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I. 
Introduction

I am a graduate student sociologist who works on environmental issues in Southeast Asia, specifically Indonesia and Vietnam.  Because Erik has covered VN so well, and Alex and Pong have done the same for Thailand, I will focus on Indonesia. Nonetheless, what I have prepared for today has relevance for the region as a whole.

As graduate students, we are encouraged to think in depth about specific problems. For this conference, however, we are encouraged to think broadly about problems in order to fit the needs of middle school students.  This has been a challenge, but an instructive one for me.  Because the topic of rural environment and society is so large and I will have to cover a lot of ground, I would encourage you to interrupt me at any time for clarification.  I welcome questions and comments at any point.
With that, will cover four broad themes today: 


1. 
definitional and cultural issues


2. 
survey of contemporary problems

3. 
the colonial period; origins of modern understandings of “environment”



4.
a view from rural areas

II.
Thoughts about definitional and cultural issues
Some questions:

· What is the environment in Southeast Asia?  

· Does “environment” have the same meaning in SEAsian cultures as compared to the US?

· Invite comparisons: question assumptions.

If we agree that environment means the surroundings, natural and built, then should we include urban areas as well as rural and “wild”?  Even in American academic circles, seemingly stable terms like “ecology” still are debated because they hinge on the meaning of environment: defined as the “inter-relationships between organisms and their environment.”  Does that definition include or exclude people?  If we think of what “natural” means, still begs the question: are humans to be included in what we understand as “natural”?  Why or why not?

· Argue that ecology, environment, nature are terms that are inextricably culture bound.

· Not an “East/West” dichotomy but varies within different societies in similar ways across divides such as rural/urban/suburban; modern/traditional; formally educated/informally educated; secular/embedded.

Emphasize practice of translation as key to grasping how a given term like “environment” appears in different languages and elicits different cultural meanings.

· Example: environment can be translated as lingkungan or lingkungan hidup in Indonesian.  Same problem appears: lingkungan means “area” or “surroundings”; adding hidup (living) makes these “living surroundings”—both of which can mean environment.  So term can also be applied to built or natural contexts.
· But term (and allied signifiers) rarely heard outside of educated, official, or environmental activist circles in Indonesia.

· EXAMPLE: Java and Alas Purwo—officials refer to teak and monsoonal forest as “National Park” taman nasional; locals refer to protected area as “forest” (hutan). [NOTE: orang hutan means literally, “person of forest” or orangutan]
· EXAMPLE: Sumba—environment is refered to as landscape with productive and cultural significance: hutan for forest; kebun for garden; padang for grassland.  
· Don’t mean to overwhelm audience with different language but, rather, hope to impart that how we understand “environment” does not necessarily mean our SEAsian interlocutors will understand what we mean.

Comparing understandings of “environment” across cultures can illustrate not only a target culture’s meaning but also our own underlying ones as well.

· EXAMPLE: Sumba, Indonesia—environment not used but, rather, forest, grassland, garden.  Demonstrates a division of land into function, each imbued with particular uses and meanings. Points to land and its cover as a productive input, a resource tied to daily subsistence, and to culturally embedded relationships (such as “sacred forest”).

· I would argue that we (Americans) tend to think of “environment” as a realm separable from human activity.  Division of social world into public/private spheres, political/economic/cultural/etc.  Product of Northern European Enlightenment thinking, not universally shared.  Divisions between nature and culture vary in space and time.
· “Such divergent views of the Southeast Asian state are partly rooted in different, and sometimes unexamined, assumptions as to the existence of, or divisions between, economic, cultural, and political spheres” (Sutherland 2005: 32). Applies to env.
Distinction is not only definitional, symbolic, or discursive but material as well.  Can lead to conflict.  Is “deforested” land still classified as “forest” or “grassland”?  Reforestation emerges as a very political project in Indonesia and Vietnam, sometimes violent disputes over land.
· Anna Tsing writes of the Meratus mountains in Kalimantan, “the forest landscape is social.”  Quote from her book (2005: xi).  In short, nature is man-made.
So, if I had to venture a definition of what I want to talk about today, will talk about “environment” as a set of interacting ecological and anthropomorphic relationships encompassing surrounding flora and fauna.  Underline that understandings of nature and culture vary, because they are constituted in specific historical settings.
· Will overview environmental problems in region and then discuss agriculture in some detail.  Hope to come full circle and argue that “environment” cannot be separated easily from human activity, esp. agriculture.

III. 
Overview of Environmental issues in SEA (Steele 2004)
PLEASE NOTE: Will move quickly through these problem areas; happy to discuss any of them more at length…

1) Loss and degradation of agricultural land (SLIDE 10).  Degradation refers to declining soil productivity; loss refers to declining area of arable land. Particularly prevalent in expanding urban areas, something that Erik elaborates more fully.

· examples: Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam; Jakarta, Indonesia; Bangkok in Thailand.

· Minfong discussed how population centers historically congregate in areas of long, rice-based, agrarian setttlement, esp. deltas and alluvial plains. Means that these areas were (and still are) highly fertile.  Note in particular, Red River Delta, Chao Phraya, Irrawaddy, Surabaya.

2) Water availability and pollution. Affects surface and groundwater supplies.  
· Demands for water increasing not only for drinking/residential but, moreover, for industrial and agricultural uses.  
· Pollution further reduces supplies.  
· Direct links with health, esp. water borne diseases and pollution.  Also links with climate change and variability, leading to rising sea levels or drought.
· Atmospheric pollution similar causes and dimensions.

3) Impact of megaprojects.  

· Resettlement: transmigration in Indonesia; Federal Land Development Authority in Malaysia (FELDA); central highlands in Vietnam.  All projects (even when ended) lead to major landscape change.

· Dams: Bakun in Sarawak, Malaysia; Mekong Basin in Thailand and Laos.

4) Decline in area and species richness in marine environments.

· “Coral reefs resemble tropical rainforests in that they both thrive in nutrient-poor conditions (where nutrients are largely tied up in living matter), yet support rich communities through incredibly efficient recycling systems” (Steele 2004: 28).

· Bleaching—disruption of coral’s symbiotic relationship between coral polyps and zoo-xanthellae.  Traced to warming of oceans (El Niño or global warming).

· Destructive fishing techniques (cyanide, dynamite, “muro-ami” or pounding).

5) Deforestation.
· insert table from (Steele 2004: 18) to illustrate change in forest cover between 1980 and 2000.  But, beware seeing these trends as isolated phenomena.

· Deforestation narratives: convergence of powerful statist and conservationist discourses; villain is migrants, often poor farmers—vulnerability.

· Again, deforestation (like environment) is a vague term, covers wide array of social forces, causes and consequences. Example of “temporary” vs. “permanent” deforestation, such as swidden agriculture (rotating fallows) vs. timber/mining.

· Why are Southeast Asia’s forests important?

1) large areas of primary tropical forest;

2) in terms of area, highest rate of deforestation in world since 1980;

3) home to indigenous people, reliant on resources;

4) exceedingly high biodiversity and species richness;

5) political leaders and entrepreneurs see forest as natural resource to be exploited for purposes of national development and/or personal enrichment.  Drives frontier-making.

· Forest types and protected areas: national parks, for ex, are contested terrain.
· Loss of megafauna (orangutans and babirusa) can be used to illustrate the consequences of these problems; NOTE linguistic origins of animals’ names.
IV. 
Historical perspectives: colonialism and modernity

· Losses need to be thought of historically and in relation to global forces.  What has changed over time?  Example from Java of teak production (Peluso 1993) and from Sumatra of plantation development (Stoler, 1985).  
· Would argue that same processes of capital accumulation, state territorialization, new ideas of environment, local adaptation and resistance drive these contemporary change in land use.  Between colonial and nation-state eras, was a half century pause (following national revolutions, Cold War) in high rates of resource extraction; began anew in 1970s-80s. 
· Historical difference in terms of scale such as shipping capacities (from teak to Dipterocarps), road building; and market destinations such as East Asia (Japan, Ch, Korea) rather than imperial metropoles.
V.
A view of Environment from Southeast Asia’s rural areas (SLIDE 25).

RECAP:

· Argued need to understand environmental problems contextually;

· Environmental “problems” may be seen differently;

· Historical roots of landscape changes;

· Encourage comparisons with Upstate New York.

QUESTION: What is annual change with most significance?

ANSWER: Seasons and Monsoons.


Problem of rainfall variability; seasonality in NYS also a large factor for farming.

1)  Encourage comparisons with US and/or upstate New York’s agriculture (vegetables, 



livestock and dairy, corn and other grains).

· US has very small portion of population actively engaged in agric. (approx. 4%).  Contrast with Southeast Asia where most countries have majority of pop. engaged in this activity (insert table from Hussey 1996: 68). DEVELOPMENT.
· What we consider “normal” agriculture for upstate NY (i.e. vegetable and grain production) would be called “dry-land” agric. in SEA. 

· Small size of holdings in Southeast Asia (avg of 3 hectares or 7.5 acres) contrasts with large size in US.


2) Outline of SEAsian agriculture.
· Rice as fundamental staple important as food (nutrient and cultural value) and economically valuable crop.





Many words for rice: Indonesia— padi (plant), beras (husked), nasi 






(cooked); Vietnam—lúa, gạo, cơm.
· Basic distinction between dry-land vs. wet-land (irrigated) farming.  Former is dependent only on seasonal rainfall for water; latter has more steady supply.

· Two kinds of rice cultivation (wet/dry, lowland/upland, irrigated/swidden, etc.) structure agricultural production in rural areas.
· Dynamics of wet rice vs. dry rice in terms of calendar, cycles, labor, output.  
· Bring in Green Revolution technology that has boosted yields of wet rice but also engendered problems such as pollution of groundwater, increased rural stratification and landlessness, decreased disease and pest resistance (Owen et al 2005: 382). Development of agric sector to “free” labor for urban industry.
· Long been integrated with markets (ex. Spice trade, rubber, opium, forest products, etc.) though commodification varies considerably.


3) Agriculture is activity not only for food production but also embedded in broader life 



activities such as culture, environment, religion, economy, etc.

· Forest use and management often depends on mode of rice and agricultural production

· Festivals and ceremonies follow ag. calendar, esp. harvests.
· Irrigation in Bali has religious dimension.

· See example of Lao rice agric. from Benda 1967: 301-304.
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