
Environmental disasters have become more devastating in 
the midst of climate change. The loss of human life and eco-
nomic assets due to coastal and inland flooding represent 
two major climate-related risks in the global South. While 
these adversities are often understood as natural disasters, 
we argue that radically new approaches are needed to 
explore water-related disasters, and people’s vulnerabil-
ity to them, as complex environmental-social processes. 
This is of outmost importance as the way these adversi-
ties, and people’s vulnerability to them, are approached 
influence how response efforts are implemented.

This project will create novel ways to link biophysical 
and sociopolitical processes in water vulnerabilities in:  
1) Mekong River basin in Cambodia; 2) Kalimantan in 
Indonesia; and 3) Grijalva River basin in Mexico. The 
project examines how socially differentiated vulnerabili-
ties are embedded in multi-scale resource politics. Simul-
taneously, hydrological models and hydroclimatic analy-
ses of the cascading effects of climate change, resource 
extraction and water management explore the sensitivity 
of local hydrological regimes to anthropogenic change. 
Ethnographic research will enable a thorough under-
standing of how people experience environmental-social 
changes.

The data consist of: 1) social data, including qualitative 
interview and participant observation data gathered 
through ethnographic research; and 2) quantitative 
hydro-climatic, land cover and soil-type data collected 
from spatial datasets. Our transdisciplinary research will 
enable path-breaking integration of sociopolitical analy-
ses of water governance and human vulnerability with 
hydrological models and water assessments, an. in this 
way provide academically and policy-relevant insights 
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into sustainable water governance, in line with the 
Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. 

This Consortium project is led by Anja Nygren, Pro-
fessor in Development Studies, University of Helsinki, 
Finland, with a subproject A: Water, governance and the 
politics of vulnerabilization. The Subproject B: Assessing 
the future changes in fragile floodplains, is led by Matti 
Kummu, Assistant Professor of Water and Development 
at Aalto University, Finland. The research is based on 
close cooperation with researchers at the Royal Univer-
sity of Phnom Penh and the Cambodian Institute for 
Technology (ITC) in Cambodia; the University of Gad-
jah Mada in Indonesia, and  Centro de Investigaciones y 
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social  (CIECAS) 
and Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR) in Mexico.
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