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TRANSBOUNDARY ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE IN

SOUTHEAST ASIA

Antonio P. Contreras

Southeast Asia has always been considered strategically located. Its territorial
space and the resources it contains are considered to be important not only to

Asia but to the world. Furthermore, its people face a complex array of political,
economic, and social challenges whose effects are felt both inside and outside its
boundaries. For example, this region is at a significant crossroads for global polit-
ical security discussions, being considered both a breeding ground and a training
ground for various terrorist groups. Meanwhile, its own people are exposed to the
risk of the political fallout of a Western-centered anti-terrorist strategy that labels
local political movements for autonomy and sovereignty as agents of terror. 

Southeast Asia also plays an important role in global environmental security dis-
cussions. This is due to its high biodiversity levels, as well as its high rate of
species extinction. For example, 59.6 percent of Indonesia’s 29,375 vascular plant
species are endemic and not found anywhere else. Southeast Asia encompasses 4
of the 20 “biodiversity hotspots” identified in the world. Its rate of deforestation is
the highest of any major tropical region, and it could lose 75 percent of its origi-
nal forest cover and 42 percent of its biodiversity by 2100. The region includes
about 20 critically endangered plant and animal species and as many as 686 vul-
nerable species of vascular plants, 91 species of fish, 23 species of amphibians, 28
species of reptiles, 116 species of birds, and 147 species of mammals.1 In discus-
sions of this impending ecological disaster, the blame is often heaped upon the
peoples of Southeast Asia, citing the inability of its political elites to implement
conservation laws, the rent-seeking and environmentally damaging practices of its
economic elites, the lifestyles of its middle class, and the cultural practices of its
marginalized communities as contributors to environmental destruction.

The rest of the world sees Southeast Asia as a significant contributor to global
problems such as climate change, deforestation, and fish depletion. The region is
therefore expected to be responsible for the formulation of a solution to these
crises. Painted as both culprit and savior, Southeast Asia is expected to establish
social order within its states, as well as create a common agenda and course of ac-
tion through regional groups, including the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), and civil society regional interactions. For a region that con-
tains complex political economies and a rich array of cultural and historical expe-
riences, living up to such an expectation—that is, of implementing good national
and regional governance—is a sizeable burden. The wide diversity among states
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in the region is both a challenge and an opportunity for addressing issues that cross
political boundaries. 

This paper is divided into three main sections. The first section focuses on the var-
ious environmental issues that confront Southeast Asia as a region, particularly
those that are transboundary in character. The second section discusses the socie-
tal context within which such issues emerge, taking into consideration the diver-
sity within and among countries in the region.

Finally, the third section presents the various institutional mechanisms through
which the region has responded to the environmental issues and identifies the chal-
lenges and prospects that such mechanisms face.

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

Of the many environmental issues that confront the Southeast Asia region, four are
transboundary in character: haze and transboundary pollution, water governance
in the Mekong subregion, environment-related issues in the South China Sea, and
trade in environmental resources.

Haze and Transboundary Pollution

While forest fires in some parts of Southeast Asia may result from natural causes
such as lightning strikes or from small-scale slash-and-burn agricultural practices,
empirical evidence gathered by numerous studies indicates that most of the disas-
trous fires have been caused by the operations of large-scale commercial oil palm
plantations in Indonesia, particularly in Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, and
Papua.2 Furthermore, while natural factors can exacerbate the effects of the fires,
as the El Niño phenomenon did in 1997–1998, the lack of political will (and even
the active complicity or tacit approval of policy makers) has constrained the mean-
ingful implementation of fire prevention policies. The damage that is being caused
by these fires is inflicted not only on the local communities and the ecology in In-
donesia, but also in other countries. Forest fires have been identified as one of the
causes of biodiversity depletion in Southeast Asia. The impacts of the Indonesian
fires on health and productivity in the region, particularly in Malaysia, Singapore,
and Thailand and to a lesser extent in Myanmar and Vietnam, are equally signifi-
cant. The 1997–1998 episode alone affected about 20 million people and caused
damage ranging from US$4.5 billion to US$9.3 billion.3 An equally disastrous, al-
beit shorter, episode occurred on October 6–7, 2006. At this time, 1,496 fire
hotspots were sighted in Sumatra and 2,075 in Kalimantan, with Central Kaliman-
tan becoming the worst-affected area.

Water Governance in the Mekong Subregion

Unlike the haze problem, whose transboundary nature is derived from the fact that
the problem is exported from Indonesia to other parts of the region, the issue of
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water governance in the Mekong subregion of mainland Southeast Asia is trans-
boundary by the very nature of the resource in question. The Mekong River orig-
inates from the Tibetan plateau in Yunnan, China, and empties into the South
China Sea in the southern part of Vietnam, passing through Myanmar, Thailand,
Laos, and Cambodia. The drainage basin of the river covers about 795,000 square
kilometers of land that contains diverse geological formations and landscapes, as
well as a complex array of sociocultural, linguistic, political, and economic sys-
tems. Thus, any intervention by states aimed at governing the water resources in
the Mekong, even to address a country’s internal needs, would have inevitable
transboundary implications. 

The main issue that confronts water governance in the Mekong subregion is com-
peting interests for water resources. The main competing uses in the upper tribu-
taries, such as those located in Yunnan, Myanmar, and upper Laos, are hydropower
and irrigation. In Laos, for example, tapping water to irrigate local farms may be
compromised by the need to generate foreign earnings by tapping the same water
for hydropower and exporting the energy to neighboring Thailand. In Cambodia,
the competition exists between commercial and wild-capture fisheries, both of
which in turn contribute to the degradation of the fisheries resources in the Tonle
Sap River and Lake. The main issue in Vietnam, at the tail end of the river system,
lies primarily in the delicate balance between the needs of human settlements, par-
ticularly for water for aquaculture and household use by the 18 million inhabitants
of the river delta, flood control, and irrigation infrastructures, on the one hand and
the ecological needs for resource conservation of an otherwise fragile ecosystem
on the other. 

Thus, the defining issue of resource use and conflict in the region is the tenuous
relationship between livelihood needs of local communities and the large-scale re-
source and infrastructure development projects usually promoted by states with
transnational connections and markets. This complex interplay of demands centers
on a natural resource that is already ecologically challenged. At the same time, the
options of downstream states and communities may, in fact, be constrained by the
choices and prerogatives of their upstream counterparts in the region. The flood
pulse and the level of sedimentation, as well as the quality of water that flows
downstream, for example, will be affected by infrastructural projects upstream. 

Environment-Related Issues in the South China Sea

Much of the focus on the South China Sea is in the context of the territorial dis-
putes emanating from competing claims by countries such as the Philippines,
Malaysia, Vietnam, and China. However, the region is also the site of environ-
ment-related transboundary issues. The Partnerships in Environmental Manage-
ment for the Seas of East Asia (PEMSEA) cites three major reasons why
environmental issues in the South China Sea are transboundary: (1) marine re-
sources occur in and move through many countries; (2) activities in the marine en-
vironment, such as shipping, fishing, and the movement of migratory and alien
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species, involve multiple countries; and (3) the ocean is a medium through which
pollutants are relatively easily transmitted from one country to another. 

The coastal ecosystems of Southeast Asia are facing severe degradation. Eleven
percent of its coral reefs have totally collapsed, 48 percent have been rendered
critical, and 80 percent are endangered. Mangrove ecosystems are also badly
damaged, with about 70 percent of cover lost. Seagrass beds have also suffered
substantial depletion, ranging from 20 to 60 percent. This degradation of coastal
habitats and the associated loss of biodiversity could have transboundary impli-
cations. It is known that seagrass beds of one country are strongly interdepend-
ent with nearby coral reef ecosystems, which in turn affect the stock of fish that
may move through the waters to regular fishing grounds used by other coun-
tries. Increasing marine traffic due to trade also poses risks in the form of oil
spills and water pollution that may have transboundary impacts. Furthermore,
the ships may bring with them ballast water contaminated with alien organisms
that may be unloaded in the open sea or at dock. This could threaten the health
of both humans and ecosystems and could further contribute to the degradation
of marine habitats.

Trade in Environmental Resources

Southeast Asia is considered to be a major hub for trade in environmental re-
sources, mainly wildlife. While some of this trade is legally sanctioned, the mag-
nitude of the trade is underestimated, and a majority of it is illegal in nature. While
China and other countries in Asia remain a large market, a substantial regional
market within Southeast Asia also exists. Singapore, for example, actively traded
wildlife and wildlife products in 2000, with net imports of 7,093 live animals and
net exports of 301,905 animal skins. One of the main drivers of this trade is the
demand by practitioners of traditional medicine for plant and animal products.
This demand has calamitous effects on wildlife species in the region, such as the
Sumatran tiger, whose bones are in high demand for medicinal uses even though
there are only about 500 of these tigers left in the wild. In the period from 1975 to
1992, Indonesia supplied 60 percent of the total market for tiger bones in South
Korea, amounting to 6,128 kilograms.4 Another source of demand is the thriving
pet industry in Southeast Asia. This is the reason the Bali starling, a species en-
demic to the island, has been driven to near extinction.

Another part of the illegal environmental resource trade is the active illegal timber
trade in the region. The main suppliers of legal timber are Laos, Myanmar, Indone-
sia, and Malaysia. Thailand and the Philippines have banned or restricted logging
operations and have since become net timber importers. There is evidence, how-
ever, that Thailand has also relied on timber illegally traded from Laos and 
Myanmar.5 It has also been discovered that Thai capital has been used in establish-
ing logging concessions in neighboring countries, usually in collusion with rent-
seeking elites in those host countries.6
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Illegal resource trade in Southeast Asia is enabled by the presence of high demand,
the porosity of the borders, and the weakness of law enforcement in the countries
involved. This is aggravated by the rent-seeking practices of political and eco-
nomic elites.7 However, local communities can also be involved. This was evident
during the 1997 economic crisis, when dislocated urban workers returned to their
local communities and engaged in illegal capture and trade of wildlife and other
forest products. A decline in the demand for rare and endangered animals and
plants, brought about by the reduced purchasing power of the middle class that is
the traditional market for these products, was offset by the huge Chinese market,
which was not as affected by the economic crisis.8

It is important to point out that while illegal trade in forest products and wildlife
resources has indeed contributed to environmental and even social problems in the
region, legal trade has also created serious problems. For example, the depletion
of forests and their biodiversity in Thailand and the Philippines and the adverse
implications for the livelihoods of local forest-based communities were conse-
quences of legal extraction of timber by state-approved concessions, spurred by a
lucrative export market. In many cases, the opening of forest areas by legitimate
logging operators paved the way for the entry of a second wave of lowland migrant
settlers, who deployed unsustainable farming practices and prevented the natural
regeneration of logged-over forest areas. Furthermore, as in the case of the Philip-
pines, weak and even corrupted government monitoring has allowed operators to
engage in destructive and unregulated logging practices both within and outside
their approved concession areas.

SOCIETAL CONTEXT

The Role of the State

The transboundary environmental issues identified above exist within a particu-
lar societal context. Southeast Asia is a region of divergent political systems.
Laos and Myanmar are ruled by single-party, military-led governments, while
Cambodia and Vietnam are struggling to adopt democratic principles and juxta-
pose these with single-party regimes. Brunei Darussalam remains a sultanate.
Singapore and Malaysia are both parliamentary democracies, albeit with strin-
gent controls on political dissent. Both Indonesia and the Philippines have pres-
idential forms of government, and both have fragile formal democracies that 
are the products of people-led democratization movements. Thailand is a con-
stitutional monarchy with military-led governments punctuating its modern po-
litical history. Of these countries, it is the latter three (the Philippines, Indonesia,
and Thailand) that have a relatively active community of civil society organi-
zations engaging with both local and regional issues, including environmental
issues. Historically, except for Thailand, most of Southeast Asia has experi-
enced direct colonial rule by the British, French, Dutch, Spanish, Americans,
and even the Japanese. 
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However, despite this divergence in political systems and historical experiences,
there is a common thread that weaves through the development of the region’s
political institutions. Modern states emerged in Southeast Asia as a product of
the interaction between indigenous pre-colonial structures of governance and
colonial forces, some of which were direct and penetrating (as in the Philip-
pines), while others came in the form of acquired influences from an increas-
ingly globalizing world (as in Thailand). This interplay between the local and
the colonial positioned environmental resources to become primary targets for
exploitation as important inputs for state-building processes, and, unfortunately,
the resources were in the hands of the colonial elites and/or their native cohorts
and later successors. Of these resources, the most affected were the forests of
Southeast Asia. Forests in the Philippines, Malaysia, Myanmar, Indonesia, and
what used to be Indo-China were logged by the colonial states and later by their
successors, and the products were traded in global markets to generate the money
needed to finance investments for the public good as well as to meet private
elite interests. Thailand’s teak forests were depleted in the same manner, albeit
without the direct participation of any colonial ruler, although the British in-
vested in the forest industry and influenced the development of the bureaucracy
as well as forest policy and science.9

These experiences of colonial and/or elite-led exploitation of environmental re-
sources, aside from having serious ecological consequences, also have signifi-
cant structural consequences. The historical role of elites in resource exploitation
and their strong government connections have effectively weakened the processes
and institutions of governance to the point where governments are either unable
to rein in private interests or are, in fact, colluding with them. This leads to
weak policies, weak implementation of policies that look good on paper, and
even bad policies. On many occasions, policies and projects of states have un-
dermined or pushed out the local practices of relatively powerless and margin-
alized communities in the region. For example, the traditional trade practices
that existed among local communities in the Mekong subregion, which crossed
borders prior to the development of modern state boundaries, were delegitimized
when the state declared monopoly over forest-related trade. The current illegal
trade in timber and other forest products, therefore, has to be understood in the
context of this historical background. 

Indigenous property rights, which were rather common in the region, were also
often displaced by modern laws. Common property and communal practices were
effectively delegitimized when privatization laws were passed or when powerful
private interests were granted concession rights on communal lands, as when
forestry laws displaced the land rights of the Orang Asli in Western Malaysia and
of indigenous peoples in Kalimantan in Indonesia.10 Ancestral domains were
snatched away from the control of indigenous communities in the Philippines by
constitutional fiat declaring natural resources to be state property. In Thailand, the
passage of the forestry code in the early decades of the twentieth century trans-
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ferred the control of forests away from traditional leaders and into an elaborate bu-
reaucratic system of taxes and permits.11

State building and its attendant processes have also unleashed adverse conse-
quences on local modes of production. In the Mekong basin in Cambodia, tra-
ditional wild-capture fishing practices of local communities were displaced and
rendered unsustainable by the establishment of commercial aquaculture ventures,
which are in the hands of outsiders.12 In the upland areas of Southeast Asia, the
swidden farming system of forest dwellers was considered to be a sustainable
practice; in this system, forest areas are cleared for agriculture, mainly by burn-
ing, but are allowed to regenerate through a period of fallowness when the com-
munity moves to another area in the forest for another episode of cultivation.
However, the spread of urban centers radiating toward the fringes of the forest
and the sequestration of forest lands for private timber concessions and for in-
frastructure projects, such as the building of roads and dams, have effectively
reduced the areas available to local forest-dwellers for cultivation. This has dras-
tically shortened the fallow period, in some cases to the point that shifting cul-
tivators eventually turned into sedentary farmers.13 The consequence for the
sustainability of the land’s fertility has been severe, for these farmers were forced
into a system that they do not have familiarity with. Further, lowland migrant
settlers who chose to move into frontier areas or were forced to do so by eco-
nomic difficulties they experienced in the lowland political economy began com-
peting with the local forest-dwellers for space. These migrants use lowland
farming techniques that are not in tune with the requirements of the upland
ecosystems. Sloping and steep areas, for example, have been cultivated for 
shallow-rooted cash crops, thereby leading to fast rates of soil erosion.

The state-environment interactions in the region could be characterized in terms of
a highly interventionist and centralized but weak state adopting command-and-
control strategies over its environmental resources. This mismatch between organi-
zational capacity and functional jurisdiction of control has seriously undermined
environmental governance and has led to the unraveling of state initiatives. The re-
gion’s challenges in this regard occurred against the backdrop of a global trend in
which the state, as an institution, has gradually yielded to more active participation
of the private sector and civil society organizations in the development process.
They also occurred in tandem with the emergence of democratization movements
promoting political and economic reform. Such movements found great expression
in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand, although the latter’s history of strong
military incursions into politics continues today. Attempts to bring civil society
voices into the affairs of governance, including those involving the environment,
have been made even in Malaysia and Singapore, where civil society activities are
more constrained. Economic and political reforms continue to be espoused even by
military and single-party regimes such as those in Cambodia, Vietnam (as ex-
pressed in doi moi, the government’s term for reform and “renovation”), and Laos
(through its campaign for chin thanakaan mai, or “new thinking”). 
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Non-State and Transnational Actors

Southeast Asia as a region is characterized by dynamic political, cultural, and eco-
nomic transformations. Civil society actors find stronger voices, even as new eco-
nomic classes expand. With the advent of the information technology age, access
to information is being democratized, as governments lose total monopoly over
communication.14 This trend has created an opportunity for increased bilateral and
multilateral interactions not only among states but, more significantly, among civil
society actors. However, the widening of the political space that has allowed civil
society actors and the private sector to get involved in environmental governance
at local and regional levels has also led to a new wave of “colonization,” in which
civil society has become “externalized” and transnational economic interests have
gained influence. This may not necessarily be a completely negative development,
considering that foreign nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and investors can
provide intellectual support and capital for local environmental management proj-
ects. Furthermore, the presence of an expatriate NGO community has facilitated
more participatory and innovative environmental resource management ap-
proaches in countries in which local NGOs are either absent or have faced state re-
straint, such as Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam.

However, a downside to the entry of foreign interests is the increasing presence of
predatory private initiatives. This is dramatically illustrated by hydropower devel-
opment in the Mekong subregion, where rent-seeking transnational interests, in
collusion with domestic players, are able to influence national policy makers to
favor less efficient hydropower projects over other sources of energy, such as nat-
ural gas. These arrangements are usually in the form of bilateral agreements, in
which state governments subsidize the transmission and distribution of power,
thereby making the operations of foreign investors in hydropower generation eco-
nomically viable at the expense of state funds and, indirectly, of taxpayers’ money. 

The more insidious impact of the externalization of civil society and the involve-
ment of foreign players is manifested in the domination of the formulation of
strategies and policies and the generation of knowledge about environmental re-
sources and processes. For example, in the Mekong subregion, irrigation technol-
ogy has been deployed by national governments aided by foreign consultants, and
local knowledge and practices have been sidelined by a growing dependence on
modern infrastructures and scientific knowledge. The flood pulse, which the
Mekong communities have traditionally adjusted to as part of the seasonality of
their production cycle, has now been depicted as a “disaster” (instead of a part of
nature’s cycle) and thus in need of control and management by infrastructural in-
terventions. Also, as mentioned earlier, the promotion of modern technologies for
fish production in the Mekong basin is actively supported by states and by foreign
consultants to the detriment of local wild-capture fishing practices.

Thus, Southeast Asia is confronting environmental problems that it inherited from
a problematic and diverse set of historical experiences, while taking advantage of
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globalization as a resource to be tapped and simultaneously dealing with its atten-
dant problems and challenges. This is the societal context for the transboundary
issues in the region, which have to be addressed through various institutional
structures and processes. 

INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES

Regional Bodies

The dominant institutional responses that have emerged in Southeast Asia to ad-
dress its transboundary issues involve formal mechanisms mediated by regional
bodies such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the
Mekong River Commission (MRC). Both bodies theoretically allow their member
countries to collectively address environmental problems that affect all or some of
them. In fact, the existence of these bodies is a tacit recognition that mutually ben-
eficial agreements can be forged to address such problems. However, evidence
strongly points to the presence of structural limitations that seriously undermine
the bodies’ abilities to fully address transboundary issues.

One of the transboundary issues that has exposed the limitations on ASEAN is the
occurrence of haze and transboundary pollution. Responding to the crisis, ASEAN
adopted the Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution in June 2002. It came
into force on November 25, 2003, after ratification by six countries: Thailand, Sin-
gapore, Malaysia, Myanmar, Brunei, and Vietnam. Indonesia, where the fires
causing the haze originate, has not yet ratified this agreement. It has been reported
that Indonesia’s Ministry of Forestry is insisting on a quid pro quo, in which sup-
port for the agreement is exchanged for regional assistance with its efforts to com-
bat illegal logging.15 Specifically, Indonesia expects Malaysia and Singapore to
assist not only with its anti–illegal logging campaigns, but also with other activi-
ties such as anticorruption and extradition. While it may be realistic for a country
to seek to protect its own interests and to maximize concessions to its advantage,
nevertheless Indonesia is solely responsible for failing to implement its own laws
on forest burning and illegal logging and for enabling the conversion of forests to
lucrative oil palm ventures, thereby leading to clearing of massive areas of land
through deliberate burning. 

While the ASEAN agreement was a positive move and its ratification by In-
donesia would give it added significance by, at least on paper, legally binding
that country, the agreement offers very little in terms of compliance regulation.
Its provisions do not include sanctions for states that do not comply, any com-
pulsory dispute resolution mechanism, or any means of recourse to international
courts or arbitration tribunals. These omissions are not surprising; they are sim-
ply reflections of the deep-seated ASEAN ideology of nonintervention and non-
confrontation. In fact, the agreement stipulates that conflicts and disputes are to
be settled “amicably by consultation or negotiation,” but no specific provision
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is made concerning the recourse for an aggrieved party should such consulta-
tion or negotiation fail.16 Thus, while ASEAN, through this particular agreement,
can provide a venue for the emergence of a collective voice on resolution of the
haze problem, it unfortunately has imposed a structural limit on such capacity.

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) is another example of a formal regional
body that provides an opportunity for collective action but, in the end, may be
compromised by structural limitations. Like ASEAN, the MRC has no means
by which to push member countries to harmonize their national policies accord-
ing to the agreements forged. The MRC is a technically competent body, as ev-
idenced by its impressive database of information about the Mekong basin.
However, it is politically challenged, to say the least. The Mekong Agreement,
which it helped forge in 1995, is “weakly drafted, and it encourages rather than
commands. It lacks the legal ‘teeth’ to enforce any of its provisions, and there-
fore, though sustainable development is its noble intention, it is incapable of
translating this intention into real substantive achievements.”17

While the signatory countries in the Mekong subregion participated in the draft-
ing of several procedures embedded in the agreement, there is no evidence that
they have made any reference to those procedures or other provisions of the
agreement in their national water policies and laws, including those they have
passed after the agreement came into force. This stems not only from the lack
of strong compliance provisions in the Mekong regional agreement, but also
from the weak, if not incoherent, water legislation in each of the signatory coun-
tries. The provisions of the Vietnam Law on Water Resources No. 8, passed on
May 20, 1998, and the Lao Water Resources Law, issued in 1996, for example,
not only fail to provide internal compliance, but lack provisions referring to the
Mekong Agreement, even though both were passed after the agreement entered
into force. Thailand and Cambodia have many pieces of water legislation, in-
cluding laws passed prior to 1995, but these have yet to be organized into one
coherent piece of legislation.

Multi-Sector Coordination

It is apparent, from the experiences of ASEAN and MRC, that transnational nego-
tiations are limited by the diplomatic obligations of member countries to be polite
to their neighbors, particularly given the ASEAN way of nonconfrontation. This
leads to symbolically significant but politically weak agreements. However, paral-
lel venues have emerged in the region in which non-state actors have been in-
volved in the discussion of relevant issues, including transboundary environmental
issues. These venues developed along with the growing civil society community
of the region. Furthermore, the technical nature of the transboundary issues that
confront Southeast Asia, and its formal regional bodies such as ASEAN and MRC,
have created an opening for scientists and technical policy analysts to be involved
in parallel discussions on a regional scale. Some of the venues for these multi-
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stakeholder discussions are the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), which conducts
sessions that parallel formal ASEAN meetings, and the ASEAN Institute of Strate-
gic and International Studies (ASEAN-ISIS) through its regularly held Asia Pa-
cific Roundtable, among others.

While these venues provide the opportunity for nongovernmental actors, includ-
ing natural and social scientists, to get involved and help to build confidence and
a sense of community in the region, they nevertheless produce only nonbinding
statements. They have also exposed independent nongovernmental actors to the
possible risk of being compromised by close association with governmental par-
ties.18 Nevertheless, such venues can serve as a source of pressure on governmen-
tal actors toward favorable outcomes and as a catalyst for the formation of
consensus, for the identification of constraints that need to be addressed, and for
the unveiling of problematic positions to public scrutiny and criticism. This was
the case when the Singapore Institute of International Affairs (SIIA), in partner-
ship with the Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) Indonesia and
the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) Indonesia, sponsored a workshop on the
ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution in May 2007. The work-
shop was attended by representatives of Indonesian NGOs, government officials,
and provincial leaders, as well as regional actors from Singapore and Malaysia. Its
aim was to increase understanding among the various Indonesian stakeholders
about practical implementation of the agreement once it is ratified by Indonesia.
This was the venue in which the conflicting positions of the Indonesian Ministry
of Forestry, on one hand, and the Ministry for the Environment, the civil society
organizations, and the local provincial governments, on the other, were brought to
public scrutiny. The problematic position of the Ministry of Forestry, in its evident
resistance to the agreement, became the focus of much critical commentary, which
had the effect of adding to the emerging pressure on Indonesia and would not have
been articulated in regular ASEAN meetings. The workshop also revealed an in-
formation gap between local and national understanding in Indonesia of the prob-
lem that needs to be addressed and made local efforts to curb the fires more visible
to the non-Indonesian public.

The involvement of scientists in regional discussions of transboundary environ-
mental issues is another area in need of institutional structure, particularly to allow
science-based knowledge to translate into policy. The scientific community can
provide technical information drawn from biophysical and social scientific re-
search to support policy making. Networks of scientists, termed “epistemic com-
munities,” exist to provide this type of support. The CGIAR Water Challenge
Program, under the auspices of the Mekong Program on Water, Environment and
Resilience (M-POWER), based in Chiang Mai, Thailand, sponsors research by an
international network of research fellows and scientists and conducts meetings and
dialogues at different levels, from the local community level to the regional level
at MRC, in order to build capacity for institutional and policy analysis of water
governance issues in mainland Southeast Asia. 
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What these types of alliances hope to achieve is to strengthen the otherwise tenuous
link between science and policy in the Mekong subregion. Indigenous knowl-
edge about water resources held by local communities is often marginalized by 
modern science, as evidenced by the manner in which wild-capture fishing prac-
tices and local attitudes toward floods have given way to modern aquaculture 
and infrastructure-fixated approaches. In contrast, scientific knowledge held by 
university-based researchers, as well as academic consultants and freelancers, is bet-
ter off in this regard. Indeed, there is some degree of integration of research-based
knowledge into the policy process, at least on paper and through rituals of inclusion
such as joint research projects, consultancies, and conferences. In Vietnam, for ex-
ample, the Vietnam Union of Science and Technology Association (VUSTA), the
Vietnam Academy of Science and Technology, and the Institute of Energy have sig-
nificantly contributed to the Energy Development Plan, even though these science
communities could take a more critical stance toward some aspects of the plan. Sim-
ilarly, university-based scientists have provided input to the development of a water
privatization policy in eastern Thailand. Civil society organizations also tap scien-
tific knowledge for their advocacies in the region. Actors with technical expertise
can engage state policy makers more directly, and their technical knowledge can
make their advocacy stand on firm scientific grounds.

However, the link between research-based knowledge and the policy-making
process is constrained not only in the Mekong subregion but elsewhere in South-
east Asia. Institutional barriers prevent meaningful interaction. These barriers
often derive from institutional inertia and manifest themselves as structural limits
imposed by bureaucratic rigidity and state ideology. Their effect is seen in the dif-
ficulty of procuring documents and data, and in the engagement of scientists with
only noncontroversial issues. A strong history of elite domination within countries
in Southeast Asia and the growing presence of transnational economic interests in
the region also enable power elites to further their agenda of control and domina-
tion of knowledge. One strategy they use is to co-opt resistance by accommodat-
ing alternative views that are not as threatening to their interests. Another strategy
is to deploy views that cement the synergy between elite actors and science-based
policy decisions so as to delegitimize any challenge coming from opposing voices
and to project safe scenarios to justify their policy decisions as beneficial and
aimed at socially desirable goals. Here, science is effectively co-opted to serve the
interests of the dominant elites or state parties. This was most vividly illustrated
by the environment impact assessment (EIA) conducted in connection with the
Navigation Channel Improvement Project for widening the upper tributaries of the
Mekong River in Yunnan, China. The scientific aspect of the EIA gave way to po-
litical expediency, as the true interests of the downstream countries Myanmar,
Laos, and Thailand, which an honest EIA would have upheld, all yielded to the
strategic self-interests of Myanmar’s sense of friendship with China, Laos’s self-
preservation instincts relative to China, and Thailand’s seizing the opportunity for
cheap energy from China, the project’s proponent.
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It is, therefore, apparent that formal state mechanisms such as diplomatic channels
and official venues, as well as mechanisms that accommodate the participation of
civil society actors and of scientists, while opening the possibility for addressing
transboundary environmental issues in Southeast Asia, nevertheless have their
own structural limitations. The limitations that have hindered countries in the re-
gion in addressing the conflicts involved in the issue of transboundary haze pollu-
tion and in managing the water resources in the Mekong basin are also manifested
in the difficulty that countries bordering the South China Sea have in initiating
meaningful discussions about transboundary concerns other than territorial claims
and traditional security. The countries in the region seem capable of forging only
symbolic agreements that are further limited by an ASEAN culture of politeness
and nonintervention. The relative silence of ASEAN on the illegal trade in forest
products, evidenced by the absence of any concrete reference to it beyond a high-
sounding statement on sustainable development and the protection of biodiversity
resources in the Cebu Resolution on Sustainable Development, adopted in 2006,
is also notable. 

Local-Level Engagement

The limits that seem to prevent ASEAN and MRC, as well as ARF and other forums,
from meaningfully addressing transboundary concerns, in turn, create a void for en-
vironmental social movements to occupy, while also giving them reason to exist. The
region is hosting a plethora of regional NGOs, some of which are home-grown as dis-
tinguished from the expatriate NGO community of middle-class,Western, conserva-
tionist progeny such as WWF, IUCN, and TRAFFIC. NGOs such as the Asia-Pacific
Women’s Legal Defense (APWLD), Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional
Alliance (TERRA), and Focus on the Global South (FOCUS), all of which are based
in Thailand but have regionwide operations, have emerged as the local response to
the need to offer a concerted civil society voice amidst the challenges brought about
by more regional integration and globalization.

APWLD, formed in 1986, focuses on enabling women to use law as a tool for so-
cial change and for achieving equality, justice, and development. While it does not
focus specifically on the environment, it is allied with other regional groups, in-
cluding those having an environmental agenda, particularly on issues that involve
women. TERRA is a regional offshoot of the Project for Ecological Recovery
(PER), which was formed in 1986 around the issues of resources and livelihoods of
local communities in Thailand. Established in 1991, TERRA’s main agenda is to
focus on environmental issues affecting local communities in the Mekong subre-
gion. FOCUS was formed in 1991 as a regional and multi-sectoral coalition of aca-
demics, NGOs, and people’s movements concerned with human security issues,
such as socioeconomic and gender inequality, political exclusion, and environmen-
tal degradation. These NGO coalitions, together with locally based NGOs operat-
ing in component countries, offer alternative analyses, visions, and strategies for
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sustainable development that encompasses indigenous rights, women’s empower-
ment, peace, and environmental protection. 

While regional in scope, these NGO coalitions operate through localized transla-
tions of regional plans of action. After all, the actual behavioral changes in modes
of engaging with the environment and its resources—from asking a local Indone-
sian farmer not to burn the forest, to influencing local wildlife trappers in Laos and
Myanmar to shift to other forms of livelihood, to enabling local wild-capture fish-
ers in Cambodia to acquire legal standing to fight for their rights, to organizing
coastal communities in Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines to manage their
mangroves and coral reefs bordering the South China Sea—are all local in char-
acter. It is in this wide range of local action that civil society actors find more rel-
evance. Already, local communities and governments in Laos, working in
partnerships with their counterparts in Yunnan, China, have forged direct legal and
technical agreements not only to curb illegal trade but also to provide alternative
livelihoods.19 In Indonesia, local NGOs have implemented projects in fire-prone
areas and have deployed social support to the direct victims of fires. Local and
provincial officials in Riau and Kalimantan, two of the more fire-prone areas in In-
donesia, are also implementing fire prevention and control projects on their own. 

One mechanism that has emerged recently is the promotion of more people-to-
people interactions on a regional scale. An example of this is the ASEAN People’s
Assembly (APA), which began in 2000, is sponsored by ASEAN-ISIS, and is con-
ducted annually. APA hopes to promote the following goals:

� To promote a greater awareness of community among various sectors of
ASEAN on a step-by-step basis;

� To promote mutual understanding and tolerance for the diversity of culture,
religion, ethnicity, social values, political structures and processes, and other
aspects among the ASEAN population;

� To obtain insights and inputs on how to deal with socioeconomic problems
affecting ASEAN societies from as many relevant sectors of those societies
as possible;

� To facilitate the bridging of gaps through various confidence-building meas-
ures, including participation in the APA, between social and political sectors
within and across ASEAN societies on a step-by-step basis; and

� To assist in the building of an ASEAN community of caring societies as
sought by the ASEAN Vision 2020.

Another mechanism that has emerged is the establishment of more direct partner-
ships between local community actors and regional civil society organizations to
address issues that are transboundary in character. One example of this is the In-
dochina Biodiversity Forum, which was initiated in 1997 by the WWF. The forum
is a venue to facilitate dialogues and partnerships among local actors working to-
ward the protection of biodiversity and to increase the stability of border areas.
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Such venues help to foster understanding and build confidence among actors from
various countries concerned with issues that go beyond state boundaries. The
forum also brings scientists, academics, and local government representatives to
meet with local people’s organizations.20

However, civil society actors in Southeast Asia are also hampered by structural
constraints. NGO-directed processes are encountering problems due to the weak
technical capacity of local organizations. There is also a perception by the state
that joint conservation efforts between local actors and transnational groups might
erode national sovereignty, resulting in lukewarm state support, if not direct hos-
tility and suspicion of multi-stakeholder and transnational efforts and partnerships.
Internally, the NGO community is also threatened by the ideological battle be-
tween conservation purists who espouse protectionist policies to the detriment of
human communities and social development reformers who struggle to achieve a
balance between the protection of ecosystems and the social development of those
whose livelihoods depend on them. For example, some NGOs are not comfortable
opposing the illegal trade of forest products, a position espoused by their more
conservationist colleagues, because they believe such trade may be the source of
livelihoods for marginalized communities. 

NGOs are also politically endangered in many countries, where their advocacies
are considered to be radical voices that compromise national security and social
harmony. Being labeled as radical, whether rightly or wrongly, can diminish the
ability of an NGO to operate safely and/or meaningfully. Myanmar, with its dra-
conian policies on civil society activism, is an extreme case. But elsewhere in the
region, civil society activists are also threatened by state reprisal. Even in the ab-
sence of actual state reprisal, being labeled as politically dangerous could be very
effective in delegitimizing NGO voices as valid conveyers of knowledge that
should be considered in policy discussions. Those responsible for the coup in
Thailand, for example, at one time restricted the activities of NGOs. However,
even prior to that, the corporate mentality of Thaksin Shinawatra led to a discourse
in which NGOs were labeled as national problems preventing meaningful
progress. Civil society activists remain cautious in Malaysia and Singapore. Even
in the Philippines, which prides itself as a bastion of civil society activism, NGO
activists, particularly those allied with more progressive forces, have become ob-
jects of state harassment and even victims of unexplained disappearances. This co-
ercive and repressive mentality is undoubtedly linked to the post-9/11 discourse
and its attendant politics of fear, which infect not only Southeast Asia, but the en-
tire world.

It is also important to recognize that a more insidious threat to local communi-
ties and to locally linked civil society mobilization is the encapsulation of local
livelihoods, and the social processes within which they emerge and from which
they draw their natural logic, in a national and global economic and political
system. While being linked to a larger domain opens the possibility for upward
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and progressive integration, notably through an influx of development and tech-
nical assistance, it can also bring difficulties in the form of imperatives to which
local communities could be held hostage. Farming practices and even the choice
of crops might no longer be autonomous decisions of local actors but imposed
by outside forces that they would find difficult to escape from or resist.

CONCLUSION

This paper attempted to convey the complexity of transboundary environmental is-
sues that confront Southeast Asia, not only their nature but the societal context
within which they emerge and against which institutional responses are framed.
The diverse political, cultural, economic, and historical experiences of the coun-
tries that comprise Southeast Asia require an equally diverse set of institutional re-
sponses. It is apparent that no single response could provide a solution to the
overall problem. Several venues for discussion and action exist, from the more for-
mal venues of ASEAN and MRC, to the parallel venues of ARF and ISIS, to the
various civil society–based domains that nurture environmental movements. Insti-
tutional responses come in various forms—from formal agreements to science-
policy partnerships, multi-stakeholder platforms for dialogue such as regional
seminars and workshops, and local community action by NGOs and local govern-
ments. While these responses and their domains for emergence are also con-
strained by structural limitations, they are evidence of the dynamism from which
various layers of interventions emerge. Some are tempted to see these limitations
as disenabling constraints. Others, however, can see in this complexity the oppor-
tunity for addressing challenges by drawing on the strengths of the various insti-
tutional domains and the diversity of voices which they allow and enable.
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