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Abstract

This thesis examines the way that the degree of democracy has an impact on climate change
adaptation. It takes the country of the Maldives as a case study to demonstrate how there has been
a recent trend towards de-democratization since President Abdulla Yameen has been in office, and
examines how this impacts the politics of climate change adaptation. The thesis combines
theoretical and empirical data through an integrated approach, to uncover (i) what the major climate
change threats in the Maldives are, (ii) what adaptation methods have been implemented to respond
to those climate change threats, (iii) how the political system in the Maldives has undergone a
gradual trend towards de-democratization over the last years, and (iv) in what ways de-
democratization has impacted the politics of climate change adaptation. It concludes that President
Yameen’s strategies of recentralization, population consolidation, climate change minimization
and censorship have led to a decrease in local environment authorities empowerment, ‘islandness’,
local capacity and community resilience, and public consultation. These consequences have made

local-level adaptation to climate change threats more difficult.
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Introduction

With my suitcase packed and plane tickets printed | was ready to start my fieldwork in the
Maldives. Only two months before departure | started looking into the Maldives as a case for my
research into climate change adaptation. | had read that the island state has an average height of
only 1.5 meter above sea and was expected to disappear to a large extent by the end of this century.
| immediately became interested in how this situation would affect the islanders who are living in
a country that would cease to exist in a matter of decades. After two months of preliminary research
| decided to study the contention concerning the debate on climate change adaptation by examining
the claim-making of government-affiliated institutions and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs). Little did I know that during my visa application I became part of a contention
transcending the climate change debate, which prevented me from being able to enter the country.

Despite the fact that | submitted all correct documents for a business visa application, the
Immigration office of the Maldives refused to provide me with a visa. The reason for this was that
| had been invited by a small research institute called the Island Livelihood institute, located on the
island of Kudafari. According to the Immigration office, on this particular island there is a lot of
opposition against the current government, which the Immigration office considered a valid reason
to potentially start vetting the climate institute. After a lot of back-and-forth contact with the
Immigration office, which wanted me to obtain a non-existing permit letter from the Ministry of
Environment and Energy, and even after involvement of the Dutch Consulate, | still was not
approved for a business visa and by this time the Island Livelihood Institute was starting to back
out. Within a matter of two weeks, | was suddenly unable to conduct my research in the Maldives
and I could not understand why. At this point in time | was not even examining the political unrest
in the country and | thought that the topic of climate change adaptation would not be considered
very controversial. 1 was wrong. As | adapted my research to be able to conduct it from the
Netherlands | found out that climate change is actually a political issue in the Maldives and that
my presence as a foreign researcher in the country may have been perceived as threatening, because

I could start looking into the politically-motivated involvement in climate change adaptation.



Political context in the Maldives

| wanted to understand why I was not allowed entry into the Maldives and why climate change
adaptation was apparently considered a political issue in the Maldives, and therefore | had to learn
more about Maldivian politics. The following section provides the reader with an overview of
political events in the last decade. This background information is vital in order to later understand
the politics surrounding climate change adaptation, because the dynamic shifts in governance
reflect the ineffectiveness of climate change policies.

From 1978 until 2008, the country was ruled by President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, the
longest serving dictator in Asia. According to Mohamed and King, Gayoom was known for
showcasing highly liberal policies on international platforms while ruling with a heavy hand at
home (2017: 224). Robinson describes Gayoom as a paternalistic leader who made sure that he
was the final authority on all things Islamic (Robinson 2016). During Gayoom’s Presidency,
tourism started to flourish, but in order to preserve the Islamic identity of the Maldives and to
promote the Maldives as a luxury resort destination, Gayoom installed strict rules about the
separation of local islands and resort islands. Un-Islamic things like alcohol, bacon and bikini’s
should not be promoted on local islands, but by designating local islands as inhabited and resort
islands uninhabited (even though local staff may live and work there), such un-Islamic things could
still be allowed (Robinson 2015: 109). Gayoom was the first President to address Maldives’ issues
with climate change at an international stage, pleading for financial assistance, although at a local
level he allowed little involvement from institutions and citizens (Mohamed and King 2017: 224).

Mohamed Nasheed, a Maldivian-native journalist educated in England, was not in favor
with President Gayoom, because of his accusations of corruption and brutality on Gayoom’s
government. During his activist years, Nasheed was repeatedly arrested, jailed sixteen times, for
months held in solitary confinement and even tortured (Aitkenhead 2012). Eventually, Nasheed
fled into exile to England, where he established the Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) with other
activists in 2001. Gayoom’s administration, intolerant of any criticism, nervously observed the
professionalization of the MDP (Robinson 2015: 59). Following international criticism in 2003 on
a killed prisoner, Gayoom was forced to introduce reforms leading to a movement towards
democratization of the political system in the Maldives, and eventually to a new constitution in
2008 that would allow for multi-party democracy and separation of executive, legislative and
judiciary powers (Robinson 2015: 62, Mohamed and King 2017: 219).



Although elected as part of a broad coalition, the MDP won the first multi-party elections
in 2008. Stunned by his defeat but in international spotlight, Gayoom stepped down in one of South
Asia’s rare bloodless transfers of power (Robinson 2015: 66). The MDP, however, failed to win
the parliamentary elections a year later, according to Robinson because of the opposition’s “cross-
country vote-buying extravaganza” (2015: 71). Although democracy may have arrived, Gayoom’s
party had thirty years of experience with the system of patronage in Maldivian society and they
were very generous, whilst the MDP had less cash and trusted on the population’s democratic
idealism. This gave Gayoom a comfortable majority in parliament, which ensured that his party
was able to systematically block all attempts at reform and control the country’s ‘independent’
institutions, only to then blame Nasheed for not fulfilling his election promises (Robinson 2015:
72).

When Nasheed became president, state assets were low while expenditure was expected to
increase dramatically with the new democratic institutions to fund. Nasheed decided to increase
state revenue by introducing a 3.5 per cent Tourism Goods and Services Tax, revealing the true
scale of the industry at US$2.5 — 3 billion, which was four times the size than estimated (Robinson
2015: 86). In addition to that, President Nasheed had always been a strong advocator for
international cooperation on climate change issues. During his presidency there was generally more
openness to discuss environmental issues and there was a higher degree of cooperation between
the government and non-governmental organizations. Other ambitious reforms of Nasheed
included a health and pension scheme and decentralizing government tasks to seven provinces.
However, Nasheed’s administration overlooked the reform of the judiciary, embedded with
corruption and still full of Gayoom-loyal handpicked judges (Robinson 2016). Once Nasheed made
an attempt at reforming the judiciary system, it would eventually lead to his (forced) resignation.

Nasheed arrested and detained a judge, who was complicit in protecting Gayoom from
investigation for corruption and human right abuses during his rule, and was accused of having
links to organized crime (Robinson 2015: 8). As true as these accusations might be, by detaining
the judge, Nasheed disregarded the Constitutional separation of powers and the detention led to
massive protests of Gayoom’s party supporters. Although the protests that followed the detention
of the judge may seem like the cause of Nasheed’s fall, there was a seperate underlying motivation.
For years on end, Gayoom’s party had tried to denounce President Nasheed by calling him un-

Islamic and the MDP a Christian-influenced party. Islamic values are highly significant in



Maldivian society and thus this message resonated with many Maldivians. According to Robinson,
xenophobic Islamic nationalism was the last attempt of the old regime to get back into power (2015:
5). Eighteen months after Nasheed’s resignation it was revealed that Nasheed’s opposition
carefully prepared a plan to oust him out of office. A document was signed by most opposition
parties that planned out how a ‘Defend Islam-rally’ would lead to civil disobedience and how the
Supreme Court would determine that Nasheed would be incapable of continuing his Presidency,
where after his vice-President Mohammed Waheed would be sworn in (Robinson 2015: 217). Even
though real events turned out a bit different, the document demonstrates the calculative efforts of
the opposition to overthrow Nasheed’s government, using religion as a tool.

On 7 February 2012, after military forces stormed the Presidential residence, Mohamed
Nasheed resigned from his Presidential post, voluntarily according to opposition parties, under
gunpoint according to Nasheed. In a recording later obtained by an Australian journalist, Nasheed
can be heard pleading for his family to be protected, just before he would announce his resignation®
(Robinson 2015: 13). Initially, international media copied the opposition’s message, claiming that
President Nasheed had lost control over a spontaneous, chaotic situation which he had chosen to
resolve by resigning (Robinson 2015: 18). Part of the reason for that is that the just sworn-in vice-
President Waheed was considered an adequate replacement, as he was a calm and softly spoken
man, whereas Nasheed had developed a reputation for being brash and quick to show frustration
(Robinson 2015: 208). In addition to that, Waheed was Stanford-educated, the first Maldivian to
receive a PhD and had worked for UNICEF, and was thus considered a force for stability, despite
the controversial way he came into power (Robinson 2015: 207).

However, the growing quantity of footage of violence following the events on 7 February
2012 in combination with rumors that the coup was planned led to questions in the international
community that eventually started to call for early elections (Robinson 2015: 227-8). The elections
were eventually held late November 2013, though messily, since the first voting round was
annulled by the Supreme Court for unclear reasons and new voting rounds were postponed three
times (Robinson 2015: 278-285). President Waheed’s party lost the election with 5.13 per cent of
the popular vote, which is the lowest percentage of an incumbent President party in any election,

in any country ever (Robinson 2015: 260). Nasheed’s MDP gained 46.93 per cent of the votes, and

! The inside story of Australian Special Broadcasting Service on the coup in the Maldives, called “Mutiny in the
Maldives” can be accessed via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=akxK-jS9_is, last accessed 26 July 2017



Gayoom’s half-brother Abdulla Yameen’s Progressive Party of the Maldives (PPM) took 29.72
per cent. At that time few seriously credited Yameen with the results, because he could not have
achieved it without Gayoom’s endorsement (Robinson 2015: 285). Although the results of the first
voting round demonstrated that the MDP was very close to the fifty per cent plus mark that would
gain them the victory, they lost in the second voting round with 48.61 per cent against PPM’s 51.39
per cent. Robinson insinuates that bribery and vote-buying were present, but Transparency
Maldives declared the elections as credible, transparent and well-ministered (2015: 289-90).
According to Robinson, a low voter turnout and apathy saw the PPM also gain the majority in the
parliamentary elections a few months later. Robinson states that with that “The Maldives was back
to business as usual” (2015: 296).

Although President Yameen was thus initially regarded a puppet of his half-brother
Gayoom, 2016 saw him ousting Gayoom out of the PPM after an internal conflict. Robinson finds
it predictable that a regime like Yameen’s has grown increasingly paranoid (2015: 296). He claims
that autocratic leaders have a tendency to shed former allies in an environment where loyalty is
only rented or bought, and once political opponents are removed the witch hunt turns inwards
(Robinson 2016). In his few years in office, President Yameen has succeeded in jailing or forcing
into exile the entirety of the opposition’s leadership, as well as two of his vice-Presidents. In
February 2015, Nasheed was sentenced with terrorism charges for ordering the abduction of the
judge to thirteen years in prison in a trial that, according to Robinson, was farcical even by
Maldivian judicial standards (2015: 297). The same was recognized by the United Nations Working
Group on Arbitrary Detention, that stated that there are “systemic problems in the Maldives
involving the arrest of political opposition leaders, the lack of independence of the judiciary and
prosecutors, and procedural defects in providing a fair trial” (2015: 18). Since then, Nasheed has
received asylum in Great Britain, where he was for medical treatment (Aneez and Sirilal 2016).

Since a few months, Nasheed has aligned with some of his former rivals, including former
President Gayoom, and other opposition parties in the ‘United Opposition’. This alignment has the
common agenda to restore democracy in the Maldives, ensure free and fair elections and protecting
Maldivians’ constitutional rights (Maldivian Democratic Party 2017). Although it can be
considered quite remarkable how these opposition parties were able to align, especially considering
the many times that President Nasheed was jailed by President Gayoom, the United Opposition is

preparing for the Presidential elections in 2018.



Problem statement

Taking into consideration the political unrest in the Maldives over the last decade, | realized I had
to incorporate this aspect in my research puzzle that revolved around climate change adaptation.
For a country that has for decades been experiencing impacts of climate change, like rising sea
levels, | was wondering what impact a democratic system, or lack thereof, has on the politics
concerning climate change adaptation. As mentioned, Nasheed was the first democratically-elected
President in the Maldives and was known as an advocator for the need for international cooperation
to respond to climate change threats. During his time in office, there was an unprecedented freedom
of expression and civil participation. Although current President Yameen was also democratically
elected, Freedom House ratings on political rights and civil liberties and those of Reporters without
Borders on Press Freedom had decreased over the last four years That is why the research question
of this thesis is as follows. What is the impact of the trend towards de-democratization on the
politics of climate change adaptation in the Maldives since 2013? In other words, this thesis
examines the impact of the movement away from democracy since President Yameen’s
inauguration on the adaptation efforts to climate change impacts.

The analytical frame of this thesis is thus de-democratization, the complication is the
politics of climate change adaptation, and the case study is the Maldives. De-democratization is
the theoretical perspective of this puzzle, because I argue that this process has been taking place in
the Maldives since President Yameen is in office. Politics of climate change adaptation is the
complication in this thesis, because, as will become apparent through the thesis, present and past
governments have used climate change adaptation as a political tool. This puzzle asks if the de-
democratizing nature of the Maldivian political landscape has had an impact on this. | have chosen
the Maldives as a case study, because of the country’s vulnerability to the impacts of climate
change. The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has predicted that with current
sea level rise eighty per cent of the Maldives will be inundated by the end of this century (Moosa
et al. 2007: 20). 2013 is taken as the starting point of analysis, since this marks the year that the
current government of President Yameen was installed.

Since the time frame of this research puzzle are the years following 2013, the focus will be
on the political developments concerning climate change adaptation since the inauguration of
President Yameen. However, | will often draw comparisons with the way of governing of President

Nasheed’s administration since his government was the first democratically-elected in the



Maldives and a frontrunner in the debate on climate change issues. This comparison allows to
demonstrate the distinction between the way the two administrations govern the country,
particularly with regards to their policies on climate change adaptation. I do acknowledge that
President Waheed was head of state in the period February 2012-November 2013, but I have chosen
to exclude his governing term from my analysis, because of the short-lived nature of his
government and the little policies he made in terms of climate change adaptation (Mohamed and
King 2017: 221).

A limitation of the chosen approach is the underlying assumption that the Maldives is de-
democratizing, whilst the scope of the thesis is too limited to perform a complete analysis of the
state of democracy in the Maldives. In addition to that, potentially, the politics of climate change
adaptation are impacted by factors other than de-democratization, which are not captured by this

thesis. That is why | do not attempt to capture a causal relationship, but a correlation instead.

Significance of study

This puzzle is significant to ask for a number of reasons. Firstly, adaptation to climate change
hazards is expected to become a more important policy for an increasing number of countries, as
consequences of climate change will occur more frequently with more devastating outcomes in the
future. In this way, the results of this study are relevant to a wider audience, because sea level rise
and other climate change-induced impacts are occurring on a global scale with increasing
consequences. Projected future climate change is likely to necessitate system transformations as
some economic activities may no longer be viable in particular places within this century (Nelson
et al. 2007: 396). Secondly, there is a gap in academic literature to the study of de-democratization
in relation to climate change. This research attempts to fill this gap by examining how a movement
away from democracy impacts the politics of climate change adaptation. This can be useful for
future research in the field of climate change studies and democracy, because there are more
countries that are confronted with climate change issues which are also on the scale between
authoritarian and democratic regimes. Finally, this study is significant, because its case study is the
Maldives, a country for which it is predicted that it will be among the first to be confronted with
climate change consequences on a national scale. In this way, this research may be an exemplary

case to other countries that have to adapt to climate change impacts in the future.



Theoretical perspective

The theoretical frame of the research puzzle is de-democratization. This thesis uses the work of
Charles Tilly and the indicators of Freedom House on political rights and civil liberties to
demonstrate that there is a trend towards de-democratization in the Maldives since the current
President Yameen came in office in 2013. Tilly defines de-democratization as a movement toward
narrower, more unequal, less protected, and less mutually binding political relations. This means
that in a de-democratizing state, the majority of the citizens are excluded from public politics,
certain ethnicities enjoy very unequal rights as compared to others, citizens are not protected
against state’s arbitrary actions, and citizens have no direct access to state benefits. Tilly argues
that a de-democratizing state can be recognized when there is a withdrawal of trust networks in
public politics, and an increase in both categorical inequality and in the autonomy of coercive
power.

According to Tilly, ratings such as those of Freedom House are very useful for concretizing
arguments changes of political regimes. This thesis takes a similar approach and investigates the
state of democracy in the Maldives using the seven categories of Freedom House that measure
political rights and civil liberties. These categories are (i) electoral process, (ii) political pluralism
and participation, and (iii) functioning of the government, (iv) freedom of expression and belief,
(v) associational and organizational rights, (vi) rule of law, and (vii) personal autonomy and
individual rights.

De-democratization is chosen as a frame for this thesis, because of the sharp contrast in the
way of governing of President Yameen’s government, as compared to former President Nasheed’s
administration. Since President Yameen has been in office, there has been an observable decline in
freedom of expression and press, a suppression of opposition voices and a questionable impartiality
of the judiciary and independent institutions. The thesis seeks to understand the ways in which this

trend impacts the politics of climate change adaptation.



Chapter overview

In order to explain how | designed this research and what choices | have made in terms of research
strategy, data collection and data analysis, the first chapter elaborates on the research methodology
of this thesis. The research methodology consists out of three steps; (1) Research design, (2) Data
collection, and (3) Data analysis. The first chapter explains the research methodology by going
through these three steps and clarifying what choices were made and for what reasons.

The second chapter discusses the climate change threats in the Maldives and what methods
have been employed in order to adapt to these impacts, as well as the relation between climate
change and tourism and local population attitudes towards climate change. The first section
examines in detail the main climate change threats and identifies the high risk impacts as (i) sea
water encroachment, (ii) increase in storm surges, rainfall and flooding, (iii) economic and
infrastructural damages, (iv) freshwater access, and (v) loss of biodiversity. The second section
clarifies what hard and soft adaptation methods have been employed by various governments to
respond to climate change threats.

The third chapter identifies a trend towards de-democratization since the government of
President Yasheed has been installed in 2013. The first section breaks down the analytic frame de-
democratization using the work of Charles Tilly and the second section explains the use of the
Freedom House indicators on political rights and civil liberties and uses these to concretize the
claims on the state of democracy in the Maldives.

The fourth chapter demonstrates the different environmental strategies of President
Nasheed and Yameen, who have employed democratic environmentalism and authoritarian
environmentalism respectively. Through the categories of (i) decentralization versus
recentralization, (ii) population dispersion versus population consolidation, (iii) climate change
activism versus climate change minimization, and (iv) freedom of expression versus censorship,
the thesis analyzes how de-democratization impacts the politics of climate change adaptation.

The conclusion shortly summarizes the main findings of this thesis and answers the research
puzzle by explaining what the impact of the trend towards de-democratization is on the politics of
climate change adaptation in the Maldives since 2013. After that, the implications of the research
outcome are discussed, the limitations of this research are mentioned and some suggestions for

further research are made.



1. Research methodology

The following section elaborates on the research methodology of this thesis. The method of this
research consists out of three steps. In step 1, | discuss the research design. Step 2 revolved around
how | collected my data and | will explain the way that the participants were selected and what
data collection techniques were used. Step 3 is where | explain how | analyzed the data that I

gathered in the previous step.

Step 1: Research design
| have chosen to research this topic through a qualitative research strategy, because | think it is
more suitable to the puzzle than a quantitative approach. In order to determine if de-
democratization plays a significant role in the politics of climate change adaptation, | had to
conduct in-depth primary and secondary data analysis of government publications and policies, as
well as current academic knowledge on the topic and interview testimonies. A quantitative research
strategy would not have allowed me to answer the puzzle, because it only would have led me to
gather large amounts of data to explain a certain phenomenon, rather than understanding a
phenomenon by examining all aspects. Within the variety of qualitative research design
approaches, | have chosen to examine a case study, that is, the country of the Maldives.
Furthermore, | had to determine the ontological and epistemological stance of my research.
The ontological nature of this research is constructivism, meaning that I am studying a
phenomenon that is socially constructed. According to constructivism, human beings try to make
sense of their reality by comparing their experiences to their ideas. This means that according to
the constructivist approach reality is subjective and the researcher constructs the knowledge it
examines. The constructivist method is contrary to the positivist method, that is generally more
related to quantitative research and is based on the idea that knowledge exists outside of the
researcher’s realm (Dudovskiy 2016a). This research has a constructivist approach, because |
believe that my position as a researcher influences the data that | gain and how I analyze it. Of
course | have attempted to remain as objective as possible, but it cannot be avoided that some

degree of bias remains.
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Epistemologically, the nature of this research is interpretivist, because this refers to the idea
that the way to make sense of reality is through social constructions. The interpretivist approach is
based on data collection techniques, such as interviews, observations and secondary data analysis.
A disadvantage of interpretivist research is that it leaves room for bias on behalf of the researcher,
because of the subjective nature of the approach. This means that primary data can often not be
generalized, since it is impacted by personal viewpoints and values. However, on the advantageous
side, the sense of depth or interpretivist data is associated with a high level of validity (Dudovskiy
2016b). 1 have chosen for an interpretivist approach, because I think it is most suitable for the
qualitative approach of a case study. Empirical data is central to an interpretivist approach, and this
is reflected in the way that the interview data is presented in this research.

| have chosen to present my thesis by integrating theoretical knowledge with empirical data,
rather than discussing the two separately. | prefer the integrated approach, because | think it is a
more pleasant way to read the thesis. By instantly presenting the empirical evidence after | have
discussed the theoretical premises and vice versa, the reader is able to immediately get a clear
understanding on the sub-topic. By analyzing primary and secondary data of a sub-topic within one
chapter, 1 am able to provide the reader with conclusions after the end of each chapter, as opposed
to only providing them in the conclusion at the end of the thesis. If | would have structured the
thesis in the traditional way by first discussing all theory and only later present the empirical data,
the reader would have perhaps had to return to the literature review in order to understand the
empirical evidence. All in all, I think that an integrated approach of thesis writing is most suitable
for this research topic, as first the sub-topic of climate change adaptation can be discussed as a
whole, before indulging into the sub-topic de-democratization in the Maldives, and finally into
answering the research question in the final chapter on the impact of the trend of de-

democratization on the politics of climate change adaptation in the Maldives.
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Step 2: Data collection

In the second step, | collected the data | needed to answer the research puzzle. | selected both
primary and secondary data, the latter through academic literature, government publications and
online news articles, and first through semi-structured in-depth interviews. | selected this data to
be able to answer the following sub-questions to the research puzzle ‘What is the impact of the
trend towards de-democratization on the politics of climate change adaptation in the Maldives since
2013?".

1. What are the main climate change threats in the Maldives?

2. What adaptation methods have been implemented to respond to climate change threats?

3. What does a trend towards de-democratization entail?

4. How has the current government of President Yameen been moving towards de-

democratization as compared to the previous administration of President Nasheed?

5. How has the trend towards de-democratization led to a different environmental strategy of

President Yameen’s government, as compared to President Nasheed’s administration?

6. What impacts does President Yameen’s authoritarian environmental strategy have on

climate change adaptation?

In answering sub-questions one and two, | made use of document analysis of government
publications in the Maldives on climate change threats and adaptation policy frameworks. One
significant government publication is the National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA), that
was published in 2007. This documents enlists the most immediate impacts of climate change and
how the Maldivian government plans to adapt to them. | also used information from academic
publications on climate change threats in the Maldives to add to the official information and give
insights to research that has been conducted in the Maldives regarding this topic. In addition to

that, I leaned heavily on the interview data, as over half of the respondents have worked for

12



organizations that were involved with climate change adaptation, such as the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). These respondents were often able to provide examples of islands with
significant climate change-induced issues and could elaborate on the effectiveness of particular
adaptation methods, as they were often personally involved in implementing those. The analysis
of this data and answers to sub-questions one and two can be found in the second chapter of this
thesis.

Sub-questions three and four aim to find answers about the analytical frame of the research
puzzle and how it has manifested itself in Maldivian politics in the recent years. | used academic
publications in answering the third sub-question in order to unravel what de-democratization is and
how it can be recognized. For this I leaned heavily on Charles Tilly’s deconstruction of de-
democratization, as well as the Freedom House aggregates of political rights and civil liberties.
Maldives’ only independent news source The Maldives Independent was also useful in terms of
gaining insights into the everyday effects of living in de de-democratizing country. The former
editor of that news website J.J. Robinson has since his resignation written a book called The
Maldives: Islamic Republic, Tropical Autocracy that describes life in the Maldives on the verge of
a coup d’état and explains what has led up to that political event. Robinson’s observations also
proved very useful in the discussion on de-democratization in the Maldives. The majority of the
respondents were also able to recognize signs of de-democratization, such as a decline on press
freedom and restricted freedom of expression, and | have used the interview data to build on the
argument that since the current administration was installed in 2013, there has been a trend towards
de-democratization. The third chapter of this thesis answers sub-questions three and four.

The fifth and sixth sub-questions seek to understand how the trend towards de-
democratization has led to President Yameen taking a different environmental strategy than his
predecessor and how this new strategy has impacted climate change adaptation. To answer these
sub-questions, |1 made use of a UNICEF report on decentralization efforts of President Nasheed
and Mohamed and King’s recent publication on the legacy of authoritative environmentalism and
path-dependent historic institutionalism in the Maldives. In addition to that, | used more academic
publications, as well as government statements and empirical data from the interviews. The

answers on sub-questions five and six are presented in chapter four of this thesis.
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Ibrahim Mohamed

Ali Rilwan

Shumais Thawfeeq

Thoriq Hamid and
Shaziya Ali

Muaz Adnan

Mohamed Ilham

Farooq Hassan

Mohamed Aslam

Selection of participants

Occupation

Employee at the Environment Protection Agency

PhD student (climate change adaptation) at James Cook
University, Australia

Co-director of Maldivian environmental NGO
Bluepeace

PhD student (energy, economics and policy) in Korea
Former employee at Environmental Protection Agency

Employees at CSO Transparency Maldives

Employee at the Environmental Protection Agency
Former employee at United Nations Development
Program and Global Environmental Fund

Established Leads Institute of Management and Policy
Studies in the Maldives

Former employee Transparency Maldives

Former Minister of State for Home Affairs (2009-2011)
Former National Consultant and Project Manager,
Tourism Adaptation Project

Director La Mer (organization that does environmental
impact assessments)

Former Minister of Housing and Environment (2008-
2012)

Date of

interview

2 May 2017

3 May 2017

9 May 2017

17 May 2017

19 May 2017

22 May 2017

23 May 2017

30 May 2017

Figure 1-1: List of participants for skype interviews
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| selected the interview participants for this thesis by making use of purposive sampling through
the snowball effect. | contacted those individuals or organizations that | had previously already
arranged an interview with for when I would have been in the Maldives. Not all of them returned
to me, but representatives of both CSO Transparency Maldives, Thoriq Hamid and Shaziya Ali,
and environmental NGO Bluepeace, Ali Rilwan, were willing to do a skype interview with me. I
retrieved most of the other participants by use of the snowball effect. | contacted Ibrahim Mohamed
myself through Facebook after | had read an article of him online on climate change adaptation in
the Maldives. Through him I got in touch with Shumais Thawfeeq, who put me in contact with
Muaz Adnan, Mohamed Ilham and Farooq Hassan. | got the contact details from former Minister
of Housing and Environment Mohamed Aslam from Ali Rilwan.

Purposive sampling was the appropriate sampling method for this thesis, because it allowed
me to target individuals who had experience within the field of climate change and/or had insights
into the state of democracy in the Maldives. | have attempted to select participants from both the
political sphere and from civil society organizations (CSOs). With political sphere I refer to those
institutions that are working for the government, such as the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), which is affiliated to the Ministry of Environment and Energy. Three participants have or
are working at the EPA and two other participants are former Ministers in President Nasheed’s
government. Of those two former Minister, one has become very critical towards Nasheed during
his Presidency, supposedly for his inexperience and stubbornness. The other former Minister is
currently involved in the efforts of the United Opposition to participate in the 2018 Presidential
elections. In addition to that, | have spoken with representatives of two CSOs, that is Transparency
Maldives and Bluepeace. The first is heavily involved in the debate on political issues, but has a
climate governance program. The latter is the first environmental NGO that was established in the
Maldives and has been advocating for climate change adaptation since its establishment in 1989.

| asked all my participants at the end of our conversations if | was allowed to use their full
name when | would quote them. All of them with exception of one agreed, the latter stating that he
would not mind being quoted on the information he provided on climate change adaption, but he
does not want to be quoted on his remarks about the political situation in the Maldives. In other

words, all statements made by the interviewees in this thesis have been approved for publishing.
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Semi-structured in-depth interviews

| created a topic guide in order to semi-structure the in-depth interviews that | held. This allowed
me to determine a number of topics that | was able to discuss with all my participants, while still
remaining flexible about discussing other subjects. The fact that | had a number of topics set that
guided me through the interview allowed me later to compare the responses from the interviewees.
At the same time, the flexible character of a topic guide has allowed the interviewees to provide
me with information about subtopics that | had not included. In general, the great advantage of
conducting the interviews was that respondents were able to provide me with examples that I could
not have found in government reports or academic publications, and they could mention certain
aspects that I was still unaware of and could look into after the interview.

| was forced to conduct skype interviews instead of face-to-face interviews, since | was not
able to travel into the Maldives. In advance | thought this would prove to be disadvantageous,
because it would perhaps not allow me to have a natural-flowing conversation. In addition to that,
| thought that, the respondents may wish to have an efficient conversation of maximum and hour
in a skype interview, whilst there may be more (valuable) ‘chitchat’ time when we would have met
face-to-face. Though the latter may have been the case, | found that it was quite easy to have a
natural-flowing conversation on skype, despite the occasional technological difficulty. I think what
contributed to this was that | had a topic guide instead of a set of questions, but also because my
respondents were all very willing to help me. In fact, is some way | think it may have even proven
more advantageous that | spoke to the respondents over Skype, because some of them have
disclosed quite delicate information that they may not have had if 1 would have met them in the
capital Male. Because the capital is so overcrowded, chances are high | would have met a number
of my respondents in public places like cafés and because of my foreign appearance the pair of us
would quite stand out. Although | cannot say it with full certainty, | suspect that some of my
respondents would have been less willing to disclose the information that they did if there was a
chance of eavesdropping, or other more serious consequences.

Below the topic guide for the skype interviews of this thesis is presented.
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Topic Subtopics

Introduction of the research

Introduction of the participant

Climate change threats

Climate change adaptation

Political situation in the

Maldives

Democracy and climate change

adaptation

Ending the interview

Introduction of the researcher

Explaining why | could not enter the Maldives and
how this has impacted the research

Topics to be discussed

Current and past work experience

What are the imminent climate change threats in the
Maldives?

How can those threats be recognized?

What adaptation measures have different
administrations implemented?

How effective were these adaptation measures?
What adaptation measure does the participant
consider the most effective?

What is the relation between climate change
adaptation and the tourism industry?

How has the political situation changed since the
new administration took place on government?
How does the respondent interpret the efforts of the
opposition to align in the United Opposition?
How does the respondent look at the future,
especially considering the upcoming 2018
Presidential elections?

Can the respondent recognize a relation between
democracy and climate change adaptation?

What aspects of de-democratization can the
respondent recognize since the last four years?
Agreements on the use of information

Asking for a follow-up interview

Asking for further contacts
Figure 2-1: Topic guide
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Step 3: Data analysis

After gathering the data, | could start the analysis, that would enable me to answer the sub-
questions, and finally the research puzzle. The first step | had to take before I could start the analysis
was to transcribe the interviews at length. Despite time constraints | decided to transcribe the total
length of all records, because | thought this would allow me to make a more encompassing analysis.
I am glad that | took the time to do this, even if it meant more study hours per week, because it
allowed for a more exhaustive coding process and the opportunity to return to the transcripts when
needed. After having transcribed the interviews, | could start coding by close reading all transcripts
and categorizing the data into codes. Naturally the set-up of the topic guide has had an influence in

the categories that I obtained. The main codes were:

e Climate change threats and adaptation measures in the Maldives
e Stance of Yameen administration on climate change issues

e Stance of Nasheed administration on climate change issues

e Climate change and tourism

e Characteristics Yameen administration

e Characteristics Nasheed administration

e Signs of de-democratization

e Climate change adaptation as political tool

e United Opposition and the 2018 Presidential elections

e Local population involvement in environmental issues

From these codes, | organized the data into themes, which would later correspond with the chapter
outline. I derives the following three themes from the coding process: (1) Climate change threats
and adaptation measures, (2) De-democratization and Maldivian Politics, and (3) Climate change
as political tool. | organized the academic literature that | had gathered and the (government)
reports and other publications under these themes as well. In this way, the empirical data has been
very influential in determining the set-up of this thesis.
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2. Climate change issues and adaptation in the Maldives

The Maldives is a country consisting out of 25 atolls, including 1192 island out of which about 200
are inhabited and 100 are used as resort islands. It has a population of about 400.000 with roughly
one third of the inhabitants living on the capital island Male. Apart from Male there are only three
other islands with a population bigger than 5.000, and there are 74 islands with a population of less
than 500. The Maldivian population is culturally homogeneous, although originating from a varied
ethnic mixture of Sinhalese, Arabs, Indo-Aryan and Dravidian, and speaks the same language
Dhivehi (Moosa et al. 2007: 9-10). Income levels have increased over the last few decades, leading
to a promotion from the UN definition in 2011 of a least developed country to a developing country
status, which had only ever happened to two countries before (Robinson 2015: 73). However,
income disparity has increased, especially when comparing the more affluent capital Male to the
atolls (Moosa et al. 2007: 10). Tourism is the main economic activity and contributes to 41.5 per
cent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2014, and is expected to grow by 3.1 per cent in 2025
(World Travel and Tourism Council 2015: 3). The fishing sector is the largest contributor to export
and counts for about seven per cent of the Maldivian GDP (Moosa et al. 2007: 10).

The Maldives is the lowest lying country in the world, with eighty per cent of the land area
less than one meter above sea, according the National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA)
(Moosa et al. 2007: 20). That is why the Maldives is highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change, in particular to rising sea levels, increasing sea temperatures and flooding. The country is
not built on sand, but on coral reefs, the earth’s most endangered ecosystem, as rising sea
temperatures and levels both Kill coral reef systems (Carrington 2013). The first mention to the
threat of sea level rise was in the Male Declaration on Global Warming and Sea Level Rise in 1989,
adopted at the Small States conference. In this declaration it was determined that there should be a
coordinated program of action among the small states and it calls upon “all state of the world family
of nations” to take measures to reduce the emission of greenhouse gasses and to protect those small
states most vulnerable to sea level rise (Republic of Maldives 1991: 3-4).

In 2007, the Maldivian government published the NAPA, in which the most urgent and
immediate adaptation needs to climate change threats in the Maldives are outlined. Sea level rise

and extreme weather events were considered as most threatening to the Maldivian nation (Moosa
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et al. 2007: 47). The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has predicted a worst
case scenario of eighty-eight centimeter sea level rise by 2100. Since the large majority of the
Maldivian islands thus have an elevation of less than one meter, this prediction would lead to
encroachment of large parts of the Maldives (Moosa et al. 2007: 20). According to the NAPA, this
would have tremendous impacts on the country’s livelihood possibilities, ecosystems and
economic potential.

In addition to the climate change-induced threats, human intervention methods in the
Maldives have also worsened the resilience against climate change. By introducing poorly designed
infrastructure, like sea boulders and harbors, or removing coastal vegetation like sea grasses,
climate change issues such as erosion have actually intensified. Human intervention methods offset
the natural balance of ecosystems such as the coral reefs and thereby thus exacerbate the impacts
caused by climate change (Shareef et al. 2015: 10). According to the NAPA, “Coral reefs have a
critical coastal protection function, yet there have been a number of human stresses on the reef
system such as coral mining, reef entrance blasting, dredging, solid waste disposal and sewage
disposal that has affected the health, integrity and productivity of reefs” (Moosa et al. 2007: 22).
In addition to that, the practice of land reclamation and enlargement has also increased the
vulnerability of natural ecosystems and increased erosion issues. The importance of the tourism
industry in the Maldives is an important factor for the increase of human intervention methods, as
it has led to an increase in hard adaptation infrastructure and the removal of natural adaptation
ecosystems.

This chapter first discusses the main climate change threats in the Maldives, including sea
level rise and extreme weather events. The section after that expands on what adaptation methods
have been implemented to protect the Maldivian islands from those threats. The third section
elaborates on the relation between climate change adaptation and the tourism industry. Finally, the

attitudes of the Maldivian local population on climate change adaptation is discussed.
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2.1 Main climate change threats
Some of the specific climate change issues that the Maldives is dealing with are seawater
encroachment, increased occurrence and intensity of storms and unpredictable rainfall, economic
and infrastructural damages, freshwater access, and loss of biodiversity (Peinhardt 2014: 22). This
section discusses these main climate change threats in the Maldives using academic literature,

government publications and interview data.

2.1.1 Seawater encroachment

Khan et al. found that the Maldives is the most vulnerable country to sea level rise in South Asia,
and are describing it as the flattest country on earth (2002: 133). They can confirm that the
combination of rising sea levels and flat topography increases the risk flooding and erosion (Khan
et al. 2002: 134). Since eighty per cent of the land mass is less than one meter above sea level, the
IPCC predicts that large parts of the country will be submerged by the end of this century (Khan et
al. 2002: 136). Karthikheyan agrees that there is a strong belief that the Maldives will be flooded
over the next 50-100 years, leaving no trace of its existence (2010: 349).

Seawater encroachment has already started to show itself on the Maldives. The Maldives is
the lowest lying country on earth and rising sea levels along with more frequent and intense storm
surges will lead to severe coastal erosion. This will only quicken the encroachment process leading
to the inundation of the Maldives (Leary 2008: 14). According to the NAPA, more than ninety-
seven per cent of inhabited islands have reported beach erosion in 2004, of which sixty-four per
cent were severe (Moosa et al. 2007: 21). A background paper on the national adaptation efforts to
climate change provided by the Maldivian Ministry of Housing, Transport and Environment states
that unless expensive coastal protection measures are undertaken, the Maldives indeed face the
threat of inundation (2009: 4). Since forty-two per cent of the population lives within 100 meter of
shore, the sustainability of housing structures are at severe risk with projected sea level rise (Moosa
et al. 2007: 20).

The issue of sea level rise is also considered threatening by the majority of the interview

respondents.? One respondent who is the co-director of Maldivian environmental NGO Bluepeace

2 Skype interviews with Rilwan, Thawfeeq, Mohamed, Adnan, Hassan, May 2017
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states that “we will be the first country to be submerged if the science is correct”.®> Another
respondent claims that sea level rise and the increase of erosion is the main adaptation issues in the
Maldives and that erosion has become more frequent due to civilian action. Before human
intervention methods such as poorly designed coastal infrastructure, removal of coastal vegetation,
and land reclamation, erosion was only a seasonal occurrence in which the beach eroded from one
section to another. This natural cycle is now disturbed, however, which has led to a decrease in
land area for many islands.* A former employee of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
confirms this phenomenon and gives the example of an island called Ukulhas where he did
measurements in 2013 to determine where the waste management center should be located.® The
minimum distance from the coastline had to be twenty meters, so the waste center was built on this
distance. Now only a few years later the waste center is only located one meter from coast, which
means that nineteen meters of land has eroded in that short period of time. The reason for this is
the enlargement of the harbor on Ukulhas which has resulted in changing the course of the waves
and has increased erosion on the other side of the island. This can be observed in the picture below
that the former EPA employee provided.
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Figure 2-1: Three images of the island of Ukulhas, which shows the increase in beach erosion, due to harbor construction®

8 Skype interview with Rilwan, 3 May 2017

4 Skype interview with Adnan, 19 May 2017

> Skype interview with Thawfeeq, 9 May 2017
6 Images provided by Thawfeeq, 9 May 2017

22



On the image of the island in 2016 it can be observed that the harbor on the right hand side of the
Ukulhas has been enlarged. This has led to erosion issues on the lower left side of the island in
2016, as compared to the island in 2013. The respondent emphasizes that he thinks that human
intervention is one of the major reasons for the loss of beach on the islands.” Constructing harbors
and removing natural vegetation such as seagrasses worsen the erosion issue that rising sea levels
already cause. Another interviewee agrees that there were no significant erosion problems before
human intervention. He states that erosion problems occurred only after reclamation processes

commenced and the government started building jetty’s and harbors.®

2.1.2 Increase in storm surges, rainfall and flooding

In addition to seawater encroachment there is also an increased occurrence and intensity of storms,
rainfall and flooding in the Maldives. Because of its unique territorial geography, Maldivian islands
are very small, the largest being little over six square kilometer (Moosa et al. 2007: 7). This means
that the majority of the Maldivian population lives near shore and is thus often directly impacted
by storm surges and flooding. As the Ministry of Housing, Transport and Environment states: “The
scarcity of land, the smallness of the islands, and their extreme low elevation all make retreat inland
or to higher ground impossible” (2009: 4). One respondent confirms this when he says that the
Maldives is a flat country with no mountains to climb on and there is a need for dry land on a rainy
day. He stresses that the tsunami of 2004 “showed us how vulnerable we are”.° Due to its proximity
to the equator, the Maldives is located out of the tropical cyclone zone, but there have been
incidents in the past when cyclonic storms have passed over the Maldives and this remains probable
for the future (Moosa et al. 2007: 17).

In terms of storm surges, at a medium prediction, waves up to 2.78 meter can occur which
will inundate small to medium islands, and at high prediction waves up to 3.18 meter are expected,
which can inundate even the largest of islands (Moosa et al. 2007: 16). In addition to that, between
the years 2000-2006, more than 90 inhabited islands have been flooded at least once, which led to
evacuating an estimated population of 1600 (Moosa et al. 2007: 20). A respondent remarks that

due to climate change rain patterns have become very unpredictable, but if it rains it is very heavily.

7 Skype interview with Thawfeeq, 9 May 2017
8 Skype interview with Hassan, 23 May 2017
9 Skype interview with Rilwan, 3 May 2017
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In addition to that, he explains how the rainfall and flood issue also impacts farming activities.
There used to be a certain amount of sun and rain, but now there is so much flood and rainfall, and
sometimes a complete abundance of rain, that crops are destroyed.'® This observation is confirmed
by the Ministry of Environment, Energy and Water who states that rainfall and flood issues, as well
as temperature changes and sea level rise will impact the agricultural sector in the Maldives
critically, especially since it is already under stress because of due to poor soil quality and limited
land availability (Moosa et al. 2007: 36).

2.1.3 Economic and infrastructural damages

The homogeneous nature of the Maldivian economy makes the country very fragile to the impacts
of climate change. Since the country’s GDP is mainly comprised of incomes from the tourism
industry and fisheries (Moosa et al. 2007: 10), the financial impact will be tremendous if such
activities are disturbed. More than ninety per cent of all resort infrastructure and ninety-nice per
cent of tourist accommodation are within 100 meter of coastline, which makes this most crucial
economic product of the country highly vulnerable to sea level rise and storm conditions (Moosa
et al. 2007: 23-4). As is mentioned in the NAPA; “In the Maldives one resort is one island and
these small tropical tourist resorts are among the most vulnerable and least defensible in the world.
The resort islands are vulnerable due to their smallness, low elevation and geographical dispersion”
(Moosa et al. 2007: 26). These resorts are already experiencing the impacts of climate change
through beach erosion and damages to coral reefs, while both beaches and coral reefs are important
assets in the tourism industry (Moosa et al. 2007: 26-7). Because of the relative homogeneous
outlook of the Maldivian economy, loss of land and tourism assets will create economic suffering
and eventually loss of economic identity (Karthikheyan 2010: 350).

In addition to that, critical infrastructure like two international airports, lay within just fifty
meter of shore, with parts of the Male International airport only fifteen meter from the wave break
zone (Ministry of Housing, Transport and Environment 2009: 5). The Ministry of Housing,
Transport and Environment claims that if the appropriate adaption measures are not taken, such
infrastructures could be frequently inundated, thereby severely damaging the country’s economy

and threatening the safety of the people (2009: 5).

10 Skype interview with Adnan, 19 may 2017
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2.1.4 Freshwater access
Groundwater is a scarce resource in the Maldives and the freshwater aquifer is only one to 1.5
meter below surface and no more than a few meters thick (Moosa et al. 2007: 33). In her paper on
island communities and climate change, Lazrus claims that shifts in climatic patterns will create
weather instability and unpredictability, meaning that the timing and amount of rain will be an
additional risk for freshwater access for island nations such as the Maldives (2012: 288).
Freshwater aquifers face the risk of depletion if there are longer periods of absence of rainfall, and
on top of that rising sea levels and flooding increases the risk of saltwater intrusion in aquifers
(Ministry of Housing, Transport and Environment 2009: 8). A study by the Climate Change
department of the Ministry of Environment and Energy has furthermore demonstrate that
uncontrolled human interference also impacts degraded groundwater quality. The uninhabited
island Dhekanbaa has been used as a control site for impacts of human activities and it was found
in 2013 that the groundwater salinity had increased, whereas the groundwater was not saline in the
2001 assessment. Since the first assessment, nearby residents have started to process sea cucumber,
which involves high rates of water extraction increasing salinity. This example demonstrates that
human intervention also accounts for groundwater vulnerability (Mohamed et al. 2016: 71).
Ninety per cent of households now use rainwater as the principal source of freshwater
(Moosa et al. 2007: 33). This water is collected in storage tanks, but those facilities are very
vulnerable to flooding and high wave incidences, as has been demonstrated by the effects of the
2004 tsunami (Moosa et al. 2007: 34). Desalinated sea water is an additional water source, but
according to Sovacool’s results it is “often used only at resorts, is very energy intensive, and
prohibitively expensive” (2011: 739).