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Abstract

This study applies the political ecology approach as well as concepts of local
power, patron-client relation, and new social movement in analyzing conflicts over large-
dam construction project and contestation by villagers in the study area. It explores the
complex relationship of various factors and social agencies involved in the controversy
and confiicts of large-dam construction, namely the Kaeng Sua Ten Dam Project. This
study examines four major issues: the complicacy of the Thai state's policies on dam
building, tactics deployed by the Thai authorities, the roles of muiti-national
organizations and local power in imposing the dam project upon the villagers, the
signification of villagers' opposition against the dam building, as well as their strategies
in opposing, negotiating and resisting against the pro-dam groups, and the social and
political ramification of villagers' struggle. The finding of this study is as follows:

First, this thesis describes historical development of dam building as a
contextual source of conilicts in Thai society. Dam construction has been initiated as
part of the Thai's state overarching development trajectory heavily influenced by muiti-
national organizations and dam construction industry. The notion that dam signifies

development is actually a myth which dominates Thai bureaucrats’ thought and the Thai



public mind. The “scientific knowledge of dam construction” has been a part of
discursive practices which justify this myth.

Second. the discourse on "dams and development” has been deployed by
various pro-dam groups to justify their proposal to build dams. Local people actually
have never had any say in these projects. If any of these projects are called into
question, the issues raised have always been distorted and politicized by paliticians,
local power, consulting business companies and local media. The study examines the |
role of the state in pushing for large-dam construction and finds that it cannot be treated
simplistically.

Third, villagers utilize existing local culture in various ways in contesting for their
right in accessing naturai resoﬁrces. Kinship ties, patron-client relations, rituals and
traditions, local history are used, explored or re-invented so as to construct their identity
and give meanings to the course of their struggle. Resacralization of their village is a
crucial justification for the demand to continue to reside in their place. Another is that
villagers employ strategy which enables them to connect to the emerging civil society as
well as to other groups of villagers similarly affected by dams and state’s development
policies. This strategy makes the dam issue become a public agenda and hence it
creates a new social space allowing the campaigns for people participation and
environmental conservation. The struggle has made a significant cantribution to the
“politics of people” and it shows that local community is a crucial base of political
reform.

Forth, the soci-al and pclitical ramifications of villagers’ struggle bring about the
continuing rise of people resistance against large-dam project. The manifestation of
several failed dams is an assertion that “dam is not an answer to development”. The
villager struggle is a new social movement that has greatly undermined the discourse of
science. This phenomena signifies the change of epoch and it telis us that “no one has

an absolute power to control the truth forever”.



