fish migration in each season, villagers
produced wide varieties of local small-scale mobile and fixed fishing gear such as gili-
nets (mong). hook (bet), line gear (bet of vanous type), drop-door basket (chan),
bamboo tube eel trap (fan), horizontal cyiinder trap (fop). funnet trap (pong pang; locally
called jib), shore-based seine net (ouan tap ta-ling; locally called guad) and so on. This
equipment was used in accordance to fish species migration and specific characteristics
of many compiex sub-ecosystems of the Mun river; deep and shallow water, riverine
areas, rapids comprising rocks, caves and so on, submerged under the water.

Together, each fishing gear was normally appropriated for use in any seasonal

variation as well. For example, funnel trap (pong pang. locally called jib) and shore-

" Pak Mun dam was experimentally opened during May 1999-June 2000. This opening experiment
was made due to the fact that the government needed to have an empirical data to support their

decision making on the dam management.
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based seine net (ouan tap ta-ling: locally called guad), the most efficient gear, and
bamboo tube eel trap (/an) could not be used during the wet season. Normally during
flooding season villagers hardly got access to fish because most of the fishing
equipment whether fixed or mobile could be considered small-scale. Also most villagers
possessed non-engine boats which were hardly for them to use during flooding time
{July-October) with a rapid flow velocity.

Moreover, without the Pak Mun dam (during the experimental opening the
gates), It was found that there was a recovery of the riverbank vegetables. They were
natural food and medicine plants for local people and natural seaweed for fish food
such as tao. it was also found that some villagers could be able to have a vegetable
garden along the river bank. It was a source of their food security and some cash flow.
However, the mimosa (maiyarabyak), a natural weed was a major obstacle for villagers
get access to the land along the riverbank. The research team who studied this issue
stated that opening and closing the dam during the year would allowed mimosa to grow
rapidly.

Furthermore, it was also discovered that social conflicts that had long been
formed since the construction of the Pak Mun Dam were declining after the
experimental opening of the sluice gates. Villagers returned to catching fish from the
same fishing sites, locally named “luang pla”, at rapids, pools, caves, deep holes and
other locations. For example, the fishing activity called “laimong” (a drift gill-net fishing)
appeared again after disappearing when the dam was closed. This activity required a
flowing river condition but not flooded too much (best during early rainy season).
However, to practice the laimong, it needed to be organized on an cooperative principle
among villagers to clean the fishing site and to rotate the fishermen who are fishing.
Based on my observation, opening the gates not only brought back the natural condition
but also revived social relations. Coordination of inter-household relations, in the
community and between the communities was quite improved. Natural flow of the Mun
river has lessened community tensions and conflicts conceming the presence of Pak

Mun Dam (Kanokwan Manorom 1999).

Empty promises for the Future: the Poor, Ecology and Energy?
At the moment, | would say that the final decision of the government
concerning Pak Mun dam management, by opening the sluice gates only for 4 months

a year, will definitely not be appropriate. AS a resuit, this resolution does not ensure
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the restoration of people’s livelihood and ecology in many ways as presented below.

The gain fishing income is minimal since most villagers can not easily get
access to fish sites under the flooding conditions because most villagers possess non-
motor boats. This means that fishing economy, direct income (daily or weekly income)
both in cash and in- kind will not be sustainable. Consequently, villagers will have no
confidence to invest both capital and labor in fishing because they can not use a variety
of fishing gear to catch fish following the seasonal natural cycle of the Mun river.

One important festival of E-sarn new year, Songkran festival was normally
performed during dry season (in April) at the rapids will be extinguished because all
rapids were submerged under water. During the experimental opening of the gates, it
was found that villagers would celebrate Songkran ferstival at the rapids again. This
cerebration was definitely gone after the building of the dam. Rapids are therefore a
center of family and friends' reunion and tourist sites. Thus opening the gates during
wet season will not uncover the natural rapids despite of the fact that they are not only
the fishing sites but also a social centrality of villagers’ lives. Social relations which
some how were established in the Mun river area during dry season will be destroyed
(local festival and fishing). Consequently, community commitment and cooperation have
rarely been revived.

Clearly, the Pak Mun Dam has brought about an adverse ecology for 10 years.
Various natural formations, such as rapids were blasted during the construction. There
was inundation along the riverbanks which destroyed riverbank vegetables and riverside
farming and wetiand areas which had been pasture land for cattle. All rapids which
were fishing sites and social spaces of villagers were submerged. Thus, in terms of
ecological restoration, opening the sluice gates only four months a year will not be able
to restore the natural condition.

In terms of the electricity generation, based on Taweekhun Sawantranon (2002)
part of Ubon Ratchathani university research (ibid.), without Pak Mun Dam or during the
experimental opening of the sluice gates, the stability of electric power of the lower
Northeast region was not negatively impacted. Electricity supplied to this Zone came
from various other sources. Thailand's electrical distribution system is aiso connected
together and linked to neighboring countries, especially Lao People's Democratic
Republic. Additionally the Northeast region received electricity from the Central and
North region. In fact, the PaK Mun Dam's energy production varies by season

depending upon important conditions: the actual power which was generated, ranged
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from lowest during dry season; intermediate during wet season and to highest power
generation in winter season. Thus, opening the sluice gates during wet season per the
government order would not in accordance with the actual power generation production
of the Pak Mun Dam. In my opinion, the sluice gates should be opened during dry
season as well because the power generation ranks lowest during this period. The
electrical problem can be solved technically while people's livelihood and nature can not

be resolved in such a way.

Political Economy of Damming

The final resolution on Pak Mun Dam was unacceptable to the people receiving
the impact from the dam because they demanded to have a permanent opening of the
gates instead. It was proved by much research that Pak Mun Dam created adverse
impacts on people's livelihood and the Mun river ecology. Villagers have loss their
income deriving from fishing economy (WCD 2000, Ubon Ratchathani university 2002,
Forum of the Poor researchers and Southeast Asia rivers network-Thailand 2002 and
Khon Kean university 2000). Researching the impacts of the experimental opening of
the dam, from June 2001-June 2002 by Ubon Ratchathani University found that income
eamed from fisheries was a lot higher than that found during closing of the gates.

In order to make sure that the decision was appropriately made, the government
did their own survey by asking the Office of National Statistics to conduct the poll during
December 24-26 2002. The poll asked people in three districts (Phibhun Mangsahan,
Sirindhorn and Khong Jiam, Ubon Ratchathani province), the people living along and at
the considerable distance from the Mun river. The objective of the survey was to double
check if these people agreed with the government resolution on Pakmun dam, opening
the dam's gate 4 months a year. It was confirmed by the survey that all stakeholders
would get benefits. The EGAT could generate 8 months of electricity to secure power
stability in 5 provinces of the lower Northeast region; Ubon Ratchathani, Sisaket, Amnat
Charoen, Yasothorn, and Mukdahan while the poor can fish during the dam’s gate
opening.

In arguing this, political economy of damming Mun river is complicated. It is
connected to a central regulated and legitimate form of power which is organized in a
hierarchical cluster of relations among conflicting interest groups. The status of
dominant economic theory is more powerful than local economic development needs.

The dam management has not only failed to eradicate poverty through the provision of
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a rivor rasource basod sconomy, but also national growth has often subsidized the
middle classos to the disadvantage (Goldblatlt 1996). Local livelihood s rarely been
accountablo for national sustenance. Furthermore, the environmental movement has a
imitod capacity to influence the policy procoss because most of middle class agree with
tho wo callod “win-win solution”. People in goneral believe thal all gain benefils
avaryono. Nobody losos.

Even though, the unintended and long- term adverse impacts of the Pak Mun
e attract public attontion and force the government to revive the dam management
policy, ecological probleoms  still exist and need more discussion to solve. Dam
muanagoment roflocts an economic and political process which results in ecological
damage and gonorales broader socio-oconomic consequences (Mccully 1898). It has
facilitated now soclal movement and a radical transformation of local politics that gave
birth to the organization of the poor who call themselves the Poor Forum. Besides,
govarmmment, business groups, urban middle class and the media, & group that is
agnins! the Poor Forum also cruclal actors who play a great role in Pak Mun Dam
docinion making procoss. Diverse opinions on the dam management show the roles of
multli-stakeholders who want to share bonefils, negotiate, or just tend to promote their
inoronts as the people who want to see the prosperity of the nation. Thus, dam
discoursos and storles interplay with lllusion, lies, truth, and empty promises to the
dirnclly effacted groups.

Since, the hasic idoa of the Thal government in having an order to open the Pak
Mun's gatos 4 months a youor is known as * the win-win solution” philosophy, it satisfies
tho percoption of tho morlt of the dam of the Thal people. They have been convinced
that the dam fuols economic growth, stabilizes energy, develops irrigation and
compromise multl-stakeholders. Simuitaneousiy, public discourse on the dam, that a
groal amount of money was invested In the dam and therefore it must be used. It
becomas a common idea nationwide. The cabinet has used this idea to strengthen their
policy on tha dam management. Neadiess to say, this resolution was not academically
banod. Genoral porcoption on the dam has displaced empirical data made by
academicinns or the offected people themselves whos research siressed the wellbeing
of local livelihood, raestoration of ecology. Research by academic and effected people
has shown that onorgy supplies are more than adequate in Thalland. Therefore dam
managomeant hardly alloviates local poverty associated with environmental degradation

an cloarly elaboratod in the oarlier section,
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