Dear all,

My apologies for the delay in reporting back on my trip to the THXP. I

have been snowed under since I got back. I met briefly with Ikuko in

Bangkok on my way back through. My brief observations are:

Positive Points

There was evidence people who have been resettled or relocated as a

result of the project have benefited from material infrastructure. It

would appear most, if not all, have bigger homes, connection to

electricity, connection to potable water and a toilet. There was a

health clinic and primary school in each of the three resettlement or

'relocation' villages that I visited. However, in the relocation village

neither the school or the health clinic were operational. In Nongxong

the school was not yet operational and the company complained that

someone connected with the government had moved in and taken over the

school buildings. The company was now looking at building a second

school.

THPC stated that they were committed to improving the livelihoods of all

the people impacted by the project, including those downstream. They

estimated the existing average income levels of the villagers prior to

the project had been around US$800 per annum and they would seek to

increase this to least US$1,600. I checked with the UNDP figures since I

was back and in 2007 the average income in Lao was US$800 per annum and

a full-time low paid worker earns around US$900 per annum. People in

rural villages though might have incomes as low as US$290 pa.

The THPC have 160 staff assigned to the resettlement and to achieve the

increase in income, some of whom have impressive backgrounds working

with non-government humanitarian organisations (their medical specialist

worked with my former employee who is based with COPE in Lao and my

former employee speaks very highly of her).

The THPC stated they are committed to providing each person negatively

impacted by the project with 1 ha of land for rice paddies, 0.5 ha to

grow cash crops and fruit tress and vegetable gardens around their

homes. The land around the houses assigned is 1000 sq m, instead of the

500 sq m in the agreement. Cash compensation has been paid where a

person had more land than what the company provides above, which is in

keeping with the wording of the agreement document. If a person started

with less land than the above before they were resettled, they still get

the above as a minimum. THPC staff are assisting villagers with

exploring a variety of options to improve their incomes. 

The THPC has also set targets to improve indicators such as the number

of homes connected to electricity, the proportion of anaemic women

(which is currently over 40% of women), and the proportion of

malnourished children. They have agreed to make public these targets and

progress towards them releasing the first progress report late this

year.

They have plans to open discussions with the downstream communities that

have not yet 'relocated' over the next two years and find out what these

communities want to do. Do they want to move or would they rather stay

where they are and the company will then work with them based on their

decision.

They gave me a copy of their planned schedule to provide irrigation

connected to electricity to all the downstream communities, but would

not let me share it. However, others could ask for a copy directly from

them.

The Social and Economic budget is 8% of the project budget.

They have a complaints and grievance system and have provided training

to local people on how to use it, which has greatly increased the number

of forms they have received. The policy, procedure and complaints form

is attached.

They have teams of people out measuring a wide range of social and

economic indicators for all impacted communities, so they can track

progress over time.

They say they are reviewing their security and safety systems around

people getting into the race area (at the same time I pointed out a hole

in the fence which the locals had made to get into the water race). 

The road to Nongxong was great when we went there and there were plenty

of vehicles in the village (the wealth level of the people at Nongxong

appeared greater than the other resettlement and 'relocation' village I

went to).

Negatives

The small number of villagers I spoke to on the trip each indicated that

they felt their livelihoods had been disrupted and not yet fully

restored by the project. For example, one man complained about the bad

state of the road connecting his new home to his rice paddies in the

relocation village I visited. At Nongxong one man complained he had not

been paid the rice the THPC promised for him to build the fences around

his house and his rice barn. 

People who self resettle are only paid the compensation for their

assets, meaning if they were at the lower economic end of the community

they will get far less if they self resettle compared to if they take

the company's provision of land and infrastructure.

They showed us their complaints and grievance database and from what I

could see there were a number of complaints that had not been closed

many months after they were lodged, not in compliance with their own

procedure. It might be good to push for them to report on how they are

tracking in terms of compliance with their policy in terms of resolving

complaints and grievances in a timely manner.

At Nongxong there is a problem with drug pushers and four people have

been arrested as drug users. Others have come forward voluntarily to

receive drug treatment.

The company had the police arrest some people for stealing doors and

window shutters from homes that were not their own, which were empty.

The company claims that it has had many false claims for compensation.

They expressed very negative views of International Rivers, and felt

that IR does not give them credit for anything. They used this as an

excuse for not making more of the social and environmental information

and data public. At the same time they said they had invited IR to visit

the site on several occasions, but the offer was always rejected.

Electricity will not be connected to downstream communities (outside of

the irrigation system development), until the issue of whether they will

relocate is sorted out.

The company will not be building a bridge to link Ban Kongphat and Ban

Vangdao as they said one of these communities was being relocated to the

other side of the river (I cannot remember which one is being

relocated).

Responses to some issues

They said they were opposed to giving communities free rice, as they

were concerned it would remove the motivation for people to get their

livelihood systems set up and functioning. They will provide free rice

as a top up where the production of resettled and relocated people is

not meeting their needs. They also provide rice (or a lesser amount of

cash) to people for work they do to set up their rice paddies, build

fences, rice barns and their own homes. If the local people choose not

to do this then the company hires outsiders to do it for them.

They say the experience from other projects where resettled people

simply have their homes moved and are given a supply of rice as

compensation and then are left to sort themselves out has been negative.

On the development of paddy fields at Nongxong, the THPC argues that

they are paying the resettled villages to develop their paddy fields,

which will be a three year project. The paddy land for the resettled

villagers is side-by-side with the rice paddies of the host villagers as

far as I could see. However, the resettled villages are only using their

upland land at the moment for rice and have not put in rice on the paddy

land this year. The THPC claimed that a lot of the resettled villagers

wanted to develop the rice paddies but were prevented from doing so by

the resettled leadership who seem to want to put in cash crops. The

company said they were concerned there might be some scheme afoot by

which the leadership will benefit from this tactic. It is likely a crop

of peanuts will go in and the company said they would be trying to make

sure that the revenue from that crop was properly paid to all the people

involved.

Things to track

That the THPC does publish the progress reports on social and economic

indicators for the impacted communities.

They said they would set up a Panel of Experts within 8 to 9 months and

would look to draw on at least one person from the Nam Theun 2 project

Panel of Experts.

Outstanding issues

I raised the issue of the child who drowned and they said that the

incident had not been reported to them at the time. They said they would

follow up if we could provide more details. Do we have anything that I

should forward them? 

On the issue of compensation for the loss of fruit trees downstream,

they said that all compensation had been paid. Is there more detail on

this one?

If anyone has further questions about the trip, let me know and I will

do my best to answer them.

The ANZ has asked for a follow up meeting with me this coming Friday (10

September), to discuss any outstanding issues I still have around the

THXP. Feedback on the two issues above would be helpful to raise with

them.
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