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Abstract

This paper begins by arguing that an analysis of social vulnerability seeking to enhance
social resilience must take into account the social construction of vulnerability, namely, the
economic, institutional and political factors which promote or constrain options for
adaptation. Drawing on a case study of water security in the Lower Mekong Basin, this
paper further argues that in the area of water governance, a critical hydropolitics approach
would indicate that what some perceive as creativity and adaptation in the activities of the
water regime may be argued to demonstrate constraints imposed by the dominance of
law, engineering and economics. This informs a central concern of the paper, that of the
relationship between the apparent resilience of institutions and the resilience of individuals
and communities. In response to this concern, this paper explores people-centred
approaches to resilience that focus on community rights and access to resources.
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Policy Recommendations

Improve the knowledge base on the natural resource stocks and the dynamic
relationships between people and the eco-service systems of the Mekong River
Basin. Local knowledge and expertise which are drawn from the people’s living
understanding of the resources and eco-service systems upon which they depend
should be included, recognised and encouraged. This task is a prerequisite to
informed policymaking, particularly when considering policies based on the
recommendations below.

Secure access of the Lower Mekong Basin community to local natural resources
so as to secure their livelihoods and hence enhance their resilience. The
precondition of this endeavour would be to address underlying social and
economic trends which underpin the interdependence and growing competition
among resource users. It is also necessary to address the social and institutional
dimensions of resource use. These should be enhanced to ensure rights of
resource access based on the principles of equitable allocation of natural
resources and more sustainable resource use.

Focus decisions on a rights-based and sustainable livelihoods approach. The basic
human need for sustained local food production to improve people’s livelihoods
should be made a priority, one that must be met relative to any development or
investment demands.

Address the issue of scale — local, national and regional — and establish
mechanisms to strengthen the accountability of those with authority over the rights
and responsibilities associated with resource use.

- At the local level: Establish and protect equitable community rights to local
natural resources through government and community partnership in rule
enforcement and in managing resource disputes.

- At the national level: Establish horizontal accountability, addressing the need to
balance between institutional incentives which promote rapid economic growth
and those which encourage sustainable resource use. This involves focusing
on basin-wide ecosystem management and the development of institutions to
enforce equitable resource access rights.

- At the regional level: Work towards a water regime founded on mutual gains of
riparian countries. Mechanisms for cross-border accountability should be
established within the context of political and economic benefits generated
through improved cooperation in the sharing and use of sustainable resources.
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Introduction

Climate change analysis has increasingly indicated that changes will occur in a number of
ways, of which one of the most notable is that the majority of these changes are likely to be
felt through modification of the hydrological cycle." Furthermore, impacts on both natural and
human systems are estimated to be particularly severe in developing countries, areas where
a large number of inhabitants (many of whom are already marginalised) are those with
primary-resource-dependent livelihoods. While levels of vulnerability to climate change
determine the adaptation options available to individuals and communities, the ability of
individuals and communities to act collectively determines their resilience and hence
capacity to adapt to the changing climate.? In this sense, individuals and communities have
interdependent relationships ‘with each other, with the institutions in which they reside, and
with the resource base upon which they depend’.

In such interdependent relationships, vulnerabilities are often created by the underlying
distribution of power, which determines the fairness of the rules upon which resource-
managing institutions base their decisions.* How inequality and differential political and
economic power increase the vulnerability of poor and marginalised groups is a critical
element of vulnerability analysis.® This is also where distributional consequences reflect how
patterns of vulnerability are shaped by social, economic and political trends and
characteristics.®

The Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) is a case in point. It is home to approximately 65.7 million
people’, who reside within areas of four riparian countries: Lao PDR, Thailand, Cambodia
and Vietnam. Covering 77 per cent of the overall Mekong River Basin (MRB), the LMB is
regarded as the most important part of the MRB, environmentally and economically.® In
terms of the key issues of natural resource and development®, LMB inhabitants largely rely
on subsistence agriculture based on rice and fish." While the Mekong River provides the
MRB with abundant water resources, the monsoon rainfall pattern dictates the wide
variability in water availability within it. The livelihoods of those living off the floodplain
ecosystem, where productivity is sustained by the flood pulse generated by annual monsoon
floods together with the mainstream water level, are thus dependent on variations in climatic
conditions. In this regard, inhabitants of the LMB have long demonstrated that societies have
inherent capacities to adapt to climate change'’, as they have adjusted to cope with climatic
variations to sustain their livelihoods. This illustrates a case in which the drive for adaptive
resource management could in fact be attributed to the vulnerability of individuals and
societies that have experienced risks of climate hazards.

' Keskinen, M. et al. 2009.

> Ibid.

* Adger, W.N. 2003.

* Adger et al., 2005.

3 McLaughlin, P. and Dietz, T. 2008.

% Adger et al. 2005

7 Sukhsri, C. 2009.

8 Aerts, J. and Droogers, P. 2004.

? Ibid. The LMB’s five key areas of natural resource and development include agricultural production, fisheries,
hydropower generation, forest resource management and use of biological resources for conservation, tourism,
trade and local livelihoods.

1 Sukhsri, C. 2009. (interview).

' Adger, W.N. 2003. Adger noted that *...individuals and societies have adapted to climate change over the
course of human history and will continue to do so...’
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According to climate change estimates, it is likely that as the LMB faces new challenges
from climate change impacts, pre-existing challenges will also be exacerbated. As the
majority of environmental changes occur through ‘modification of hydrological cycles’? in the
form of ‘floods, droughts and storms’*®, those within the MRB, who are amongst the poorest
in the world™, are likely to be disproportionately affected due to their low potential to adapt to
such changes.' They are the people most at risk and most vulnerable as their natural
resource base will become severely stressed. In most cases effective response is beyond
the capability of their governing system.'® (Here, governing system refers to the structures,
processes, values and attitudes that shape the decisions in resource allocation, and exercise
control and coordination over their implementation.)

As a way of emphasising the human dimensions of such cases, studies of vulnerability to
climate change generally use the term ‘social vulnerability’ to encompass individual and
collective vulnerability, manifested in disruptions to livelihoods and loss of security." For this
reason, analysis of social vulnerability which seeks to ultimately enhance social resilience
must take into account the ‘social construction of vulnerability’, or in other words, the
socioeconomic, institutional and political factors which would affect levels of vulnerability and
thus promote or constrain options for adaptation.’® Inequitable distribution of resources is
one of the many underlying causes of social vulnerability that could well constrain
adaptation. On the other hand, ‘poverty reduction; risk-spreading through income
diversification; respecting common property management rights; and promoting collective
security’’® have been cited as priorities for improving situations of social vulnerability.

Where underlying causes of social vulnerability constrain adaptation, studies have also
shown, through community-based vulnerability assessments, that the conditions which
interact with political, social and economic processes to create such situations are
community-specific.?’ At the community scale, the ability to access resources is facilitated by
social processes and social relations together with the ecological integrity of the resource
base which invariably differs by geographic location and climate of the region. Based on the
understanding that practical initiatives required to reduce social vulnerability, maintain social
resilience and hence improve societal adaptive capacity occur at the community scale?', this
paper examines one of the three cornerstones?® of adaptation for the LMB: increasing the
resilience of social and ecological systems by focusing on the enhancement of resilience of
communities through rights of access to resources. It rests on the argument that the capacity
of communities to sustain their livelihoods, and hence maintain their resilience, depends on
their ability to access productive resources as well as to control and to use the resources
effectively. 2 For communities within the LMB, productive resources are heavily water

' Keskinen, M. et al. 2009.

" Ibid.

' Cogels, 0. 2005.

15 Smit, B. and Wandel, J. 2006.

' Aerts, J. and Droogers, P. 2004.

" Kelly, P.M. and Adger, W.N., 2000.

** Tbid.

" Tbid.

*% Smit, B. and Wandel , J. 2006.

*! Ibid.

22 Adger, W.N. et al. 2005. The three cornerstones of adaptation are reduce the sensitivity of the system to
change; alter the exposure of the system to climate change; and increase the resilience of the system to cope
with changes.

» Berry, S. 1989.
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resource-related. The emerging patterns of change in climate coupled with competing
demands from both within and outside the LMB to ‘harness the river's tremendous
development potential’® are seen to have increasingly come to deprive communities within
the LMB of their regular source of livelihood capabilities. How communities can be assured
of their entitlements to these resources, so that their resilience may be maintained, depends
to a large extent on whether their rights to access is acknowledged and legitimised.

Through examining the issues of scale and the contestations to the expert-produced
knowledge ° of the MRB, critical approaches have revealed how the Mekong River
Commission (MRC) illustrates a case of conceptual incompatibilities between the state-
centric reasoning currently underpinning the MRC management of the Mekong River and the
calls for a new water governance paradigm to assist communities in making more relevant
choices%regarding the access, sharing and managing of water for their security in food and
energy.

Social Vulnerability and the Social Construction of Vulnerability

The human dimension of vulnerability to climate change is most clearly illustrated by Kelly
and Adger who define social vulnerability as the capacity of individuals and social groupings
to respond to — that is, to cope with, recover from or adapt to — any external stress placed on
their livelihoods and well-being. ? In this conceptualisation of basic vulnerability
relationships,?® adaptive capacity at the local or community level is shaped by both exposure
and sensitivity. Here exposure refers to the degree of climate stress the community, as a
system, experiences. It may manifest as either changes in climate conditions or climate
variability such as in the magnitude and frequency of extreme events. Sensitivity, on the
other hand, implies the degree to which the community as a system could be affected either
adversely or beneficially by climate-related stimuli. Efforts toward increased adaptive
capacity thus aim at achieving decreased exposure-sensitivities.? In the context of climate
change, the stresses are a product of interactions among environmental and social forces
that arise from conditions posed by the changes in climate. Exposure, sensitivity and
adaptive capacity are therefore elements of vulnerability, which is in part determined by the
broader stresses and forces of social, economic and political trends and characteristics.
These broader forces have been known to determine who is to gain and who is to lose. In
certain cases they have led to poverty reduction and increased access to resources resulting
in reduced vulnerability, while in other cases existing inequalities have been reinforced and
any impact on the alleviation of underlying vulnerabilities has been negligible.*

In sum, then, in the context of climate change impact, social vulnerability is a function of,
first, the exposure and sensitivity of individuals and social groupings at various scales to a
range of hazardous conditions, and second, the resilience or ability of individuals and social
groupings to cope with, adapt to or recover from the impact of those conditions. In this
connection, adaptation strategies of these individuals and social groupings are
manifestations of their adaptive capacity that also reflect ways by which they can reduce

** Sneddon, C. and Binh, N.T. 2001.

> Kakonen, M. and Hirsch, P. (2009) point out that such knowledge produced by experts appear in the form of
models, impact assessments and scenarios dealing with risk.

2 Dore, J. and Lazarus, K. 2009.

*7 bid.

28 Smit, B. and Wandel, J. 2006.

* Tbid.

3% Adger, W.N. 2003.
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their vulnerability. *' Analysis of vulnerability is thus an important task in defining the
magnitude of the threat and in determining effective means and remedial action that can limit
the impact of climate change.

Most climate impact studies define vulnerability in terms of ‘the residual consequences once
adaptation had occurred’.*® In other words, the level of vulnerability is determined by the
adverse consequences that persist after a process of adaptation has been implemented.
From this perspective, in line with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
process, vulnerability is defined as contingent upon potential climate change and estimates
of adaptive response.® Vulnerability is thus not only about a system’s sensitivity. It is also
about a system’s ability to adapt to new climate conditions. It also assumes that it is possible
to clearly define the extent of climate change damage to a system.

Another approach, one that differs from most climate impact studies but which is also
considered to provide an effective conceptualisation of vulnerability, finds that the nature of
the potential impact of climate change does not necessarily have to be precisely defined.
Rather, one could conceptualise vulnerability by analysing the nature of stress and the
degree of exposure to climate impacts, focusing on pre-existing constraints that individual or
social groupings face in their capacity to respond. In this respect, the social construction of
vulnerability — or how different socioeconomic and political characteristics, processes or
trends influence levels of vulnerability®® — identifies the overarching issues of concern. In
other words, an analysis of social vulnerability must take into consideration the ‘architecture
of entitlements’, which Kelly and Adger define as ‘the social, economic and institutional
factors that influence levels of vulnerability within a community or nation and promote or
constrain options for adaptation’. This recasts the question as ‘[h]Jow do social, economic
and political trends and characteristics shape patterns of vulnerability?’.

This rethinking of questions about vulnerability also engages more firmly with debates about
entitlement. The concept of entitlement provides the basis for considering the architecture of
entittement. According to Sen, the ability of individuals and communities to cope with or
adapt to stress is determined by the extent to which they are entitled to make use of
resources.®” For communities within the LMB, resources would imply water for agriculture as
well as water-related resources such as wetlands, floodplains, fish and other aquatic species
— all of which constitute their main source of livelihood. No less significant are the resources
which form their social assets such as networks and information. These entitlements (and
hence level of vulnerability) are in turn affected by individual, household or community
characteristics.®® Among these characteristics, access to resources is a significant indicator
of vulnerability because it is directly related to poverty and the process through which people
are marginalised.* Increasing inequality as a result of reduced common resource allocation
(and hence less risk sharing) could increase collective vulnerability. At the same time,
response options could be constrained due to the strong correlation between inequality and
poverty, and inequality and lack of income source diversification.

*! Ibid.

32 Kelly, P.M. and Adger, W.N. 2000.
 Ibid.

* Ibid.

3 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

37 Langridge, R. et al. 2006.

* Sen, A. 1981.

* Kelly, P.M. and Adger, W.N. 2000.
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Another no less significant indicator of vulnerability is the institutional context, as factors that
shape vulnerability such as poverty, access to the use of resources, and wealth and income
distribution are all institutionally determined.*® For this reason, it is critical that analyses of
social vulnerability take into account the social construction of vulnerability and examine the
political, economic and institutional structures. This could help to identify constraints on
institutional adaptation and evolution and in turn the constraints that these institutions exert
on individuals and communities.*’ In this sense, institutions constitute the ‘sets of rules,
decision-making procedures, and programs that define social practices, assign roles to the
participants in these practices, and guide interactions among the occupants of individual
roles’.*? According to this approach, institutions do more than hold societies together. They
also have the primary role of enabling societal adaptation to variabilities such as those
brought about by climate change. *®

An analysis of social vulnerability to climate change within the LMB, then, should involve
examining the ways in which vulnerability is socially constructed. This approach would
concentrate on the architecture of entittement where human access to the use of resources
could be considered as a function of the socioeconomic and political and institutional
contexts within which climate change impacts occur. Such an approach could help identify
opportunities to enhance the capacity of individuals and communities within the LMB to
respond effectively to climate change impacts, or pinpoint constraints that limit their ability to
do so.

Enhancing Social Resilience

Resilience is a concept used in close proximity to the concept of adaptive capacity.* Given
that resilience is a desirable characteristic of social and ecological systems that face a
variety of stresses, an important element of a sustainable response to climate change is a
system’s capacity for resilience and its ability to absorb perturbations ‘without being
undermined or becoming unable to adapt and learn’.*® For some social systems, becoming
resilient is something that has to be learnt. According to Tompkins and Adger the type of
adaptive management that can best increase social resilience must take into consideration
ecosystem heterogeneity and the success and failure of different modes of access to
resources inherent in community-based management systems.“® This type of adaptive
management process is believed to help achieve the dual goals of resource management:
higher ecological stability and more flexible institutions. In other words, an effective way to
cope with a changing climate would be to build resilience into human as well as ecological
systems.

While it is generally believed that societies have inherent capacities to adapt to climate
change, it is also known that these capacities are bound up in their ability to act
collectively.*” In this view, the networks and information flows between individuals and

“ Ibid.

* O’Riordan, T. and Jordan, A. 1999.

* Young, O.R. 2002.

4 O’Riordan, T. and Jordan, A. 1999.

* Smit, B. and Wandel, J. 2006. According to Smit and Wandel adaptive capacity is similar to or closely related
to a host of other commonly used concepts, including adaptability, coping ability, management capacity,
stability, robustness, flexibility and resilience.

* Tompkins, E.L. and Adger, W.N., 2004.

“ bid.

" Kelly, P.M. and Adger, W.N. 2000.
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groups that enable collective action are a significant component of social capital, which can
facilitate security and resilience. This is particularly the case in the context of resource-
dependent livelihoods where the significance of social capital interactions with natural capital
is most prevalent. “® Examining how social resilience is developed is thus critical in
determining the mechanisms through which communities may build their capacity to cope
with and adapt to stress.*® Several studies have identified elements believed to increase
social resilience. These include ‘flexibility and diversity in management regimes, the
existence of ecological knowledge and of polycentric, multi-layered, and accountable
institutions with a capacity for learning, and the existence of coalitions, networks, and
Ieadership’.50 Several studies have, on the other hand, pointed out that building social
resilience must be done within the context of sustainable development®' since the main
sectors affected by climate change generally include ‘water supply, food security, human
health, natural resources and protection against natural hazards’.®? It being a fact that
climate change impacts within these sectors involve cross-cutting issues, decisions on
measures to increase multi-sector resilience and coping capacity would need to take the
approach much like that identified within the sustainable development context. This implies
an approach which addresses development in relation to equity issues. Such a notion is also
relevant to the LMB where there appears to be tremendous development pressures as well
as anticipated risks from climate change impacts.

Studies also contend that entitlement is a crucial element in enhancing social resilience® as
people with a stake in their community are more likely to be resilient. This fits with Sen’s
research conclusion that with sufficient entitiements to enable households to cope with the
stress of inadequate food stocks, their vulnerability could be reduced.* Communities’
entitlements are, in turn, amplified by their ability to gain, control and maintain access to
critical resources, such as water and its related ecosystem services as in the case of the
LMB. Through this ability to gain, control and maintain access to critical resources, a buffer
for times of scarcity is generated and the communities’ ability to manage stress is
heightened.®® Some have pointed out that a community’s ability to access resources is
configured by the powers embodied in and exercised through certain social, economic and
political mechanisms.®® Such mechanisms, in turn, reflect the underlying distribution of
power within those institutions, which through their management of resources determine the
fairness of the rules by which decisions are made.®” These institutions are thus often those
that create vulnerabilities. Therefore, to understand how social resilience is generated, one
would be required to answer the question of ‘who achieves access, why, and with what
impacts’.*®

* Adger, W.N. 2003.

* Langridge, R. et al. 2006.

* Tbid.

>! Examples of literature on climate change which point out the linkages between adaptation and development
issues include those by R.J.T. Klein, E.L.F. Schipper and S. Dessai (2005), K. Urwin and A. Jordan (2008), I.
Burton, E. Malone and S. Huq (2004), UNFCCC (2007).

*2 Klein, R.J.T. et al. 2005.

>* Bohle, H.G. 2001.

** Sen, A. 1981

> Langridge, R. et al. 2006.

>0 bid.

°7 Adger, W.N. et al. 2005.

*¥ Langridge, R. et al. 2006.
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The Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) in the Face of Climate Change

According to recent reports on the MRB’s climate change scenarios, and analyses of their
hydrological impacts,® the MRB is expected to become slightly warmer, over more extended
durations of each year, and covering wider areas than at present. Trends of rainfall intensity
are also seen to be on the increase for the latter half of the century. It is also expected that
hydrological impact from climate change will be felt largely through changes in the flow of the
Mekong River.

Currently, the ecosystem-based services provided through the Mekong River sustain the
approximately 65.7 million people within the LMB.®® (The LMB has 84 per cent of the total
overall MRB population.®’) This implies that other than issues of water availability per se,
concerns regarding enhancement of social resilience within the LMB are in fact matters of
the relationship between water and other resources. For example, studies of climate change
impacts within the LMB have pointed out that other than the changing climate, large-scale
hydropower dams are also a change factor impacting the Mekong River both in terms of
quantity as well as quality of the flow.%” Keskinen et al. indicate that these major changes
could multiply the effect of other factors to an extent beyond the coping capacity of the
LMB'’s social and environmental systems. This could result in ‘unexpected and substantial
changes such as the collapse of fish stocks’®® which would drastically impact the livelihoods
of communities, particularly those heavily reliant on the high aquatic productivity of a
floodplain system like the Tonle Sap.

Resilience of the LMB Water Regime

In attempts to cope with the consequences of climatic variations such as crop damages,
collective action on a regional scale emerged in the LMB in the form of river basin planning
among riparian countries. This started with the formation of the Mekong Committee in 1957.
The Committee evolved into the Interim Mekong Committee (IMC) and then in 1995 into the
Mekong River Commission (MRC). It has been argued that this evolution reflects the MRC’s
capacity to adjust and respond to changes, thus indicating its ‘high degree of institutional
resiliency’.64 In fact, reviews of the Committee’s history of activities since its inception, in
areas such as basin-wide hydro-climatic data collection and dissemination, hydro-graphic
survey, sponsorship of tributary dams and reservoirs, flood forecasting and warning
systems, have been used to further demonstrate how these long-standing programmes
directly link the Committee’s work to issues of regional climatic variability and climate
change. Based on this track record of institutional resilience and climate-related
programmes, some believe that the MRC has been forced by its operating environment to be
creative and adaptive and that it should therefore be able to continue to play an important
role in assisting LMB inhabitants in their adaptation to climate change.®®

%% Keskinen, M. et al. 2009.

% Sukhsri, C. 2009.

*! Tbid.

62 Keskinen, M. et al. 2009.

% Tbid.

%4 Jacobs, J.W. 1996.

5 Ibid. Jacobs sees the MRC’s future roles of addressing climate-related problems to be in the area of data
gathering and dissemination (including monitoring changes in climatic and hydrologic data), flood forecasting
and warning, low flow forecasts, smaller-scale structural measures (e.g., salinity intrusion control and pump
irrigation) and liaising between basin water managers and users and climate change researchers.
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However, from a critical hydropolitics perspective, governance of the Mekong River has
been criticised as historically ‘dominated by an institutional regime that stressed the rapid
collection of hydrologic data to convert the Mekong into a working river'®®, an approach
informed by the dominance of law, engineering and economics. Along the same lines,
observations indicate that community-based systems for water have arisen where there has
been a failure of the state-based arrangements within the MRB.®” While it is clear that
access to resources affects baseline vulnerability and coping capacity under impacts of
extreme events, the general lack of linkages between basin-wide and small local scale
management®® ultimately raises the question of whether the MRC, being a state-centric
institution, will be capable of supporting and facilitating the needed coping strategies and
adaptive capacity of local communities. This is especially so when the problem of climate
change are spatially and socially differentiated, such that impact is experienced at a scale
and level that may not correspond to that of a decision-making body like the MRC.

For transboundary river basins, such as the LMB, hydro-geographical extensions of a
watershed or river basin transcend national boundaries and therefore determine what
constitutes appropriate adaptation strategies for water resources management.®® But where
existing administrative boundaries remain the norm that structures the mode of governance,
scale and unit of analysis becomes an issue. From this perspective, the MRC has been
identified with the mainstream water resource paradigm which focuses on the capacity of
states to achieve cooperation over shared river resources and on ways that such
cooperation among states can be negotiated and implemented. It is argued that the 1995
Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin,
which created the MRC, mainly express concerns with watercourses and river channels,
thus ignoring the Mekong River's existence as a multi-dimensional river basin. The
overarching question for institutional regimes such as the MRC would then be how sovereign
states could cope with the challenges of co-ordination in their use of this common resource,
when (as a result of their political nature) each state is forced to pursue its national interest
and those policies that will best assure each regime’s survival.”® Institutional arrangements
such as the MRC are thus seen to have oversimplified the MRB’s spatial and temporal
dynamics. From this critical point of view, the sociological networks which exist within the
basin do not correspond to the geo-political scale at which the MRC is created and
operated.”’ This becomes an issue particularly when adaptation to climate change will likely
require a local response by individuals and communities.

Since its initiation, the MRC has been and remains an intergovernmental body funded by
contributions from its member countries and one that is highly dependent on funds from
donor agencies for its existence.” It has as its operational arm the MRC Secretariat headed

% Ibid.

%" Lebel, L. et al., 2005.

58 Hirsch, P. 2004.

% Aerts, J. and Droogers, P. (2004) addressed the need for integrated basin-wide climate change and water
resources studies by using the following argument: ‘... first, a regional hydrological cycle is bounded by its
watershed and is therefore a more appropriate geographical entity than an administrative region or country.
Secondly, upstream water-related activities, processes and adaptation have clear effects for downstream water
availability. Thirdly, regional water resources management becomes increasingly important in policy making as,
for instance, outlined in the EU water framework directive (EU, 2000). From a water management perspective, a
basin-wide approach for developing and evaluating adaptation strategies is needed.’

7 Sneddon, C. and Fox, C. 2006.

"' Tbid.

7 Sunchindah, A. 2005.
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by a Chief Executive Officer who is appointed by the MRC Council from one of the donor
countries or agencies, not from a riparian nation. For this reason, activities of the MRC are
seen to be donor-driven, reflecting the non-homegrown nature of the organisation.” The
present source of the MRC’s knowledge is the Decision Support Framework (DSF), which
forms the foundation for the development scenario assessments of its Basin Development
Plan (BDP) and its Water Utilization Programme (WUP) through which key elements of the
1995 Agreement are supposed to be implemented.” However, this mode of knowledge
production has been highly criticised for being reduced to relatively simple hydrodynamic
models which underplay the complexity in ecology and livelihood inter-linkages, and hence
neglect to account for significant factors that affect the vulnerabilities of LMB populations.
This in turn undermines their social resilience. Critics of this knowledge production mode
also take the view that this type of modelling ‘conveniently serves economical rationalities
and power relations shaping the MRC'’s approach to water issues’.”® And, as the focus of this
approach is on water quantities and the maintenance of its minimum flows in the dry season,
the MRC has established an allocation paradigm that makes the Mekong River ‘legible to

state-centric reasoning’.”®

A recent Mekong Programme endorsed by the MRC’’ to implement Integrated Water
Resources Management (IWRM) at basin scale has been described as ‘most sophisticated
and ambiguous’.78 In international discourses on the IWRM, those critical of the MRC’s state-
centric nature see IWRM as an ‘apolitical framing of water governance’, an attempt by the
MRC to promote generic principles of good governance across a wide range of contexts.”
The comprehensiveness of the MRC’s IWRM programme notwithstanding, the increasingly
apparent difficulty of applying the concept has led some to believe that IWRM only
exemplifies a discourse the MRC has employed to justify the shift in its role toward
investment promoter or facilitator.®’ In connection with this, the MRC has been observed to
be moving away from the role it used to take: a science-based agency with an agenda of
knowledge production that supports informed, equitable and sustainable decision-making.
Instead, it is seen to be taking a turn under its new directorship towards facilitating
investment in large-scale projects such as hydropower dams.®'

As a consequence of taking this path, the MRC’s role in defining the water regime of the
LMB has been increasingly questioned, more so since the launch of the Greater Mekong
Sub-Region (GMS) programme by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in 1992. The ADB’s
GMS programme, intended to set a path towards economic integration, has emphasised the
region’s physical interconnectedness through major infrastructural projects, including those
most controversial hydropower dam projects. The GMS’s priority programme to integrate
electricity markets through ‘a regional transmission grid and the establishment of a regional

7 Ibid.

™ Kakonen, M. and Hirsch, P. 2009.

7 Ibid.

7 Tbid.

" The orientation of the Mekong Programme to implement Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)
at basin scale was endorsed at the MRC’s 11th Ministerial Council meeting of 8-9 December 2004 in Vientiane,
Lao PDR.

8 Lebel, L. et al. 2005.

7 Hirsch, P. 2006.

% Hirsch, P. (2004) as well as Dore, J. and Lazarus, K. (2009) noted this to be the case under the directorship of
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competitive power market’® was supported by the ADB through its 2002 consolidated plan

which recommended ‘a US$43 billion generation and high-voltage transmission system in
the Mekong region fuelled exclusively by hydropower, with 12 dams in Cambodia, China,

Laos and Myanmar’.2®

Endorsed by the region’s governments, the GMS programme through its focus on regional
economic integration has been able to attract the involvement of the two other upper riparian
states, China and Myanmar (to date, they remain as non-MRC members). Unhindered by
the task of managing the Mekong River, the GMS programme has, under the principal
framework of channelling economic development assistance into regional projects,
managed to keep its focus on regional economic development. Criticisms against the
negative impacts seen through the social, economic and environmental transformations
associated with the region’s economic dynamism notwithstanding, the GMS programme has,
through rhetoric about how water development projects will help eradicate poverty, been
accommodating to the development pressures of governments and developers. The MRC,
on the other hand, is tasked by public demand to engage in critical issues of managing the
Mekong River and its related resources, namely, negotiating new flow regimes after the
construction of dams and diversion schemes, and making informed decisions with regards to
the surge of water resource development projects.®®

While it is evident that climate change impacts will bring many challenges to the LMB, the
belief that the MRC will continue to play an important role in assisting inhabitants of the LMB
to adapt to climate change raises a number of questions. As an institutional regime with a
history of a high degree of resiliency, in what ways might the MRC have to adjust and
respond to sustain its resilience, given that climate change impacts will bring about new
challenges and likely exacerbate already existing ones? How does the resilience of the MRC
relate to the resilience of individuals and communities within the LMB? In other words, how
might the linkage between basin-wide and small local-scale response to climate change be
developed so that the MRC, in the process of adjusting and responding to the new
challenges of climate change, also enhance the resilience of the LMB inhabitants? Related
to this, what implications do the MRC’s move towards the direction of IWRM and its climate
change adaptation initiative have for the livelihoods of the LMB inhabitants in terms of their
resilience and capacity to adapt to water-related changes?

The LMB Social Resilience in Relation to MRC Regime Resilience

From a hydrological regime standpoint, the floodplain ecosystem of the LMB is characterised
by a flood pulse system whereby ‘the annual monsoon floods, following the Mekong
mainstream water level, sustain the high productivity of the area ... [through] the interaction
between the terrestrial and aquatic phases ... [as] the flood water integrates the terrestrial
vegetation into the aquatic phase of the ecosystem’.?® The MRB is thus known to be one of
the most productive and intensive inland fisheries in the world.?” But while the MRB’s
wetland and natural variability would need to be maintained in order to sustain this ecological
characteristic and so uphold the provision of livelihoods for its population, other competing

82 Middleton, C. et al. 2009.
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8 Molle, F. et al. 2009.
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demands on the water resources have emerged in all riparian states. Some of these
demands have been from hydropower projects where benefits are concentrated in the hands
of national governments and project operators at the expense of communities’ livelihoods.
The Theun-Hinbound Hydropower Project (THHP) is an illustration of such a case. Reported
to have earned approximately US$27 million in royalty fees and US$9 million in taxes for the
Government of Lao PDR since it was commissioned in 1998, the project is known to have
severely impacted the livelihoods of the 30,000 people living downstream and upstream of
the dam.® According to Middleton et al., manifestations of the impacts were reported to be
‘reduced fishery catches by between 30 and 90 per cent along the three rivers it affected,
extensive river erosion and severe downstream flooding resulting in repeated loss of

livestock from drowning and disease’.®

The direct dependence of these communities on water-related resources is apparently an
influence on their social resilience and their ability to cope with sudden disturbances.® The
widespread impact of water resource development projects such as the THHP project
outlined earlier can severely undermine communities’ social resilience. As social, economic
and political trends privilege national governments and developers while marginalising
communities, they have shaped ‘levels of poverty and inequality and, hence, vulnerability by
differentially distributing entitlements within the population’.?’ When further faced with future
climate change impact, communities like these struggling to sustain their subsistence-based
rural livelihoods could risk being stressed beyond their experienced coping range if their
entitlement to access the once productive resources is not reinstated.

Policy choices justified by existing state-centric reasoning such as these have often failed to
focus on the crucial elements of human security. These elements include a reasoned focus
on the downside risks to human lives, particularly the risks for those who are highly
dependent on the integrity of the basin’s ecosystem and hence least capable of absorbing
perturbations such as those associated with the impacts of climate change without being
undermined or becoming unable to adapt and learn. It is in the context of this policy
incoherence that the current mode of knowledge production dominated by state scientistic
arguments is being increasingly contested by evolving domains of knowledge.® These
evolving domains of knowledge are generated and advocated through ‘knowledge networks
involving various regional universities, policy research institutes and civil society
organisations, such as the coalition implementing the Mekong Programme on Water,

88 Middleton, C. et al. 2009.

% Ibid.

% Adger, W.N. 2000.

! McLaughlin, P. and Dietz, T. 2008.

%2 According to Kakonen, M. and Hirsch, P. (2009) evolving domains of knowledge comprise the discourse
generated through critical questioning of the existing knowledge ‘produced by experts in the form of models,
impact assessments and scenarios dealing with risk” which are being used to legitimise policy and development
plans within the MRB. These evolving domains are generated to support contestations against national
development aspirations which manifest in such forms as large-scale dams and hydraulic controlling structures.
Results from alternative research such as the Thai Baan Research approach is an example of such evolving
domains of knowledge. Established in 2000 by academics from Chiang Mai University, the Southeast Asia
Rivers Network and villagers affected by the Pak Mun Dam, the Thai Baan Research approach has enabled
villagers to ‘collect data on issues such as local knowledge of fish, traditional fishing gear, natural plants and
herbs, ecosystems and activities’. Since this form of knowledge production takes into account ‘the complexities
of the relations between water, ecology and livelihoods’, it provides ‘a basis for more informed, balanced
negotiations between local stakeholders and government’.
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Environment and Resilience (M-POWER).% Such contestations indicate that knowledge
production dominated by state scientistic arguments has been non-inclusive of knowledge
which inhabitants themselves have acquired from managing their own livelihood interests.**

Calls from critical approaches, which recognise the bias inherent in the present mode of
knowledge production, to correct such policy incoherence have pointed to alternative
development visions of the basin. No less significant, from this perspective, is the need to
recognise the relevance of issues of scale. At this stage, the MRC’s work that has been most
progressive on participatory and inclusive knowledge production is the MRC Fisheries
Programme (MRCFP), where there is potential for the complexities of the water, ecology and
livelihood relations to be addressed.®® Nonetheless, it has been noted that ‘...appreciation of
local knowledge still remains somewnhat superficial...”®® The Basin Development Plan (BDP),
which divides the basin into 10 key sub-areas in an effort towards area-based management,
also reflects, to a certain extent, recognition of the issue of scale.”” But to date, there has yet
to emerge any report of real progress in furthering such a concept of area-based
management. Taking into account the standpoint of local inhabitants, critics of the MRC’s
role as the LMB’s water regime and regulator of public good have taken the view that
achieving public goods is often a political problem, and one which requires a broader
political-economic approach that could take into account incompatibilities between policies at
the national level and those at the regional and global levels in cases where issues are
complex and politicised.?® For regimes to be effective and thus achieve public goods through
appropriate policies, the incompatibilities between scales would need to be addressed when
designing policy alternatives — hence the necessity for a more pluralistic approach® than
that of the MRC.

Geo-politically the scale at which the MRC currently operates does not correspond to the
determinants of adaptive capacity which exist and function differently under the different
context of each community within the LMB. These are cases where increased adaptive
capacity could be achieved by communities through such determinants as the presence of a
strong kinship network that could provide greater access to economic resources, supply of
supplementary labour, increased managerial ability and buffers for psychological stress.'®
For subsistence-based societies, which most LMB communities are, the presence of a
strong kinship network plays an important role in influencing adaptability. So, while the
general social, economic, political and ecological conditions do affect adaptive capacity, they
will be diverse when exhibited at the community scale. Seen in this light, adaptive capacity is
context-specific and could vary from community to community "', depending on its
architecture of entitlement.

Criticisms of the MRC’s incompatibility with the community’s adaptive needs
notwithstanding, the transboundary nature of the LMB inevitably makes pertinent its
management by a body at the scale of the MRC. Only at such a regional scale could certain
issues beyond the purview of communities be handled. These issues may involve ‘novel and
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largely unknown risks’ associated with climate change such as the ‘expansion of the ranges
of pathogens, diseases, and pests that affect human and nonhuman populations’.' In such
cases, where pursuance of individual or community self-interest is inadequate to achieve the
necessary level of social resilience, the ability to mobilise individuals and communities to act
collectively becomes the task of national governments and regional bodies. From this
perspective, the MRC being an inter-governmental body has its merits. This is because if,
according to Tompkins and Adger, ‘societies adapt to climate change through collective
action, mediating and trading off the elements of effectiveness and legitimacy through
negotiated outcomes’'®, then the resilience of LMB communities and that of the MRC are
interdependent. For the MRC in its role as regulator of the public good of the LMB to
maintain the resilience it has been known for in the past, it must continue to build
management systems that are sufficiently flexible to account for knowledge from alternative
sources at the community scale. This may require modifications to its present management
systems toward more inclusiveness. On the other hand, for the resilience of LMB
communities to be realised, the MRC must generate cross-scale linkages to allow for the
shifts in rights and responsibilities that would encourage local resource users to collectively
share their access to resources.

Social Resilience through Community Rights and Access

Studies have indicated that by building networks to cope with extreme events and by
retaining the resilience of underpinning resources and ecological systems, community-based
natural resource management can enhance adaptive capacity.'® When adaptation, in terms
of access to resources and the ability of people to cope, is considered as a response to
stress, studies such as those in the field of entittements and food security have shown that
social, political and economic processes at higher scales do shape and constrain individual
and household adaptive capacity.'®

For those in the developing world, such as those living in the LMB, a high natural resource
dependency, limited ability to adapt financially and institutionally, and a lack of safety nets
are among the main factors cited as contributing to such high levels of vulnerability and low
adaptive capacity.'® Furthermore, while reliance on natural resources hinders adaptation, it
is compounded by inequitable access to that natural resource base'”, a phenomenon
common to many natural-resource-dependent societies. So, it is crucial to note that though
the need to adapt to a changing climate has come to be more widely acknowledged and
adaptation has come to be placed as a significant issue on the climate change agenda,
adaptive action cannot be taken under the terms of climate change alone. Issues of equity
and justice, and rights and power, are in fact inherent in the institutional structure under
which communities and societies experience changing conditions and by which the process
of decision-making affects livelihoods, practices and ability to adapt. In most cases, such
institutional structures were in place long before climate change became an issue. Whether
from a collective-action approach or a social-practice approach '® | individuals and
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communities alike rely in large part on resource access institutions to legitimise their
entittement to their natural resource use and their management of the environment in
response to climate variabilties. Here, resource access institutions would involve the set of
rules (either articulated in constitutive documents or implicitly accepted in social practices)'®®
which determines the conditions and enables individuals and communities to derive benefits
from the resources in question.'"°

Ribot and Peluso define access as ‘the ability to derive benefit from things’ and point out
that, broadened from the definition of property which they define as ‘the right to benefit from
things’, access refers more to a bundle of powers than a bundle of rights.”"" By this
definition, access relates to the notion of social relationships by which people could be
constrained or enabled in terms of benefiting from resources. ' On the other hand,
environmental circumstances can also affect access because social systems are embedded
in their physical environment such as ‘geographical location, climate of a region and the
ecological integrity of the resource base’.''®> When natural resource systems are faced with
added stresses because of climate change, this inevitably poses challenges for socio-
ecological systems. In such cases, community engagement has been known to provide a
means for reducing social vulnerability to the natural hazards caused by climate change.'™

Community can be understood as a ‘definable aggregation of households, interconnected in
some way, and with a limited spatial extent’."’®* Community access, then, would mean the
ability of the community to benefit from a particular resource, and from processes and
relationships of access beyond those derived from property rights. Studies by Kelly and
Adger'"® have shown that levels of vulnerability within the LMB are reduced through increase
in access to resources. Also pointing out that creating social resilience is associated with a
community’s ability to access critical resources, Langridge et al. suggest that a community’s
resilience to water scarcity (for example) could be enhanced through the strengthening and
diversification of structural and relational mechanisms for accessing water.""”

From a security perspective, the water-related natural resource base and the environment
are the fundamental bases for other security components. In their function as the support for
all life forms, they also constitute the foundation for sustainable development.’® Important
development and human security issues are threatened by anticipated climate change
impacts. Food security, human health, water supply as well as other natural resources and
environmental protection are but a few examples of development issues subject to impacts
of climate variability. As such, adaptation of natural-resource-dependent communities must
be considered within the broader context of sustainable development'® and the existing

constructs that stem from anthropology and sociology and emphasize the roles of culture, norms, and habits as
sources of behavior’.

1% Young, O.R. 2002.

"% Sterner, T. 2003.

"' Ribot, J.C. and Peluso, N.L. 2003.

"2 Thid.

' Thid.

"4 Tompkins, E.L. and Adger, W.N. 2004.
115 Smit, B. and Wandel, J. 2006.

1 Kelly, P.M. and Adger, W.N. 2000.

"7 Langridge, R. et al. 2006.

'8 Siwaraksa, P. and Sukkumnoed, D. 2002.
"' Klein, R.J.T. et al. 2005.

Asia Security Initiative Policy Series: Working Papers

This content downloaded from
155.69.165.66 on Tue, 13 Jan 2026 05:12:11 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



institutional structures, which involve issues about who decides, who responds, and the
framework for taking and facilitating actions.

In a practical sense, adaptation in the area of climate change needs to be considered in
terms of ‘local or community-based adjustments to deal with changing conditions within the
constraints of the broader economic-social-political arrangements’.’?® Thus adaptation could
engender attempts to change those broader economic-social-political structures especially
when they constitute binding constraints.’' In this context, the effects of national decisions
and policies on local opportunities and abilities to adapt are pertinent for the effective design
of adaptation strategies in the process of formulating national responses. Reaffirming that
communities’ access to productive resources is a right constitutes one such response
needed for an effective design of adaptation strategies .

For cases like the LMB where the issue of access and control features prominently in
matters of livelihood security, rights analysis could provide insights with regards to the
distribution of power. A rights approach, according to Conway et al., is a way through which
the operation of institutions and political processes that influence people’s livelihoods can be
examined.'? Rights analysis identifies those who lack effective rights and those who deny
rights to others; it therefore helps to identify the root causes by which poverty and
vulnerability are generated and perpetuated. ' As a complement to this, sustainable
livelihood analysis (SLA) can identify constraints on people’s livelihoods and determine
‘which kinds of rights are most important for a particular group at a particular time, or the
sequence in which rights should be approached for a given group’.'** The principle of equity
in outcome is a salient point of this approach. The degree of equity in adaptation outcomes
can be determined by identifying those who gain and those who lose from particular impacts
or adaptation policy decisions. Critical assessments of the MRC’s present-day state-centric
water management approach generally demonstrate that many decisions actually reinforce
existing inequalities and in fact do little to alleviate the underlying vulnerabilities of the LMB’s
communities.'®

Such an observation underpins the argument of those contesting the MRC’s present mode
of knowledge production and reaffirms Ribot and Peluso’s point that access to knowledge is
a crucial determinant of who can benefit from resources.'® Accordingly, the MRC’s present
mode of knowledge production is being contested on the grounds that the current discourse
generated by proponents of the MRC and the MRC'’s ability to shape discursive terms deeply
influence the LMB’s entire framework of resource access.'?’ The rationale of evolving
domains of knowledge within the LMB thus coincides with Ribot and Peluso’s view that
‘(S)cientists’ forms of knowledge production and practices (also) have greater legitimacy in
policy circles than do those of “local resource users” and thus influence their relative abilities
to maintain access and control the access of others.'?®
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By means of secured community rights to resource access, natural-resource-dependent
societies like the communities of the LMB could build resilience into their human and
ecological system in order to strengthen their adaptive capacity. In this sense, social
resilience is institutionally determined because community rights are associated with
approaches to governance in which equity and legitimacy are key determinants of adaptation
effectiveness. But whereas the ability of communities to access their natural resource base
plays an important part in reducing their vulnerability and in increasing their coping capacity,
the experience of some communities has shown that policy change can re-route the benefits
of community-based management away from communities.'® Such phenomena indicate that
maintaining access over the long term can be difficult to achieve. This reinforces the
argument that, for sustained benefits to accrue to communities, their ability to access their
natural resource base cannot be left to come only from policy interpretation but rather must
be anchored in rights.

Conclusion

In the context of adaptation to climate change impact, the coping capacity of individuals and
households is, to a certain degree, dependent on the enabling environment of the
community, while the community’s capacity to adapt is, in turn, related to the resources and
processes of the region.'™ The fact that vulnerability and the process of adaptation are
intrinsically linked means that adaptation can be facilitated by reducing vulnerability. The
vulnerability of communities to conditions related to climate change can be examined by
considering the magnitude of the disturbance they can absorb and the speed of their
recovery when faced with stress. So, in terms of degree, a community’s vulnerability is
related to the nature of stress as well as the resilience of the system. But whereas stress is
external to the system, in the form of perturbations, resilence is internal as it is the capacity
of the system to cope with and adapt to stress.™’

Comprised of communities highly dependent on water-related resources to sustain their
livelihoods, the LMB is illustrative of an area subject to climate variabilities and anticipated
climate change impact. Given that already existing problems will likely be exacerbated by
these climate issues, the MRC’s present-day method of knowledge production in support of
its water management decisions has been increasingly contested, with issues of scale
widely addressed. While the ongoing debate within the MRB recognises the need for
community-based adjustments to deal with changing climate conditions, the constraints of
the broader economic-social-political arrangements are still very much a reality. Local
inhabitant initiatives to enhance livelihoods and hence likely future adaptive capacity have
been seen to be constrained or even nullified by broader social, economic and political
forces, many of which are beyond the MRC’s reach™? but which effectively shape the LMB
inhabitant’s vulnerabilities.
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12 Broader social, economic and political forces have determined China’s development decisions related to the
upper Mekong River which lie within its territory. These development decisions are questioned by the LMB
riparian states for the negative effects they have and will likely have on local livelihoods. However, China is not
a member of the MRC and is therefore not under any obligation to discuss these matters with the MRC.
Furthermore, such broader social, economic and political forces also underpin LMB riparian states’ decisions in
their development projects along the tributaries of the Mekong River within their territory. However, because
these development projects are not on the mainstream Mekong River, LMB riparian states, while having agreed
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In the context of an approach that concentrates attention on the socioeconomic and political
context within which the climate change impact process will likely occur, this paper has
argued that studies of social resilience and adaptation cannot be isolated from the broader
but also immediate and lasting issue of sustainable development. For the LMB, the
adaptation issue has become a question of development and the role of local inhabitant
initiatives relative to MRC’s water management approach amidst the broader social,
economic and political forces looking to exploit the Mekong River.

Analysis of the architecture of entitlements, that is, access to resources, has led studies to
highlight measures that are argued to assist those most vulnerable to improve their situation:
poverty reduction, risk-spreading through income diversification, the preservation of common
property management rights, the promotion of collective security, and the addressing of the
fundamental causes of the mal-distribution of resources.’® While these measures have
become more widely studied, contestations of the MRC’s mode of knowledge production
have brought to the fore issues that are fundamental to the mal-distribution of resources.
The challenge of addressing those fundamental causes thus seems to have become the
highlight of ongoing debates surrounding the MRC’s role within the LMB. Issues of scale
have also been increasingly brought up, particularly the incompatibilities between the MRC’s
water management approach and what LMB communities actually need in order to sustain
the livelihoods of their inhabitants.

Communities’ exposure and sensitivity to a changing climate and hence their adaptive
response are known to occur at the local or community levels. But while broader forces do
shape and influence communities’ vulnerabilities, experience from implementation has
shown that successful adaptation can be achieved when existing decision structures relating
to sustainable development tasks such as ‘risk management, land use planning, livelihood
enhancements, water and other resource management systems, [and] development
initiatives’, '** make provision for measures that address climate change risks of
communities. The fact that the resilience of a community is defined by its ability to self-
organise through its interaction both cross-scale and within-scale'*® suggests that ensuring a
community’s access to resources, while involving processes at the level of the household
and community, must also mitigate the interests and power of those who define the
problems at the larger scales. The evolving domains of knowledge within the LMB are a
promising example of mitigation against the current regime, one that has produced
categories of knowledge to shape resource access within the LMB for the past several
decades. Kates argues that ‘if the global poor are to adapt to global change, it will be critical
to focus on poor people, and not on poor countries as does the prevailing North-South
dialog’. He goes on to observe that the ‘interests of the poor are not always the same as the
interests of poor countries, since in the interest of “development”, the poor may grow
poorer’.™® As argued in this paper, a community-rights-based approach that focuses on
securing and sustaining community access to resources offers a viable alternative for the
enhancement of communities’ resilience and as a result prevents the poor from growing
poorer.

to ‘inform’ the MRC of their decisions before proceeding with any development decisions, are not obliged to do
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