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Abstract

Most studies in environmental politics have traditionally examined three broad areas: the
degradation of the environment; the regulatory regimes governing the environment; or
environmental activism within the affluent North. This thesis provides an alternative perspective,
exploring environmental activism in the less affluent South. In particular, while human rights
and social justice perspectives have historically been largely absent from many environmental
movements of the North, this thesis argues that, due to precarious living conditions and
authoritarian governance, these issues are of primary importance for environmentalists in the
South. As a result this thesis contends that most environmental movements in the South are
part of a growing global justice movement and that important cultural diversities within this
movement can result in novel forms of resistance and environmental governance. The focus
here is on the emancipatory actors within these movements in the South who challenge existing
power structures within society. Likewise, by adopting a critical perspective, this thesis argues
that large business interests pursue energy projects in the South in the name of energy security
and large scale industrial development that are often inappropriate for local development and
security needs.

To test these hypotheses, four case studies were undertaken that examine transnational gas
pipeline and large dam projects at various stages of their development which originate in either
Burma (Myanmar) or Thailand. Empirical research, primarily in the form of interviews,
undertaken in the countries hosting the various energy projects demonstrated that although
environmental activists in the South were assisted by transnational activist networks there were
also important local factors that impacted on the emancipatory philosophies, strategies and
tactics of many activists in this region. These strategies have achieved some success, with
environmental impact assessment (EIA) processes in Thailand now providing a potential
opening for the political engagement of communities. Nevertheless, this thesis finds that the
power of corporate interests in the international political economy often poses insurmountable
barriers for activists to achieve both their short and long term aims. The findings suggest that
despite the efforts of activists, local indigenous and ethnic minority communities continue to
bear the brunt of the social and environmental costs of transnational energy projects in the
South while receiving few of the benefits. Rather than safeguarding these communities from
deprivation, these projects often exacerbate existing social tensions and conflicts, resulting in
increased community insecurity.
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Notes on Language and Bibliography

Thai family names are often long and unfamiliar, even to other Thais, and both ethnic Burmans
and most ethnic minorities in Burma (except the Chins, Kachins and Nagas) have no family
name.

| have therefore followed the custom adopted by academics specialising in this region by citing
Thai and Burmese authors in the text and bibliography by their first, rather than last, names
(Brown 2004; Fink 2001, 270; Hewison 2005; Lintner 1999, 496; McCargo and Ukrist
Pathmanand 2005; Warr 2005, xv).

Romanisation of Thai and Burmese names and words can result in several different spellings. |
have endeavoured to maintain consistency throughout the thesis but where needed | have
noted alternative spellings.
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