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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Statement of Research Problem 

 

The governance of natural resources is emerging as one of the biggest 

challenges of development policy and is becoming increasingly important for both the 

current and future sustainable, fair and just utilisation of resources. One major 

obstacle to this is the politics of knowledge, which is often a cause for contestation 

and power struggles, and therefore also ineffective governance. This is mostly seen in 

areas where diverse knowledge, interpretations and understandings of access, use and 

value of natural resources are undertaken creating complex dynamics that shape 

decision making, often resulting in conflict and disputes among involved 

stakeholders.  

 

The purpose of this thesis aims to understand the complexity of the politics of 

knowledge, and the impacts this has on the governance of natural resources. It aims 

identify a community-level response to threats and development and the contestation 

of knowledge that occurs as a result of multiple stakeholders involved in natural 

resource use. In light of this, the intentions and purpose of this thesis hope to highlight 

the importance of local community participation in determining and deciding on the 

process of development within their own communities. 

 

The research has taken place in Myanmar, with a principle focus on the local 

community of the Kamoethway River Valley as the unit of analysis, the challenges of 

development, the changes and implications this has, not only on the governance of the 

Kamothway River, but also on the security of the community itself.  

 

Myanmar is among the most biologically diverse countries in mainland 

Southeast Asia and is home to a number of the most endangered and rare species in 

the world. Its wealth in natural resources stem from the large areas of forest-cover that 
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remain intact, due to its past closed economic borders and low development 

capabilities. The country is located in the Indo-Burma Biodiversity Hotspot identified 

by Conservation International as ‘the richest and most threatened reservoirs of plant 

and animal life’("Biodiversity Hotspots," 2009). Between forests, coastal areas, 

watersheds and freshwater sources, Myanmar is host to an expansive array of wildlife 

and natural resources on which the indigenous and ethnic peoples and communities 

are dependent on for their livelihoods. 

 

Myanmar is also well-known as a multi-ethnic country of over one hundred 

ethnic groups and indigenous peoples. This large percentage of the population has 

historically maintained the extensive natural resources using traditional management 

systems in order to ensure the sustainability of natural resources (BEWG, 2011). The 

Tanintharyi Region, formerly known as the Tenassarim Division and located in 

southern Myanmar, is home to an extensive mountain range and vast forestland, 

famous for harbouring and supporting countless populations of species and 

vegetation. This region borders both the Mon State to the north and includes 3 

districts and 10 townships of which many communities’ ancestors have farmed and 

protected the land over many generations.  
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Figure 1 Map of Myanmar States 

(MyanmarsNET, 2012b) 

 

Despite this however, due to its historical background and largely Karen 

population, this region has seen much internal conflict. The Karen conflict in 

Myanmar is widely known as the longest running civil war (South, 2011a) and this 

region in particular has seen much Karen National Union (KNU) activity in the past. 

Despite a large decline of the KNU and an announced ceasefire in 2012, particular 

areas in this region remain under a duo-administration
1
, which has severe implications 

to the decision-making processes in the area. 

 

                                                 
1 Administrative and Legislative Authorities operating in this area are both the KNU 
and the Myanmar Government. Terms decided at the time of ceasefire agreement  
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Since the announced ceasefire, economic and industrial development activity 

has been increasingly prominent, posing new pressures and threats to the already 

vulnerable communities. This has intensified since the joining of Myanmar to the 

ASEAN community (1997), as policies have encouraged a ‘constructive engagement’ 

with Myanmar, and as a result has accelerated natural resource extraction (South, 

2011a). This has seen rapid infrastructural development, and in the case of the 

Tanintharyi Division has led to the beginning of the construction of the Dawei Deep 

Seaport and Special Economic Zone Project (DSEZ). Since its plans this project has 

been widely contested and remains a large threat to the local communities. This 

particular infrastructural development incurs much environmental disruption, and 

amongst many forms, damage to watersheds necessary for the security of local 

livelihoods and is therefore a particular cause for worry.  

 

These new pressures and threats to the local communities and the surrounding 

environment consequently imposes pressures on the governance of natural resources 

and relies directly on the interpretation of the development that is taking place and use 

of natural resources in regards to the prioritisation of values. This comes as a result of 

large numbers of stakeholders with their own dynamics and intentions for the area. It 

is however not only the DSEZ project that threatens communities and natural 

resources in this area, but many other forms of increasing opportunist economic 

development such as extractive businesses, mainly seen in tin mining or logging, but 

also hydropower in regards to the rivers throughout Myanmar. 

 

The diminishing dangers and vulnerabilities of conflict can be seen as one 

particular reason for the increasing economic and industrial development within the 

region. However as a result of this, with increasing global awareness of the scarcity of 

natural resources and natural habitats comes international interest in conservation and 

environmental security
2
. Large international organisations have expressed interest and 

are involved in projects concerning the conservation of the natural resources and 

                                                 
2
 Environmental Security is defined by the United Nations as a category of Human 

Security, relative to the safety of the public from environmental dangers. 
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wildlife in the Tanintharyi Division, due to the increasing economic development 

interest and as a response to its damage.  

 

This has also been under contestation in regards to the impact this has on local 

communities and access to their traditional livelihoods, and therefore also access to 

security. One element that is particularly prominent in obstructing and complicating 

the issue of natural resource governance the politics of knowledge that arise as a result 

of the number and differences in stakeholders and actors. One particular aspect of 

knowledge contestation can be seen as the difference in interpretation between the 

local communities and the international organisations’ concept of conservation and 

the elements of power in terms of international recognition and legitimisation.  

 

The politics of knowledge plays an extensive role in the governance of natural 

resources, most notably in areas such as the Tanintharyi Division, where many forms 

of power exist and much interest is devoted to the natural resources available. The 

communities living in this area have been exposed to many pressures and changes to 

their livelihoods over a long period of time, and continue to be exposed to new 

threats. Community led responses to these threats play an important role in the 

governance of natural resources in this region. Taking a micro-level approach to the 

research exposes elements of internal power structures, authorities and the politics of 

knowledge that are played out with-in and with-out of the local communities in order 

to acquire power in decision-making processes in regards to natural resource 

governance. 

 

The availability of natural resources in the Kamothway area of the Tanintharyi 

Region is largely dependent on the watershed of the Kamothway River and has 

therefore remained the focus of the undertaken research. This not only means that the 

value of this resource is both inherent and intrinsic, but also that all stakeholders in 

the area have an interest in the use and governance of the river, as well as interpreting 

their own value of the river itself. It is for this reason that water governance will bear 

importance over other natural resource governance throughout this thesis and the 

politics of knowledge will remain a central theme to understanding how actors 
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approach this form of governance. The community itself will be used as a unit of 

analysis as it is infrequent for this form of research to be executed in Myanmar due to 

challenges, such as access and safety. Furthermore, taking a micro-level approach will 

aid in establishing the politics, dynamics and complexities that shape governance 

from a bottom-up approach and will shed light on the importance of micro-level 

research in regards to water governance. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 

 

The main question this Thesis aims to answer is: 

To what extent do the politics of knowledge, played out by different stakeholders, 

limit community-level natural resource governance? 

In order for this question to be answered, two prior questions must be resolved: 

 

1. What are the current development trends, using natural resources, taking place 

in the Tanitharyi Region and how are they prioritised? 

2. To what extent do these new trends and changes impact and shape resource 

governance in the Kamoethway River Valley? 

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

 

1. To understand and study the changes and new actors involved in using, 

accessing and impacting the natural resources in the area and why and how 

these are prioritised in regards to economic or environmental development.  

2. To interpret how these changes and pressures affect the decision making 

processes in terms of how and by who the natural resources are used and 

managed, and to understand how this impacts the local communities 

3. To identify the sphere of contestation regarding the interpretation, production 

and understanding of knowledge as a form of conflict in the governance of 

natural resources 
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1.4 Conceptual Framework 

 

This research will be structured around three key concepts in order to 

approach and answer all questions and achieve the research objectives. These will 

also provide a solid framework for clarity purposes and will help identify the key 

dependent and independent variables. These three elements will focus on Governance, 

Knowledge and Community Security and will be clarified and interpreted for the 

purpose of this thesis in the following sections. 

 

This section will provide an extensive literature review of all three conceptual 

framework components and will offer an insight into the theoretical complexities that 

are embedded in governance and knowledge politics. The complexities and dynamics 

introduced within this section will be further discussed in subsequent sections, with a 

closer look into the practical application of such complicated and ‘messy’ theories. 

 

Additionally the concept of Community Security will be analysed and will be 

altered in regard to its use throughout the research. Using Human Security concepts as 

agreed by the UN it is possible to build a new theoretical understanding of 

Community Security and the significance of a Bottom-Up Approach that will aid in 

understanding the application of al three concepts at a micro-level, impacting the 

macro. 

 

 This will also attempt to highlight the gaps in current conceptualisations of 

natural resource governance and will allow for further discussion and analysis on the 

role of the politics of knowledge in shaping decision-making. 
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1.4.1 Complexity of Governance  

 

Governance is understood and interpreted in many different ways, on many 

varying levels and has taken many contrasting forms (Jessop, 1995). Its complexity as 

a concept reflects the dynamics involved in decision-making processes in regards to 

policy creation and enforcement, as well as management processes for contemporary 

challenges in development. Governance is seen to respond to these challenges and 

changes and is therefore heavily relied upon. In regards to this, it is important to 

deconstruct governance and understand it as a dynamic and complex concept 

influenced by many aspects of power, knowledge and politics.  

 

This section aims to address the many debates surrounding Governance and 

will draw on a number of theories and literatures in an attempt to understand the 

complexities of this concept. The STEPS Working Paper 2 will be used as a literary 

basis in this review. As a means of a brief theoretical account, it will be possible to 

understand the interpretations of governance and the vast theoretical background that 

surrounds it.  

 

Despite its eclectic range of meanings and interpretations, Governance is 

predominantly understood as the process of decision-making by a number of different 

actors (Stoker, 1998). This initial simplification however, draws to attention the 

underlying dynamics of this concept, in particular with regards to actors and their 

power structures. One major argument surrounding the power debates within 

governance is the role of the state. State-centric theorists, such as those of 

International Relations, use the State as a main focus (POLITICSOFTHEFUTURE, 

2012) and as a result debate the impact of governance on the power of the State. Over 

a number of recent years however, developments have been seen in a move beyond 

the state as a predominant power, resulting in a recognition of interactions between 

multiple actors (STEPS, 2007) and therefore also a realisation of the complexities and 

disorder of ‘politics-in-practice’ (STEPS, 2007). Further disputes arise when 

discussing State and Governance when Market is also considered. This stems from 

established political science theory in regards to a co-operative effort of both the State 
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and the Market in responding to social and economic issues. However contemporary 

analysis has promoted a suggestion regarding expanding governance activities outside 

of government hierarchies and institutions and beyond market incentives (Rhodes, 

1997; STEPS, 2007).  

 

As a result of these developments, a broader understanding of Governance is 

implied, with a focus on the ‘multiple political processes and relationships through 

which state and non-state actors do, and might, engage’ (STEPS, 2007). This ‘multi-

level’ conceptualisation of Governance can therefore be understood, not as a ‘demise’ 

of institutions, but rather a ‘blurring’ of boundaries between actors involved in social 

and economic issues (Rhodes, 1997). This has a number of consequences on both 

governance itself, but also on how and why policies are designed and implemented. 

The complexities and dynamics that are introduced as a result of contemporary 

thinking has brought attention to over simplistic linear designs and their inadequacy 

for realistically depicting governance procedures. 

 

The dynamics introduced, with regards to the relationships between actors 

need to be further broken down to fully appreciate the complexities of governance.  

As a result the embedded politics in play are identified, developing an in-depth 

understanding of governance. One such element is the importance of political history 

and context, both within and between the different actors. If governance entails the 

relationships between actors it is necessary to understand the reasons for specific 

interactions. The influence of history, culture, and knowledge amongst others, are key 

to shaping the interactions that emerge between actors in policy processes (Wright, 

1987) and are necessary in understanding governance. This however has yet to be 

fully recognised in the analysis of governance as the dynamics involved complicate 

and confuse policy makers and remains a notable gap in theorising governance. This 

will be further discussed below in regards to the politics of knowledge and the role it 

plays in shaping governance.   
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Figure 2 Example of How Knowledge is organized  (STEPS, 2007) 

 

The STEPS Centre defines governance, in a broad sense as: “political 

processes and institutions” (STEPS, 2007) explaining governance as directing 

scientific and technological processes, defining environmental and health issues and 

deciding how social consequences are distributed. The main dynamics, identified by 

STEPS, are interpreted as the ‘interactions between people, technology and 

environment, and how these dynamics unfold over time’, as well as the 

‘…contestation over social, technological and environmental values and priorities and 

how they are resolved in whose favour’ (STEPS, 2007). As discussed, this implies the 

complexity of the process of governance, suggesting it relies on a number of different 

dynamics, with complexities of their own.  

 

One defining element to how governance is established and developed 

involves an understanding of politics as embedded within all interactions and 

procedures. However, in this context, as explained by the STEPS Working Paper, the 
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long standing and widely disputed theories and traditions of social and political 

sciences are varied and deeply-rooted and require precise and well defined 

clarification. For the benefit of this study, this thesis will assume the theories of 

Habermas and Foucault to better understand the ‘roots’ of politics as embedded in 

relationships, values, priorities and knowledge and will take on and analyse these 

particular theories as a foundation to understanding the meaning of governance. 

 

1.4.2 Embedded Politics 

 

It is important to acknowledge and conceptualise politics as deep-rooted and 

embedded when discussing governance. The break down and analysis of deep-rooted 

theories will also serve as a foundation for understanding the relationships between 

actors throughout governance procedures. 

 

The concept of governance cannot be understood or indeed possible without a 

founding ideal of democracy. Taking a Liberal approach, democracy can be 

understood in terms of: ‘the democratic process (that) takes place exclusively in the 

form of compromises between competing interests’ (Habermas, 1995). The 

‘compromises’ occur as a result of deliberation and whether or not participation to 

this deliberation occurs, and the ‘competing interests’ can be understood as socially 

constructed ideals of individuals. These however, combined with Foucault’s 

understanding of power and knowledge, are further complicated as an element of 

politics is drawn into the deconstruction of what and who the interests are, and how, 

why and who is involved in the deliberating process. The complexity of this is well 

summarised in Foucault’s description: ‘the conduct of conduct” understood as “a form 

of activity aiming to shape, guide or affect the conduct of some person or persons 

(Gordon, 1991), this can also be understood as a definition of politics that is used 

throughout this chapter and sheds light onto the complex dynamics involved in 

governance and the ever-present dimension of politics.  
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1.4.3 The Politics of Knowledge 

 

The influence of knowledge in shaping interactions, decision and 

understandings, and therefore governance, is undeniable. It is therefore important to 

acknowledge the embedded politics of knowledge production, interpretation and 

engagement to recognise the overarching dynamics. This section will outline three 

main challenges regarding the politics of knowledge and will conclude with an 

evaluation of its significance to natural resource management. 

 

1.4.4 Knowledge Production 

 

A number of theoretical and analytical approaches have identified knowledge 

as systems and in doing so have highlighted the vast complexities surrounding the 

concept of knowledge. A ‘system’ itself is a configuration of dynamic elements 

(Leach, 2010) and allows for an insight into the complexities in the production and 

categorisation of knowledge. In regards to a theoretical perspective, Constructivism 

conceptualises knowledge as a result of experiences (STEPS, 2007), which are 

respectively shaped by social, political and institutional commitments (Jasanoff, 

2005). This implies that knowledge is based on personal experience, suggesting the 

amount of ‘knowledges’ are endless.  

 

This has spurred an overall necessity to categorise knowledge, whereby 

differences in the vast number of knowledges can be identified and organised. These 

categorisations are made up of groups of individuals with the same experience and 

knowledge, however due to over simplification of categories, the overlapping and 

blurred lines are frequent and are likely to cause considerable confusion (Raymond, 

2010). One example of this can be seen as a result of the categorisation of ‘local’ and 

‘scientific’ knowledge, both involving expert, local, explicit and tacit knowledge, 

therefore emphasising the complexities involved merely in knowledge depiction.  

 In recognising different categories of knowledge, such as Indigenous, Traditional, 

Scientific or Local Knowledge, it is possible to deduce that each has its own system, 

process and function with which to produce knowledge (STEPS, 2007). This 
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consequently leads to the identification of problems and their solutions, accordingly 

interpreted by individual knowledge systems. This aspect is extremely important for 

natural resource governance, as it is the identification of problems that allows for 

solutions. Despite this, the underlying factors to how knowledge is produced, 

interpreted and categorised are often disregarded (Raymond, 2010) and yet are able to 

explain the roles and powers of actors and their agency (Leach, 2010), an important 

aspect of governance. 

 

1.4.5 Contestation of Knowledge 

 

With the acknowledgement of various categories of knowledge comes 

engagement and integration, which gives light to the complexities of multi-layered 

governance. This is decipherable through acknowledging actors and their 

categorisation of knowledge as a basis for creating power structures. Pluralism 

recognises the competition between interest groups (Dahl, 1961) and occurs as a 

consequence of different knowledges engaging with one another.   

 

In light of the above-mentioned concept of knowledge production, various 

power structures develop. Evidence is a foundation for knowledge validity and 

reliability and therefore an influence in decision-making processes. It has however 

also been discussed that the nature of governance implies the debate of multiple 

stakeholders and as a result refers to the necessity for the engagement of differing 

knowledges, held by spate stakeholders, throughout decision making processes. 

Challenges arise when several ways of knowing are considered valuable (Raymond, 

2010) and as a result induces contestation.  

 

Historically, evidence and scientific based knowledge have been most 

prominent throughout natural resource governance, with a strong focus on 

authoritative institutions. As a result, linear and simplistic approaches, such as the 

top-down approach, to policy have often been favoured. However, recent years have 

given rise to the acknowledgement of locally produced knowledges, which has 

influenced major theories in regard to natural resource governance. Power dynamics 
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have therefore begun to shift in regards to validity orientated knowledges and suggest 

for a better understanding of how the validity and reliability of the knowledge has 

been evaluated (Raymond, 2010).  

 

1.4.6 Application of Knowledge  

 

Recent years have seen a shift in the way knowledge is used and 

acknowledged in natural resource management and can be understood as an erosion of 

boundaries between different forms of knowledge (Raymond, 2010). This suggests a 

diversity of knowledges are to be used, shared and expanded on throughout the on-

going processes of governance (STEPS, 2007).  

 

This stems mostly from the intense debates of the 1960s about science and 

technology and its role in policy making. It brought knowledge to the forefront of 

discussions, with a necessity for a certain type of evidence-based expert scientific 

knowledge and therefore an un-necessity for politics (Innerarity, 2012). This strongly 

suggests knowledge plays a large role in fortifying decision-making processes and is 

therefore a clear shaper of governance. However with the previously discussed 

definition of governance, it is clear that the decision making body is made up of more 

than just authority bearing institutions, consisting of multiple diverse stakeholders 

with separate ideals and values as a foundation for different knowledges. It is 

therefore often the case that the diversification of knowledge complicates and often 

impedes the process of decision-making.  

 

Participatory deliberation is therefore a fundamental process in natural 

resource governance, and requires the integration of diverse knowledges. Science is 

but one of a crowd of knowledges, suggesting that political, ethical and ideological 

considerations also call for a legitimate place throughout the decision making process 

(Innerarity, 2012). Furthermore, governance requires the understanding of 

participatory processes alongside how diverse knowledges have been integrated by 

stakeholders (Reed, 2010). However, as seen with previous sections, equitable 

discourse in power-laden settings proves highly challenging (Leach, 2010). Yet when 
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accomplished, can prove extremely beneficial to the outcomes of governance 

procedures, such as more robust policy recommendations, better-validated findings 

and a building of well-founded relationships between stakeholders (Leach, 2010). 

 

1.4.7 Community Security 

 

This section aims to identify the existing literature that conceptualises 

‘Community Security’ in exploring the definitions by the UN. However, a gap will be 

identified in using this approach in light of the undertaken micro-level research and an 

alternative approach will be offered. This will take the form of a bottom-up micro-

level approach to Human Security and will be defined as Community Security 

throughout. 

 

1.4.8 Human Security as defined by the United Nations 

 

In understanding the significance of Community Security an 

acknowledgement of the concept of Human Security must be given. This has been 

defined by the UN Commission on Human Security, established in 2001, as a 

response to the call for ‘freedom from want’ and ‘freedom from fear’ during the 2000 

Millennium Summit (UN, 2009). It is defined as: 

 

“…to protect the vital core of all human lives in ways that enhance human freedoms 

and human fulfilment. Human security means protecting fundamental freedoms – 

freedoms that are the essence of life. It means protecting people from critical (severe) 

and pervasive (widespread) threats and situations. It means using processes that build 

on people’s strengths and aspirations. It means creating political, social, 

environmental, economic, military and cultural systems that together give people the 

building blocks of survival, livelihood and dignity.” (UN, 2003)  

 

This concept aims to reconceptualise security in moving away from a more 

traditional state-centric understanding to focus predominantly on individuals. This 
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takes a people-centric approach and also aims to distinguish it as an inter-disciplinary 

concept between security, development and human rights (UN, 2009).  

 

This therefore suggests that Human Security is based on multi-sectoral insecurities 

and threats: 

 

Table 1 Types of Security (UN, 2003) 

 

 

 

Therefore when taking this approach Human Security is fragmented into 

sectors, also suggesting each ‘threat’ is to be tackled and responded to accordingly in 

regards to its ‘type’.  
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Table 2 UN Definition of Human Security Components (UN, 2003) 

 

 

 

In addition to this multi-sectoral approach, Human Security places value on 

Protection and Empowerment as a means to achieving security, which can be 

interpreted as both Top-down and Bottom-up approaches
3
.  

 

1. Protection is to be understood as the ‘norms, processes and institutions required to 

protect people from critical and pervasive threats’ (UN, 2009). This recognises the 

                                                 
3
 It is to be noted that these two elements are considered as ‘mutually reinforcing’ 

(UN, 2009) and are not to be considered or put in practice in isolation. 
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state as a leading actor in ensuring protection and therefore represents a top-down 

approach to Human security.  

 

2. Empowerment is defined as ‘strategies that enable people to develop their 

resilience to difficult situations’ (UN, 2003) and therefore implies a bottom-up 

approach as it enables people to act on their own behalf (UN, 2009). 

 

Despite its theoretical strength, in practice, as in most cases Human Security remains 

complex and context-specific. The top-down approach in Protection is often disputed, 

as strong institutional capacities are depended on, an element that is often lacking in 

an ‘insecure’ setting.  

 

1.4.9 Bottom-Up and Micro-Level Community Security 

 

In regards to the nature of research and the research site, the above-discussed 

UN defined concept of Human Security remains inadequate in determining the issues 

and responses to security threats within the Kamoethway River Valley. Due to its 

conflict ridden past and its current transition period to peace, many obstacles remain 

in responding to security threats and therefore require an alternative 

conceptualisation. In addition, due to the micro-level approach taken for the purpose 

of this research, the UN defined concept of both Human Security and Community 

Security fail to distinguish the importance of the community as leading the response 

to security threats. 

 

For the purpose of this research the understanding of Community Security, 

unlike that of the UN
4
 will encompass all sectors of Human Security, however is to be 

understood as being implemented solely at a local level. This includes Food Security, 

Health Security, Economic Security and Environmental Security, all types of security 

threats to the local communities and responded to by the community. 

 

                                                 
4 Identified as a threat to cultural and traditional identity 
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In accordance to Human Security as defined by the UN, an inter-disciplinary 

approach is to be taken, however also includes that of natural resource governance. It 

aims to provide an identification of how local actors engage and compete with other 

stakeholders, in which the dynamic processes of multi actor governance are 

highlighted (STEPS, 2007), in regard to the impact it has on local communities and 

how this has influenced a response, thereby impacting natural resource governance 

and policy implementation on a wider scale.  

 

The integration of the concept of community security allows for a better 

understanding of micro-scale impact of natural resource management. This has often 

come under a post-structuralist perspective of political ecology and identifies a gap 

between local impacts and its wider scope impacts on international discourses, 

therefore taking a bottom-up approach. 

 

1.4.10 Conclusion 

 

As a result of the complexity of each concept and the extensive and diverse 

literature that surrounds them, it has been possible to draw on three main conceptual 

theories explored in the previous chapters. As a result it is possible to determine a 

number of gaps that appear in the existing literature, which this thesis aims to both 

identify and fill.  
 

Firstly, in light of the literature and existing theoretical analyses it is possible 

to identify a clear lack in the combination of all three concepts, as inter and intra-

linking holistic approach. This is an important development for natural resource 

governance, as not only will the linking of concepts allow for a deeper understanding 

of the underlying and significant developments of decision making, but also ensures 

the framework for designing policies and implementing governance are changed. 

Using this holistic approach ensures the participation of all stakeholders and the use 

of different knowledges, which is expected to bring greater attention to solving 

problems and responding to uncertainties and therefore also ensuring a sustainable 

outcome to the decisions made (Clark, 2008).  
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Secondly, in the reviewed literatures above it is clear that a bottom-up 

approach is necessary to allowing the inclusion of other
5
 knowledges, a concept that 

does not readily or formally exist. The UN, as seen above is reluctant to acknowledge 

local community action as adequate response to security threats and as a result 

assumes the role of ‘expert’ and reliable knowledge system with which to ensure 

protection and empowerment. This limits the power of local communities and 

authorities on btoh a micro and macro scale, thereby hindering participation in 

decision making based on the concept of politics of knowledge. 

 

It is for this reason hat this thesis aims to research on a micro-level scale in 

order to provide an insight into an alternative understanding of the concept of 

community security and the role of politics of knowledge. 

 

 

Figure 3 Conceptual Framework 

  

                                                 
5 as opposed to expert, scientific knowledge 
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1.4.11 Definitions: 

A list of definitions is hereby given and necessary in regards to how these 

concepts are to be approached throughout the research analysis. The definitions listed 

here are to be understood as the definitions given by theoretical, already existent 

literatures. Further explanation is given in Chapter Two in regards to the main 

concepts used for the purpose of this analysis.  

 

Governance: political and institutional relationships, including those of power and 

knowledge (Leach, 2010) 

Sustainability: a normative explicit form of the general term, referring to the 

capability of maintaining over indefinite periods of time specified qualities of human 

well being, social equity and environmental integrity. (Leach, 2010)  

Sustainable Development: Development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains 

within it two key concepts: the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of 

the world's poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of 

limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the 

environment's ability to meet present and future needs. ("Our Common Future: 

Towards Sustainability," 1987) 

Conservation: To ensure Earth's capacity to sustain development and to support all 

life. Comprising the ecologically sound management· of productive systems and the 

maintenance of their viability and versatility.("Wold Conservation Strategy: Living 

Resource Conservation for Sustainable Development," 1980). Managing commons at 

multiple levels, with vertical and horizontal interplay among institutions (Berkes, 

2007) 

Indigenous Knowledge: Refers to the understandings, skills and philosophies 

developed by societies with long histories of interaction with their natural 

surroundings ("Local and Indigenous Knowldge Systems," 2009) 

Participatory Approach: That all people have a right to play an active and influential 

part in shaping decisions that affect them. 
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Community security: Addressing the protection against the breakdown of 

communities that provide members with a reassuring sense of identity and shared 

value system("Community Security and Social Cohesion: Towards a UNDP 

Approach," 2009). This definition is to be expanded and altered in subsequent 

chapters. 

 

1.5 Research Site 

 

The research to has taken place in the Southern part of Myanmar, known now 

as the Tanintharyi Region, previously Tenasserim District. As previously described, 

this region borders Thailand to the East, the Mon State of Myanmar to the North, and 

the Andaman Sea to the West, covering an area of 16,729 square miles (UNICEF, 

2013), of which 9,653 square miles (2.5 million hectares) (FFI, 2014) is overspread 

by a largely intact tropical lowland forest. 

 

 

  

 

 Figure 4 Lowland Forest   Figure 5 The Dense Forest 
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Figure 6 Map of Tanintharyi Region 

   

 
 

 
Figure 7 Map of Tanintharyi Divided into Districts (MyanmarsNET, 2012a) (UNICEF, 

2013) 
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With its capital as Dawei, 3 districts (Dawei, Myeik and Kawthuang), ten 

Townships and around 1,713,447 villages (UNHCR, 2014), the Tanintharyi Region is 

home to a sparse population of around 1,365,467 (UNICEF, 2013). This is made up of 

a number of ethnic groups within this area, such as Bamar, Rakhine, Mon, Shan, 

Karen, Salone and Malay (UNHCR, 2014).  

 

 

 

Figure 8 Tanintharyi at a Glance (UNHCR, 2014) 
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    Figure 9 Tanintharyi Districts and Townships (UNHCR, 2014) 

 

  Table 3 Kamoethway Villages 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Kamoethway River Valley 

Villages 

1. Wah Hsa Ko 

2. Kaw Pow 

3. Kami 

4. Kler Pu 

5. Nau Tra Taw 

6. Koe Hsay 

7. Kaw Tee Law 

8. Pwyay Poe Klar 

9. Ka Let Ki 

10. Ker Gaw 

11. Mitta 

12. Hto Ki Poe No 
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Due to its large surface area and multiple ethnic groups, this research has 

focused solely on the Karen communities in the Tanintharyi Region and has limited 

the research site to the Kamoethway River Valley, located within the District of 

Dawei and the Township of Dawei, as shown below in the Map. This distinct area, 

due to its geographic position, is home to twelve main villages: Wah Hsa Ko, Kaw 

Pow, Kami, Kler Pu, Nau Tra Taw, Koe Hsay, Kaw Tee Law, Pwyay Poe Klar, Ka 

Let Ki, Ker Gaw, Mitta and Hto Ki Poe Now. These are the given Karen names, 

however Myanmar names also exist for each individual village. 

 

Each village consists of its own headman, pastor, elders and member of the 

CSLD
6
 and includes approximately, between 200 and 300 households each.  

 

 

 

   Figure 10 Kamoethway Location in Tanintharyi Region 

(ArcGis, 2014) 

                                                 
6 CSO in the Kamoethway Area combining all 12 villages  
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   Figure 11 Research Site Map 

 

The village of Kler Pu has been selected as the main research site due to the 

community’s availability, accessibility and involvement in the organisation and use of 

the Kamothway River. This has been the hub for most meetings and interviews, 

whereby interviewees from Kamoethway’s 12 villages have arranged to meet due to 

accessibility and time constraints. This will be further discussed in the subsequent 

‘Research Scope’ section. 

 

The reasons for having selected Kler Pu as headquarters for the research 

suggests the community has proposed and been involved in the production of 

knowledge and therefore display a cause for a contestation of knowledge between 

themselves and other stakeholders involved in the use and management of the river. 

This village in particular, as well as its surrounding villages has experienced influence 

and impact in regards to stakeholders involved in the governance of natural resources 

of the area and as a result has responded as a community. This has therefore been a 

significant research site as not only has this enabled an understanding of the impact of 

the politics of knowledge, but has also highlighted the role of community security. 
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Figure 12 The House Most Interviews Took Place At 

 

Further sites include Dawei, the capital of this Region and home to 

organisations such as the Dawei Development Association (DDA) and Dawei 

Research Association (DRA). This has allowed for interviews with members both 

inside and outside of the community and CSOs involved in issues surrounding the 

Kamoethway River Valley and its 12 villages. Due to the travel to and from Dawei a 

number of other interviews were possible, amongst which a number of Youth Groups 

and Networks, such as the TAGOPAW and the KDN.  
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 Figure 13 Map of Dawei (Chantawanit, 2014) 

 

The community research will focus on understanding the politics of 

knowledge that take place in this region from the perspective of the community. It 

will provide and insight into the power structures both inside and outside of the 

community and will shed light onto the previous, current and future governance of 

natural resources. Additionally it will raise awareness of the trends and pressures the 

community faces in regards to how natural resources are managed.  

 

For interview procedures and conduct a translator has been necessary. The 

translator’s role has been both neutral and accurate and has also assisted in the 

facilitation of focus group discussions.  All data gathered has been checked for quality 

and reliability to ensure there has been sufficient coverage.  
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1.6 Research Methodology 

 

The research methodology is divided into a number of different techniques 

and approaches. Qualitative research methods have been used as well as database and 

literature reviews concerning existing legal and policy frameworks, conventions and 

institutions in place as well as the methods of knowledge production used by the 

different involved stakeholders and how these two interlace. In addition to these 

forms of research methods, a form of mapping has also taken place as a way to both 

collect and organise information. This aims to establish the contestation of knowledge 

and the impact this has on both the governance of natural resources and community 

security. 

 

The field research that has taken place has been organised internally using the 

contacts and relationships built as a resource for widening research. In addition to this 

a number of online and offline documentary resources have been used in order to both 

justify and strengthen the field research results.  

 

1.6.1 Documentary Research 

 

Documentary research is necessary as a means to collect both historical and 

empirical data for the primary research procedures. This has been made possible by 

analysing data such as published and unpublished information, local and national 

newspaper and magazine articles, and online resources of both IOs and the 

Government. The use of relevant documentation aids in the identification of all 

stakeholders involved in the use of Kamothway River, including access, value and use 

of this resource. It ensures reliable data is collected in regards to stakeholders other 

than the local community and whether or not Kamoethway locals have been directly 

involved in macro-level decision making. 

 

By analysing newspaper reports and locally led news reports it has been 

possible to collect data on the communities of Kamoethway. Due to the traditions and 

ethnicity of the Karen, it is common that only oral histories exist, therefore using 
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newspaper records aids in analysing the trends, changes and challenges the 

community has faced. In light of this the implementation of a number of different 

sources has been used in order to maintain reliability and proof of detail and therefore 

provide additional backing to the oral histories that exist within the community. In 

short, as a result of a lack in documented histories, further historical analysis has been 

undertaken, in order to understand the meaning of community and the pressures it has 

been subject to in the past. This has facilitated an analysis of the current trends and 

changes to the area and how this impacts the local communities’ security.  

 

Collectively these two elements have ensured a thorough insight into the 

community and other stakeholders involved in natural resource use of the area and in 

addition to a documentary analysis of existing governance and policy has been 

possible to determine the politics involved throughout decision-making. This involves 

analysing already in place policies and International Organisation projects and 

activities available mostly through online resources and hard copy documentation 
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1.6.2 Qualitative Research and Primary Research 

 

In order to suitably answer the research question, on the ground fieldwork has 

been conducted using qualitative methods. These involve the use of semi-structured 

interviews, focus group discussions, informal interviews and participant observation.   

 

Table 4  Outline of Interview Methodology 

 

Semi Structured Interviews Involved a number of questions asked to 

multiple interviewees, with room for 

discussion and interpretation. No concise 

framework or time constrictions are given 

so not to limit the interviewee to speak 

freely. 

Focus Group Discussions Involved a number of participants who 

discussed amongst one another in 

response to a number of questions. No 

concise framework or time constrictions 

are given so not to limit the interviewees 

to speak freely. 

Informal Interviews Unscheduled and unplanned 

conversations with a number of 

participants. No structured questions and 

no time constraints 

Participant Observation Involvement in everyday practices within 

the community. Involved also a number 

of semi-structured informal interviews 

throughout the procedures. 
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These methods have been selected as a result of the nature of the required 

research, in addition also to the lack in documented histories of the community and its 

experiences. The informal nature of the interviews comes as a result of a largely 

agrarian community and therefore required a more delicate approach to obtaining 

information and opinion. In addition to the benefits of this form of research 

methodology, contacts were easily made with a continuing broadening of 

interviewees and knowledge networks.  

 

Most participants and interviewees, as mentioned previously remain 

community members and have provided empirical information regarding the trends 

and challenges the communities are faced with. A holistic approach has been taken in 

terms of interviewees meaning it has included males (55), females (40), youth and 

elders. This has included different livelihoods and different village members of the 

Kamoethway River Valley and has enabled an acquisition of information regarding 

the value and use of the Kamoethway River, which has proved important in 

understanding the underlying dynamics of knowledge and a reliable case study for the 

politics at play in natural resource governance. Furthermore it provides a foundation 

for an understanding of community led conservation as opposed to IO conservation in 

the area and will provide an important case study in Chapter Four. 

 

The participants have been selected as a result of contact with the leading 

CSOs within the community, the CSLD and TRIPNET whose internal connections 

have allowed for the interviews to be both organised and arranged. 
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  Table 5 Interview List and Referencing 

                                                 
7 Primary occupation 

n. Date Type of 

Interview 

Info Location Role / 

Organisation7 

Details (origin) 

(activity) 

1 3-6/7/14 Focus 

Group 

20-30 members  Farmers  

2 7/07/14 Individual Male Elder Kler Pu Village Farmer Kler Pu Village 

3 7/07/14 Group 4 Individuals 3 
Males (30-40) 

1 Female (30-

40) 

Kler Pu Village Farmer Kler Pu Village 

4 8/07/14 Participatio
n 

5 Males 
3 Females 

Kler Pu Farming Lowland Rice 
Farming 

5 8/07/14 Individual Male Elder 

(previous Armed 

Group member – 

Pyi Chit) 

Wah Sah Ko Farmer Bago Region 

6 8/07/14 Individual Male Villager 43 Wah Sah Ko Secretary to 
Headman 

Wah Has Ko 

7 8/07/14 Individual Male 34 KNU Township 
Dep’t 

KNU Undisclosed 

8 9/07/14 Individual Male - Elder KNU Township 

Dep’t 

KNU Undisclosed 

9 9/07/14 Individual Male - 21 Kler Pu TRIPNET Kler Pu 

10 9/07/14 Individual Female Elder Kaw Paw CSLD Kler Pu 

11 10/07/14 Group 2 Male Youths Dawei TAGOPAW Kamoethway 

12 11/07/14 Individual Female Youth Dawei KDN Kler Pu 

13 12/07/14 Individual Male Dawei DDA Undisclosed 

14 12/07/14 Individual Male Dawei DRA Undisclosed 

15 14/07/14 Participatio

n 

2 Males 

3 Females 

Kler Pu Farming Lowland Rice 

Farming 

16 14/07/14 Individual Male Elder Kler Pu Pastor Kler Pu 

17 14/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu Day labourer Outside of 

Kamoethway 

18 15/07/14 Group 8 Females Kler Pu Homekeepers Nau Tra Taw, 
Koe Hsay, Ker 

Gaw, Hto Ki 

Poe No, Pwyay 
Poe Klar 

19 15/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Shop owner Kler Pu 

20 15/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu CSLD Kler Pu 

21 15/07/14 Group 3 Males Kler Pu CSLD 

TRIPNET 

 

22 16/07/14 Group 4 Males  
2 Females 

Kler Pu Villagers Kami, Ker 
Gaw, Kah Let 

Ki, Kaw Pow, 

Kaw Tee Law, 
Wah Has Ko 

23 17/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Farmer Ka Let Ki 

24 17/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu Farmer Kow Hsay 

25 17/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu Day Labourer Nao Tra Taw 

26 18/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Farmer Ker Gaw 

27 21/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu CLSD Kaw Paw 

28 21/07/14 Group 2 Males Kami Farmer Kami 

29 22/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Farmer Kaw Tee Law 

30 22/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Farmer Kaw Tee Law 

31 23/07/14 Individual Male Kler Pu Farmer Pwyay Poe 
Klar 

32 24/07/14 Participatio

n 

2 Males 

3 Females 

Kler Pu Farming  
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In addition to community members, interviewees such as community leaders, 

authorities in the area and those involved in larger projects have also participated in 

the research fieldwork. These have included the leading CSOs, the DDA, DRA, 

CSLD and TRIPNET; members of the KNU, one young male member from the 

Education Department, formally the Health Department and one elder as the deputy in 

charge of the Township Department located in Kamoethway; and private sector 

employees, ITD engineers and project officers located in Starmoo in the vicinity of 

the Kamoethway River Valley and involved in the development of the Kamoethway 

Area. This has allowed for a better understanding of the politics at play between the 

different stakeholders involved in using the Kameothway River and sheds light on the 

complexities of governance and the politics of knowledge.  

 

33 25/07/14 Participatio

n 

2 Males 

2 Females 

Nau Tra Taw Farming  

34 26/07/14 Individual Male Dawei DRA Dawei 

35 28/07/14 Individual Female Kler Pu Farming Kow Hsay 

36 28/07/14 Individual Female Elder Kler Pu Farming Outside 

Kamoethway 

37 29/07/14 Individual Male Youth Kler Pu Farming Kler Pu 

38 29/07/14 Individual Male Kaw Tee Law CSLD Kaw Tee Law 

39 29/07/14 Group 4 Male 

1 Female Elder 

Kaw Tee Law  Kaw Tee Law, 

Kami, Kler Pu 

40 30/07/14 Group 7 Male 

5 Female 

Starmoo ITD Thailand 

41 31/07/14 Group Male 

3 Female 

Border Crossing Border Patrol Undisclosed 
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Figure 14 Informal Interview 

 

 

 

  Figure 15 Focus Group Discussion 
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Table 6 Stakeholder Mapping 

 

Stakeholder Mapping  

Local Community  

 CSO 

 Headman 

 Pastor 

 Elders 

 Youth 

 Villagers 

Authorities  

 KNU 

 Myanmar Military 

 KNLA 

 Myanmar Government 

Development  

  Logging Companies 

 Plantation and Agriculture 

 Mining Companies 

 DSEZ Project 

Conservation  

 CSOs 

 Local NGOs  

 INGOs 

 Government 

 

Other forms of research have been undertaken such as focus groups and 

participatory research. The focus groups have encouraged an holistic approach and 

have enabled for a group discussion on issues and challenges the local communities 

are faced with, as well as the types of response the community takes into 

consideration. This has also enabled community mapping of the natural resources and 

of stakeholders present in the area. This has been important also to establish the 
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members of authority within the community and therefore to determine the 

establishment of a power hierarchy taking place at a micro-level. These groups were 

organised by the CSOs within the Kamoethway area, mainly the CSLD and 

TRIPNET. Collaborating with these two organisations allowed for better access to the 

introduction of key players in the community and also access to organising larger 

groups for discussion.  

 

   

 Figure 16  Natural Resource Mapping in Focus Group 

 

The interviews and discussions were transcribed by hand during the process of 

the interviews and were later uploaded into a number of different files and databases 

in order to triangulate and analyse the data. This has included the use of programmes 

such as Excel in order to document all elements and categories that were discussed in 

light of the questions asked of interviewees (by topic, for example, river, forest or 

land; and by time scale, past present or future), details, vocation, organisation, origin 

etc.  
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  The following snapshot represents an example of this tabulation: 

 

  Table 7 Example of Data Tabulation 

 

    

 

A breakdown of the methodology can be seen as follows: 

 

 Semi-structured interviews to community leaders involved in community led 

conservation projects. Includes the structure and timeline of the projects, 

stakeholder participation, and difficulties prior to, during and after the project.  

 Semi-structured interviews with community project leaders concerning natural 

resource use, ways in which this has been established and why particular 

forms of research or usage have been chosen.  

 Semi structured individual interviews with members of the community 

regarding points of view of the effectiveness and use of conservation projects. 

Includes a number of questions on the acknowledgement of other big players 

and identifies whether or not community-led projects are in fact supported by 

the larger community. 

 Semi-structured In-depth interviews with established CSOs and specialists in 

the field, involving rights based insight. With particular focus on the pressures 

to local communities in regards to the governance of natural resources  
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  In-depth interviews with larger institutions, such as INGOs in light of their 

role in conservation of the area, again with particular insight into participatory 

willingness, awareness of community based research and conservation and 

possible established partnerships with other stakeholders 

 Interviews will take place within the community to establish the value and use 

of the river and the methods used when managing this resource 

 Focus group discussions with members of the community concerning 

participatory prospects with other stakeholders and terms and conditions that 

would ensue.  

 Participant observation within the communities on the issue of data collection 

for resource use and management  

 Participant observation at local community meetings, with or without other 

stakeholders 

 Participant observation in regards to seed selecting, planting and constructing 

a lowland rice field near the Kler Pu village 

 

1.7 Research Scope and Limitations 

 

As mentioned in previous sections regarding the research sites, Kler Pu 

Village, of the 12 villages of Kamoethway River Valley, has represented a base for 

where most interviews and focus group discussions have taken place. This has aimed 

to cover all 12 Villages of Kamoethway and represents Kamoethway River Valley as 

the research site and scope. This includes interviews with members of the 

Kamoethway River Community and symbolises all 12 villages. Representatives from 

all 12 villages have been interviewed, despite having been held mostly in Kler Pu 

Village.  A number of trips to other Kamoethway villages have been made, namely 

Kaw Tee Law, Kami, Kaw Paw, Wha Sa Ko and Nau Tra Taw. This has been mostly 

as a result of enabling meetings with those not able to commute to Kler Pu and as a 

means to understand the physical and geographic connections between the 12 

Villages.  In addition, a number of interviews and practical observations have been 

made outside of the Kamoethway Area, however still within the District and 

Township of Dawei. These consist of Dawei Town itself and Starmoo, where a 
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basecamp for the private sector development organisations ITD is established, 

offering interview possibilities with those involved in the private sector and 

development projects that have influenced Kamoethway River communities.  This 

scope aims to establish an understanding for the production and use of knowledge by 

the local community, however also to establish how this contrasts with other 

stakeholders involved in using and decision-making of the Kamoethway River. 

 

A number of limitations have arisen during the process of the research, though 

in most cases have been mitigated or diminished where possible.  Due to the past 

armed conflict within this Region and Township, and the current transition period to 

peace within the Kamoethway Area, questions of security and safety have had an 

impact on the initial process of research methods and accessibility. However in light 

of the time given before the initial processes of research began, it was possible to 

ensure, and in some cases not, permissions to areas, villages and authorities. In 

addition to this, close collaboration with the leading CSO of the area, the CSLD, and 

the NGO TRIPNET allowed for secure and cooperative contacts for interview and 

access purposes. This has allowed for the reliability of data as a result of access to a 

number of sources that were not possible without this underlying cooperation. 

Furthermore it has allowed for the personal safety and security of the researcher 

undertaking interviews and the undertaken travel necessary to reach certain research 

sites.  

 

Transportation involved a number of diverse conveyances, such as motorbike, 

car, truck and bus, all of which were taken with a companion and supervision for 

safety purposes. Other reasons for the necessity of an assistant, other than safety, were 

mainly language constraints and therefore requiring the assistance of a translator, and 

the approval of authorities to enter and leave the research site. The roads linking 

Kamoethway to Dawei have a number of checkpoints and security crossings and 

despite the now open borders and more liberal Myanmar, foreigners are an unlikely 

sight, causing suspicion and tensions with authorities. This was found, particularly at 

the overland border crossing between Thailand and Myanmar where a number of 
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questions for stating the purpose of visit were asked. Furthermore, road safety and 

design are perilous throughout this area and require constant attention. 

 

In addition to safety precautions necessary for the time spent at the research 

site, water and foodborne illnesses are common and therefore required necessary 

preparation in the form of medication and water purifiers. The rivers and streams 

outside of the Kamoethway Area are on a scale of mild-to-largely polluted by metals 

and chemicals from surrounding industrial developments, such as mining and 

chemical agriculture, and therefore required particular precautions for both drinking 

and washing. Similarly precautions, in the form of mosquito nets and repellents, were 

taken in response to the risk of malaria within the forested area and wetlands, 

particularly due to the research taking place throughout the Wet Season, and therefore 

increasing the risk of both malaria and dengue. 

 

Further limitations to the research have presented themselves as both language 

and culture barriers and differences. These have been met using a consistent 

translator, originating from the research site itself and fluent in Myanmar, Karen (as 

well as a variety of dialects) and English. This has entailed concise immediate 

translation throughout all interviews and focus group discussions and a clear insight 

into the cultural and traditional standards within the community.  

 

In addition, important stakeholders, such as the IOs involved in conservation 

development in the area, such as the FFI, have not been interviewed; rather, relying 

on secondary data in this field has a potential for undermining the research results. 

However despite this, it is important to take into account the value of community-

level research and a micro-level approach this research takes. 
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1.8 Significance of Research  

 

Natural resource management is increasingly important and has come to the 

attention of all major players of development. In regards to the management and 

natural resource governance, the politics of knowledge plays a significant role in 

establishing who and how this is organised and understood amongst all stakeholders. 

 

The significance of this research is to identify, from a micro level perspective, 

the challenges and pressures on the governance of natural resources, in particular that 

of the river being used by all stakeholders in the area. Much change is on going in this 

particular community, together with new pressures and challenges to the future of the 

management of natural resources. The most recent changes come as a result of 

development and conservation interest, both internal and international, and therefore 

require an understanding of the knowledges and comprehensions of contexts in order 

to understand the power changes in governance. It is only once these different forms 

of knowledge and the way they are used and played out, by the different stakeholders, 

that a politics is established. From this it is possible to understand where the local 

communities come in, in regards to managing and governing the natural resources, in 

specific the Kamoethway River.  

 

It is therefore possible to take into account that the new trends and pressures 

shaping resource governance cause a contestation of knowledges, this in turn not only 

creates micro-macro conflict, but also initiates or deepens internal community 

fragmentation. It is for this reason that the community will remain the unit of 

measurement and analysis, for which there is a knowledge gap in previous research.  
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1.9 Structure 

 

This research aims to answer questions concerning the complexity of 

governance and how the politics of knowledge shapes decision-making processes of 

natural resource management. With a brief background to the nature of the study, the 

methodology and a background on the research area it is possible to establish a 

theoretical background that will be explained more abundantly in later chapters. 

Chapter Two aims to uncover gaps in already existing academic and institutional 

literature. This will help in identifying the purpose of this Thesis and will cover the 

subject of politics, economy and environment in regards to Myanmar as a nation as 

well as delving further into the case specific research site analysed throughout the 

thesis. 

 

Following a literature review and analysis in light of the designed conceptual 

framework Chapter Three will offer a deeper insight into the local community of the 

Kamoethway River Valley. It is here that a micro-level approach is taken and an 

analysis begins in an attempt to answer the first and second research questions. This 

community level research will give light to the existing conflicts, threats, challenges 

and stakeholders involved in natural resource use of the region and will provide a 

foundation upon which it is possible to understand the dynamics of governance and 

the significance of the politics of knowledge.  

 

As a result of the identified security threats to the community in Chapter 

Three, it is possible for Chapter Four to identify community strength and power in 

responding to the identified threats. This brings to light the role of knowledge politics 

where it is possible to identify its importance, as well as its deep-rooted complexities, 

in shaping natural resource governance. One particular aspect that will be identified 

throughout Chapter Four is the significance of a bottom-up approach. The local 

community is used as the main source of research, however it will be possible to 

identify the impact this has on international authorities and concepts.  
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Further analysis on the significance of knowledge and the importance of a 

micro-level approach will be offered in Chapter Five, where a conclusion will also 

help determine how and to what extent the research questions have been answered. 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter aims to identify gaps in knowledge in the existing literature in 

regards to the research site and discussed questions. It does so by identifying the main 

works and writings, both academic and institutional, and by focusing on the political, 

economic and social processes that have taken place in Myanmar, the effects this has 

on the Tanintharyi Region, and ultimately the impacts and repercussions these have 

on the communities of the Kamoethway River Valley. Due to a lack in literature 

concerning the Kamoethway River, the external impacts on the local communities 

within the targeted research site will be established in Chapter Three, as a key element 

to the findings of the research questions.  

 

By taking an external-to-internal approach it is possible to understand the 

priorities that exist in both institutional and academic writings, with a clear focus on 

the economic development of the country on a large scale. Despite this however, 

recent works have identified an over-indulgent interest in economic growth and 

industrialisation of the country, and bring to light the socio-cultural impacts and 

developments taking place throughout Myanmar as a whole.  

 

2.2 Myanmar 

 

As a recently emerging country, Myanmar has undergone a series of 

significant changes since the end of colonialism. With its political, economic, 

environmental and cultural transitions, it remains a complex and dynamic system. 

Despite vast and varied discussions regarding the political and economic changes, 

much is left unspoken, or more than often too little proven, in regards to the social and 

cultural changes the country has undergone, and the impact these changes have had 

(or are having) on the environment and the numerous ethnic groups in Myanmar.  
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2.2.1 Politics 

 

Historically, Myanmar is known to have excluded civil society on almost 

every occasion of change (South, 2004). Since the end of colonialism and British 

presence, a military junta established itself as ruling elite. This has been a major cause 

for the overarching armed ethnic minority insurgencies and conflicts scattered across 

Myanmar, as well as also economic instability of the country. Realisation of this 

decline and a thirst for economic development, as well as a part in global economic 

growth, Myanmar has since undergone a number of changes in order to allow for 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and a part in the Regional changes and trade 

opportunities. This brought the end of a military rule in 2011 and in its place a 

number of new institutions and laws, alongside a new constitution, offering a move 

towards democratisation, and with it international interest.  

 

These changes have involved a number of different processes and can be 

identified as steps taken in order to ensure the attention of foreign investors. A move 

away from centralisation can be seen with the establishment of seven states and seven 

regions and as one particular method whereby an attempt for democratisation is made 

in the hope of international favour (Aung, 2012). However, although seen as a 

structural development, centralisation remains at the core of all aspects of government 

(Aung, 2012) and seen by some as merely one of many fronts with which to attract 

FDI. 

 

As a whole, the domestic reforms, efforts and changes made in the recent 

years in Myanmar are seen as remarkable, given the circumstances before 2011 

(Chalk, 2013), however a number of significant challenges remain persistent as a 

result of the tenacious political infrastructure (Chalk, 2013) and the lack of social 

participation (South, 2004). 

 

Given this however, due to the political developments and the necessity for 

international approval, social tensions have subsided with efforts to ensure ceasefires 

amongst ethnic groups and the Myanmar Government (South, 2004). This has had 
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momentous impacts on the ability for social development as well as a contribution to 

efforts in building local democracies, with the intention of ‘development from 

below’(South, 2004). Nevertheless, this also still remains largely immature and relies 

on gradual processes to be seen in full, much alike the political development of 

Myanmar as a whole.  

 

  Table 8 Insurgent Organisations and Ceasefire Dates (Chalk, 2013) 

 

   

 

2.2.2 Economy 

 

As seen in the previous section, political reforms come hand in hand with 

economic prospects and developments. In the case of Myanmar, the most visible and 

understood reforms remain economic (Aung, 2012) with extensive background 

literature and debate. Efforts to re-immerse itself within the regional and global 

economy have proved the reason for many economic reforms with particular attention 

to FDI law, with amendments made to it in 2011, and thereby facilitating foreign 

investment. 
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  Table 9 Foreign Direct Investment Amendments (KPMG, 2013)
1
 

 

   

 

 

This has had an extensive impact on economic, political, social and 

environmental aspects in Myanmar and will be further discussed in subsequent 

sections regarding a closer look into the Tanintharyi Region and Kamoethway itself.  

 

2.2.3 Environment 

 

It is significant to consider the impacts these reforms and the changes to 

national policy in regards to the environment, as it will identify gaps and loopholes 

existent in the national structures of Myanmar.  

 

A number of legislations exist concerning the environment in Myanmar 

including the Law on Forestry 1992, Protection of Wildlife and Wild Plants and 

Conservation of Natural Areas Law 1994, Territorial Sea and Maritime Law 1977, 
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Marine Fisheries Law 1990 and the National Environmental Policy 1994 (Cho, 1997). 

This list has faced a number of problems in its time of existence, such as 

deforestation, resultant from a number of diverse reasons. Although Myanmar has not 

faced much environmental damage
8
, compared to its surrounding neighbours, its lack 

of institutional capacity, poverty and general underdevelopment have lead to a 

number of difficulties in relation to upholding the environment legislation (Cho, 

1997). 

 

     Table 10  FDI by Country 

 

  

  

                                                 
8 A large reason for why it is now so popular and in demand as it still holds a large 
number of now rare natural resources. 
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      Table 11 FDI by Sector (OECD, 2014)   

 

 

 

From this table and this exerp it is possible to identify the main sectors 

invested in by foreign developers. With the largest percentages lying in natural 

resources such as oil, gas and mining (OECD, 2014) and the positive outlook for an 

increase in agricultural performance (WBG, 2013) it is possible to identify the value 

of the environment and the natural resources to Myanmar in terms of economic return. 

A problem that has arisen from the use of the natural resources by FDIs is the end 

result of the investment, which is often criticised to benefit the investing countries 

rather than the people of Myanmar (Song, 2013). In addition, development and 

extractive industries have often caused irreparable damage to both the land and the 

local communities. It is for this reason that the environmental laws and policies must 

be identified in order to establish the extent to which the environment is protected, 

conserved or restored for the benefit, other than economic development, but of the 

local communities.  
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Since the change in government of 2011 a change in attitude toward the 

environment has been seen, if only superficially and if only in comparison to the 

previous military government. A number of development projects, such as the 

Myistone Dam and a coal-fired plant of the Dawei Special Economic Zone, have been 

altered in response to the social movement against their construction, due to the 

environmental and social toll these projects would have (Aung, 2012). In light of 

these occurrences an Environmental Conservation Law has been established in 2012, 

with continuous amendments and changes made to it up to March 2014 (Eleven, 

2014). This has included comprehensive legal and regulatory frameworks whereby 

standards and guidelines are set and Environmental and Social Impact Assessments 

(EIA and SIA) are required by public and private initiatives for development in 

Myanmar (AECEN, 2012).  

 

In addition to this change in policy and attention, the Government has initiated 

programmes in conjunction with International Organisations (IO) focused on 

conservation and wildlife protection. When looking at the involvement of IOs in 

Myanmar, cooperation and collaboration with the Government is key to the success 

and allowance of the project, and therefore must be inline with the national agenda. 

This however is in some cases considered a hindrance, most particularly because of 

the persistent tensions and difference in agenda between the Government and the 

individual ethnic groups, in regard to the use of the environment and the natural 

resources that make up Myanmar as a whole. It is for this reason that operations 

conducted by IOs are in some way criticised due to their overarching requirement to 

abide by Government standards, in which case often results in disregarding the 

requirements of local communities occupying the bio-diverse lands Conservation IOs 

are interested in. Despite this criticism, little literature is found concerning these 

issues, especially in the case of Myanmar. 
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2.3 Tanintharyi Region 

 

The National transitions, changes and reforms have been seen to impact 

Myanmar as a whole, but also on a smaller scale, in terms of regional and community 

effects. Myanmar is multi-cultural and multi-ethno-religious country with history in 

fragmentation and tensions between groups. This has caused difficulties in 

undergoing change as a Nation, in regards to a lack in institutional capacity, political 

uncertainties and on-going tensions (Chalk, 2013). It is therefore important to observe 

the external, national changes in a community-based context to understand the 

impacts and capacities of institutions that play a role in natural resource governance 

of the research site analysed throughout this thesis.  

 

2.3.1 Politics 

 

As previously established, a number of ranging conflicts across Myanmar 

have been the result of ethno-religious tensions and have been met with recent 

attempts to establish ceasefires amongst ethnic groups and the Government. One such 

conflict, and consequentially, ceasefire has been that of the Karen ethnic groups, 

having undergone a sixty-year conflict between the Karen National Union (KNU) and 

the Myanmar Military and recognised as the longest standing conflict to take place in 

Myanmar (South, 2011a). Although not yet identifiable as ‘peace’, this region is 

currently in a transition period whereby a ceasefire has been established. This is 

understood as still potentially unstable due to the on-going tensions still present in this 

Region (Shaung, 2014).  

 

Other than the clear instability within the Tanintharyi Region, a change to the 

institutional and administrative structure has been made as a result of the agreed 

ceasefire. This has left both the KNU and the Myanmar Government as formal 

institutions in ensuring the rule of law and the governance of natural resources within 

the area and is seen as a complication due to the, formally contrasting and now 

strained relationship of the two administrative stakeholders (Htwe, 2014). Despite the 



 

 

54 

significance of this agreement, little is seen on the impact this has on the communities 

under this form of duo-administration. 

 

One obvious problem this agreed duo-administration presents is that of 

contrasting policies between the Central Myanmar Government and the KNU. 

Specifically in regards to Forest Policies, as Karen People regard the forest as the 

most important natural resource for maintaining livelihoods. This has lead to the 

establishment of a KNU Forest Policy, with a different agenda to that of the Myanmar 

Government, which, regarding both are in place throughout the Tanintharyi Region, 

creates obstacles and confusion for the fulfilment of each policy. It is also clear, from 

an analysis of the existing KNU Forest Policy, that a direct rivalry for the authority 

and control over the forests within KNU territories is underway: 

 

“The SPDC Government is planning to exploit the Karen forest and its natural 

resources to the benefit of its leadership” (KNU, 2012) 

 

This suggests tensions between the two administrations exist despite the 

acknowledged and agreed upon ceasefire. In addition, further complications arise due 

to the agreed upon duo-administration as contradictory power-infused policies cause 

huge complications for the governance of natural resources within the duo-

administration areas, and suggest an already strong contestation between contrasting 

knowledge. 

 

2.3.2. Economy 

 

In light of the impacts of the economic reforms made to the Tanintharyi 

Region, one particular case is significant on both a national and internal-regional 

scale. With increasing foreign investment and a national agenda for economic growth 

a number of Special Economic Zones (SEZ) have been established in Myanmar. The 

Tanintharyi Region is home to the Dawei Special Economic Zone (DSEZ), a 

development project between Thailand and Myanmar signed in 2008 for the 
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construction of a deep-sea port and a road link connecting Bangkok to Dawei and its 

proposed industrial centre. 

 

   

  

Figure 17 DSEZ Development and Road Link (Delamare, 2011) 

 

This project has come under a number of problems and much contestation, in 

particular with local communities who have experienced an abundance of negative 

impacts that arise as a result of such extensive infrastructural developments. As well 

as forced land evictions, involuntary resettlement, lack of local participation and vast 

environmental impacts (Aung, 2012) for what has already been completed, it has 

come across a number of investment difficulties causing the current cease in 

operations and  further development (Ferrie, 2013).   

 

Media coverage on this project has been extensive and as a result has attracted 

the attention of both national, regional and international audiences, with a more 

positive recognition for the project, often referred to as “An Industrial project that 

could change Myanmar” (NYT, 2010). Despite this, the local communities and ethnic 

natives to the lands this project will impact, have been overlooked on a number of 

occasions, often also during the EIAs that have taken place in order to comply with 

the Environmental Conservation Laws in place since 2012. 

 

Although mostly economic benefits and social, and environmental concerns 

have been introduced, literature regarding the potential benefits to the local 
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communities has also been produced, however most tending to come from sources 

such as investors
9
 or those interested in backing the project for economic gain. 

 

2.3.3 Environment 

 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the Tanintharyi Region remains one of 

Myanmar’s most important biodiversity areas. Its intact forests and abundance of 

endangered species places it as one of the most significant areas for environmental 

conservation efforts and as a result has drawn in much national and international 

attention. Together with a change in the National Agenda for the concern of the 

environment and the newly resolved ceasefire arrangements in this region, IOs have 

been able to commence projects and programmes concerning the conservation of the 

rare and unique biodiversity in this particular area of Myanmar.  

 

Organisations such as Fauna and Flora International (FFI) have initiated 

programmes in 2014 involving the protection of “internationally important areas for 

biodiversity in the Sundaic Region
10

 of Myanmar” (FFI, 2014) which also involves 

the management of agriculture. This comes as a response to the potential and 

seemingly increasing FDI into agriculture, particularly in areas such as rice, pulses, 

sugar, palm oil and natural rubber (FFI, 2014). As previously identified, this rapid 

change in use of land and the environment can potentially cause social and 

environmental problems in the area, and therefore outweigh the short-term national 

economic gain.  

 

The projects concerning conservation and the involvement of IOs however, 

are extremely recent and therefore suggesting impacts of such involvement remain 

small and difficult to interpret at such early stages. The main projects involve the 

establishment of protected areas, community forestry, sustainable plantations and 

settlements (FFI, 2014) and consider the Government and industry as a main partners 

                                                 
9 Namely ITD – Italian Thai Development ltd. 
10 Identified as one of the hottest biodiversity hotspots on earth, identified as the 
Thai-Malay Peninsular (Myers, 2008) 
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with which to establish the outcomes to these projects, leading to suggest little is 

achieved in line with local community cooperation. 

 

2.4 Conclusion and the Gaps 

 

From this review of literature and existing data it is possible to interpret a 

number of gaps and clear issues that arise. It is only by identifying these gaps that it is 

possible to approach and attempt to fill them using the findings of this research. In 

addition, an acknowledgement for concerns and dilemmas should also be considered 

throughout the course of this Thesis. 

 

One clear gap that can be interpreted in regards to both academic and 

institutional literature is the priority given to the economic and political reforms 

within Myanmar. The outcome of this prioritisation is an abundance of information 

regarding the impacts and results of economic growth and industrialisation with 

attention to FDI in Myanmar. This has obscured a more social insight into the 

transitions and changes this country has encountered, albeit because of the vast 

differences among the many ethno-religious groups. A deeper look into how local 

communities and social groups have adapted to, or have been included in the 

decisions made for the future aspirations of the country are difficult to come by, 

suggesting not only a gap but also a trend in how the decision-making processes are to 

continue, is identified. 

 

In addition to this perception, the uncertainties that surround all elements to 

this research must be taken into account. Political, economic and social instability is 

identified, in particular due to the weak institutional capacities and the doubtful 

ceasefire arrangements. This translates directly to the community-level from which a 

large amount of uncertainties and unpredictability is determined.  

 

However, it is not only the uncertainties that cause gaps in knowledge and 

concerns for the future developments, but it is the prospect of a transition period that 

adds to this dilemma. The changes that are occurring may or may not be short-lived 
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and the responses issued by the Government, the IOs or the local communities have 

had little impact so far. 

 

It is therefore necessary to acknowledge the importance of a micro-level 

approach, taken throughout this research, as it allows for a closer and more profound 

look at how communities are responding to threats and uncertainties in a sustainable 

way. In addition, it aims to identify the decision making processes that occur within a 

community for appropriate development as established by the community. The gaps 

this research aims to fill are based on a community level approach, whereby the 

contestations between other stakeholders are interpreted as part of the risks and threats 

communities must prepare against, or work alongside in order to maintain a sense of 

community security and a possibility for sustainable development in accordance to the 

communities needs and traditions. 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER III 

KAMOETHWAY RIVER VALLEY AND ITS COMMUNITIES 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

An overview of this particular research site is a necessity in this case as there 

is no existing written documentation. This section will cover both a general 

background as well as an historical breakdown of the Kamoethway River Valley and 

will bring insight and a foundation to its current setting.  

 

In addition, this Chapter will attempt to answer the two research questions 

with regard to establishing development trends in Tanintharyi and how they are 

prioritised. This will lay a foundation to understanding how this impacts natural 

resource governance in the area and will determine the role, strength and capacity for 

response of the local communities. This will provide an important insight into how 

micro-level approaches can impact macro-level activities and will aid in following the 

literature of external to internal impacts. 

 

3.2  Background on the Kamoethway River Valley 

 

In this section an introduction to the case study is offered in order to analyse 

and better understand the geographic, demographic, and historical foundation in terms 

of its natural resources and the current conditions of this area. 

 

3.2.1  Kamoethway River Valley Geographic Location 

 

The Kamoethway River Valley lies upstream of the main Tenasserim River in 

the locally known Megui-Tavoy Disrict, or Tanintharyi Region of Myanmar. This 

region borders the Mon State to the North, the Andaman Sea to the West and the 

shares a mountainous border with Thailand to the East (KHRG, 2012). The Region is 
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relatively narrow with a landmass of 644 kilometres long and 94 kilometres wide 

(KHRG, 2012).  

 

Known in Burmese as Ka Muang Thwer, the Kamoethway River itself lies in 

the east of this District. Due to the extensive biodiversity and various ecosystems in 

this area, it is rich in both natural resources and wildlife, however remains largely 

underdeveloped with little transport availability to access the area.  

 

    

  Figure 18  Research Site Location 
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Due to the impact of an expansion of Special Economic Zones (SEZ) in this 

region, it is important to understand how developments have changed the geographic 

form of the area. The introduction of this development project in 2012, concerning the 

construction of a deep-sea port off the coast of Dawei, the capital of this region, and 

an industrial complex, amongst other plans, has called for the creation of a road link, 

connecting Thailand and Myanmar. The road spans 132 kilometers from the 

Kanchanburi province in Thailand to Dawei, in Myanmar’s Tanintharyi region 

(Weng, 2013). This, although having been suspended in 2013, has had both positive 

and negative effects on the Kamoethway area, with one particularly important aspect 

being easier access to the area, and therefore also better means for communication and 

knowledge sharing. It has facilitated trading routes, communication possibilities and 

access to various villages, the capital of the Region and Thailand. Prior to the 

construction of this road, transport from Kamoethway to its surrounding areas was 

limited and, especially during wet seasons, challenging. Despite this however, the 

road construction and plans for the Dawei Special Economic Zone (DSEZ) has had 

multiple impacts on the geographic form, environmental stability and social structure 

of the area and will be further discussed in following chapters.  

 

3.2.2  Kamoethway Political and Historical Background  

 

Kamoethway’s historical background is much like many Karen histories. As 

with many ethnic minority groups, at the turn of independence the Karen populated 

parts of the country have been severely affected by armed conflict (South, 2011a). 

The mountainous area of Mergui-Tavoy, where Kamoethway is situated has borne the 

brunt of longstanding armed conflict with severe repercussions to the current situation 

in these areas. A short background of the history of this region is necessary for further 

analysis of the contemporary activities in this area.  
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3.2.2.1 Independence 

 

The Karen National Union (KNU) was established one year prior to 

Independence, in 1947 as a result of a longstanding Karen Nationalist movement, 

dating back as far as 1881, with the formation of the Karen National Association 

(South, 2011a). Many separate armed groups and organisation were formed between 

1881 and 1947, most of which have come under the umbrella of the KNU. Despite 

this, a number of rebel-armed groups continue to exist as independent organisations. 

 

 Tensions between Karen minorities and Myanmar officials have long existed 

due to the support to the Karen by the American Baptist Missionaries, seen in the 

provision of education, during the beginning of the 1900s (South, 2011a). This is seen 

to have put stress on the relationship between the two groups, most specifically during 

the period prior to, during and post the Second World War and Independence periods.  

 

After the KNUs establishment attempts to achieve independence from the 

newly established Myanmar Government through political discussions were made, 

Despite this the KNU were rejected resulting in a revolution in 1949 (South, 2011a). 

This sent the KNU underground, determining both political and territorial claims over 

Karen areas, and therefore also resulting in the beginning of a 60-year conflict 

between the KNU and the Myanmar Military, also known as the Tatmadaw.  
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3.2.2.2  Conflict 

 

This conflict is largely known as the longest standing civil war in Myanmar 

and has been the result of, and the cause of deep-rooted complications and difficulties 

in this area. The impact of this conflict is reflected in the contemporary issues now 

surrounding this region, also in terms of natural resource governance and will be 

further discussed in later chapters. This section aims to identify the reasons for 

contemporary tensions and barriers to fair and equitable governance of natural 

resources. 

 

As a consequence of KNU established territories, many villages faced, what is 

still understood as a duo-administration. With the KNU acting as a de facto 

government (South, 2011a), the Tatmadaw became ever more present in this region to 

reclaim these territories and to counter the insurgencies led by the KNU, resulting in a 

violent war. A number of reports indicate the systematic and often brutal nature to 

these counter-insurgency operations, as well as the policies that were first introduced 

against insurgency groups, much like the KNU. One such policy is known as the 

‘Four Cuts Policy’, involving cutting off communication, recruitment possibilities, 

logistics and information access for the insurgency groups. Many Karen believe there 

to be an undeclared fifth cut which is said to be decapitating insurgents. This ‘Four 

Cuts’ strategy aimed to transform rebel held land into firmly government controlled 

areas (South, 2011a). In addition to these methods and policies, the Tatmadaw are 

known to appropriate resources, as they are required to be self-sufficient in the field. 

This often means local villagers are relied upon to produce rice and other food 

sources, often by force in order to support the large Myanmar armies.  

 

Military operations and conflict in locally inhabited areas result in the 

suffering of many local, innocent people. This region is no exception with many 

people remembering the turbulent times. Due to the ‘self-sufficient’ Tatmadaw, 

villagers were forced to relinquish all rice provisions, being allowed only a weekly 

allowance for their own consumption. In addition to this livestock was regularly 

slaughtered for consumption with little or no compensation to the families dependent 
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on this form of food security (Villager Interview). If villagers did not comply to these 

rules or regulations punishments were installed leaving most locals living in fear.  

 

The local villagers of this Karen territory have lived under oppression of both 

sides, however due to ethnic ties and nationalistic roots, the KNU has been largely 

supported, with many young Karen being recruited at the time of conflict (Villager 

Interview). However, with the implementation of the Tatmadaw policies, support for 

the KNU was largely impossible due to the fear and suffering of local villagers 

leaving the KNU largely weakened. 

 

With a change in government, from the Burma Socialist Programme Party 

(BSPP) to the State of Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), in 1987 came 

also a renewed and substantial military offensive against the KNU in the Tanintharyi 

Region. This included the forced recruitment of local villagers to carry military 

equipment and resources for the Myanmar Tatmadaw leading to many deaths and 

much destruction. In addition to this, villagers close to KNU areas were forced to 

relocate, leaving villages in devastation and forcing many Karen nationals into 

Thailand as refugees. 
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Table 12 Villages within Kamoethway Relocation During Conflict 

Previous Villages Relocation 

Kami Between Kaw Pawt and Dawei 

Kose Between Kaw Pawt and Dawei 

To Ki Po Noh Between Kaw Pawt and Dawei 

Ka Taw Ni In the vicinity of Tuang Thone 

Lone 

Kaletki In the vicinity of Tuang Thone 

Lone 

   

27% 71 Villages Abandoned 

10% 25 Villages Destroyed 

32% 85 Villages Forced Relocation 

31% 83 Villages Remained  

 15,443 Tham Hin and Ban Don Refugee 

Camps 

3761 Hid in the Jungle as Internationally 

Displaced People 
 

 

  

  

  

  

  

   

   

   

   

   

  



 

 

66 

  

The use of land mines has been identified as a technique, used mostly by the 

KNU, throughout this conflict. However, due to the Tatmadaw’s use of villagers as 

porters, it was often the case that local people were harmed as a result of land mines 

(Individual7, 2014). Splinter groups of the KNU were also appearing, with further 

problems for the villagers, due to increasing raids and intensified armed conflict, 

augmenting villager casualties and community splits and weaknesses.  

 

3.2.2.3 Ceasefire 

 

Due to a reformed government decision to reconstruct the Union of Myanmar 

and the ever-decreasing national economy, due to economic sanctions and the 

prospect of being excluded from the Asian economic cooperation, renewed efforts for 

ceasefire agreements between the Government and the armed groups are seen to take 

place throughout the 1990s.  

 

A number of peace talks and discussions were held in negotiating a ceasefire 

between the KNU and the Tatmadaw from 1963, yet remained largely unsuccessful. It 

was only in 1995 that the Karen Peace Mediator Group was formed and facilitated 

‘confidence building’ meetings between the KNU and SLORC (South, 2011a).  

 

The long process of ceasefire cost the KNU severely during its early 

developments, with much criticism from supporters on sacrificing the interests of the 

Karen in exchange for political power. This lead to abandonment of the KNU in peace 

talks in 1994, inducing splits within and a further weakening of the insurgency group. 

With relentless SLORC offensives to the much weakened KNU territories it was only 

in 2012 that an official, agreed ceasefire was signed by the Myanmar Military and the 

KNU. 

 

The ceasefire has only been possible after a number of negotiations, regarding 

the control of territories has been undertaken, resulting in the operation of the KNU as 

an official capacity and administration of the Tavoy area (Noreen, 2014). Both the 
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KNU and the National Government are seen as authority institutions in terms of 

policy making and enforcement. In most scenarios these dynamics include also a 

village leader who may be accountable to other armed factions(South, 2011b). This 

has severe consequences in terms of natural resource governance where conflicting 

political interests and tensions place the Tanintharyi Division and its population in a 

vulnerable setting. These pressures have seen previous internal displacement, 

however in recent years the cease-fire has allowed the return of several local 

communities to their previously owned lands. It is however worth noting that the 

ceasefire does not signify total peace, with still many reports of conflict and deaths 

within the District as a result of the previous conflict (Shaung, 2014) it is clear that 

Kamoethway remains in a transition period between conflict and peace, resulting in a 

number of severe vulnerabilities of the local communities. 

 

One both positive and problematic outcome to the ceasefire in this area is the 

number of returnees. Due to conflict circumstances, as mentioned above, many 

villagers fled. The ceasefire has allowed for many to return, which although positive 

has also caused a number of problems concerning land availability within the 

community. In some cases unoccupied lands have been re-occupied by others for 

farming and households, causing land disputes with those returning. “We’ve 

experienced many problems with those returning. I myself am not from here, but have 

married here and have been farming here for many years. Now those coming back 

want their land back, but what do we do?” (Group, 2014). 
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Figure 19  Returnees to Kamoethway Area (UNHCR, 2013) 

 

 

3.2.2.4 Post Ceasefire 

 

The ceasefire between the KNU and the Myanmar Government has had 

diverse effects over the different territories the KNU operates in, as well as criticism 

from a range of stakeholders and actors within particular regions. Within the Mergui-

Tavoy Region, it has been argued that much has changed, with both negative and 

positive impact on the communities. Despite efforts to ensure a stable and peaceful 

setting however, it is still reported that conflict has not been entirely ceased, and that 

the stability of the ceasefire is delicate (Group4, 2014). In most recent events, 

shootings and death tolls still rise as a result of the KNU – Myanmar Government 

conflict
11

 and are a key reason for many insecurities and doubts regarding the 

durability of the ceasefire agreement.  

                                                 
11 In June and July, during field research two KNU members were shot followed by 
eight Myanmar Government Soldiers 
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3.2.2.5 Transport  

 

One notable positive outcome for the local communities in the Tanintharyi 

Region has been an improvement on freedom of movement. Transport facilities and 

access to difficult areas, as well as safety during transit have improved considerably 

(Individual3, 2014).This has increased greater access to communication within and 

with-out the communities, a greater variety of resources, better access to potential and 

existing farmlands and access to advanced education and health means. Villagers 

deem transport exceedingly important and regard it as a main area of development for 

the future.  

 

Access to better transport has allowed villagers to come and go more 

regularly, as well as allowing new actors into the region. This has also brought many 

prospects for the twelve villages in the Kamoethway River Valley in terms of the 

introduction of new materials, technologies, farming techniques, resources and above 

all opportunities. It is these developments however that put pressure on the 

governance of natural resources. With more actors come more demands and with this 

comes a negotiation of value and use, often initiating negotiations that are possible to 

escalate into conflict. 

 

3.2.2.6 Industry Development   

 

As a result of easier access and more reliable transportation, the building of 

roads has taken precedence in forms of development in the area. This has allowed for 

extractive industries, such as mining and logging making use of the abundant 

resources in this region. This has had a number of negative impacts, both on the 

environment and on the local communities as this destructive industry has done little 

for sustaining the natural resources the local communities are dependent on.  
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3.2.2.7  Dawei Project 

 

One major development project to have taken place in this region is the 

initiation of the Dawei Project, backed by foreign investors, led mainly by Thailand. 

This, as mentioned previously, is part of an expansion of a SEZ in Mayanmar, 

involving the construction of a road from Bangkok to Dawei and has been the 

consequence of much contestation.  

 

The disputes regarding the Dawei Project concern both Myanmar and 

Thailand and despite the recent suspension of the project continue to take place as the 

consequences to the project continue to impact livelihoods. The Kamoethway River 

Valley is directly impacted as a result of these developments, consequently affecting 

both the environment and the local communities and their security. 

 

Thailand’s investment in this project stems mostly as a result of an expansion 

of its own industrial zone, known as Map Tha Put Industrial Estate in Rayong 

Province, east Thailand (TERRA, 2012). As a result of the extensive pollution, 

including air, water and hazardous waste pollution (TERRA, 2012), Thai local 

communities have opposed further expansion of the industrial estate in Thailand, 

resulting in an interest to shift its extended operations to Myanmar. Drawing form the 

Map Tha Phut experience it is clear that a number of problems arise with the 

implementation of such a large-scale projects. In addition to the pollution, large 

quantities of important water sources have depleted and or been polluted, livelihoods 

have been lost in regards to the ecological destruction due to a fall in tourism and 

local businesses, chemical explosions and various other accidents have also had wide 

scale impact, and large migration into the area, due to the sudden increase in job 

opportunities has led to much cultural destruction in the Rayong Region (TERRA, 

2012). As a result of these consequences, Thai and Myanmar people are concerned 

about the overall impact of the Industrial Estate in Dawei.  
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A number of problems have already come to light, most considerably in 

regards to the construction of the Road link. The road, built in 2010, has drawn the 

attention of many local rights groups in regards to abused land rights and concessions 

(Weng, 2013), and respectively of convictions and relocation. The company in 

charge, the Italian-Thai Development Company (ITD), has initiated the relocation of 

an estimated 30,000 people from more than 16 villages as a result of the entire project 

(Na, 2012), with an increasing amount as a result of the road construction (TERRA, 

2012). Although compensation has been offered to a number of those affected, it has 

been considered inadequate as the land space offered remains unsubstantial for the 

subsistence livelihood the local communities lead in this region.  

 

One of the most prominent risks to the introduction of the industrial estate is 

the impact it has on water resources. The project aims to use 2,150 million cubic 

metres of water per year with severe consequences to the public water sources and the 

surrounding ecology (TERRA, 2012). As seen in the previous sections, the dry season 

in this region can critically limit water resources, an aspect that will be accentuated as 

a result of the project’s commencement.  

 

In regards to the Kamoethway River Valley, the DSEZ project has impacted a number 

of vital resources. The construction of the road link has had the most direct impact on 

the community, both in positive and negative aspects.  

 

With the construction of a road come prospects of transport and 

communication, consequently also impacting trade and business between the villages 

and the larger city of Dawei. This has brought contemporary agricultural technology 

and techniques, impacted knowledge systems, facilitated communication and 

mobilisation of villagers and influenced the dynamics of the local community. With 

regards to mobilisation and the sharing of knowledge, the road and transport systems 

have allowed for leading local CSOs to share knowledge with other villages outside 

of the Kamoethway River Valley, with regards to response to development, awareness 

and capacity training in human rights and environmental issues, and the understanding 

of benefits as a result of locally led conservation areas.  
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In terms of environmentally damaging consequences as a result of the road 

construction, the Kamoethway River has seen a large influx of debris and sediment, 

which has negatively impacted its flows and fish habitats. In addition agricultural 

lands have been used and intersected without agreement of the villagers, which has 

led to a number of broadening issues within the region (Ehna, 2012b).   

 

3.2.2.8 International Conservation Projects 

 

As a result of increasing economic development and extractive business 

presence, conservationists have become progressively interested in the region, as it 

holds much environmental and biodiversity value. These include large internationally 

renowned conservation organisations such as WWF and FFI, who have been involved 

in a number of different projects in the area.  

 

As with impacts of economic and agricultural development, conservation 

practice has also had both beneficial and negative impacts to the local communities of 

Kamoethway. International conservation interest has brought a wider understanding 

of the Region and has initiated considerations for the wildlife and ecosystems of 

Myanmar as well as its natural resource wealth in regards to economic gain. 

 

However in some cases, projects initiated by Organisations have mitigated 

certain effects of development, and thereby have diminished chances of impeding 

impacts before they are taken into effect. One example of this is a project conducted 

by WWF in response to the road link built in connection with the DSEZ. The project 

involves building bridges and tunnels around the constructed roads to ensure wildlife 

is able to pass safely throughout its natural habitat (Roberts, 2012). This is seen as a 

mitigation of environmental impacts rather than an obstruction of the development 

project itself and can be understood as encouraging similar destructive development 

projects (Individual14, 2014; Individual22, 2014). 
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Other projects, conducted by the FFI, involve the establishment of Protected 

Areas (PA), which include government and institutional agreement, however lack 

contribution and participation of local communities and local CSOs. This will be 

discussed more thoroughly in further chapters, however remains to be understood as a 

limitation to community power and decision-making capacity. 

 

3.2.3 Kamoethway Natural Resources 

 

The Kamoethway and Tanintharyi areas are home to a large variety of natural 

resources, ranging from water resources, including fish, vegetation and the water 

itself; to forest resources, such as wood, plants, soils and land resources for activities 

such as agriculture. In addition to this, the extent of intact tropical ecosystems has left 

this area rich in minerals, including gemstones, gold, limestone and marble, as well as 

a large variety of endangered forest wildlife. This has attracted much attention of 

international businesses and investors since the opening of Myanmar, and has been 

the result of mining, logging and other extractive industries interested in the area. 

Despite the vast availability of these resources, the nature and ecosystems in this area 

are extremely vulnerable to changes and over use, consumption or destruction and for 

this reason are brought to the attention of numerous organisations, both local and 

international and community lead projects. 
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Figure 20  Endangered Wildlife of Tanintharyi (WWF, 2014) 

 

3.2.3.1 Kamoethway River 

 

The River itself stems from The Pawklo River, originating from the Kaserdoh 

Mountain, where it flows south to meet with the Tanintharyi River. It is surrounded 

by rich biodiversity, which in the past has been home to wildlife such as the Asian 

Elephant, Tiger, Guar, Gibbon, Great Hornbill, Asian Tapir, Wild Boar, Sambar Deer, 

Asiatic Bear and the Sun Bear, some of which still inhabit the area. Previous wildlife, 

that is now extinct, due to both environmental damage and excessive hunting, 

included the Asiatic Rhino. The indigenous traditions believe this animal to hold 

medicinal capacities (individual11, 2014) and as a result has been excessively hunted 

and illegally traded, leading ultimately to its extinction in this area.   
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    Figure 21  Kamoethway River in Relation to Research Site 

 

The name of the River holds an important value to the villagers who have 

settled in this area, “We cannot see how important water is to us, it is invisible like 

air. Nature gives us water for free so we must value it like we value our 

lives”(Individual3, 2014). The many streams stemming from the river are equally 

respected by the local community as they offer drinking water and fresh fish. In 

addition, due to the dependency of the smaller streams, the health of the larger 

Kamoethway River is vital. 
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Over 150 year ago, with the first Karen settlers, Kamoethway was so named 

after the Karen name of a large purple blossoming tree, known scientifically as 

Largerstoemia Tomentosa growing abundantly at that time around the river itself.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 22  The Largerstoemia Tomentosa : Kamoethway (Plantsystematics, 2002) 

 

The river has many functions in regards to its use and value to the community 

and wider stakeholders involved in the area. Community members, as previously 

mentioned, rely on clean water sources for drinking purposes, food resources and 

transport use. Many elders believe: “should the river ever be destroyed, then so too 

will our lives”(Individual2, 2014). The river provides the community with stable food 

security, as it is rich in fish, frogs, vegetation, shrimp and crab, all staples of the 

communities diet. In addition to the clear value and dependency the community gains 

from the river, it has also had important cultural and personal significance to the local 

communities. Many have known little other than the river and the resources it offers, 

having played in the river as young children and from an early age learnt of the 

weight of its importance. 

 

However a change in current stakeholders to the area have increased a change 

in who and how the water resources are used and therefore also a threat to Food 

Security. “We’ve seen an increase in companies coming to our lands wanting to use 

the river” explained an Elder from the Wah Sah Ko Village, “and we’ve seen the river 
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change over the years” (Individual2, 2014). Mining companies for example, require 

huge amounts of water and operate largely during the rainy season, where water flows 

abundantly. This however has an increasing impact on the water quality and mass in 

later dryer seasons and can pose damaging threats to the dependent communities. As 

well as mining ventures, extractive industries such as logging are also having an 

impact on the river: “the banks of the river need the forest to hold it together, without 

it much will be lost” (Individual16, 2014)  

 

The river’s use therefore comes under a large number of increasing threats, 

including political instability, development, pollution and mismanagement 

 

3.2.3.2 Forest  

 

The Karen people are intrinsically linked to the forest, the importance of the 

Forest it similar to that of the river and holds an interdependent relationship with the 

Kamoethway River. The forest is therefore extremely important to the   communities, 

however, similarly to above, is also under new threats of development, and as a 

consequence has unmistakable impacts on Community Security.  

 

 

 

Figure 23  The Forest Resources are used for all Aspects of Life in Kamoethway 
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The resources made available to the community by the forest include building 

materials for buildings and other forms of shelter; food resources, such as protein and 

vegetables; and agricultural purposes, such as fruit trees and betel nut plantations that 

secure income to a number of community members in the area. “Our Karen traditions 

teach us to look after the forest, we see it as life and value it as we value our beliefs” 

(Individual18, 2014). 

 

 

    

 

Figure 24  Farmer Makes a Fence out of Bamboo 
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 Figure 25  Houses are surrounded by Orchards and Water Collecting Systems 

 

 

    

 

  Figure 26  The Construction of a Chicken Pen Using Forest Resources 
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Similarly the forest provides useful resources to a number of development 

industries involved in the area, such as logging and mining, however has also played a 

large role in providing revenue to the Tatmadaw, opposition groups and governmental 

members (see political background) 

 

3.2.3.3 Land 

 

As with many developing and developed countries land is a serious issue. 

Kamoethway and the Tanintharyi Region is no different with additional complications 

with regards to land ownership rights and the constant threat of land grabbing.  

 

In regards to the land in the Tanintharyi Region, it is officially declared 

‘vacant’. This however has been interpreted in a number of different ways by a 

number of different stakeholders and remains a heavily contested issue within this 

Region, and many others in Myanmar.  

 

 

   

  

Figure 27  The Tanintharyi River and Landscape 
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Local communities have occupied the land over generations and in regards to 

Karen culture, once having established ones-self on a section of land, one is able to 

declare it (within the community) as occupied(Group, 2014). This interpretation 

however is not shared by the Government who regard ‘vacant’ land as unoccupied. 

This has lead to a number of businesses being sold various sections of land that have 

encroached with villagers agricultural lands and has lead to much dispute in the 

Region (Individual9, 2014). The Government is entitled to contract certain areas of 

landmass for a period of thirty-years, which in light of the development within the 

area, such as logging or mono agriculture of rubber and palm oil, has had significant 

environmental impacts. 

 

In regards to how the land is used by the local communities, it is mostly used 

for agricultural purposes. The subsistence livelihoods the forest people depend on 

require significant areas of land used for both lowland and highland rice farming, as 

well as orchard gardens
12

 and betel nut plantations
13

.  

 

                                                 
12 unlike small gardens occupy a vast amount of land 
13 for both personal consumption and income  
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 Figure 28  Lowland Rice Farming 

 

 

 
    

  Figure 29  Orchard Maintenance 
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3.2.4 Kamoethway Villages and Population 

 

The Kamoethway River Valley is made up of twelve villages, each with its 

own geographic area, Headman, churches and schools, linked together by the 

Kamoethway River and a local CSO named the Community Sustainable Livelihood 

and Development Organisation (CSLD).   

 

The importance of community is an important feature to Karen traditions: 

“being a community is the basis for the empowerment of the Karen ethnic group” 

(Individual4, 2014). It is for this reason that community and ethnicity come hand in 

hand and provide a foundation to the community solidarity that is part of the 

Kamoethway life. The population of all combined Villages increases slightly each 

year, due to an increasing population and outside villagers moving to the area. “We 

are close to our neighbouring villages (outside of the Kamoethway Area) and we have 

a close nit community that is attractive to other people” (Individual12, 2014) 

 

3.2.5 Livelihoods and Occupation 

 

The River Valley provides local people with the possibility of a subsistence 

lifestyle without a financial cost offering access to foods such as an abundant array of 

edible vegetables, fish and wild meat.  
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Figure 30  Fish Species in the Kamoethway River 

 

In addition to this form of subsistence livelihood many villagers grow rice, 

mostly using sustainable and traditional methods such as rotational upland farming. 

Other vegetables can also be grown using this systematic approach and can meet the 

yearly requirements per family. Despite this, the amount of rice grown per family has 

decreased over the years, with previous amounts exceeding 100 baskets, to now only 

reaching around 30 to 60 baskets per family. This is due to a number of reasons, such 

as the decreasing rice yield, due to the use of chemicals during agriculture as well as 

diminishing the number of years necessary for rotational agriculture.  
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Figure 31 Preparation of Vegetables Grown in Orchards 

 

 

 

Figure 32 Evening Meal 
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Figure 33 Chilli Plant and Coffee Tree 

 

As well as upland rice and vegetable cultivation, villagers cultivate flatland 

areas to grow a larger variety of vegetables and fruits. Alongside this, coconut, 

banana, durian, mango, pomelo, lime and cashew nuts are also grown successfully 

and in come occasions sold to neighbouring villages and towns. Additionally, the 

Betel Nut tree has seen an increase in demand since 1995 and has become a popular 

income generator to the local villagers in this area. The River Valley is particularly 

renowned for its suitable soils and climate for this particular agriculture, however this 

has changed over the last sixty years, as a result in climate change and land use of the 

surrounding areas, causing soil erosion and limiting the suitability of soil, “Gradually 

over time, it is getting harder and harder to grow what we have always grown here, 

but we know our soils are the best for this type of agriculture, our ancestors were right 

about that” (Individual22, 2014). Despite this it continues to be the main income 

generator in the area, in some cases heavily relied upon by villagers. The growing 

process for Betel Nut requires only 3 months of hard labour during the dry season 

where the fruit is harvested and dried on the banks of the Kamoethway River.  

 

With means of income derived from the trade in Betel Nut, villagers have 

begun to abandon traditional subsistence rice agriculture. Alternatively, rice is 

increasingly bought from larger surrounding towns, such as Dawei, due to decreasing 

rice yield and the pressures and difficulties of upland farming.  
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         Figure 34 Village Shop 

 

3.2.6 Kamoethway Seasons  

 

Each season provides the local communities with diverse conditions with 

which an agricultural pattern is planned. The changes in temperature, precipitation, 

soil moisture and water mass in rivers and streams are important developments for the 

local communities.  
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Table 13 Seasons Mapping 

 

 

 

 

 

The dry season in particular is an important and sometimes challenging period, 

as water resources are low and therefore limited. Many smaller streams, tributaries to 

the Kamoethway River run dry which poses a threat to local communities that rely on 

drinking water from the streams, “we know to expect a drought in the smaller streams, 

but the Kamoethway River ensures the streams another life in the wet season, so we 

depend on it” (Individual18, 2014). This puts pressure on larger water sources, such 

as the Kamoethway River to provide both drinking water and natural habitats for food 

staples such as fish.  Not only does this emphasise the importance of the Kamoethway 

River, but also sheds light on the importance of a commitment to protecting water 

health from pollution in the area. 

 

3.2.7  Ethnicity 

 

This particular Region in Myanmar is home to the Karen ethnic group. Ethnic 

and indigenous peoples are said to comprise of at least 40% of the population,with the  

Karen constituting of at least 10% (BEWG, 2011)
14

 The numbers vary from three to 

seven million (South, 2011a).The Karen ethnic group is further divided into smaller 

groups, such as the Skaw Karen, Pwo Karen and Bwe Karen (KBDDF), with 

differences in languages and religions (Moonieinda, 2011). Most Karen people in 

                                                 
14 Despite these estimated percentages, an accurate census in Myanmar has not yet 
been established and therefore the size of the Karen communities in Myanmar 
remains distorted, inaccurate and largely unknown.    

SEASON MONTHS ACTIVITY 

Dry Season March – May Harvest and Drying of 

Betel Nut 

Wet Season June – October Growing of Rice and 

Betel Nut 

   November - February Harvest Rice 
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Myanmar are situated in the Murgui-Tavoy district, however other larger established 

communities are also situated in the Irrawaddy Delta and the Pegu Division in central 

Myanmar. Smaller groups are found in the Shan State and other areas in Myanmar. In 

addition to this, because of this particular regions’ proximity to Thailand and the 

difficulties this ethnic group has endured, many Karen people have migrated and 

resettled, and as a result have established large Karen communities throughout 

Thailand, predominantly in the West. Some have acquired Thai nationality as their 

ancestors have originated in Thailand, however for the majority of Karens in 

Thailand, legal status is a far away concept, with a small percentage holding ‘white-

cards’, allowing them to reside in Thailand as second class citizens. However for the 

majority, those migrating for employment are largely illegal immigrants. In addition 

to Thailand, other countries have become destinations for Karen refugees. Most 

particularly America, but also Australia, Canada, New Zealand and various European 

countries (Moonieinda, 2011) 

 

One important reason for the movement and irregular placement of this ethnic 

group is the incessant and dangerous conflict between the KNU and the Tatmadaw, 

this has already been established in previous Chapters. In addition, the construction of 

gas pipelines in 1990 and increasing investment and economic development have also 

seen forced relocation for many local communities in the Tanintharyi Region 

((IDCM, 2006)). 

 

Ethnicity is a core foundation to the River Valley community, with a turbulent 

history and past it is a strong linkage of people and ensures combined efforts to 

upholding traditional capacities. This however also brings a severe mistrust and 

suspicion of other ethnicities and authorities, in particular the Myanmar Government 

officials, an aspect that may discourage future cooperation.   
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3.2.8  Religion 

 

As previously mentioned, the Karen ethnic group consists of many ethnically 

and linguistically different groups. It is because of this that this extensive ethnic 

community practises a number of diverse religious beliefs and traditions, all of which 

are fully integrated into all aspects of villagers’ lives. 

 

Traditionally Karen people practiced Animism, a form of spirit worship also 

known as Nat worship, whereby ceremonies would take place as well as small animal 

sacrifices, mainly pigs, chickens and small fish, additionally trees and nature are 

highly valued in Animism where worship ceremonies take place every second week 

of December to ensure peace to the village; and Buddhism, involving merit-making 

practices. 

 

In addition to these religions, the Karen people of Kamoethway have also been 

known to practice the “Spirit of Bed’ traditions, involving rituals such as lighting 

candles at the head of the bed before sleeping and placing a handful of fresh rice on 

the top of ones roof every morning. One particular tradition takes place in August in 

an attempt to bring back souls. Elders and families gather in the evening and invite 

their souls to return to them through a number of readings and rituals. The following 

morning must involve bananas, rice, local wine, sugar cane, white thread that is later 

tied to the wrists of the family members, and a rice scoop, involving also calling out 

the names of the family members. 

 

However, with the introduction of Christianity, many traditional beliefs have 

disappeared and are seldom practiced, mostly only in remote places, it is estimated 

that over 20% of Karens now practice Christianity with a majority of Karen people as 

Buddhists (South, 2011a). The Megui-Tavoy area is mostly Christian, however is 

known to also include Buddhism, Animism and Mulsim religions. Reasons for a 

change in religion are explained by the Pastor of the Kler Pu Village: 
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“The Karen have been discriminated against for such a long time, one way to 

be able to speak to others and for us to promote our community is through religion. 

Adopting Christianity has not only allowed for our own community to unite, but for 

us to unite with others.” (individual11, 2014) 

 

Christianity has been expanding throughout this region and many believe 

traditional religious practices are seldom exercised. The first Christian Missionary 

arrived in the Kamoethway area in the early 1900s, resulting in Myitta Village 

becoming the first Karen Christian Baptist base in the Tanintharyi Region. Most 

Karen Christians are Baptist, however Anglican, Catholic and Seventh Day Adventist 

are also practised Christian faiths.  

 

The Bible plays a large role in Christianity and was translated into Karen by a 

missionary named Dr Mason in Myitta Village. This has lead to a large following of 

Christian believers in this particular region, with strong ties to the bible and its 

teachings
15

.  

 

The significance of religion in the Kamoethway River Valley is immeasurable 

as it provides the community with a foundation for unity and discussion. The church 

and religious activities are at the centre of all community ventures, “The Church and 

the Village work together”(individual11, 2014), which leads to discussion and sharing 

                                                 
15

 A legend within the community exists to understand the full meaning and worth of 

the bible in which the Karen signifies an older brother and the British the younger. 

The elder is given a book in which all the important teachings of life are within. 

Despite this the older brother discards the book with little interest, only to be picked 

up by the younger. He, having read and learnt the lessons of the book leaves the older 

brother and becomes very successful and happy, whilst meanwhile the older brother is 

left miserable and desperate. It is said that one day the younger brother will return, 

and will teach his older brother the lessons of the book. 
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of information within and across the villages, “we see religion function in two parts, 

the first is to unite the community, and the second is to educate” (individual11, 2014) 

 

3.3 Conclusion 

 

This chapter aims to answer the first two research questions regarding the 

previous and current development trends taking place in the Tanintharyi Region and 

an initial understanding of how these may impact and shape the governance of natural 

resources.  

 

With a historical insight into the Kamoethway River Valley it is possible to 

understand the changes in actors and therefore also a change in the prioritisation of 

trends in how natural resources and used and valued. This not only begins to identify 

the dynamics and complexities of natural resource governance, but also provides the 

reader with a foundation with which to understand how the contestation of knowledge 

impacts decision-making processes in regards to the importance of natural resources. 

 

Additionally, through the acknowledgement of different stakeholders involved 

it is possible to begin to understand the complexities of natural resource governance 

from the perspective of the local community. With the presence of multiple 

stakeholders, and their multiple agendas it is possibly to interpret the increasing 

threats to the communities’ security from a micro-level perspective. This also 

provides an understanding of how and to what extent the politics of knowledge plays 

a role in responding to the security threats and how this in turn impacts governance, 

explored in later chapters. 

 

The prioritisation of development trends has also been recognisable 

throughout these findings, and is also identifiable through the presence and awareness 

of different stakeholders. This also enables an understanding of how the politics of 

knowledge plays a role in resource governance; this will be further explored in 

subsequent chapters. 

 



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER IV 

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter aims to answer the overarching question, having established 

already in previous Chapters the trends, challenges, and priorities, the politics at play 

between different stakeholders will be identified and analysed. It aims to bring to light 

the main findings of the research, with an objective of better understanding the role of 

knowledge in shaping water resource governance in Kamoethway. A micro-level 

analysis will take place in order to identify the local communities’ role and how this 

impacts community security. In addition, this will help establish the bottom-up 

approach to natural resource governance.  

 

The chapter will explore the different governance techniques and different 

knowledge structures of the involved stakeholders with a focus on the local 

community. This will reflect both the efforts of the community to produce and use 

knowledge in order to become part of the decision making process of the natural 

resources, in particular the river, but will also include the response of the community 

to other forms of knowledge as a threat to their own security. This Chapter will 

therefore incorporate the given concept of Community Security as seen in Chapter 

Two. 

 

Two case studies will be used to identify how knowledge types play a role in 

shaping power structures and as a result impacting the direction of governance. The 

first will assess the community led establishment of a fish conservation centre in the 

Kamoethway River and will provide an analysis of the different stakeholders and the 

impacts it has on the power structures. The latter case study will interpret a response 

in knowledge of situations that have negatively impacted the community. This will be 

done by analysing the types of knowledge the local community use, from both inside 
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and outside of the community’s traditional knowledge systems and the leverage and 

power this provides the local communities in natural resource governance. 

 

4.2 Fish Conservation Zone 

 

In light of the longstanding challenges the local communities of Kamoethway 

have faced, alongside recognition of the rivers value and increasing threats, the 

establishment of a fish conservation zone was initiated in February of 2014, “We need 

to protect and conserve what our lives depend on, not just for us but for the next 

generations”(Individual7, 2014). This community-led project has drawn in the 

attention of a number of stakeholders involved in using the Kamoethway River, as 

community standards have been implemented in order to protect the established area.  

 

The fish centre, locally known as the Htan Ta Bin, has been initiated and 

further upheld by the local communities of the 12 villages of Kamoethway and is 

located in a particular section of the Kamoethway River. As a project formerly 

initiated by the CSLD in response to the increasing threats and changes that became 

more apparent with time. The Fish Conservation Centre comes under a bigger project 

of the CSLD to establish and enforce the social movement of villagers to become 

more involved and important in decision-making processes. This conservation centre 

comes as “one of several initiatives to start the social movement ball rolling” 

(Individual14, 2014), in the hope to allow for villagers to become more engaged and 

active in protecting their natural resources. 
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Figure 35 Fish Conservation Zone Signs 

 

 It is 1,550 metres long and 138 metres wide and holds a strategic position 

where water turbulence, as a result of two meeting water rapids, ensures a gentle 

whirlpool effect strong enough to deepen the chosen area over time and named Ta Ta 

Bet Lake. The fish sanctuary is currently 21 feet deep, however this depth will 

naturally increase as the riverbed is broken away. This location has been specifically 

chosen as it aims to gradually hold more fish species and therefore will require more 

space over a period of time.  
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        Figure 36 Fish Conservation Zone 

 

Prior to the establishment of the Centre, a number of exercises were 

undertaken to document the natural resources present in the Kamoethway Area, this 

included an evidence based study and recording of fish species within the river and 

edible vegetation of the area. This process used local knowledge based research 

involving all members of the community from elders, fishermen and CSO members, 

to women, children and farmers. As acknowledged by a CSLD member “this takes a 

long time, but it also means we have accomplished something as a community, 

adhering to our own standards” (Individual14, 2014). The research and data collection 

period took little over two years to complete, however is seen as an essential process 

with which to establish the many challenges affecting and impacting the river. It is in 

response to and to mitigate these identified forms of destruction that the Fish 

Conservation Zone was established and enthusiastically enforced by the local 

communities of Kamoethway. 



 

 

97 

 

In addition to the community-led research activites taking place prior to the 

establishment of the Fish Centre, scientific water sample procedures have been 

undertaken on a monthly basis to both monitor and ensure the health of the river is not 

interfered with.  

 

   

   

Figure 37 Community-Led Research Data on Fish and Vegetation Species of  

          Kamoethway 

 

The conservation centre comes as a result of numerous considerations and can 

be seen as a tool with which to impact governance of the river itself, as expressed by 

the Secrarary to the Headman of Wah Sah Ko Village “This fish sanctuary is a 

symbol, not just for us but for the whole of Myanmar” (Individual3, 2014). As seen in 

the historical background of the River Valley, the river is valued as an ecological 

lifeline for the surrounding biodiversity, wildlife and subsistence livelihoods. It is for 

this reason a key component to all stakeholders within this territorial area and under 

the pressure of the numerous stakeholders’ requirements. Prolonged political 

instability, mining, logging, and additional forms of development in the area have 

impacted the river in a number of different ways, resulting in a change in how local 
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communities have been able to use it. Despite this however, in addition to the more 

obvious reasons for conserving the river and its fish species, it is to be noted that a 

number of underlying reasons for the establishment of this fish conservation centre 

are perceptible.  

 

4.3 Community Security 

 

To be understood using all concepts of security, ensured and implemented by 

the local community, as formerly established in Chapter Two. 

 

4.3.1 Traditional and Cultural Security 

 

Due to the rivers importance to the community, traditional and cultural belief 

has marked the rivers grounds. Elders and ancestors have traditionally protected the 

rivers grounds due to its longstanding significance to the local communities. This 

however has been threatened by the incessant political instability and insecurity, 

which has faltered community efforts and ability to protect this heritage.  

 

With the ceasefire arrangement of 2012, it proved once again possible for the 

community to re-establish traditional routines and practices to ensure the health and 

safety of the river. In order to strengthen this procedure, community members agreed 

on the establishment of a conservation centre, which would allow for a more 

cooperative and substantial effort to protecting and conserving this vital resource.  

 

In addition, with the inauguration of the conservation centre’s founding came 

the ability to attract all acting members of the community to acknowledge the 

traditional and cultural significance of the river. This included religious leaders, local 

CSOs and NGOs, all surrounding villagers amounting to more than one thousand 

participants to the opening ceremony. The cooperation of different ethnicities and 

religious beliefs (KESAN, 2014) has been extremely significant to the communities, 

as it signifies a renewed ability to collaborate and participate in an activity that 
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remains significant for all members, as opposed to the previous conflict ingrained 

circumstances.  

 

One additional feature that has been instilled with the establishment of the fish 

centre, and therefore embodies a significant reason for its establishment is the 

recognition of local rights. The CSO to have organised the event, the Community 

Sustainable Development Initiative (CSLD) believe the Fish Sanctuary to be a form of 

Social Movement, whereby people are able to participate and to learn about the 

elements that are most important to them (CSO, 2014). Most importantly the 

recognition of Human Rights, Indigenous Rights and Local Rights has allowed for 

more significant moves to protecting and managing ecologically symbolic areas. 

 

4.3.2 Environmental Security 

 

As previously established, the ceasefire has borne opportunities for both local 

and economic industry within the area and as a result has led to contemporary and 

alternative uses of the river. Extractive industries, such as mining and logging have 

had a number of destructive impacts on the Kamoethway River and its watershed, 

with both long-term and short-term impacts.  

 

The region is home to a vast array of rivers and streams, with the majority 

being either polluted or over-used by such industries. The Kamoethway River remains 

the only outstanding tributary river to not have been impacted by severe water 

pollution (KESAN, 2014; Local, 2014), and therefore holds much significance to the 

local communities.  
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4.3.2.1 Landslide 

 

Although the River remains largely unpolluted, it has borne the brunt of 

mining and logging destruction. 2004 brought a severe landslide, occurring as a result 

of longstanding logging in the area. Despite happening ten years ago, the 

repercussions and consequences to this landslide are still persistent and have had a 

long-lasting effect on the environment and the river. 

 

It is well known the Myanmar Government has been accountable for selling 

land concessions to both Thai and Myanmar timber firms during the numerous 

counterinsurgency conflicts around the country (BEWG, 2011). 40 of these 

concessions were sold along the Thai-Myanmar border (CSO, 2014) with around 11 

firms operating in the Tanintharyi Region (BEWG, 2011). As a result to the extensive 

logging in this area, the change in soils and the decrease in trees has impacted the 

stability of the land, leading to the destructive impacts of a landslide.  

 

Extensive farmland has been impacted by the 2004 landslide, as well as deaths 

and future personal security issues for the local communities operating this land, “a 

change in the use of land around the river has caused much danger for both the river 

and the community” (Individual16, 2014). Further damage has been seen to the river 

as it has seen a drastic increase in soils and sediment, dangerously impacting the 

depth of the river, as mentioned by the leading CSO in the area, CSLD: “we’ve seen a 

dramatic shift in the rivers ecosystem, mostly a change from rocks to sand, mainly as 

a result of deforestation and the consequences of the 2004 landslide” (Individual14, 

2014). This has also had an extensive impact on the fish species and habitats with 

consequences regarding food security for the local communities.    

 

Therefore in response to future threats as these the Fish Sanctuary enables the 

communities to ensure safety and security to the surrounding environment. The 

regulations according to the established fish conservation zone limit the ability to 

remove forestry upstream and around the Kamoethway River(Individual6, 2014), 

including also upstream mining, which may pollute the rivers waters.  
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Figure 38 Community Rules and Regulations Regarding the Fish Conservation Zone 

 

 

4.3.3. Food Security 

 

As seen in previous sections, one of the most significant features of the River 

is its extensive food and water relevance to the local communities. It is abundant in 

food resources, such as fish, frogs, crab, shrimp and water-based vegetables, which 

have come under threat due to both the impeding industries in the area, including also 

the significant destruction caused by the 2004 landslide, but also due to a 

mismanagement of resources by the local communities over time.  

 

A depletion of fish species has been acknowledged (Individual7, 2014) and 

resulted in an effort to record and document the existing variety. This is seen to have 

been the first stages to the establishment of the Fish Sanctuary and can be 

acknowledged as a form of combined local and scientific knowledge and to act as 

evidence based proof of the importance of the river to food security. The recognition 

of the importance of the river in terms of food security has been a major contribution 
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to the establishment of the Fish Centre. Local communities are keen to implement the 

current fish sanctuary, as well as extend the amount in Kamoethway, to ensure future 

generations are able to live off the vital food resources offered by the river 

(Individual3, 2014).  

 

In addition to food, water is of great importance. Although many villagers own 

wells as a means of clean potable water, a number rely on the river and its tributary 

streams for drinking water. “Those who work and live close to the rivers and streams 

rely on the water they provide. We boil the water but we’ve noticed that doesn’t get 

rid of the metals and many of the poisonous chemicals” (Group, 2014). It is therefore 

important that pollution is at a minimum as to not impact on villagers’ health.  

 

4.3.4. Economic Security 

 

Although the local communities rely mostly on subsistence livelihoods, a 

percentage of villagers secure an income as a result of growing and selling betel nut 

and a number of other fruits. This requires the use of the river in both the wet and the 

dry seasons. During the wet season the river ensures the surrounding soils are 

adequate to growing betel nut trees effectively. This area has been acknowledged as 

bearing ideal circumstances for the growth of such trees and other fruits relying on 

rich and moist soils.  

 

 

 

Figure 39 The Drying of Betel Nut in Dry Season (TransborderNews, 2014) 
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The dry season diminishes the river’s water capacity, thereby revealing part of 

the riverbed. This is important for the drying of the betel nut, a process that is required 

in order to ensure betel nut quality. This is a process lasting three months, in which 

the revealed riverbed provides ideal circumstances for this process. The rivers flows 

and seasonal changes are at risk of being disrupted in response to new and destructive 

activities upstream, such as mining or logging.  

 

4.4 Leverage and Power 

 

It is clear that with the establishment of the fish conservation centre the local 

communities have been able to assert an amount of power in the management and 

protection of the river and its resources. A number of CSOs are to be acknowledged 

throughout this process, namely the CSLD and TRIPNET, as they have both 

represented the local community, yet have also been involved in shaping the 

intentions and results of the established fish sanctuary as a political and power 

leverage tool.  

 

Through acknowledging the impacts of the fish centre with external stakeholders, it is 

possible to identify how power structures underlie the production and use of 

knowledge and how the Fish Sanctuary holds a number of underlying embedded 

politics.  

 

4.4.1 The KNU 

 

As seen in Chapter 2, the KNU are a significant authority in the region, both 

historically and culturally. Considered protectors of the Karen traditional and ethnic 

values(Individual4, 2014), the KNU are responsible for ensuring destruction and harm 

does not come to its people(Individual2, 2014).  

 

The fish sanctuary therefore is expected to be supported by the KNU, “we are 

supportive of anything that ensures the unity of the community and the continuance of 
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our Karen traditions” (Individual4, 2014), as it ensures both cultural and traditional 

values are upheld by the community, provides future generations with secure food 

resources, and ensures the surrounding areas are protected under the Karen 

regulations. This ensures the support of an authority that may have the resources or 

the intention to support ventures, such as mining or logging, to ensure financial 

security in the Region.  

 

This may not have been as willingly accepted by the KNU had the 

communities presented the fish centre as a means to diminish extractive industry 

ventures in the area, as such developments can offer large sums of income as well as 

future developmental progress. It is for this reason that leading organisations 

interested in the environmental conservation of the area and implementing the fish 

conservation zone, have pushed arguments in favour of traditions yet have not 

explained the underlying impacts this may have on the area to the local communities, 

at risk of the withdrawal of KNU support (Individual6, 2014). 

 

4.4.2 Sharing Knowledge 

 

Efforts to conserve the forest and the river of Kamoethway have seen efforts 

from local communities, local CSOs and local leaders with the establishment of the 

fish centre. However, the area has also come under scrutiny by large international 

conservationists, such as Fauna and Flora International (FFI) responding to the at risk 

and endangered forest and wildlife of the region. It is acknowledging similar yet 

external groups involved in conserving the environment in Kamoethway, as not only 

does it bring to light the dynamics and politics involved in knowledge, but also 

discloses the complexities of knowledge sharing amongst actors. 

 

4.4.3 FFI 

 

The FFI has been supporting conservation activities in the Tanintharyi Region 

since 2012 (Momberg, 2014) and has recently been involved, together with the 

Ministry of Environmental Conservation and Forestry (MOECAF) of Myanmar, in 
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expanding an already established Protected Area (PA) in the Region. The current PA 

System of Tanintharyi covers 209,256 ha with an intended expansion to at least 

800,000 ha (Momberg, 2014).  

 

This aims to achieve an improvement of the biodiversity and ecosystem 

services of the different landscapes present in the region (Momberg, 2014) and aims 

to reduce the changes in land use that are causing environmental risks and 

degradation, such as deforestation for mono-agriculture of palm oil and natural 

rubber, as well as extractive industries (Momberg, 2014). With this it is possible to 

assess a similarity in objectives with that of the local CSOs and local communities. 

Together with the similarity of objectives comes also the necessity for similar 

information. Therefore the documentation of wildlife, vegetation and surrounding 

resources is of great importance to the continuance of the conservation project. With 

specific evidence based knowledge it is possible to ascertain the importance and risk 

to ecosystems and therefore also their dependents, as a result the power of 

implementation, validity and legitimacy is strengthened  

 

A number of elements arise as knowledge, as previously discussed, is 

produced and used in different ways using different techniques and is accredited by 

different systems. One particular example is that of differences in research technique 

by local communities and the FFI.  

 

The FFI has been involved in researching and mapping the Tanintharyi 

Region, alongside other areas of Myanmar in regards to its forests and endangered 

wildlife. This has involved a systematic, integrated approach to land use as a means 

for identifying particular areas in need of conservation management (FFI, 2014). Two 

main approaches have been taken by FFI in regards to the Tanintharyi Region that 

impact also the Kamoethway River Valley
16

: 

 

                                                 
16 Specified in order to differentiate the scope in research. This Thesis remains 
focused solely on the 12 Villages found in the Kamoethway River Valley 



 

 

106 

 

   Figure 40 Two Apporaches Used By FFI (FFI, 2014) 

 

 

These approaches vary significantly to the community-led research approach 

implemented by the local community and as a result cause a clear contestation of 

knowledge between two stakeholders on the same issue, conservation. It is also 

possible to gage that both stakeholders seem to aim for similar outcomes, however 

procedure and varying measurement and evaluation tools differ causing a contestation 

grave enough for disputes in decision-making processes. Furthermore, a difference in 

agenda is recognisable, as well as partners and motivation. All these elements point 

towards an emerging politics of knowledge that can be seen to influence the 

governance of the Kamoethway River. 

 

In practice, this is notable in the forms of research undertaken of the 

Kamoethway River by the two stakeholders
17

. As previously established, the Fish 

Conservation Centre is protected under a number of community regulations. One such 

regulation bans the use of electro-fishing in the river (CSO, 2014) due to the mass 

                                                 
17 the local community and the FFI 
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impact it has on the dwindling, and recuperating fish species. Despite this, the local 

organisations involved in maintaining the Fish Centre were alerted to a breach of this 

regulation. Subsequent to this discovery, contact between the local CSOs and the FFI 

began to take place. As argued by the FFI, the particular research method had been 

approved by the Myanmar Government and therefore justifies its validity in being 

used for scientific research purposes. It was however inferred, by the correspondent 

local organisations, that prior to the intended research carried out by the external 

organisation, the FFI, it should have made efforts to both contact and acknowledge 

local communities and possible local conservation organisations involved in 

documenting and protecting the environment.  
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 Community-Led Approach FFI Approach 

METHOD  Community members 

 Documenting each single 

find 

 Establishing scientific 

description of aquatic and 

vegetation find 

 Design of a research 

booklet amongst 

community members 

 Meeting with experts on 

fish species 

 Initiation of community-

led fish conservation zone 

 Invitation of all members 

of community, authorities, 

stakeholders to attend 

ceremony inaugurating the 

Fish Conservation Zone 

 

 Socio economic surveys  

 2 Rapid biodiversity surveys 

 Geographic data collection 

 Electro fishing (not stated but 

witnessed) 

 Camera trapping 

 

Table 14 Breakdown of the Contestation of Knowledge Between the Kamoethway  

      Community-Led Approach and The FFI Approach 
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AGENDA  The recognition of Karen 

identity by maintaining 

Karen traditional practices 

on conservation 

 The practice of balancing 

between utilisation and 

conservation among 

communities 

 The recovery of the river 

ecosystem and forest 

ecosystem 

 The quality of life is 

improved by restoring 

resources and gooq quality 

water 

 Empower the community 

to enage and participate in 

decision making processes 

 

 To conserve species and 

ecosystems 

 Sustainable solutions 

 Science based agenda 

 To be compatible with human 

needs 

 Implement a Ridge to Reef 

conservation programme 

 To provide technical support 

to the government 

 Expansion and integrated 

planning and management of 

Tanintharyi’s PA 

 Reduce threats to PA 

 Improve maintenance and 

sustainable financing 

mechanisms 

 Propose National Park 

 Concept for integrated land 

management 

PARTNER  Living River Siam (NGO) 

 TRIPNET 

 

 MOECAF 

 UNDP – GEF funding 

 GEGG 

 Smithsonian Institute 

 

 

Not only has the limited discussion among stakeholders inhibited a sharing of 

knowledge and research, but it has also instigated a negative connotation to future 

relationships with external actors, as not only has a breach of local standards been 

seen, but also a disregard for local communities has been identified. 

 

4.5 Local Knowledge as Power 

 

Much change has been seen in recent years regarding the acceptance and use 

of Local Knowledge for natural resource management, both in academic fields and in 

policy making (Lynam, 2007; STEPS, 2007). This comes not only with the concept of 

Governance, as discussed above, as assuming a participatory approach, but also as a 

result of a better understanding of Human Rights and Community Security. As a 

result many IOs have adopted LK as an important strategy to accomplishing 
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development goals, in particular conservationist organisations have incorporated local 

participation as a main goal and tool for success (FFI, 2012; WWF, 2010).  

 

As a consequence to the heightening importance of LK, the power it assumes, 

through legitimacy, validity, and acceptance by larger stakeholders, is undeniable and 

as a result becomes a tool local communities can apply in an attempt to gain more 

significance in decision-making processes for the use and management of natural 

resources. It can be seen that this approach has been taken in Kamoetheway, whereby 

the organisation and movement of people in establishing local CSOs, such as the 

CSLD and the presence of external CSOs such as TRIPNET, has brought to light the 

importance of LK to the communities and the documentation procedures for recording 

that knowledge. This has had an impact on how the community is valued as a worthy 

stakeholder in decision-making processes on the area. 

 

4.5.1 Dawei Project and the EIA 

 

In light of the Dawei Project and the aforementioned Road Link developments 

in the Tanintharyi Region, the growing strength of the community as a valid 

stakeholder can be seen. This can be understood as a change in knowledge of 

community rights, which has ultimately empowered the local communities in their 

participation with development projects and the way the land in this area is utilised.  

 

The Kamoethway Area, along with many other villages, is seen to come under 

threat of the planned, and still on-going construction of a 4-lane highway
18

 linking 

Dawei with Kanchanburi. This runs across the mountainous range between Myanmar 

and Thailand and requires significant territorial space, promising substantial 

environmental destruction. Since its proposal in 2011, Tanintharyi authorities, the 

KNU, have been seen to obstruct and hinder the continuance of the project in light of 

villagers concerns regarding the impact the construction will have on agricultural and 

home lands (Ehna, 2012a). Subsequent to discussions regarding the impact of the 

                                                 
18 To be an 8 lane highway by 2017 
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development project, Italian-Thai Development Company developers agreed to an 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) leading in order to ensure agreement with 

the KNU.  

 

The EIA was conducted by surveyors from the Environmental Research 

Institute of Chulalongkorn University (Ehna, 2013) over a year period, however has 

been met with much contestation, in particular by local villagers of the Kamoethway 

River Valley. “As communities of impacted villages we were not consulted, or even 

invited to the discussions conducted by the academics” (Group5, 2014; Individual14, 

2014). One final stage to the completion of the Impact Assessment consisted of a 

consultation meeting between locals and EIA surveyors and can be seen to have been 

used by villagers as a means with which to bring to attention the multiple 

disagreements and concerns for the development of the project (Individual14, 2014).  

 

One major concern to the villagers has been the developing company’s 

dismissal and disregard of local communities and the impacts the project emanates on 

local agricultural lands. During the consultation meeting more that one hundred local 

villagers from all Kamoethway Villages attended despite only four villages
19

 having 

been invited to attend the meeting by surveyors. This disregard for the broader 

affected communities of Kamoethway comes as a risk to Community Security. By 

dividing the unity of the community it has both damaged the relationship with the 

Kamoethway locals and distanced them from further cooperation in light of the 

project.  

 

Alongside the risks to Community Security, the EIA procedures can be seen as 

a form of knowledge production, in light of the impacts the development project will 

have. With the disagreement of local communities it is possible to interpret the 

politics of knowledge production and validity and to ascertain the flourishing strength 

of the local communities in regard to knowledge of rights and entitlement.  

 

                                                 
19 Khor Htee Lor, Pway Po Klar, Ger Gaw and Ka Let Ki 
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4.5.2 Conservation, Land and (New) Local Knowledge 

 

This case study, although not linking directly the previous one, does bring to 

light the complexities involved in how knowledge is produced and verified by the 

user. The local communities of Kamoethway, in this case study, are seen to adopt 

knowledge systems from outside sources and therefore obscuring one particular 

agenda set by the communities themselves in using knowledge as a bargaining tool: 

that of preserving Karen traditions. It is important to understand the process and 

construction of knowledge bases as it reflects the politics involved at the core of 

agenda setting, this case study reflects this in a number of ways. 

 

One reason for the developments and use of LK by local communities is the 

leverage power it holds in natural resource governance. This has a particular impact 

on how the land in Kamoethway is used and remains one of the most important issues 

for local villagers (Individual15, 2014). As seen in previous sections, threats to 

security have been incessant and the struggle for ownership over land remains an 

overarching issue. Together with the above-mentioned threats of industrial 

developments
20

 comes also a struggle for land access and use among conservationist 

groups. This has been highlighted by various CSOs and NGOs working with the 

Kamoethway community together with increasing conservation efforts to the area, in 

the form of PAs, which encroach on unsustainably developed land.  

 

It is for this reason that a number of community-led developments are 

underway in adapting to international requirements in regards to sustainable use of 

land and acceptable and valid LK. In other words, due to growing interest in 

conservation and sustainable use of natural resources a number of ‘best practice’ 

methods for ensuring these standards are met have been set by leading IOs and 

Governments (Dixon, 2006). This has consequences on local communities fulfilling 

their own agendas and protocols in conserving the relied upon natural resources, in 

that they must adhere to the internationally, or nationally set standard in order not to 

                                                 
20 Including the Dawei Project, mining, logging, mono-agriculture 
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draw the attention of other stakeholders in implementing top-down approaches to how 

conservation is expected to unfold, or not meeting policies and agendas set my the 

national government and therefore seen as in need of capacity building. The prospect 

that communities have legitimate and reliable conservation techniques is in this case 

challenged and is portrayed as a contestation between knowledge.  

 

The Kamoethway Area is inherently characterised by its own cultural and 

traditional beliefs and techniques to farming and protecting the environment. This 

involves ancestral techniques involving a 7-year rotation system in land use for the 

farming of rice to ensure the soils recuperate, the ecosystem is not damaged and the 

crop yield is high (Individual26, 2014). However this has come under threat of more 

than just the previously discussed external industrial developments to the area.  

 

The community itself has been developing since the ceasefire agreement as it 

has gained better access to transportation, with the construction of roads, 

communication and therefore also development (Individual3, 2014). This has meant 

current farmers and land owners of Kamoethway have access to more developed and 

contemporary farming techniques that are seen to encompass a number of benefits, 

such as time and effort saving (Individual6, 2014), compared with more traditional 

farming techniques. 

 

However, despite the numerous benefits to the modernisation of farming 

approaches, villagers and local CSOs have noted a severe depletion in rice yield, and 

therefore an increasing demand for agricultural land
2122

(Group5, 2014). The 

development in agricultural techniques has therefore surpassed the necessity for 

                                                 
21 This is to be understood as a result of soil mistreatment, lack of seed selection 
processes, use of chemicals and general abandonment of traditional techniques used 
to ensure rice yield is high and soils are not damaged 
22 It is to be noted that this is not the exclusive reason for increased land demand, 
but also comes as a result of increasing business interests in mono-agriculture for 
rubber and palm oil plantations together with the largely disputed problem of land 
grabbing in the area. However in terms of community-based efforts, only local 
farming techniques will be discussed in this chapter 
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traditional methods and has led to an increasing abandonment of the traditional 

farming practices.  

 

4.5.2.1 Chemicals 

 

One such contemporary farming method has been the introduction of 

chemicals as a form of clearing land from unwanted grasses (Group6, 2014). This has 

had a number of negative effects on both the community and the environment in a 

number of ways.  

 

Firstly, land that has been chemically treated is seen to deteriorate in quality 

and malleability as the application is repeated over a period of time. This has a 

number of consequences in regard to a continuous dilapidation of rice seed quality, 

which in turn effects both yield and worth, as well as resulting in prolonged soil 

regeneration periods and therefore ineffective and worthless (Group5, 2014). This is 

largely categorised as an unsustainable farming approach (Cribb, 2010) and therefore 

gives opportunity for reprimanding local communities in its inability to protect its 

lands. This is a threat to community land ownership particularly with regards to the 

increasing IO conservation interest in the area.  

 

Secondly, the damage to the environment unquestionably leads to 

contamination of water sources, including that of the Kamoethway River. The 

ecosystems are deeply rooted and connected to the small streams and the large rivers 

and soil contamination can be transported easily into the nearest water sources. In 

addition to this, when undertaking a Focus Group Study it was clear that procedures 

regarding the utilisation and sterilisation after use led to the pollution of the river, as it 

was used to both wash equipment and the worker (Group, 2014). 

  

Thirdly, a shift in technique also suggests a shift in knowledge base and 

systems, as seen in this case as a disregard and discontinuance of local traditional 

methods and therefore also knowledge. Despite the numerous benefits to using 
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chemicals for agricultural purposes
23

, the loss of traditional knowledge can cause a 

number of different problems for the local communities. One such problem is, once 

converted to mainstream and unsustainable methods, the community lacks validity in 

its LK procedures and therefore jeopardises its position as reliable stakeholder in 

decision-making.  

 

The importance of LK has been acknowledged by the leading local CSOs and 

NGOs in the area and efforts are made in upholding and strengthening local based 

knowledge in responding to more contemporary requirements. This will be examined 

in the next subchapter. 

 

4.5.2.2 ‘New’ Local Knowledge 

 

This ‘new’ knowledge is to be understood as local knowledge in term, 

however not local of the area. In other words it has been adopted by the Kamoethway 

communities and therefore, as previously explained, stands against the ideal with 

which to uphold Karen traditional knowledge. This can be seen in response to the 

depleting ancestral knowledge being passed down and used by new generations in 

terms of agricultural techniques, local CSOs have responded by introducing new 

knowledge systems used by similar traditional farming localities based in Thailand.  

 

Tenasserim River and Indigenous People Networks (TRIPNET) works closely 

with the local communities of Kamoethway to strengthen their capacity to manage the 

surrounding natural resources (TRIPNET, 2012). One such method is to introduce 

local communities to alternative traditional methods, both national and international, 

in order to acquire a ranging skill set on agricultural techniques. This also ensures an 

expansion of local traditional forms of farming in the form of ‘organic agriculture’. 

 

                                                 
23 Such as ensuring a predictive growth rate and quality of a plant 
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Figure 41 Seed Selecting and the Seed Selected Growing Rice 

 

One particular country with a great deal of experience is Thailand, where local 

farmers have applied traditional farming techniques over centuries, which have 

developed over time with farmer expertise and experience (TOTA, 2011). These 

practises have become environmentally sustainable farming methods and are 

renowned amongst South East Asian agriculturally dependent countries. Thailand has 

implemented organic agriculture as part of its national policy since 2002 and has 

issued a new set of strategies to be implemented between 2014 and 2016 (PRD, 

2014). This comes as a result excessive use of agro-chemicals and economic pressures 

to increase production, whereby a group of local farmers formed the Alternative 

Agricultural Network (AAN) in the 1980s to foster sustainable agriculture activism in 

Thailand (GN, 2012). 

 

As an effort to introduce and restore environmentally sustainable farming 

methods to the surrounding villages in Kamoethway, TRIPNET has endorsed local 

community members to learn and experience these distinctive techniques 

(Individual6, 2014). Two methods in particular have been selected by the 

organisation’s members and interested villagers, in a practical exercise to better 

understand the method and to prove effectiveness through results based evidence. 

These include a rice seed selection process, whereby only qualified seeds will be 

planted to increase the quality and gradually also the crop yield; and the introduction 

of an organic fertilizer to improve soil quality and over time also crop yield.  
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Although altogether meeting the requirements of farmer’s needs to increase 

crop yield, it is important to note that both techniques do not replace the purpose of 

chemicals, used as a response to weed intrusion and land clearing. This, together with 

the time consuming efforts these alternative techniques require, may obstruct approval 

by other farming community members. Time and effort lie at the heart of reasons for 

having adopted agro-chemical methods (Individual2, 2014) and therefore, in regards 

to the proposed techniques, could prove inadequate in satisfying short-term results.  

 

Long-term benefits are evident, as these techniques have proved successful in 

a vast number of cases. In addition to the benefits to the farming communities, these 

methods ensure environmental sustainability and no pollution. This, as inferred 

previously, has underlying political elements that ensure local communities are 

protected from land confiscation risks.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

 

In using a number of case studies based on the undertaken fieldwork it is 

possible to establish how the politics of knowledge takes place both within and 

amongst different stakeholders. The significance of the politics and contestation of 

knowledge and how stakeholders have put it into play is understood having taken a 

micro-level approach, which brings to light the significance of a bottom-up concept.  

 

However in regards to what has been found it is possible to see that even 

within the micro community level, politics of knowledge are at play. Information has 

been withheld from community members in order to ensure a power enhancing 

position in the decision-making process of how the Kamoethway River is to be used. 

This, although somewhat weakening the local community, in awareness and 

transparency, strengthens the bargaining power of community-led projects as a 

political tool with which to obtain legitimacy in decision-making.  

 

This can be seen as bringing to light the true complexities and dynamics to 

knowledge politics and natural resource governance and deepening an understanding 
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of how, even at a micro-internal-level, politics are at play for power in decision 

making. In response to this significance in terms of the concept of community 

security, it is possible to determine how difficult a bottom-up approach can be. In 

such a politically unstable scenario, with the involvement of numerous stakeholders, 

the community has had to take measures to responding to these threats. It is clear that 

because of its disregarded position, the local community has had to take part in the 

only framework existing with which to obtain power in order to contribute to decision 

making on natural resources for the benefit of the community. With this an important 

aspect is notable, in that the existing framework discussed in Chapter One must be 

changed in order to achieve sustainable, fair and equitable governance.  

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER V 

FURTHER ANALYSIS & CONCLUSION 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

This final chapter will offer further analysis of the undertaken research and 

will present an over all conclusion. As required by the research objectives this will 

cover a closer analysis of how actors and changes have impacted the natural resources 

and decision-making processes of the Kamoethway Area, with a focus on the 

underlying role of knowledge politics. Further research recommendations will be 

offered in light of the conclusive results of this research, as well as a recognition for 

the intra-connected nature of the conceptual framework and the embedded politics at 

play. 

 

5.2 Knowledge 

 

From the information in both Chapter 2 and 3 it is possible to deduce a 

number of characteristics that arise as a result of knowledge production and use, 

which influence and shape the governance of the Kamoethway River and its 

resources. Concluding from the Fish Conservation Centre case study it is clear that the 

production and use of LK by local communities and local CSOs has ensured a certain 

amount of leverage power to the community on how the river is to be used by 

themselves and other stakeholders. The significance of knowledge is recognised in 

this case as it is the documentation and evidence based proof that has allowed for a 

foundation of reliability and validity of the communities’ role as an authority in 

governing the watershed. Prior to the scientifically based knowledge production of 

LK in Kamoethway, local communities and ancestors have relied upon oral histories 

to account for knowledge on resources and land. Met with an influx of threats to the 

ownership and entitlement to the land, and therefore also community security, the 

local communities and leading CSOs have implemented knowledge techniques as a 
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means to gain power and acknowledgement from local, national and international 

authorities.  

 

In addition to the use and production of LK, it is important also to consider the 

underlying politics at play of when, how, why and who knowledge is produced by. 

The recognition of Rights plays a large role in this research, as it has been a key 

foundation for the local communities to establish power on their resources. This has 

come as a result of many threats to security, in the form of political and violent 

conflict, a competition of resources and an increasing international awareness for the 

importance of the protection and conservation of natural resources. It is therefore also 

important to acknowledge the CSOs and NGOs involved in ensuring sustainable 

development for the villages of Kamoethway, as their own agendas play a large role 

in shaping how the knowledge is used and dispersed, both among the local villagers 

and the wider community of stakeholders involved. 

 

In addition, the role of stakeholders, other than the local community, has also 

shaped how and why knowledge has been produced and used by local communities. 

Knowledge that has adhered to a number of internationally renowned methods, such 

as the evidence-based research using techniques, such as local ecological methods can 

be used by a number of institutions and is therefore seen as reliable. It has been seen 

as ‘politically appeasing’ (Gilchrist, 2007), however has also gained increasing 

acceptance as a contribution to knowledge (Gilchrist, 2007), particularly in natural 

resource management. Both these elements give value and power to the local 

communities producing LK and therefore play a role in the shaping of knowledge.  

This therefore brings to light the complexity of knowledge politics, as not only is a 

top-down approach identified, but also a bottom-up approach. 

 

5.3 Relationship between Knowledge and Governance (and Community 

Security) 

 

Having established the dynamics of knowledge production from the aspect of 

local communities, it is possible to get a better picture of the complexities that lie 
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embedded in the relationship between the politics of knowledge and governance. 

Looking closely at the previously conferred conceptual framework, a clear link 

between knowledge and governance is perceived, however in regards to the 

undertaken research it is possible to infer much more complex dynamics in how 

decision making is eventually shaped.  

 

The connection between knowledge and power, as identified by Foucault 

(Foucault, 1980) is clear when analysing governance. From this it is possible to 

understand that political processes are therefore to a greater extent more complex than 

what is often assumed. As previously deduced, multi-level governance includes and 

encourages the participation of actors, which in turn ensures interactions and 

relationships among stakeholders are built. The boundaries and status’ of these actors 

however are often seen to be ‘fuzzy’ (STEPS, 2007) and as a result leads to an 

inadequacy of governance itself. However, importantly this also opens potential for an 

awareness of how power systems play out in order to constrain the more marginalised 

knowledge systems (STEPS, 2007) and it is here that the power of knowledge 

emulates as a tool used by those marginalised stakeholders in order to ensure 

influence throughout the decision-making processes.  

 

The villagers of Kamoethway have therefore benefitted from both the 

recognition of the complexity of governance and through this the use of knowledge as 

a mechanism to gain power and presence in a wildly dynamic system. These 

dynamics of governance come as a result of the dynamic relationship between the 

dynamic social, ecological and knowledge systems, which therefore create an 

extremely complex system. An often-identified gap is the disengagement of all three 

elements, a gap that this research has attempted to fill.  

 

Although a clear correlation between knowledge and governance can be seen, 

it is not without its limitations. The scale of which is highly disputed as bottom-up 

approaches rarely impact large-scale international agendas (STEPS, 2007). Despite 

this however, it is possible to deduce that although not directly impacting 

international policy, the politics of knowledge indirectly influences agendas, policies 
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and also approaches, as it is embedded and underlying in every element of these 

procedures. So much is proven in the research of Kamoethway as the use knowledge 

has enabled marginalised communities to participate, and in some cases lead the 

governance of natural resources, in regards to conservation. In this way it is possible 

to assess the impact of politics of knowledge on natural resource governance as an 

important feature that should be considered in overcoming the challenges of the 

complex dynamics of governance. 

 

As seen in Kameothway, response to challenges, threats and a growing 

number of stakeholders with multiple agendas, has initiated a community-led effort to 

build capacity in maintaining a serious role in decision-making processes of the 

governance of natural resources. The methods with which the local community has 

established its power is through the use of knowledge both as a tool and a reason for 

effectively protecting resources and establishing itself as a legitimate participating 

stakeholder. This case can be used as an example of how influential the politics of 

knowledge can be to identifying and solving the complex challenges of governance. 

 

In addition to the recognition of knowledge as shaping governance, it is 

important also to recognise the impact of knowledge sharing. It is clear from a 

number of findings throughout the research that this has had considerable 

consequences on the power of knowledge and therefore also the influential power a 

stakeholder has in decision-making processes. 

 

5.4 Limitations  

 

This research can be seen as merely the tip of an iceberg of a far more 

dynamic issue. As frequently and persistently mentioned throughout, governance and 

the politics of knowledge remain two extremely dynamic and complex concepts. It 

has been important to simplify and reduce the amount of information available in 

order to follow a concise argument, which unfortunately in many ways obscures the 

intentions and meaning of this research. It is for this reason that it is necessary to 
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mention an obligation for further prospective research on this vast and complicated 

matter.  

 

Similarly, the case study of Kamoethway remains largely undiscovered. As 

having only recently been accessible to research, development and conservation 

attention it remains in very early stages of adaptation. Despite this it is possible to see 

how far this small community has come in responding to the persistent challenges to 

community security and deserves high estimations.  

 

However, due to a number of varying factors uncertainties have come to light in 

regards to how LK of Kamoethway has shaped the governance of natural resources in 

the area.  

 

 One extremely important limitation to the research has been the lack of prior 

academic studies to the area. This has to a certain extent limited the analysis, 

however contrarily, significantly contributes to the importance of the study, as 

it introduces the discussed concepts on a practical level and provides a micro-

level analysis of wide ranging approaches.  

 In addition to a lack in former research to the area, the case study remains 

premature in its developments. This suggests developments that jeopardise, or 

further justify the research results are yet be seen and would therefore require 

further analysis in the future 

 Considering the production and use of LK in Kamoethway, one major 

conclusion revealed the incessant politics embedded within. The produced 

knowledge must be understood as being majorly shaped and controlled by the 

leading local CSOs. This uncovered the true power of knowledge, to an extent 

that many community members were not fully aware of. This was ensured 

intentionally as it allowed for strategic politically infused use of power and 

can be seen as once again marginalising groups and limiting access to 

participation on more than a level of necessity.  

 One element that is necessary to take into account centres on the regulations 

and community standards that have been set up in terms of the Fish 
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Conservation Centre. Although convincing and, due to the robust evidence 

based LK that has grown in strength, valid, it is questionable as to what extent 

these regulations will be considered by other stakeholders. With political 

instability and illegal land grabs that pollute the ideal of governance as a start, 

it is necessary to once again take into account the infancy of social 

movements. 

 The lack in stability in general has been a great limitation to the research as it 

has raised many uncertainties and tentative assumptions. This however, as 

seen above, can be used as evidence of complexity and intricacy of natural 

resource governance, most especially in areas where it is most needed. 

 As seen previously, one important feature for the relationship between 

governance and knowledge is the interaction between stakeholders. This 

involves a sharing of individual knowledges in order to amount to a 

participatory and just decision for the use and management of natural 

resources. In finding that the knowledge produced by the local communities in 

regard to the Fish Centre has not yet been shared, or acknowledged by other 

stakeholders, such as IOs involved in Conservation efforts in the area and 

Government recognition of either local CSOs or local initiatives, it can be 

estimated that it has not yet gained or achieved the power necessary to become 

a key player in governance on a wider (national) aspect. 

 

5.5 Recommendations 

 

It is clear from the limitations that this study, as with many time restrictive 

research cases, is in need of further exploration. This involves a more lengthy data 

collection period and multiple years of investigation in regards to how the LK is used 

to further shape the governance of natural resources. In particular this will be an 

important requirement to help bridge the gap between local and international impacts 

and could present important developments of knowledge to governance relationships. 

Additional recommendations would be as suggested: 
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 A more in-depth analysis of the instable political situation of the area is 

necessary in order to gain better footing in understanding the underlying 

context that shapes knowledge through experience 

 The importance of religion plays an extraordinarily large part in social 

movement in this area, as well as the ethnic roots and traditions. This is also 

extremely vital to the formation of knowledge and requires lengthy analysis in 

regards to its contributions to knowledge. This will also provide a better 

understanding of the political instability and long-lasting tensions between the 

Karen ethnic minorities and the Myanmar military. 

 One important recommendation will be to analyse the impact a change in 

governance, as a result of knowledge, has on community security in order to 

establish the benefits and negatives of understanding governance as dynamic 

and knowledge use and production as political. This will thereby also produce 

an understanding of the wider, international impacts of governance as a 

dynamic and complex concept.  

 Further research into the involvement of other stakeholders and their own 

perspectives will also contribute greatly to the intentions of this research. It 

will present the difference in knowledge production and use and the embedded 

politics within each actor thereby further portraying the differences in 

stakeholders and the politics at play within and without each individual 

institution 

 Further theoretical reviews and more concrete amendments to ensure a holistic 

approach to governance is taken   
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5.6 Conclusion 

 

While much is still left to unfold, in terms of the wider impacts of governance 

on community security in Kamoethway and anticipated results, regarding the politics 

of knowledge and its power to shape natural resource governance, have been largely 

validated through the considerable supportive collected data.  As anticipated the role 

of knowledge politics has been a significant contributor to the shaping of governance 

and has largely manifested itself in the power structures and interactions between 

stakeholders interested in using the Kamoethway River and its resources. However, 

with regards to a second hypothesis presented in earlier chapters, the research has 

shown a significant contrast. The impact of change on the community was predicted 

to affect community security in a display of community disintegration; this however 

has been countered by the remarkably overwhelming information regarding 

community solidarity and the distinct joint effort of the community to respond to the 

contemporary issues of natural resource management and sustainable development 

capacity. 

 

One distinctive feature of this research is the significance it has given to the 

underlying politics of knowledge in regards to natural resource governance. This 

sheds light on the complex relationships between stakeholders during decision-

making and allows for a better understanding of governance. Additionally, with a 

better understanding of the dynamics and politics at play it is possible to target areas 

of governance that have come under scrutiny. This research therefore plays a 

considerable role in current discourses on natural resource governance and highlights 

the importance of knowledge politics.  

 

Another significant conclusion to make from this research analysis is the 

overarching threats to community security natural resource use has. This includes the 

involvement of new stakeholders and changes to the research site. In this particular 

case it has seen the solidarity of a community and combined effort of all community 

members in realising a capacity to protect and conserve Rights and the use of 

surrounding natural resources. In the case of the Kamoethway River Valley it is clear 
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that community security has allowed for power dynamics to involve, including the 

production of knowledge. This knowledge has been seen to allow community 

members to play a largely contributory, and in some cases a leading role, in how the 

natural resources are controlled. 

 

Additionally, a noted and significant threat to community security has been the 

political use of knowledge, and therefore bears weighty importance in the discussion 

of community involvement and response to both governance and security threats. 

 

As once mentioned by a CSLD member of Kamoethway and a relevant 

statement to remember: 

 

“We were born on earth, here in this place. We grew up and lived our lives 

here. This is the place that our grandparents left for us. Therefore, we can use, 

develop, govern and look after this place. We can also hand it to future generations 

for their wellbeing. These are our rights” (KESAN, 2014). 
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