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ABSTRACT

Southeast Asia has seen remarkable economic growth since 1970s and 1980s. With increasing
development in the region, environmental concerns began to multiply. Despite many
challenges, the region has seen an increasing level of environmental cooperation. ASEAN
as the most prominent transnational regional organization in Southeast Asia, acquired a key
role in regional environmental cooperation. A decade after its establishment, the first ASEAN
Environmental Programme in 1977, marked the beginning of environmental cooperation at the
regional level. Even in the contemporary times, Southeast Asia continues to face a twin
challenge of economic growth and environmental protection.

Although this region faces many different environmental vulnerabilities, this study has
particularly identified four key issues: transboundary haze, disasters, food-water security nexus
and climate change. The research uses ASEAN and Mekong River Commission to assess
environmental cooperation at the regional and sub-regional level. The study has been divided

into four major parts, precisely addressing the four objectives.

The study entails a conceptual and theoretical assessment of regional environmental
cooperation in Southeast Asia. Although significant studies have been conducted to understand
the region’s environmental complexities, placing them in the context of regional environmental
cooperation has been limited. This research uses the Regional Security Complex Theory to
better understand the many dynamics of environmental cooperation, one of which is security
perspectives related to the environment. The research extends beyond the state-centric regional
initiatives to explore the role of non-state actors in fostering environmental cooperation,

wherein the theory of New Regionalism has been applied.

The study looks at the various environmental vulnerabilities in Southeast Asia, with a focus on
the four key issues: transboundary haze, disasters, food-water security nexus and climate
change. In this, a thorough assessment of the vulnerabilities and its implications have shed light
on the various sectors being affected, most prominently, public health, agriculture, critical
infrastructure, economy, environment etc. The study builds on the reasons for ASEAN and
MRC’s establishment as important actors in tackling these issues and fostering cooperation at

the regional and sub-regional levels, respectively.

The study includes a thorough analysis of the trends in regional environmental cooperation and

an assessment of the various policies and programmes in place, with respect to the issues



identified. The role and responsibilities of non-state actors such as NGOs,
indigenous people’sgroup and other social groups in pursuing environmental
cooperation, have also been analysedhere. The study lays the foundational
understanding of progression of ASEAN’s Environmental Programmes to the
Strategic Plan of Action on Environment which includes issue specific and
sector specific policies and programmes targeted towards environmental
cooperation and mitigation efforts of the chosen vulnerabilities. An analysis of
the complexitiesin the Mekong region, throws light on the conflict-cooperation

nexus related to environmentalissues.

The study includes an assessment of the various challenges with respect to
environmental cooperation in the region. The challenges are multi-dimensional,
mostly pertaining to internalcomplexities within ASEAN and its organisational
structure. Besides this, the trade- environment nexus, economic asymmetries
and geopolitical issues further add to these challenges. The study also includes
an extension on the location of India’s role in environmental cooperation in
Southeast Asia and the various prospects in tandem with ASEAN-India

partnerships on environment-related initiatives.

Building on the literature available, this study assumes that regional and sub-
regional institutions like ASEAN and Mekong River Commission play
significant roles in the development of legal policy frameworks, that provide for
formal, institutionalised mechanismsfor states to cooperate. An assessment of
regional security in Southeast Asia, shows that regional and sub-regional
institutions like the ASEAN and MRC are more of a cooperative anddeliberative
body than a political authority. In the Mekong region, MRC’s role has been
significant in fostering greater regional security. With such institutional
mechanisms in place,shared environmental concerns have pushed for more
cooperation than conflict. Non-state actors play a supporting role in regional
environmental cooperation, but so far, their involvement in decision-making
processes have been minimal, thereby enabling a larger scope for their

engagement in cooperative activities.

Further, ASEAN-India partnership on the new emerging sectors of Blue

Economy, International Solar Alliance, ASEAN-India Energy Cooperation,



India’s Act East Policy and ASEAN’s Disaster Risk Reduction Plan further
offers a myriad of opportunities for both partiesto cooperate on preventive
measures to tackle environmental degradation and mutually benefitfrom such

cooperative mechanisms.
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