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Abstract

One of  the special issue guest editors, Denise Brennan, conducted this interview 
with David Feingold to learn more about his experience of  witnessing the impact 
of  climate change and ecological changes on people’s lives and livelihoods in 
Southeast Asia. 
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Denise Brennan: David, can you start by giving us some background about your 
work over the years and how people have been referencing the climate, even if 
with a different vocabulary, and how they have been articulating their life around 
nature, the environment, and climate? 

David Feingold��,�ÀUVW�ZHQW�WR�$VLD�LQ�������DV�DQ�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�DW�'DUWPRXWK��
to work at the Japanese Atomic Energy Research Institute. Many large companies 
ZHUH�EXLOGLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�DWRPLF�HQHUJ\�SRZHU�SODQW�IRU�WKH�-DSDQHVH�*RYHUQPHQW�
in a small village. I was looking at the social impact of  all these engineers and 
staff  from all over the world on this community. Then I went to Vietnam for my 
senior thesis research and, after that, to Cambodia and Thailand. 

When I went back to the United States, I joined the Southeast Asian Studies 
programme at Yale and studied Thai and anthropology. I had an inspiring teacher, 
the great French scholar Paul Mus, who was a specialist on, among other things, 
the Khmer Empire. One of  his key points was that the Khmer empire, the Angkor 
Empire, was a hydraulic empire—not simply economically and politically, but 
symbolically; Cambodian origin traditions link political legitimacy to water. The 
origin myth of  Cambodia involves an exiled prince or a Brahmin from India 
landing (sometimes shipwrecked) in Cambodia.1 He falls in love with a Naga 
Princess. Nagas are represented as seven-headed cobras, but can take human form. 
They are water spirits. To marry the Naga princess, her lover had to travel to her 
father’s palace under the sea, clinging to her shawl. The Naga King blessed the 
marriage and sucked up a vast amount of  water, revealing dry land that was given 
to the couple as a dowry. This was the legitimating myth for both the kings of  the 
Khmer Empire and of  Funan before that, linking the rulers to the land and water.

The economic strength of  the Khmer Empire derived not simply because of 
the control of  irrigation and surplus rice production, but because of  the control 
RI �HDVLO\�DFFHVVLEOH�ÀVK�SURWHLQ�DV�ZHOO��7KH�7RQOH�6DS��ZKLFK�LV�ZKHUH�,·YH�EHHQ�
doing work most recently, is probably the most productive freshwater ecosystem 
in the world, and the third or fourth largest source of  freshwater protein in the 
world. In an average yearly catch in Cambodia, there are about a hundred species 
RI �ÀVK��7KHUH�DUH�����VSHFLHV�RI �ÀVK�LGHQWLÀHG�LQ�WKH�7RQOH�6DS�ODNH�DQG�����LQ�
the overall freshwater systems in Cambodia. There are ancient Khmer inscriptions 
WKDW�WDON�DERXW�¶KDUYHVWLQJ�ÀVK·��7KH�7RQOH�6DS�H[SDQGV�ÀYH�WR�VL[�WLPHV�LWV�DUHD�
GXULQJ�WKH�UDLQ\�VHDVRQ��DQG�FRQWUDFWV�GXULQJ�WKH�GU\�VHDVRQ��7KH�ÀVK�ZRXOG�EH�
trapped in small remaining pools of  water and women would collect them in 
EDVNHWV��6LQFH�DQFLHQW�WLPHV��SHRSOH�KDYH�EHHQ�VDOWLQJ�DQG�IHUPHQWLQJ�ÀVK³LW·V� 

1 The version in which it is a Brahmin who marries a Naga Princess ignores clearly 
written taboos on Brahmins travelling over the ocean, though there is debate about 
how strictly these rules were enforced.
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called SUDKRN³which can be preserved over long periods. It’s a vital source of 
protein, calcium, and other nutrients. Since ancient times, the preservation method 
PHDQW�WKDW�ÀVK�SURGXFW�FRXOG�EH�WUDGHG�RYHU�ORQJ�GLVWDQFHV���

After graduating from Yale, I went to Thailand where I began my research with 
Akha people, a highland group in the mountains of  Thailand, Burma/Myanmar, 
Laos, and Yunnan province in China. Later, I conducted my dissertation research, 
spending two years in an Akha village on the Thai-Burma border. At that time, 
their main livelihood was growing opium and rice. Opium is a very delicate crop: 
not enough rain early on or too much wind and rain at harvest time, and the 
whole crop can be wiped out. There could be 300 per cent variation in yields 
IURP�D�ÀHOG�IURP�\HDU�WR�\HDU��<HW��FRQGLWLRQDO�RQ�ZHDWKHU��IDUPHUV�FRXOG�SUHGLFW�
yields quite accurately through the growth cycle. Moreover, you could often use 
WKH�VDPH�ÀHOG�IRU�WZHQW\�\HDUV��ZKHUHDV�XSODQG�ULFH�ÀHOGV�\RX�FRXOG�XVH��DW�PRVW��
for three years.

But you have much higher labour input into growing opium than into growing 
upland rice. Most of  the labour in opium is weeding and harvesting. And when 
WKH�SHWDOV�IDOO�RII �WKH�ÁRZHU��WKHUH�LV�WKH�FDSVXOH�RQ�D�VWHP��:KHQ�WKH�WRS�VWDUWV�
turning brown, you go through, you have to walk backwards. Then you use either 
a double-bladed knife or triple-bladed knife, depending on the group, and you slit 
the poppy. You have to slit it carefully, because if  you don’t slit it deep enough, 
you don’t get the maximum resin; if  you slit it too much, it goes into the capsule. 
Then, you go back the next day and you scrape off  the resin that’s come out—raw 
opium. And that’s a lot of  work; about 80 per cent more labour than the input 
into upland rice. Most of  the labour input into upland rice growing was clearing 
WKH�ÀHOGV³FXWWLQJ�GRZQ�WUHHV�DQG�EXUQLQJ�WKHP³DQG�SODQWLQJ�DQG�KDUYHVWLQJ�
the rice. What is interesting is that the work of  a woman or a child in opium 
production was equal to men’s labour. In rice production it wasn’t, because most 
RI �WKH�ODERXU�LQSXW�ZDV�LQ�ÀHOG�FOHDULQJ��ZKLFK�ZDV�KHDY\�ODERXU�LQ�ZKLFK�PHQ�
had a comparative advantage. Women and children worked in rice production 
too. But in terms of  labour productivity, their labour wasn’t equal to men’s labour, 
whereas in opium production it was. 

Thailand ultimately became the world’s most successful case of  reducing  
opium production. An unintended consequence, however, was the devaluation 
of  women’s labor relative to men’s within highland economies. And that  
pushed women out of  the villages, because by going out and migrating, they  
FRXOG�HDUQ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�WR�KHOS�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�WKDQ�WKHLU� ODERXU�DW�KRPH�
was worth.

,�VWDUWHG�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WUDIÀFNLQJ�LQ����������7KLUW\�\HDUV�HDUOLHU��WKHUH�ZHUH�QR�
minority women in the sex industry in Thailand. But now you had policies that 
effectively devalued women’s labour and pushed them into the most lucrative 
source of  income that they could go into, which sometimes was highly exploitative. 
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This is one instance of  how political economy and ecology intersect to shape 
livelihood strategies and mobility.2 

Denise: And why did opium production drop? 

David: It’s a complex discussion. Starting in the 1970s, Thailand came under 
very heavy pressure from the US and the international community to supress 
opium production. This left highland communities vulnerable to attack and often 
H[WRUWLRQ�E\�ODZ�HQIRUFHPHQW��,·YH�GHVFULEHG�WKLV�YXOQHUDELOLW\�DV�¶GHÀQHG�FXOWXUDO�
criminality’—a situation in which a legal or long-tolerated widespread cultural 
SUDFWLFH��LQ�WKLV�FDVH��RSLXP�FXOWLYDWLRQ��LV�UHGHÀQHG�E\�WKH�6WDWH�LQ�VXFK�D�ZD\�
it creates a large class of  ‘criminals’.

Even before that, however, other crops became easier to market, because of  the 
expansion of  strategic roads into the highlands. A great advantage of  opium was 
high value per amount of  weight, and, therefore, lower transport costs. With 
improved roads and access to vehicles, you had less need for opium now that 
you could get more varied, less labour-intensive crops to market. 

There are other things that happened too. Burma had been—and still is—the 
main producer of  opium in the region. Continuous warfare has plagued Shan 
and Kachin States since 1962, and political instability favours the production of 
drug crops over food crops. Suppose you have to run away because the Burmese 
army is coming to burn down your village. You can carry off  a year’s production 
of  opium in your wood basket. You can’t do that with rice. And there’s also 
the currency function, because in highland economies, traditionally, there was a 
OLTXLGLW\�SUREOHP��2SLXP�ZDV�KLJK�YDOXH��\HW�LQÀQLWHO\�GLYLVLEOH�3

Denise: I’m really interested in this political-ecological economy. So what years 
are you talking about when women started to outmigrate? 

David: It started in the 1980s in different areas and by the 1990s, it had really 
taken off. 

2 For a more extended discussion of  these issues, see: D A Feingold, ‘The Hell of  Good 
Intentions: Some preliminary thoughts on opium in the political ecology of  the trade 
in girls and women’, in G Evans et al. (eds.), 6RXWK�&KLQD�DQG�0DLQODQG�6�(��$VLD��&URVV�
ERUGHU�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�SRVW�VRFLDOLVW�DJH, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2000, pp. 183-203, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-11123-4_10.

3 D A Feingold, ‘Money, Myths, and Models: Opium, economics, and history on the 
Thai--Burma frontier’, in V Navaratnam HW�DO� (eds.), 2SLDWH�'UXJ�&RQVXPSWLRQ�3DWWHUQV�
in Asia, The National Drug Centre, Penang, 1981, pp. 146-158.
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Denise: That’s when I started reading about Thai women in sex work and either 
I didn’t notice or the early literature didn’t make ethnic distinctions, because I 
don’t recall seeing anything about this. 

David: Well, it wasn’t until my programme at UNESCO that we noticed it because 
most people didn’t know that and they didn’t go in those areas where most ethnic 
minority women ended up. So in the highlands, you had a movement from 
smoking opium on to heroin, which is a smuggler’s drug, not a consumer’s drug, 
because it takes approximately 10 kilos of  opium to make one kilo of  heroin, so 
it’s much more compact for smugglers. As the government suppressed opium 
FXOWLYDWLRQ��SHRSOH�PRYHG�RQ�WR�KHURLQ��$QG�WR�ELRORJLFDOO\�PRUH�HIÀFLHQW�PRGHV�
of  administration—from smoking heroin to shooting it. And this coincided with 
the arrival of  HIV/AIDS. In Thailand, the epidemic began not as a sexually 
transmitted disease but as an injecting drug users’ epidemic. Over time, it spread 
from injection networks into broader sexual transmission.

The girls and women who had outmigrated and worked in the sex industry, as 
well as their customers, generally had little accurate knowledge about HIV/AIDS. 
Moreover, since at the time, about 50 per cent of  highland people did not have 
Thai citizenship and were not allowed to work outside of  their district, most 
ZHUH� LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�RI �VLJQLÀFDQW�VWUXFWXUDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\��7KLV�PHDQW�WKDW�WKH\�
tended to end up in the lowest, most exploited end of  the sex industry with the 
least ability to exercise choice of  customers. If  a woman tested positive for HIV, 
she was sent back home. This was true of  lowland Thai women as well. This 
contributed to the early explosive expansion of  the HIV epidemic in the north 
of  Thailand. At the time, there was not yet any effective treatment. The point 
here is that there was an intimate and complex relationship between the political 
ecology of  opium and the migration and vulnerability patterns of  minority girls 
and women, and patterns of  the spread of  HIV in Thailand.4

But to go back to opium production, the people that I was working with were 
highly attuned to changes in their environment. I used to go out with people when 
WKH\�ZHUH�SLFNLQJ�WKH�ÀHOGV��:KDW�\RX�ZDQWHG�IRU�DQ�RSLXP�ÀHOG�ZDV�DONDOLQH�VRLOV��
so you looked for limestone outcroppings. In addition, people would sometimes 
taste the soil. I was out with one of  my neighbours one day, and he was picking 
RXW�D�ÀHOG��DQG�,�ZDV�ORRNLQJ�DW�LW�DQG�,�VDLG��¶LW�GRHVQ·W�ORRN�WKDW�JRRG�WR�PH·��
$QG�KH�VDLG�¶,�NQRZ�LI �,�ZHQW�IXUWKHU�DZD\��,·G�JHW�D�EHWWHU�ÀHOG��%XW�LW�ZRXOG�
take me half  a day to go there and back because we have young children and they 
ZDON�VORZO\�DQG�SOD\·��6R�KH�FKRVH�D�ÀHOG�WKDW�ZDV�OHVV�IHUWLOH��EXW�FORVHU��$NKD�
ZRXOG�DOVR�DOZD\V�JURZ�FRUQ�LQ�D�ÀHOG�EHIRUH�WKH\�JUHZ�RSLXP��EHFDXVH�LW�ZRXOG�
increase the resin output of  the opium poppy. In other words, people who live  

4 D Feingold (dir.), 7UDGLQJ�:RPHQ, Ophidian Films Ltd., Philadelphia, 77 min, 2003.
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in forests must be attuned to the details of  their environment. Because if  they 
weren’t, they would starve. 

None of  this was discussed in terms of  climate. I also did a two-year project in 
Peru in 1990-1991. In Peru, there are about 4,600 different kinds of  potatoes. My 
favourite was what they call the ‘make your mother-in-law cry’ potato, because it’s 
very knobbly and hard to peel. The belief  is that if  a girl can peel it successfully, 
her future mother-in-law will have to let her son marry her, and will cry. Different 
potatoes are adapted to different temperature, or altitudes. People noticed that 
potatoes that used to grow at lower heights now only grow at higher heights 
because of  climatic warming. So local people were very much aware of  this as 
climate change early on. Not necessarily the causes, but they had a very concrete 
measure, which happened slowly, over the years. 

Denise: There have long been conversations about women who migrate for sex 
work because there are no income earning opportunities at home. But was it ever 
related to the climate and changing weather patterns? 

David: In practice, most people don’t experience climate change as an abstract 
global process. They experience ecological change—alterations in their local 
environment—which can have a variety of  complex and reinforcing causes. For 
H[DPSOH�� WKH�ÀVKHUPHQ� WKDW� ,·YH�EHHQ�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK� LQ�&DPERGLD�KDYH�EHHQ�
H[SHULHQFLQJ�GLPLQLVKHG�ÀVK�\LHOGV��$QG�WKH\·YH�EHHQ�IRUFHG��EHFDXVH�RI �IRRG�
insecurity, to use nets where the holes are too small. They know a lot about 
ÀVKLQJ�DQG�WKH\�NQRZ�WKLV�LVQ·W�D�JRRG�WKLQJ³EHFDXVH�LI �WKH\�FDWFK�WKH�MXYHQLOH�
ÀVK��WKH\·OO�QHYHU�JURZ�XS�WR�EH�ELJ�ÀVK³EXW�WKH�ÀVKHUV�KDYH�WR�HDW��0RUHRYHU��
QHWV�ZLWK� WRR� VPDOO�KROHV� DUH� LOOHJDO� DQG�PDNH� WKH�ÀVKLQJ� IDPLOLHV�YXOQHUDEOH�
WR�SURVHFXWLRQ��FRQÀVFDWLRQ�RI �WKHLU�HTXLSPHQW��RU�VKDNHGRZQV�E\�WKH�SROLFH��
They’re experiencing differences in the lake level. It’s a very complex ecology. You 
KDYH�ZKDW·V�FDOOHG�WKH�ÁRRGHG�IRUHVWV��,Q�RUGHU�IRU�WKH�ÁRRGHG�IRUHVWV�WR�ÁRXULVK��
they need a certain amount of  time when they’re out of  water and then a certain 
DPRXQW�RI �WLPH�ZKHQ�WKH\·UH�LQ�WKH�ZDWHU��%HFDXVH��ZKHQ�WKH�ÀVK�VSDZQ��WKH�
VPDOO�ÀVK�VZLP�LQWR�WKH�ÁRRGHG�IRUHVW��WKHUH·V�ORWV�RI �EXJV�IRU�WKHP�WR�HDW�DQG�
WKH�ZDWHU�OHYHO�KDV�WR�EH�WRR�ORZ�IRU�WKH�ELJ�ÀVK�WR�FRPH�LQ�DQG�HDW�WKHP��7KH�
problem is that now in Tonle Sap, you have too much water in the dry season 
and not enough water in the wet season. 

I was part of  this big Luce Foundation–funded project looking at the impact of 
the Mekong dams on communities in the lower Mekong. The Mekong Culture 
WELL project is centred at Michigan State University and involves Chiang Mai 
University and Mae Fah Luang University in Thailand, Royal University of  Phnom 
3HQK��0DVVH\�8QLYHUVLW\�RI �1HZ�=HDODQG��DQG�81(6&2��,W·V�PDGH�XS�RI �ÀVK�
specialists, remote sensing people, anthropologists, and geographers. There have 
been many studies showing that the Tonle Sap system is, if  not crashing, then going 
down dramatically, and that this is having and going to have huge impacts—not 
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only on Cambodia, but on Vietnam as well. It is not simply that large quantities 
RI �ÀVK�DQG�FUXVWDFHDQV�IURP�WKH�7RQOH�6DS�DUH�VKLSSHG�WR�9LHWQDP��,I �\RX�JR�
all the way down to the Mekong Delta in Vietnam, one of  the most fertile rice 
growing areas in the world, that continued fertility and productivity is dependent 
RQ�VLOW�DQG�QXWULHQWV�WKDW�ÁRZ�GRZQ�IURP�WKH�7RQOH�6DS�V\VWHP��7KH�0HNRQJ�
Delta is what’s called a destructive delta, which means that each year, even before 
the current situation, there was not enough silt deposited to make up for what 
was being washed away by the sea. 

Therefore, you’re getting increased salinisation and eventually, rice growers won’t 
be able to grow rice, so many of  them will have to go and do something else. This 
will result in decreased food production and likely increased outmigration. Our 
question about what was happening in Tonle Sap was: is it the result of  climate 
change or is it the result of  the dams? There’s a brilliant paper from the project, 
which disambiguates the impact of  dams and climate.5 And it’s not that the climate 
isn’t important in the long term, but most of  the change is due to the impact of 
GDPV��6R�WKH�ÀVKLQJ�IDPLOLHV�DUH�H[SHULHQFLQJ�HFRORJLFDO�FKDQJH��WKH\�DUH�NHHQO\�
aware of  changes in their environment, but not necessarily of  the causes 

1RZ��LI �\RX�JR�EDFN�WZHQW\�\HDUV�RU�VR��ÀVKLQJ�SHRSOH�JHQHUDOO\�GLGQ·W�PLJUDWH��7KH�
most they would do is go to town during the dry season and work in a factory or 
a market and then go back home. And I’m sure you’ve read about the exploitation 
RI �SHRSOH�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�7KDL�ÀVKLQJ�ERDWV��7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�&DPERGLDQV�RQ�WKH�
ERDWV��%XW�QRQH�RI �WKHP�ZHUH�ÀVKHUPHQ�LQ�&DPERGLD��6R��WKH�ÀVKLQJ�SHRSOH��
EHFDXVH�WKHUH�DUH�ZKROH�IDPLOLHV�WKDW�ÀVK³PHQ�ZLOO�SXOO�XS�WKH�QHWV�DQG�VR�RQ�
DQG�ZRPHQ�VWHHU�WKH�ERDW�DQG�DOVR�VHOO�WKH�ÀVK�LQ�WKH�PDUNHWV³QRZ�PXVW�FKDQJH�
their strategies and think about migration. And the poorest people cannot afford 
to migrate through the legitimate labour migration channels, and they don’t have 
support networks in Thailand.

Denise: Something that is just driving me crazy is this interest by international 
organisations and governments on the alleged relationship between climate-related 
GLVDVWHUV�DQG�WUDIÀFNLQJ��

David��<HV��FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�LV�OLNH�WKH�¶ÁDYRXU�RI �WKH�PRQWK·�LQ�DQWL�WUDIÀFNLQJ��,�
mean, everything takes place in the climate, but the connection is often tenuous. 
You remember the Indian Ocean tsunami of  2004? I was in the US and I got a 
FDOO�IURP�$%&�1HZV��ZDQWLQJ�WR�NQRZ�DERXW�WUDIÀFNLQJ��$QG�,�WROG�WKHP�WKDW�
QR�RQH�FDQ�PRYH�DQ\ZKHUH��LI �WKH\�ÀQG�DQ\�WUDIÀFNHUV��WKH\�VKRXOG�KLUH�WKHP�
to deliver antibiotics. 

5 H Dang et al., ‘Hydrologic balance and inundation dynamics of  Southeast Asia’s largest 
inland lake altered by hydropower dams in the Mekong River basin’, 6FLHQFH�RI �WKH�7RWDO�
(QYLURQPHQW, vol. 831, 2022, pp. 1-12, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2022.154833.
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You had ridiculous things. There was this story on television all over the world, 
RI �D�OLWWOH�EORQGH�JLUO�LQ�7KDLODQG��ZKR�VXSSRVHGO\�KDG�EHHQ�WUDIÀFNHG��:KDW�KDG�
happened was that her uncle had come and taken her out of  the hospital when 
she was better. It was all done above board and everybody knew about it. So 
WKHUH�ZDV�QR�HYLGHQFH�RI �DQ\�WUDIÀFNLQJ��:H�GLG�D�VWXG\�DQG�ZH�WRRN�HYHU\�VLQJOH�
FDVH�WKDW�DQ\RQH�KDG�DQ\�HYLGHQFH�RI��:H�IRXQG�WZR�FDVHV�RI �WUDIÀFNLQJ��ZKLFK�
ZHUH�LQ�6UL�/DQND��DQG�ZHUH�RI �WZR�ER\V�WUDIÀFNHG�IRU�FKLOG�VROGLHUV��EHFDXVH�LW�
was during the civil war. It had nothing to do with the tsunami. But proving that 
VRPHWKLQJ�GRHVQ·W�KDSSHQ�LV�YHU\�GLIÀFXOW��2I �FRXUVH��VRPH�SHRSOH�ODWHU�VDLG�
¶RK��WKHUH�ZDV�QR�WUDIÀFNLQJ�EHFDXVH�ZH�UDLVHG�DZDUHQHVV·«�

The same thing came up with Nargis, the typhoon in southern Burma in 2008. 
There was this organisation that was collecting money to take kids who were 
SRWHQWLDO�WUDIÀFNLQJ�YLFWLPV�DQG�VHQG�WKHP�WR�D�VKHOWHU�LQ�QRUWKHUQ�7KDLODQG��6R��
WKH�81�FRXOGQ·W�JHW�ERDWV�LQ��EXW�SHRSOH�ZHUH�JHWWLQJ�WUDIÀFNHG"�$JDLQ��,�VDLG��
OHW·V�KLUH�WKHVH�WUDIÀFNHUV�WR�GHOLYHU�IRRG��PHGLFLQHV��DQWLELRWLFV«�

Denise: So David, what have we not talked about? What else do you want to add? 

David: Well, I am not saying that natural disasters cannot result in situations where 
people’s livelihoods are destroyed. And then they must migrate and can end up 
JHWWLQJ�WUDIÀFNHG��)RU�H[DPSOH��D�IHZ�\HDUV�DJR�WKHUH�ZDV�D�GDP�WKDW�FROODSVHG�LQ�
Laos. The people in that area, in Attapeu, still don’t have proper houses. So the 
chances that some of  them might migrate under whatever conditions are available 
is not unrealistic. But the idea that a natural disaster occurs and immediately 
WKHUH�DUH�WKHVH�WUDIÀFNHUV�WZLUOLQJ�WKHLU�PRXVWDFKHV�DQG�WDNLQJ�SHRSOH�DZD\�LV�
just not plausible. 

:KDW�,�ÀQG�PRUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�LV�WR�ORRN�DW�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�HFRORJLFDO�FKDQJH�
LQÁXHQFHV�SHRSOH·V�PLJUDWLRQ�VWUDWHJLHV��3HRSOH�PLJUDWH�IRU�DOO�VRUWV�RI �UHDVRQV��
But climate change can change things suddenly—what crops you can grow, what 
inputs you need for those crops… Or it can change things gradually, like you 
FDWFK�OHVV�DQG�OHVV�ÀVK��

,Q�&DPERGLD��SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�DUHD�DURXQG�WKH�ODNH�DUH�WKH�KLJKHVW�FRQVXPHUV�RI �ÀVK�
per capita in the world—by some estimates, between 67 and 76 kg per person. 
,I �WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI �ÀVK�GURSV��LW�PHDQV�\RX�KDYH�OHVV�WR�HDW��SHRSOH�KDYH�OHVV�
SURWHLQ��,W�FDQ�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�DFWLRQV�RI �SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�TXLWH�D�GLVWDQFH�DZD\�DQG�
QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�GLUHFWO\�REVHUYLQJ�WKH�FDXVHV��+RZHYHU��LV�DOVR�OLNHO\�WR�LQÁXHQFH�
their migration strategies.

0DQ\�RI �WKH�ÀVKLQJ�SHRSOH�RQ�WKH�7RQOH�6DS�OLYH�RQ�ÁRDWLQJ�KRXVHV�RQ�WKH�ODNH��
In the dry season, they pull them up on land or tie them to trees. There was a 
JRYHUQPHQW�VFKHPH��ZKLFK�ZDV�WR�KDYH�WKHVH�ÁRDWLQJ�KRXVHV�SHUPDQHQWO\�RQ�
the land. The government was trying to diminish the population on the lake to 
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OHVVHQ�WKH�VWUHVV�RQ�WKH�ÀVK�SRSXODWLRQV��VR�LW�RIIHUHG�VRPH�SHRSOH�ODQG��,I �WKH\�
stayed on the land, they would get some money and make their houses permanent. 
7KH\�JDYH�WKHP�WKH�ODQG��7KHVH�SHRSOH�DUH�YHU\�JRRG�ÀVKHUV��EXW�WKH\·UH�QRW�YHU\�
good farmers. And they have fallen into debt because, also, when the government 
gave them the land, they didn’t give them the title to the land, but they were still 
able to take out loans on land that they didn’t have title to. In some places, the 
government created reserves that included this land, despite no obvious special 
environmental value (like bird nesting areas, etc.). So the people were left with 
land they couldn’t use and in debt. And from where their land was located, to 
JHW�WR�WKHLU�ERDWV�DQG�EDFN�ZDV�ÀYH�KRXUV��

I mean, you’re dealing with things that impact an ecology, but basically, it’s the 
political ecology that you’re dealing with. 

Denise: David, this has been amazing, thank you so much for sharing. Is there 
anything else you’d like to add? 

David��7KH�ODVW�WKLQJ�,�ZDQWHG�WR�VD\�ZDV�WKDW�ZDWHU�KDV�JUHDW�FXOWXUDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�
in Cambodia. For example, I spoke of  the founding myth of  the country, which 
can be traced to even before Angkor. The whole political and cultural legitimacy 
of  Cambodia is connected to water and the Nagas, the water spirits. And belief 
in Nagas and the spiritual qualities of  water are not limited to Cambodia. There 
are believed to be seven Nagas in the Mekong river. And there’s a big concern that 
the dams are now disturbing the homes of  the Nagas. So there’s this whole ritual 
DQG�VSLULWXDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�DWWDFKHG�WR�ZDWHU�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�ERGLHV�RI �ZDWHU��$QG�DV�
the climate changes, you’re dealing with more than physicality; you’re also dealing 
with the ways in which people relate to their environment and order their lives. 
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