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Introduction

With a population of over 10 million people, Bangkd hailand is one of the
largest cities in South East Asia. Despite its bogneconomy and success within the
global market, Thailand as a whole still suffe@frmany of the issues that other
developing countries face. Poverty, marginalizatpoilution and numerous
environmental problems are just a few of the maegarcerns for Thais. In order to
combat these issues, the Thai government undegdeige scale public transit project,
the Bangkok Transport System, (BTS) which opengdabrs to the public in 1999. The
Bangkok Transport System was designed not onlase éhe traffic congestion on the
roads, but to make the city more tourist friendigl sustainable.

The Third World urban environment is largely igrobiwy the interdisciplinary
field of political ecology. As a critique, polititacology seeks to expose flaws in
dominant approaches to the environment favorecbyarate, state, and international
authorities, working to demonstrate the undesirabfect of policies and market
conditions, especially from the point of view o€& people, marginal groups, and
vulnerable populations (Robbins 2004). When disagssrban political ecology, much
of the literature only examines First World sitoas (i.e. urban forestry in Milwaukee;
Heynen 2003). Very little attention has been paidrban political ecology in the

developing world.
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The urban setting of the developing world howegannot be overlooked. Urban
environments are the products of social and ecoébdorces, resulting in a hybrid form
requiring vast inputs of capital and labor, yet Btiked to and dependent upon
biophysical processes. Exposures to environmeatards and access to environmental
amenities in urban settings are products of palitieconomic and ecological processes
that produce a geographic pattern of uneven demedapand a corresponding social
pattern of winners and losers (Neumann 2005).

Urban environments also play a large role in mamt@mporary discussions
regarding international development, and more ingaly, sustainable development.
The term sustainable development first made heasllinrough the 1987 United Nations
report tittedOur Common Future (now referred to as the Bruntland Report). Inrdeort,
sustainable development was defined as “developthahimeets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future genecais to meet their own needs.” Since
the release of this report, the idea of sustaindélelopment has focused on the agendas
of organizations from the World Bank to the Unitéations, and even smaller
development organizations. City planners and udeselopers, when embarking on new
plans for their urban spaces, are embracing metiwod<€onstruction projects in the
name of ‘sustainable’ practices.

There are however, numerous controversies andekebatrounding the term, the
idea, and they way that it has been put into pradti the developing world. There are
arguments over what it means to practice ‘sustdibgbversus ‘sustainable
development’. Various definitions of both of theeems are thrown around, to the point

where the terms no longer have concrete meaningstGpher Sneddon, however, states
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that at the core of these debates lies in the dilerof how to reconcile human social and
economic activities with the long-term resilienealnerability and regenerative capacity
of the local-global continuum of ecological systeislitical ecology critiques much of
the current literature on sustainable developnaard,what sustainable development
means for organizations and governments when enmgaok large scale development
projects (Sneddon 2000).

This paper will take this sustainable developneeiigue and apply it to the
creation of the Bangkok Transit System (BTS), &ndly constructed public
transportation system in the urban Bangkok. It usé an urban political ecology
approach to analyze the implementation of the BiicGvahat that means for those living
both in the main borders of the city, and in thg periphery as well. Public transit, like
the urban setting, is an area that has also bed#lyngnored by political ecology, and
this paper will therefore contribute to the litenat by developing a case study on this
topic. The first section of this paper will revietle literature on both (urban) political
ecology and sustainable development. It will aindentify gaps in the literature and
demonstrate the necessity for comprehensive workroan political ecology. The
second part of this paper will then develop a chisdy of the BTS that employs a
political ecology framework and is critical of theinstream sustainable development
approach.

Political Ecology — A Review of the Literature

Political ecology provides a unique lens for exanmgrhuman-environment

interactions at local, national and global scaléghin these interactions arise themes of

power relations and marginalization, which becomeful tools when discussing urban
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environments. In the emerging literature on pditiecology however, little attention has
been paid to the urban environment as a site absmowlogical change. Similarly,
discussions about global environmental problemsth@gbossibilities for a ‘sustainable’
future commonly ignore the urban origin of manythed problems. The technical aspects
of urban environmental management fail to acknogaetthe intimate relationship
between the capitalist urbanization processes avidommental injustices. Nevertheless,
environmental issues have been central to urbamgehand urban politics for at least a
century, if not longer (Swyngedouw 2003). It is mniant, however, to acknowledge that
while literature exists on urban development, within a framework of the First World.
There is very little scholarship on third world arbdevelopment and especially
important for this paper, limited research on pubtansit within the urban environment.

In discussing environmental issues and concernstheless, the critical
innovation of political ecology has been the sedoclexplanations that take account of
both the natural and social sciences (Blaikie arabKfield 1987). The appeal of such a
synthesis is obvious, although the intellectualezehce is more questionable (Peet and
Watts 1996). Raymond Bryant suggests two key themasing through the political
ecology literature. The first is the way in whichegual power relations relate to
conflicts over access to and use of resourcessdbend concerns the ways in which
power relations are reflected in conflicting disksms and knowledge-claims about the
environment and development (Bryant 1998).

Bryant also explains that a political ecology agmtofocuses on the interplay of
diverse, socio-economic forces, and the relatignehthese forces to environmental

change (Bryant 1996). More importantly, he states political ecology addresses
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research into the contextual sources of environaiehiange and the general
environmental impacts of the state and its poljagr@grstate relations, and global
capitalism. In a world of increased political armbeomic interdependence, these topics
signal the growing social and ecological influené@ational and trans-national forces
(Bryant 1996).

More importantly, political ecology understandstttiee environmental problems
facing the Third World such as pollution and degtaxh, are not simply a reflection of
national policy or local market failures (as, faaeple, the World Bank would have it),
but rather, are a manifestation of broader politca economic forces (Bryant and
Bailey 2000). Bryant and Bailey explain that thésees are associated with the
worldwide spread of capitalism. The work of poli@cologists has therefore, been
largely an attempt to describe the spatial and teaipmpact of capitalism on Third
World peoples and environments (Bryant and Bailg§@. One other key point is that
political ecologists also emphasize the ways incwhihe state in the Third World may
intervene in economic activity to promote enviromtadly destructive activities.

Obviously the environment itself is not neutraltseffects on the poor. Access to
and the distribution of environmental ‘goods’ (bey cultivable land, fuelwood or clean
air in this case) are uneven (Adams 2004). Pieagk®l argues that in political ecology, it
is vital to see these links between the environpesdnomy and society. However, each
of these things is itself highly complex. In a celgknse, development both affects and is

affected by environmental quality (Blaikie and Bkéield 1987, Adams 2004).
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Urban Political Ecology

Because urban political ecology is a relatively reeittque of development, its
theoretical base is still being constructed. Swylogev and Heynen state however, that
urban political ecology provides an integrated ealdtional approach that helps untangle
the interconnected economic, political, social endlogical processes that together form
highly uneven urban landscapes (Swyngedouw and étg\2003). More importantly,
this includes the resistance of the relatively poegs (poor peasants and urban dwellers),
as they fight to protect the environmental fouraiaiof their livelihood (Bryant, 1996).
The important questions that then arise are, td eki@nt are environmental costs borne
by socially disadvantaged groups, and how doesutiegjual burden affect existing
socio-economic inequalities? Under what circumsardnes unequal exposure to
environmental change lead to political confrontaifeg. environmental movements)
(Bryant, 1996)? Public transportation, for examplésviates certain environmental
problems (congestion, auto emissions, lead in gae$ etc.). But it is important to
understand who have been the primary actors inmgtisese environmental problems,
what groups have been affected, and who are théi@ud (mass transit) benefiting?
These are a few of the questions that this papemats to address when discussing the
impacts of introducing the BTS into the city of Bgok.

What has been written about urban political ecolfigys its roots in Marxism.
Swyngedouw and Heynen say that urban politicalaggotecognizes that the material
conditions that comprise urban environments arérotbéd and manipulated, and serve
the interests of the elite at the expense of maligied populations. The understanding of

the changes that have occurred within urban enwigots lies at the heart of political
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ecology research; they must inherently be undedstathin the context of the economic,
political and social relations that have led toarlenvironmental change (Swyngedouw
and Heynen, 2003). As a result of the inherentigvem processes that produce urban
environments, Swyngedouw and Kaika suggest thaidiree of the capitalist, thus by
extension, social processes that create and rearaaten socioecological urban
landscapes...it is necessary to focus on the pdlgicanomic processes that bring about
injustice...not the natural artifacts that are pragluthrough these uneven social
processes” (Heynen, 2003).

In his book Making Political Ecologyroderick Neumann states that urban

political ecology addresses many of the same coscand brings to bear the same
theoretical and methodological toolkits of ‘clasgicural Third World political ecology
studies. Indeed, recent studies in urban settinge Hemonstrated that the ‘chain of
explanatiol’ approach can serve just as well as a framewarkiicaveling the ultimate
causes of urban ecological problems as it hasxjglaaing rural Third World problems
such as soil erosion and land degradation (Neur2@05).
Sustainable Development and Political Ecology

Within political ecology, lies a strong critique tre literature surrounding the
idea of sustainable development. While much of ¢hisque takes place within a rural
context in the third world, it is useful for exanmig how sustainable development has
become the overarching theme for numerous developanganizations and has

therefore affected the urban center in the devetppiorld. Although it is an integral part

! Blaike and Bookfield use this approach as a feature of Wwhwtdalled a ‘regional political ecology’. The
chain of explanation begins with the individual ‘land mger’ — the person with direct relations with the
land that the authors appear to equate chiefly with Thiodd\peasants — and then traces the social
relations of production outward and upward to the lataipnal and, ultimately, the global scale.
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of human-environment interaction, much writing aistainable development is

‘curiously devoid of politics’ (Bryant 1991). Assyntions are made about the state and
societal actors that ignore political analysis.sTisidone through the discourse of
‘providing lasting and secure livelihoods that miize resource depletion, environmental
degradation, cultural disruption and social indigb{Barbier 1989, Bryant 1991). The
concrete difference between political ecology dredlanguage of sustainable
development is that political ecology takes pdditseriously. It recognizes that if
sustainable development is to transcend mere rhepmiitical questions must be central
to an analysis (Bryant 1991).

By taking these political questions seriously, Brystates that political ecology
rejects the oversimplifications of human-environtateractions. The idea for example,
that ecological degradation is a universal ‘eMvileating both the rich and the poor
equally is discarded in political ecology. Rathmlitical ecology explores how such
change is incorporated in concrete political anmhemic relationships, and the ways that
it may be used to reinforce or challenge thosdioglghips. It exposes the inadequacies
of such relationships in order to suggest wayshitivsustainable and equitable
development may then take place (Bryant1991). Qmscabout sustainable development
as a mechanism for alleviating poverty is anothigigoe examined by B. Ikubolajeh

Logan in his book African Environment and Developm&hetoric, Programs, Realities

written with William Moseley. Together, they questithe ‘mainstream discourse’ that
guides environmental policy in Africa, and how fitem ignores the local realities

(Showers).
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In the bookLiberation Ecologies, Peet and Watts explore the engagement
between political ecology and postructuralism, eagiting the importance of the politics
of meaning and the construction of knowledge (RedtWatts 1996). Discussing
sustainability and sustainable development, Pet/datts state that the meanings of
these terms are contested, but the new ‘lexicogdisommon that it appears with as
much frequency in the literature of the World Baskit does in the goals of grassroots
environmental and community movements (Peet andsV¥886). The problem that this
poses is that the proliferation of environmentalearns linked to questions of
development has other profound theoretical andtiggdconsequences. It is necessary to
include debate about the social construction aineabecause in the end, those who gain
from the benefits of projects undertaken in the @afisustainable development are often
different (and more powerful) people than those Vdose benefits from environmental
problems such as air pollution, lack of water, édclams 2004).

What the literature states about development asaeshas profound impacts
when analyzing a large scale infrastructure promath as the creation of the Bangkok
Transportation System. These are radically differeethods, analyses and conclusions,
in understanding development in the urban thirdlavtitat need to be studied.

Case Study: Bangkok

Bangkok is an excellent example for applying urpalitical ecology to analyze
development in the third world. Its classificatiaman “Asian Tiger” has brought it into
the limelight in the economic sense, but many emwirental issues often go unnoticed.
Because of its status as a large metropolitan #reee are a host of environmental

problems that can be examined through the lensbafrupolitical ecology. There are a
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series of urban and environmental processes tigatinely affect some social groups
while benefiting others; and this disparity will thee basis for the analysis presented in
this paper. A just urban environmental perspectivesefore, always needs to consider
the question of who gains and who pays and to @séus questions about the multiple
power relations — and the scalar geometry of thels¢éions — through which deeply
unjust socio-environmental conditions are produmed maintained (Swyngedouw and
Heyenen, 2003).

Geography and Economic History

Bangkok is a relatively new city, having been fded by King Rama the First
just over two hundred years ago. It was, and reathia ‘compact city’ until after World
War |, with commerce and housing concentrated atbegChao Phraya riverfront and
khlongs (canals) (Moor and Rees 2002, Burgess and Jeitk®khlongs were created to
transport produce and materials from rural aredscal docks along the river. During the
nineteenth century, the city grew into densely paj@a town where people both lived
and worked.

Due to the difficulty of acquiring private landrfpublic uses, and given the
absence of an official city planning law, Bangkasta very low percentage of area
devoted to roads and an absence of a secondaryebadrk. Private landowners build
sois (small side streets) to access their own propeoiy the main roads, with few cross
connections to adjoining plots. The manner in whisois are laid out, is extremely
confusing, with all odd numberexdis on one side of the main road, with all esers on
the other side. This pattern has exacerbateddradingestion as even local trips

frequently require U-turns on main roads (Moor &sas 2002).

Aditi Naik, Geog 488



11

Bangkok is by no means a walking city. The climane cultural factors do little
to encourage people to walk and roads and streztsoa properly equipped with
sidewalks or leveled footpaths for pedestriandityfoles and street vendors often
block narrow (if any) footpaths. Vehicles are usmdalmost every journey and the
public bus system can take hours to negotiate skert trips. Economic prosperity in the
late nineties, (before the 1997 economic cris@)yieed greater car ownership, and car
use is further encouraged by low gas pfices1991, the Thai government reduced
import duties on small cars from about 300% to 2830 increase competition between
local and foreign automobile manufacturers. One {agar, Bangkok’s car ownership
rates ballooned to 200 cars per 1,000 residerghehithan most South East Asian cities.
Today, Bangkok is one of the highest car-owning;usang, and energy-consuming cities
in the developing world (Cervero 1998). Hyper-castgm is now a fact of life for
Bangkok residents.

The causes that led to the growth of Bangkok inrge urban center are similar
to those in most other cities around the world.Kiog through the lens of political
ecology however, the capitalist history needs ttalzen into account, as it is what led to
rise as Bangkok as a major financial, social arithi@al hub of Thailand. Before the 1997
financial crisis, Thailand’s economy was flourighit€apitalism had made its mark on
the city, in much of the same ways as it had on Nevk, London and Tokyo. The
economic boom of the early 1990s saw a quadrupliragpital flows of foreign
investment into the South East Asia Region. Thd §beernment instituted a series of
measures that solidified Thailand’s status as dilvexal economy. Thailand liberalized

its foreign exchange regime, relinquishing excharwdrols in 1990, and opening up a

2 Have a blurb about the financial crisis
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banking facility for foreign financial institutiona 1993. Much of the foreign investment
went into Thailand’s property market, and the egpo of high-rise development in
Bangkok gave all the appearances of a ‘globalizigti (3enks 2003).

The government intervention in the car market wessalt of the Thai economy
opening up to the rest of the world. Foreign impevere overtaking the local industry;
yet, the attempts made to revive the domesticnzhrstry resulted in environmental
degradation. Now that cars were being used moredtar, the environmental outcomes
were absolutely detrimental to the Thais livinghe city. Environmental concerns
associated with automobile dependence includecmpmBution, premature loss of
farmland, wetlands, and open space (from auto-iedsprawl), soil pollution and
contamination, water pollution from drilling andogessing of petroleum as well as from
drainage of automobile fluids and road salts, &edstarring of natural landscapes from
scrapping vehicles and tires (Cervero 1998). Roedsionitors in Bangkok regularly
record daily ambient noise levels of 75 to 80 delsipconsiderably above the 65 decibel
maximum considered safe for humans. While busegraint are certainly noisier than
the typical car or truck, the substitution of palilansport trips for private motoring can

substantially reduce ambient noise levels (Cerl©@&8).

1

Air Pollution in Bangko. Aced at
http://www.sustainability.murdoch.edu.au/casestudies/Citsdies_Asia/bangkok/bangkok.htm
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For the poor in rural areas, problems of resougggeadion are often more salient
than those of pollution, but for the urban poostisinot the case. It is in cities that the
most serious and intractable pollution problem$hird World countries arise. Air
pollution, for example, is a major issue, causiothtacute and chronic (low-level) health
effects. There are several major sources of alugyah. Coal and woodfuel burning
produce smoke or suspended particulates, incluglighuric acid and polycyclic
aromatic carbons. Vehicle traffic and other hydrboa combustion produce
photochemical pollutants. Other common air polltdassociated with vehicle use
include carbon monoxide and lead. Respiratory deséaa major killer in Third World
cities: in Bangkok there are estimated to be 1@¥ihs a year due to airborne
particulates (Adams 2004).

The people most affected however, are those livirtge slums and poor
neighborhoods under the freeways, and by majoriarteads. Middle and upper class

Thais have the luxury of retreating back to théjhtrise apartments, or houses outside of

the city, thus avoiding the pollution

have no such option. The majority of
the slums within the city exist along,
and underneath highways which feed
in and out of the downtown area. Slum existing underneath a major highway

Thais, who cannot afford taxis or their own cargshride in overcrowded, open aired

buses, which cause them to be in the direct pa#ir gfollution. As the traffic situation
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worsens, more and more Thais were forced to use theses, inhaling fumes of the cars
around them for hours on end because of gridlo@noharound the city.

The Thai government made small changes to their@mmental policies, but
none of them drastically affected the way in whitfais living in the city were being
affected by industrial and air pollution. In areatipt to rapidly industrialize the country,
they failed to pay close attention to the environtakaffects of their policies during the
years of heavy industrialization. Yet, the margiration impacts of capital development
could no longer be ignored (Forsyth 2000, Peet\Vaatts 2000).

Rhetoric of Sustainable Development

It was only after the 1997 financial crisis thas ffhai government and city
planners realized that a drastic change was nage3see current pattern of growth was
destructive for the city and its citizens, and #dydransportation system was necessary
in order for the city to survive. It was also urstend that the high rates of population
growth in Bangkok were not sustainable. The citg wiaking slowly, due to excessive
water extraction, power and water had to be impldiriem other areas, waste was piling
up, and most areas in the rest of the country nealgpoor, because the majority of the
new job creation was concentrated in Bangkok (Ger2604).

Ideas about sustainable development, and more tanby, sustainablarban
development found their way into the city plansBangkok. The report of the
Brundtland Commission in 1987 substantially acatat global debate and discussion
on the problems related to meeting “the needseptiesent without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their owna&€g(WCED 1987). Ideas of

sustainability within Thailand however did not tdkad with regard to urban setting

Aditi Naik, Geog 488



15

until massive pollution had already caused themitoblems. It is also important to note,
that until the 1990s, the rhetoric of sustainatl@estopment, environmental campaigns
and international development efforts were onlykexbin the northern part of the
country. For the most part, local NGOs and othasgoots development actors were
concentrated on issues such as deforestationalillegging, wildlife conservation and
the building of dams.

In a report done by the World Bank shortly aftex Rio Summit on Sustainable
Development in 1992, ideas of sustainable urbarsprartation provided hopes of
reducing the problems cities such as Bangkok waamd. The report stated that
‘Economic and financial sustainability requireseetive use of resources as well as
appropriate use of assets. A sustainable enviroharghecosystem requires sufficient
consideration of the external costs of transpostivar or not future development will be
publicly or privately financed. Socially sustainalolevelopment requires acceptance of
improved transport services by all levels of sgci@tVorld Bank 1993).

With the help of large multinational developmergamizations such as the Asian
Development Bank and the World Bank, the Thai gowvemt embarked on creating
plans for economic and social development. Thikiged not only increasing basic road
infrastructure, but plans for some form of masslipubansportation (Rujopakaran 2003).
While the rhetoric of sustainable development ffigr ¢ity of Bangkok was being used by
the ADB and World Bank, the plans for Thailand beg@achange after the financial
crisis in 1997.

The initial goal of the Thai government was to d¢anst the BTS under the guise

of sustainable development. Once the governmehtedahowever, that a ‘quick fix’
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was needed to revive the economy after the finhodsis, the government quickly
turned towards projects of sustainable tourism. fWeeseemed inextricably linked, or so
they thought. The government saw the tourist ingues a means of fighting the
recession that the economy was facing after thantial crisis of 1997. The country has
the natural resources and strategic location tadttourists from all over the world, and
the economy could not afford to loose out on tiveneie generated by tourism. The
government understood that as an air transporbh@outh East Asia, Bangkok needed a
transportation overhaul as tourists started todimgithe city because of its pollution,
traffic and poor public transportation. All effoitts turn Bangkok into a sustainable city
were done with tourism in mind, including the coustion of the BTS.

The Creation of the Bangkok Transit System

Bangkok has a long history of attempts to acconmatettaffic, from the filling in
of canals, large-scale infrastructure investmedtthe construction of major raised
expressways, toll roads and flyovers (Bae and 8atht 2003, Jenks 2003). Yet, the
impact that these projects have had on reducirigtpmi levels are minimal at best. Mass
transit then arose on the political agenda as atwadgcrease congestion and therefore
pollution, spur jobs after the 1997 financial @jsand help bring those living in the city
out of poverty, all under the term of ‘sustainatidérelopment’.

In 1995, construction began on two lines of eledatacks. The plan aimed at
having two different lines in hopes of reachingralijor areas of the city, including the
central business district, tourist attractions aindpping centers. After much public
debate into the environmental consequences of dlegated structures crossing the city,

the lines were finally approved by the governmet the skytrain was completed in
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1999. The government, urban planners and trangortspecialists, who were assigned
to the creation of the BTS, believed that becalisdibhes were elevated, the construction
would cause the least displacement of people, and less environmental consequences
than if the system were to be a light rail for epdan The rhetoric of sustainable
development prevented any major negative envirotahemternalities, but it is the
unintended results that often go unnoticed in¢hse study.

It is also extremely important to understand theradelming power of the
Bangkok elite in this situation. Policy decisioreabng on governmental reorganization,
fiscal and economic strategy, education and tramation all tended to reinforce the
metropolis’s functional and demographic dominamed3angkok, more than thirty
government agencies are responsible for the ditgrssportation policy, management,
and operations. Until the recession hit in earl97,3hree different rail transit projects,
each sponsored by a different federal ministry engoceeding along toward
implementation in hopes of relieving Bangkok oftraffic problems (Cervero 2004).

The Thai government contracted out the plan theyasathe best fit for the city,
and within three years, the sky train was built] aithin six years, the subway was
completed. A large part of the reason for why theegnment continued on with the
public transportation project even without widesigk@ublic approval was because of the
power effect of the tourist industry. Most Third Ydbstates now realize that ‘eco-
friendly’ policies can also be financially lucragivActivities like commercial
reforestation, eco-tourism and green business beegpart of the agenda, but it is the
fact that these activities are also big busineasithproving increasingly attractive to

Third World states. These point as well illustraitethe Thai context. Bangkok is the
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hub for all traveling around Thailand, and havinguarist-friendly public transportation

system lends the city to be more attractive togtammsmning from all over the world.

To coincide with the opening of the BTS in 19994 .
the Thai government undertook a massive tourism
campaign known as ‘Amazing Thailand’ designed to
maximize tourist revenue. The campaign was exi@ndg "i“l‘: I I’I4 .‘”_\"‘:‘.. :
to the entire country, with hotel and air fare potions .
concentrated in Bangkok. The government felt asghdhe only way to recover from
the financial crisis was to interweave tourism wather aspects of
development (Kontogeorgopoulos 1999). Tourism wlastified as a source of
employment, as well as a means of economic dedigatran, environmental
conservation, and infrastructural investment (Kgetargopoulos 1999). The
sustainability goals of the city become inextrigalhked with tourism as plans for the
creation of a mass transport system materialized.

The result is a safe, efficient, clean and coetanditioned service, speeding
passengers over the congested streets below. Tuaireery 3.2 minutes at peak times,
and the maximum journey time is 30 minutes — thodeur times faster than traveling on
the roads. For an extremely large urban centeréntion of the BTS was a momentous
event in the history of sustainable developmenhédeveloping world. The Thai
government proved that it was possible to creatass transit system in order to reduce

pollution, alleviate traffic and regain economiatstity through the tourist industry. For

all intents and purposes, Bangkok had become aigabte city.
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Through the Lens of Political Ecology — “The WorldBelow the Line”

The skytrain has a strong physical presence igitgeThe two lines (23.5km in
total) and its 23 stations are all built over arigtstreets, and stops exist approximately
every kilometer (Jenks 2003). The transit systaedfilses the latest technology from
Europe, overseas designers were employed, andanaimte inspections are carried out
in collaboration with experts from the United Sgaféenks 2003). What these experts and
city planners failed to realize however, was thaté¢ was a completely different world
living ‘below the line’ (Jenks 2003). Not everyoimethe city was benefiting from the
new sustainable transportation system.

Current debates over sustainability vacillate leefvcalls for consensus around
single definitions that would ostensibly lead tmciete actions and assertions that it is
perhaps best to abandon the concept altogetherdspn of its vacuity and malleability
(Carpenter 1994, Lele 1991, Sneddon 2000). Thismasst definitely borne out in the
case of Bangkok. With such a large number of granusorganizations working to help
build the BTS, there was no single concept of snakality that each organization could
adhere to. The multinational organizations thatearvolved including the World Bank
and the Asian Development Bank also had their ogfiniions of the term, which they
were trying to impose on the Thai government. €sitf sustainable development charge
that the concept’s ambiguous theoretical basigydtiention to the structural forces that
result in environmental problems, and its focusaohieving consensus among fractious
social groups disable effective implementation aray lead to disastrous ecological

consequences (Redclift 1987, Lele 1991, Frazie? 188 eddon 2000).
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Christopher Sneddon states that ‘sustainable denvedat’ appears as the logical
extension of efforts to reproduce developmentforen more acceptable to both the
people being ‘developed’ and the multinational dnthestic institutions attempting to
reconcile semantically economic growth and ecollgi@ansformation as part of their
development missions (Sneddon 2000). In the cadeedTS, not only was sustainable
development being used a means of justifying dgretmt, but the World Bank and
Asian Development Bank contributed to existing itiest it was possible to have
economic growth and ‘sustainable’ development,na pice package. Increasing
economic productivity through the use of sustailitglprojects was the goal for the Thai
government

This is a possible explanation for the change iicpdrom sustainable
development, to tourism development, as the govemibelieved they could maximize
revenue and undertake methods of sustainabilitis ditift, unknown to the Thai
government, had implications that need to be exadhihrough the lens of political
ecology, it is important to see who ‘wins’ and wlamses’ in this situation, as this has
yet to be addressed in the context of sustainableldpment.

What resulted in the case of Bangkok was a diversmm the distinct definition
of ‘the ability of future generations to meet itsroneeds’ in the form of public
transportation, to sustainable ‘tourism’ developtm&his could be due, in large part, to
the lack of a concrete idea of what sustainableld@wment truly meant for the city. The
change in goals of the Thai government resultedpolicy that failed to combat the
massive amounts of pollution, traffic jams and asn@ansport system that was

accessible to all Thais. Its separation from tlealld hais is reinforced not only by its
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physical elevation, but also by the connectionsémy of Bangkok’s international

facilities. Eight of the elevated stations havehhgyvel direct connections (known as sky

bridges) to international hotels or major shoppmmagls. The skytrain thus gives direct

access either at the same level, or in close piibxim stations, to 32 international hotels,

17 shopping malls and to two night markets (aimddwarists) and 1 weekend market

(Jenks 2003). Of interest to the general publacisess to local markets for everyday

subsistence, schools, universities and places d&.Wdith the exception of those in the

to Airport . Mo Chit Northern Bus Terminal ors
) OPhahonvalhin ® @ w Sky train
Mo Chit i - ©) Lat Phrao
ot Bangkoks
- 20 . Metro
Bang Sue’ o ‘..‘\.7‘.'3\‘ () Ratchada Tunnelbana
Railway ] Kamph P
Station aeng ) Suttisan
Phet
Sationen ar ej i bru

O Huai Khwang

Ranong (.

) Thailand Cultural Cente

-
:

Dusit O Phra Ram IX

i

) Petchaburi
Suvarnabhumi

S S
A - 3 AirPort
L 2 oy
. ol

HENANENENEEN

El E2 E3 E4
Ssukhumvit ED

wi

National 81
Stadium

(@]
Queen Sirikit Centre

Ratchadamii

E7

Samyan Lumphini
O O

3
Khlong Toei E8

Ekkamai
Eastern Bus E9
Terminal

Hua Lam
Railway

on
tation

www.thailandresor.se

service sector of the economy, few
Thais benefit from connections to
upscale malls and hotels.

The presumption of the
Thai government was that the new
mass public transit system would
give everyone access to safer, faster
and cleaner modes of transportation.
What they did not realize however,

was that the number of passengers

required to offset building costs, were three timmese than originally thought. This

translated into an increase of the originally stadgce of train fares, even though by

2001, usage numbers estimated that the skytraircaraging 25,000 people per day

(BTS 2002). With daily operating costs of 5 millibaht against revenue of 4 million,

and an additional 8 million baht per day to sentfeeloans given by the Asian

Development Bank, the necessity to attract moregragers was imperative (Sundaravej
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2001, Jenks 2003). This demonstrates that evemwvgituations of sustainable
development, there is an inherent tension betweendeds of a private company to
cover its cost and achieve profitability, and tll@gnment in trying to undertake a large
scale development project.

Increased prices however, meant that the lowes diaais did not have access to
this supposed ‘mass’ transit system. A singly jeyran the skytrain was between 10 and
40 baht, which represented 14% of their monthlypme, as opposed to the public bus,
which only represented 10% of their monthly expandi (Jenks 2003). This spike in
costs was too much for the locals, who were abjagbabout meet their basic needs.

Currently, for those who cannot

afford to ride the skytrain on a daily basis,
they have no other alternative. Traffic jamg “
still occur and congestion has hardly for twg
reasons. One, with the high costs of riding #
the train, Thais continue to ride open aired
crowded buses which are major contributo
to air pollution. Two, the lack of local stops
have made using the train superfluous for
people traveling to areas that are not touris
atractions. Those who need to get to places o'edaea of thBT still rii\‘/‘e‘,;nd
with so many people owning cars, driving still danes to be the chosen option. This

combination of running busses stuck in traffic jazassed by too many cars, contributes

to the air pollution that still exists within théyctoday.
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The local Thais, those who cannot afford to ridelenskytrain, have ‘lost’ in
creation of the BTS. They were the ones who weextdd the most by the excessive air
pollution, and the new transport system excludemtbompletely. The policy of mass
transit that the Thai government undertook didatmount for the constraints of the
lower socio-economic class. There are no developalarnatives that address the fact
that Thais do not have an environmentally friemdgthod of transportation that the
tourists now have in Bangkok. Environmental degtiadas still occurring at the cost of
the local Thais. There is a clear problem thateéheko gain the benefits of the policy are
different than those who are forced to maintainrtsi@tus quo. The rhetoric of
sustainable development ignored the ‘local realitie the ground, resulting in a policy
that has no real effect on those who needed change.

In this situation, the tourists are the obviousneirs. Through the ‘Amazing
Thailand’ campaign, and even with the creatiorhef BTS, Bangkok has without a doubt
become a more tourist friendly city. One can ariat sustainable development is a
result of the government advocating policies thatenaimed at maximizing revenue, yet
their lack of acknowledgement for the local Thaiads to the conclusion that the
government valued economic development over sugilrdevelopment.

The government was also a clear winner in this.CHsey were able to impress
the world with their creation of what seems to tsstainable method of transportation.
Tourism revenue increased, and international orgdinins praised Bangkok for its
ability to build mass transit system. Tourism stdhtinues to boom in Thailand, and

remains one of the largest industries, thanks ihtpahe creation of the BTS. The
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economic recession is long gone, and the effediseofinancial crisis are hard to find.

The government had ‘won’ this case.

Conclusion

The Bangkok Transport System started out as aisabta development policy
designed to combat pollution, alleviate traffic gestion, and provide a new, better form
of public transportation for the Thais living iretkeity. What resulted was a policy that
ignored the locals, furthering urban marginalizatiBangkok understood that in order to
recover from the 1997 financial crisis, a new farhudevelopment would need to take
place. This situation is not unique in developingrmries that aim to maximize revenue
through the tourist industry, especially in urba@as. It is therefore important to identify
this gap in the literature, and provide a conceatge study that highlights just how
necessary urban political ecology is for the devielg world.

Through the lens of political ecology, especialiyhin the urban setting, it is
essential to understand how the Thais in the oigract with their urban environment.
For them, public transportation is the only meamgravel, and despite its degradation
on the environment, they have not been given amgrathoice. The ‘mass’ public
transport system is inaccessible and therefore imaizes them from the discourse of
mainstream development. Much of the literature ustanable development fails to
address these vital issues.

Urban political ecology attempts to examine theantgnt, underlying questions
that often go unnoticed in large scale developmesnttices. There is a need for

substantial literature regarding urban politicadlegy in the third world, as the case in
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Bangkok is by no means an isolated situation. Aseenaod more urban environments in
the Third World are facing similar issues, it isegsary that development policy makers

and practitioners understand the consequencegiofivelopment projects.
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