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Policy narratives 

• policy narratives are stories that 
identify a problem, explain its 
cause, and suggest a preferred 
solution 

• the persuasive power of 
narratives lies in their ability to 
simplify and promise benefits 

• narratives can be very effective at 
shaping perceptions on  policy 

• Narratives may also be used to 
help build or limit coalitions 

• Narratives also deflect criticism 
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Water infrastructure narratives in the Mekong 
River Basin 

• China highlights shared 
benefits from upstream dams 

• Hydropower contributes to 
climate-compatible 
development  

• Lao PDR hydro is the battery 
of the GMS power grid 

• Mega-irrigation diversion 
proposed to green NE 
Thailand 

• Flood and salinity control 
structures in the Mekong 
Delta to secure the rice bowl 
of Vietnam (region, globe) 
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Water-food-energy Nexus 

Imagery 

• the arenas in which 
significant interactions 
between water, food and 
energy systems could or are 
claimed to take place; and, 
for which integrated 
management or governance 
is encouraged  

 

• multi-level, multi-centre 

• contested knowledge 

• Power relations 
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China Water Risk 

Operational definition Interactions  



Narrative influence 

Emerging  

• Nexus narratives, or policy-
oriented stories about WFE 
nexus, are beginning to 
appear in the Mekong 
Region 

 

• What are the possible 
longer-term  implications for 
how water (and other 
resources) are governed? 

 

 

Mechanisms 

• Mechanisms and elements 
of influence of policy 
narratives in transboundary 
contexts are not as well 
understood as in domestic  

• Not much known about 
nexus narratives in the 
Mekong region  
• But, Carl Middleton in 2015 

argued that ‘nexus approaches’ 
were still rare in formal policy 
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Study design 

Research questions 

• What are the key features of 
nexus narratives? 

• How they have been used by 
different actors to influence 
water resources 
development? 

Document selection 

• Policy narrative framework 
(Shanahan et al. 2011) 

• NVIVO coding: settings, plot, 
characters, problem 
framing, and solutions 

• Keywords to classify texts: 
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• Refer to WFE or WE (WF, FE) 
‘nexus’ and ‘Mekong’ 

• On-line searches 

Coding and analysis 



FINDINGS 
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Nexus narratives 

Neo-liberal Technocrat 

Business can help address 

problems of resource insecurities 

by improving the efficiency of how 

water, land and energy are used 

through investment in technologies, 

resource pricing and unhindered 
markets.  

The nexus is complex. We need 

technology, infrastructure and 
expert knowledge. Tradeoffs can be 

rationally evaluated.  Sector 

policies need to be coordinated by 
bureaucrats. 

Environmentalist Local justice 

Should pay more attention to the 

nexus to increase the sustainable 

use and conservation of 

ecosystems. Regulations and 

incentives are needed to protect 

critical ecosystem services. 

Decisions on tradeoffs arising from 

nexus should protect rights of 

marginalized stakeholders. Civil 

society has an important role in 

helping represent or making space 

for local community interests. 
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Settings 

Neo-liberal 
providing an “adequate water supply to the primary economic 

activities (agriculture and mining)” (SABMiller) 

Environ-

mentalist 

“the global economy is transitioning away from fossil fuels, but 

there is no transitioning away from water” (IRN) 

Local 

justice 

“seek a balance between natural ‘security resources’…and 

equitability between individuals, communities and nations”  

• settings in nexus narratives are significant for governance in 
how they define the policy problems  

• security for whom 

• scarcity driven by what 

• if the nexus is made to look complex then it needs high 
expertise to analyze and inform decisions  
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Characters 

• Technocratic narratives call on 
managerial and technical 
approaches of experts in the 
water bureaucracy (e.g. to 
expand & ‘modernize’ irrigation)  

• Local justice narratives focus on 
empowering local communities 
who already integrate, and like 
Environmentalist narratives, 
identify villains 

…narratives are potentially 
significant for governance 

 thru roles they assign 
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International Rivers 

Neo-liberal policy narratives 
focus strongly on prescribing 
solutions that involve the 
private sector and exploitation 



Moral of the story 

Trade-offs as balance 

Infrastructure as solutions 

• neo-liberal narratives argue 
for business making key 
decisions based on market 
incentives and solutions 

• local justice narratives  are 
based on recognition of 
rights and collective action    

• Technocrat narrative 
solutions are technology-
oriented and managerial 

• narratives are sources of 
discursive legitimacy and  
reveal core policy beliefs  
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Nexus narratives and hydropower 

With a hydropower position 

Anti-hydro Pro-hydro 

Neo-liberal 0 5 

Technocrat 6 15 

Local Justice 17 0 

Environmentalist 4 0 

• Pro-hydropower nexus 
narratives argue that the 
impact on the energy system 
and the water system are 
positive as the increases in 
dry season flows create 
‘new water’ and energy 
security increased, etc. 

• Anti-hydropower nexus 
narratives argue that such 
developments in the energy 
system have large adverse 
impacts on fisheries, which 
are critical to food security.  
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Nexus narratives are used to 
both support and oppose 
large-scale hydropower 
development.  



International arenas 

• nexus narratives are being 
taken up in the discourses of 
regional organizations in the 
Mekong  

• MRC hosts meetings on the 
nexus and a technocrat 
narrative used to justify 
significant hydropower 
development 

• Neo-liberal narratives 
support and trade and 
regional economic 
integration for dealing with 
nexus trade-offs (ADB) 
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National arenas 

Securing energy  • National Governments in 
the region have also begun 
to explore the policy 
relevance of nexus  
• NESDB awareness raising 

• Ministry of Energy Outlook 

• In practice, experiences with 
IWRM suggest that within 
countries fragmentation 
among ministries in planning 
will remain challenging to 
overcome in nexus 
approaches 
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 “National water policy, on paper at 
least, is still IWRM-focused, and it 
remains to be seen whether the nexus 
will replace, displace or complement it 
as a new nirvana concept and narrative 
towards water management.” 

Securing energy 
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Local arenas 

• Local justice narratives are 
used to articulate local 
interests and concerns – they 
identify winners and losers  

• Civil society is starting to 
explore and reference the 
nexus (in Thailand) 

• Support or demand for nexus 
approaches by local actors 
overall in the Mekong Region 
however, appears limited.  
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Local arenas are invisible to  
Neo-liberal narratives and a low 
rung in the hierarchies of  
Technocrat and most  
Environmentalist narratives 



DISCUSSION 
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Nexus narratives and governance 

• a new collection of narratives around the water-food-energy 
nexus has emerged in the region following similar shifts in global 
discourses. 

• Ambiguities in use of terms allow loose coalitions 

• When different actors talk about ‘security’ however, they often 
mean different things in terms of exactly what is to be secured, 
and for whom 

• The four nexus narratives, highlight different characters as 
heroes, victims or villains; ultimately the four narratives also 
seek to benefit different actors.  

• The four nexus narratives also differ in the modes and 
architectures of governance they promote as optimal 



Sources of legitimacy 

• neo-liberal: efficient performance, 
creating synergies, reducing tradeoffs.  

• Technocrat: performance balanced 
against needs for accountability as 
state authority 

• environmentalist : discursive appeal to 
the value of nature and the benefits 
derived from intact ecosystems.  

• local justice: references to norms and 
principles like equality, fairness and 
human rights, some of which may be in 
law. 
 



Roles of non-state actors 

• Technocrat and environmentalist 
narratives imply strong emphasis on state 
management and the use of laws and 
regulations even if these are informed by 
broader stakeholder deliberations. 

 

• Neo-liberal and local justice narratives on 
the other hand are much more concerned 
with the agency of non-state actors in 
governance 
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Scale and coordination 

• Neo-liberal, and 
environmentalist narratives 
are often explicitly 
transboundary (even global), 
recognizing levels of 
governance beyond the state, 
but do not necessarily say 
much about subnational 
levels. 

• Local justice narratives, in 
contrast, emphasize the local 
level while not dismissing the 
relevance of transboundary 
impacts 

• Technocrat narratives, on the 
other hand, are frequently 
hierarchical suggesting 
nested architectures are 
needed to deal with vertical 
coordination issues; while 
horizontal coordination is 
managed separately   
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Influence 

• The influence of nexus 
narratives on international 
cooperation, national policy 
and planning, as well as local 
action, is not easy to trace, 
but appears to have been 
mostly rhetorical and less 
related to changes that affect 
practice.  

• At same time cross-
references in strategy 
documents suggest influence 
may grow further (or 
peaked?) 
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Reflections 

Limitations 

• Document collection 
incomplete and English-
centric 

• Coding complexities and 
ambiguities => quantitative 
analysis not yet rigorous 
enough 

• Nexus narratives are only 
source of explanations for 
policy change (stasis); other 
narratives and processes still 
matter more… 

 

Significance 

• one of the first systematic 
applications of the policy 
narrative framework to a 
transboundary water 
governance problem.  

• While the study is focused 
on the Mekong region and 
emphasizes hydropower, the 
findings are also significant 
for understanding the 
politics of the water-food-
energy nexus elsewhere 

22 



Conclusions 

• Overall, nexus narratives were 
shown to have had a measurable 
influence on stakeholder 
discourses in the Mekong Region, 
but as of yet there is little 
evidence of impacts on policy, 
plans or operations on the 
ground.  

• There is still a long way to go to 
convince policy elites of the 
significance of the nexus, let alone 
agreement on how it should be 
steered 
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