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Indigenous paradiplomacy and 
the Orokawe hydroelectric dam 

on the Kunene River
Richard Meissner, Jeroen Warner

Abstract: What role can non-diplomats play in managing and altering 
power relations in transboundary river basins? We answer this by inves-
tigating the lobbying eff orts of indigenous peoples to stop the construc-
tion of the planned Orokawe (Baynes) dam on the Kunene River. The 
Kunene River forms part of the border between Angola and Namibia 
with several concluded treaties in place. These treaties set the context 
of bilateral state diplomacy concerning the allocation and management 
of a transboundary water resource. The theoretical foundation of our in-
vestigation are ideational power conceptualizations and practice theory. 
We discuss the employment of ideational power in transboundary rivers 
with numerous practices, such as lobbying and transnational network 
development. This article argues that actors consciously practice power 
during transboundary water diplomacy.

Keywords: ideational power, Namibia, OvaHimba, OvaZemba, 
paradiplomacy, transboundary river basin

While joint dam projects have been hailed by their champions as symbols 
of regional integration, large dams on transboundary rivers have o  en 
created major inter- and transnational tensions or confl icts; they tend to 
displace people, o  en without proper compensation, aff ect environmen-
tal values in a major way, and alter the river fl ow with (feared) down-
stream eff ects. Moreover, so-called sunk costs, such as expensive technical 
feasibility studies, raise the investment stakes such that dam projects can 
become almost unstoppable, especially when governments argue the “ab-
solute need” of such projects in the face of energy or water scarcities.

Such dam confl icts are o  en multilevel, causing tensions between up-
stream and downstream states but also between the dam-building state 
and aff ected indigenous or communal interest groups. These groups have 
learned to marshal domestic and international interest groups, social and 
environmental action groups, and corruption watchdogs (Meissner, 2016) 
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to persuade states not to construct such infrastructure. In the 1990s, sev-
eral hydropower projects around the world became controversial partly 
because of interest groups resisting their construction, including the Nar-
mada in India, Arun in Nepal, the Lesotho Highlands Project, China’s 
Three Gorges dam, and the Greater Anatolia Project multi-dam project in 
Turkey (Warner, 2004). Margaret Sikkink and Kathryn Keck (1998) have 
coined the concept “boomerang” to describe how governments refusing 
to respond to communal interest group protests and related activities were 
defeated by the massive international a  ention, which in several cases, led 
to investors withdrawing from these projects.

In this article, we ask what role can non-diplomats play in altering 
power relations in transboundary river basins? The present article’s set-
ting is the planned Orokawe (Baynes) dam on the Kunene River, shared 
by Angola and Namibia (Figure 1 and Figure 2). That said, how do non-
diplomats, and particularly indigenous peoples, manage their interna-

Figure 1 • Africa’s shared river basins, highlighting the Kunene River 
(Map produced by Chris Paola)
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tional environment to bring about change or to maintain the status quo in 
the Kunene River basin?

 We will argue that in the process of indigenous paradiplomacy, actors 
consciously practice power in the course of diplomacy and that power 
manifests during certain activities in a transboundary diplomacy context. 
We examine and discuss a number of these activities that revolve around 

Figure 2 • Detailed map of the Kunene River basin
Data collection
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indigenous paradiplomacy regarding the Orokawe dam. To reach this 
goal, we structure the article as follows. In the fi rst section, we present 
a literature review on the various meanings of diplomacy to position the 
article among existing scholarship and discuss the concepts of ideational 
power and practice theory. We then outline our methodology before in-
vestigating and analyzing indigenous paradiplomacy and diplomacy cen-
tered on the planned hydropower installation. This exercise will sketch 
the background and discursive strategy employed to exercise ideational 
power. We follow this with a discussion and a conclusion.

The Internet has become a valuable source for interest groups to pub-
lish their lobbying campaigns. This practice eases the identifi cation of infor-
mation for researchers who investigate the knowledge content of lobbying 
eff orts. We turned to the internet to identify and download information on 
interest groups lobbying against the Orokawe dam. The primary website 
we used is administered by Earth Peoples.1 Earth Peoples is an international 
interest group, referring to themselves as “a global circle of indigenous 
peoples—grandmothers, grandfathers, mothers, fathers, youth, leaders, ac-
tivists, educators, community members, world citizens, networks and orga-
nizations, working together to promote natural and human rights” (Earth 
Peoples, 2018). The purpose of the group is to “assist in the empowerment 
of earth peoples as informed decision makers” (Earth Peoples, 2018). Earth 
Peoples assisted the Kaokoland indigenous peoples in dra  ing the three 
declarations and fi led complaint procedures to the United Nations.

Rebecca Sommer, a New York-based, German-born international 
human rights advocate and Earth Peoples’ representative, posted the 
signed declarations on the interest group’s blog in February 2012 (Earth 
Peoples, 2012). The declarations also have tags that take the reader to a 
webpage entitled: “German GIZ directly engaged with dispossessing in-
digenous peoples of their lands and territories in Namibia”. On this page, 
Earth Peoples makes the argument that Germany’s involvement in Namib-
ia’s land reform program through GIZ (Deutsche Gesellscha   für Internatio-
nale Zusammenarbeit) is “highly inappropriate.” This webpage contains a 
narrative of the history of German colonization of Namibia in order to, 
among other reasons, exploit the la  er’s mineral wealth. Earth Peoples 
(2013) argues that the Namibian government does not recognize the tra-
ditional authority of the OvaHimba and OvaZemba traditional leaders. 
The webpage also contains links to YouTube videos, also produced by 
Sommer (SommerFilms, 2019). In the videos, OvaHimba leaders explain 
their problem of non-recognition by the Namibian government. The web-
page furthermore holds information about the protests by the OvaHimba 
and OvaZemba when their members marched, in March 2013 in Opuwo, 
against the Orokawe dam and human rights violations.
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Since the blog can be accessed via the Internet from anywhere, its 
potential audience is global, but the lobbying campaign specifi cally tar-
gets the German government, particularly the German developmental 
agency GIZ, and the Namibian government. The postings on Earth Peo-
ples’ blog raised awareness of the plight of the two tribes and the dif-
fi culties they face in Namibian society. It is unclear how many people 
have visited the website since 2012 because we do not have access to the 
website’s statistics.2

Using the website, we sourced three declarations that embody the in-
digenous paradiplomacy eff orts of the indigenous peoples. The fi rst is the 
Declaration of the most and directly aff ected OvaHimba, OvaTwa, OvaTjimba, 
OvaZemba against the Orokawe dam in the Baynes Mountains3 (Declaration, 
2012b). The second declaration is entitled Declaration of the Zemba people 
of Namibia (Declaration, 2012c), while the third is a Declaration by the tradi-
tional leaders of Kaokoland in Namibia (Declaration, 2012a).

The fi rst declaration (herea  er the Orokawe Declaration) is a docu-
ment by all the indigenous peoples of the area where Angola and Namibia 
are planning to build the dam and is specifi cally aimed at declaring the 
people’s resistance to it. The second statement (herea  er the OvaZemba 
Declaration) is from the OvaZemba and deals with various ma  ers, such 
as indigenous rights, schooling for the OvaZemba, and the recognition 
of their traditional leadership structures as well as the OvaZemba’s re-
sistance toward the dam. The third declaration is from the OvaHimba 
(herea  er: the OvaHimba Declaration), and just like the OvaZemba Dec-
laration, deals with ma  ers aff ecting the OvaHimba, such as land rights, 
the recognition of their leadership structures by the Namibian govern-
ment, and the dam. We analyzed these documents in the context of their 
ideational power.

Defi nition of key terms

Diplomacy is commonly thought as practices, laws, and customs in state 
institutions. Before the world became “Westphalian” a  er the peace treaty 
of 1648, commonly held to enshrine the nation-state model, religious au-
thorities, knights, and parastatals exercised diplomacy. In recent times, 
non-state, sub-state, and transnational actors increasingly reappear in di-
plomacy. If we see diplomacy as “communication among diff erent social 
groups and political entities,” the practice does not have to be an exclusive 
a  ribute of nation-states (Cornago, 2010) and not only have to happen 
through nation-state diplomatic channels and lobbies. Paradiplomacy, or 
parallel diplomacy, is participation in international relations by noncentral 
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governments through the establishment of permanent or ad hoc contacts 
with foreign public or private entities for the purpose of promoting var-
ious socioeconomic or cultural issues (Cornago, 2010). We consider this 
type of diplomacy as a counterweight to centralist modernizing states. 
Paradiplomacy emphasizes noncentral government entities, like prov-
inces and municipalities and, therefore, does not cover non-state entities 
like communal interest groups and individuals (Nganje, 2014).

Actors not commonly considered sovereign but seeing themselves as 
representatives of political entities practice “indigenous paradiplomacy” 
(Aranda & Salinas, 2017). Indigenous paradiplomacy should not be con-
fused, however, with water diplomacy. Water diplomacy as outlined by 
Shafi qul Islam and Amanda Repella (2015) revolves around managing 
water resources in the face of complex problems. From these defi nitions, 
we see that the practice of “managing” is central to diplomacy paradigms. 
In this article, we are interested in the practices or activities underpinning 
indigenous paradiplomacy, which we defi ne as non-state actors manag-
ing the relations among themselves, other non-state entities, and states 
located in the international environment considering possible (disruptive) 
changes facing indigenous peoples.

The Orokawe dam has been hailed by its proponents as an example 
of cooperation between Angola and Namibia that will generate much 
needed reliable and clean electricity to both countries (NamPower, 2018). 
However, for over two decades, indigenous peoples in Namibia, most no-
tably the OvaHimba, have been resisting plans to build more dams on the 
Kunene, mobilizing domestic and international allies to make their point 
(Meissner, 2016). Meissner (2016) described the transnational nature of the 
resistance by the indigenous peoples in the Kunene River basin that cen-
tered around the proposed Epupa dam during the 1990s and early 2000s. 
The OvaHimba were assisted by several interest groups from Germany, 
Namibia, South Africa, and the United States in their eff orts to raise aware-
ness of their plight should Namibia construct the dam. During this time, 
the Angolan government was unenthusiastic to cooperate with Namibia 
on the dam since it was reconstructing other civil war-damaged dams in 
the upper reaches of the Kunene (Meissner, 2016).

As alluded to, diplomacy is “power in practice” (Adler-Nissen & 
Pouliot, 2014)—a combination of “so   power” and more or less explicit 
“hard power.” But how does this so   power work? For this, we need to 
study the practices of indigenous paradiplomacy, not only what formal 
diplomats do but also how others try to infl uence them, along with the 
frames they use.

In an earlier exposé of ideational power in transboundary river ba-
sins, Ana Elisa Cascão and Mark Zeitoun (2010) framed ideational power 
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as the power over ideas represented as riparian states’ capacity to im-
pose and legitimize specifi c ideas and narratives. They used the concept 
“ideational power” in a specifi c state-centric ontology when they wrote: 
“In sum, ideational power allows the basin hegemon to control the per-
ceptions of the allocative confi guration of the societies both in its own 
country and in the neighboring riparian countries, thereby reinforcing its 
legitimacy” (Cascão & Zeitoun, 2010, p. 29). Analyzing ideational power 
as the power that only states and/or hegemons in and of transboundary 
river basins hold is limiting. This ontology only advances knowledge in 
transboundary river basins consisting of states as the legitimate hydro-
political actors. Other actors, including non-state collectivities and indi-
viduals, could also wield this type of power that they could impose over 
riparian states and transboundary river basin hegemons. To explore this 
possibility, we need to move away from theoretical advances that give 
states, hegemons, and state-formed international organizations a priv-
ileged position in governance contexts to views of transboundary river 
realities that are more complex. This article will take such a view of a 
transboundary reality in a synergistic relationship between paradigms, 
theoretical models, and non-state and state policy practices. To progress 
a polycentric transboundary actor view, we, fi rstly, need to expand our 
understanding of ideational power and, secondly, present a theory that 
is epistemologically aligned to such an expanded sense of ideational 
power.

Ideational powers

To increase our understanding of ideational power, we will not talk of ide-
ational power but ideational powers as expressed by Martin Carstensen 
and Vivien Schmidt (2016). For them, ideational power is “the capac-
ity of actors (whether individual or collective) to infl uence other actors’ 
normative and cognitive beliefs through the use of ideational elements” 
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 321). The practice or activity of exercising 
ideational power “may occur directly through persuasion or imposition 
or indirectly by infl uencing the ideational context that defi nes the range 
of possibilities of others” (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p. 321). Seeing ide-
ational power in this sense brings to the fore not only a plurality of actors 
but also a surfeit of aff ects that ideational power’s imposition could have 
on others. Human rights norms, which is a central feature of the indige-
nous people’s mobilization against the Orokawe dam, are normative ele-
ments of legitimate statehood and not just state action (Reus-Smit, 2001). 
Even so, ideational power relates not only to normative beliefs but also to 



28 Regions & Cohesion • Spring 2021

cognitive principles. For Carstensen and Schmidt (2016), normative beliefs 
are the values communities hold, while cognitive beliefs are technical and 
scientifi c arguments.

Such a conceptualization of ideational powers can have far reaching 
implications not only for how we use paradigms and theories but also 
how researchers assist practitioners in formulating and implementing 
policies. The theory–practice nexus could fi nd specifi c expression in the 
exercise of ideational powers linked to actors’ contexts and how they oper-
ate in such situations, including the biophysical environment, in explain-
ing their roles in indigenous paradiplomacy. When indigenous peoples 
invoke their human rights within transboundary river basins, a normative 
and invisible characteristic gets added to the biophysical environment’s 
seemingly technical and scientifi c features. This view of transboundary 
river basins and the politics within them will come to the fore during 
our discussion. For now, we will summarily present the characteristics of 
three types of ideational power as presented by Carstensen and Schmidt 
(2016) (Table 1).

Research design

The Kunene River (Cunene in Angola) has its origin in an area of Angola 
where rainfall is in the region of 1500 millimeters per annum, resulting 
in the river having an annual fl ow of about 15 cubic kilometers per year 
(km3/yr-1). The river forms a 340-kilometer border between Angola and 
Namibia. That the Kunene contains 15 km3/yr-1 is not the only unique 
biophysical feature; the river also has a steep gradient. From Ruacana to 
the Atlantic Ocean, 340 kilometers, the Kunene drops from an altitude 
of 1,100 meters above sea-level to mean sea-level. A number of cataracts 
or waterfalls are also present along the entire river course (Heyns, 2003) 
making the river suitable for hydroelectric generation (Meissner, 2016).

The Kunene’s unique topographical character aff orded the gover-
nors of Angola and Namibia an important source of water to populated 
areas and hydroelectric generation (Heyns, 2003). Angola is o  en labeled 
a “sleeping giant”—once it wakes up for real and develops it resources, 
Namibia as a downstreamer with far poorer water resources could be se-
riously aff ected. A series of hydroelectric projects was planned, including 
Ruacana, Epupa, Calueque, and Orokawe. Hence it has been in Namib-
ia’s interest to develop a positive, hydro-diplomatic relationship with its 
neighbor. Angola and Namibia, however, have not yet established any 
joint management structure for the Kunene, there is only a Permanent 
Joint Technical Commission.
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The Orokawe dam was hatched in 1964, but in the 1970s and 1980s, 
violent confl ict intervened, both the Angolan Civil War and the struggle 
for decolonization of Namibia, for which Angola allowed its territory as 
a shelter for the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) re-
sistance movement, which, a  er independence became Namibia’s ruling 
party (Meissner, 2016). Although the subsequent analysis in this article 
will mostly focus on Angola–Namibian relations, the geostrategic nature 
of the Kunene region brings South Africa into the picture. It is worth men-
tioning that post–apartheid, South Africa’s Electricity Supply Commis-
sion (ESKOM) became an important regional power supplier. A  er “the 
Firm Power Contract (FPC) with ESKOM expired in 2005 and could not 
be renewed due to a critical power shortage faced in South Africa at the 
time. . .imports [for Namibia] became signifi cantly more expensive, espe-
cially during peak hours” (NamPower, 2018).

It is against this backdrop that the Angolan and Namibian govern-
ments decided to go ahead and speed up the construction of Orokawe in 
2014. The Baynes dam would not make sense without repair of the toll 
earlier hostilities had taken on the dams upstream in Angola, and it took 
until 2012 before a rehabilitation contract was signed for the Calueque 
dam, bombed by Cuban forces in 1988 (Meissner, 2016). In November 
2014, Angolan and Namibian ministers met in Luanda, Angola’s capital, 
to recommend to both governments to endorse the outcome of feasibility 
studies for the implementation of the Baynes Hydro Project. They further-
more decided to commence negotiations with the aff ected communities 
within the project area.

Even so, indigenous peoples have been voicing their opposition to-
ward the Orokawe dam, employing several diplomatic eff orts to sway the 
Namibian government not to construct the dam (Earth Peoples, 2018). In 
doing so, they repeated and refi ned several tactics developed to counter 
the plan’s previous incarnation, the Epupa dam. Once they became aware 
of the Epupa dam project in the 1990s, indigenous peoples have success-
fully been voicing their opposition toward the dam, exploiting several 
diplomatic eff orts to sway the Namibian government not to construct the 
dam (ERM Southern Africa, 2009; Meissner, 2016). This has, incidentally, 
not been mirrored by much engagement on the part of the Namibian gov-
ernment and the country’s electricity utility NamPower. Moreover, Nam-
Power’s Orokawe dam internet page does not mention them, although the 
environmental, social, and health impact assessment report conducted by 
ERM Southern Africa in 2009 elaborately mentions the peoples’ resigna-
tion toward the project.
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Revival and diplomacy on the Orokawe dam project

The search for alternatives to reduce dependence on South Africa in 2005 
gave the Namibian government a big economic impetus to revive the Oro-
kawe Hydropower Project, alternatively known as the Baynes Project a  er 
its location in the Baynes Mountains, and managed to enlist Angolan sup-
port for going ahead with the dam. A Brazilian consortium carried out a 
feasibility study and a new Environmental Impact Assessment was com-
missioned, tendered and awarded to British consultants ERM Southern 
Africa (2009), which again found in favor of the Baynes dam over Epupa, 
despite its smaller storage capacity, for being less environmentally intru-
sive and more culturally sensitive. This time, however, the Namibian gov-
ernment met with a well-oiled protest machinery. We will zoom in on how 
the indigenous peoples did this and may note that the Epupa protests 
have been a dress rehearsal.

In 2012, the OvaHimba, this time jointly with other local indigenous 
communities such as the OvaZemba (Tjimba), called on the United Na-
tions, staged various protest rallies in Namibia in the same and following 
year, and signed public declarations against the construction of the Baynes 
dam (analysis to follow). This time, the Namibian government sought to 
respond, organizing a meeting in Windhoek in 2013 with three members 
of the Himba community. During the meeting “a 22-page report was 
handed out that states that an open-door approach would be pursued in 
which the communities would be consulted to avoid rese  lement” (Earth 
Peoples, 2014). The OvaHimba resisted, claiming the door was not open 
and that they had repeatedly said “no.” To increase the solution space, the 
OvaHimba also met with experts on solar energy during their Windhoek 
trip to explore it as an alternative in the same location. Like in their 2012 
missive, they insisted they felt unheard and therefore refused to negoti-
ate. This article will zoom in on the documents the indigenous dra  ed to 
further their cause.

Analysis of indigenous paradiplomacy by dam-affected people

The Orokawe Declaration is a handwri  en document in English dated Feb-
ruary 7, 2012. As the title states, numerous indigenous groups note their 
arguments against the Orokawe dam in this declaration. At the end of the 
document, most of the chiefs or senior councilors representing the various 
indigenous groups “signed” the document (Table 2) with a thumbprint. 
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The original single author of the declaration is unknown— “single au-
thor” because the handwriting in the declaration is uniform throughout.

The OvaZemba Declaration is a typed document in English dated 
February 12, 2012, numbering six pages, and signed by numerous repre-
sentatives of the OvaZemba, either in handwriting or with a thumbprint.4 
The OvaHimba Declaration is similar to the OvaZemba Declaration and 
is a typed document in English dated January 20, 2012 numbering seven 
pages. The signatories, again thumb-printed, are all OvaHimba chiefs 
from several areas. All three declarations are directed toward the Namib-
ian government and no mention is made of the Angolan government.

We analyzed the content of all three declarations to ascertain how the 
indigenous peoples apply the various forms of ideational power in their 
diplomacy eff orts to persuade the Namibian government not to construct 
the Orokawe dam. We decided to investigate the text of these information 
sources because of their salience in expressing the indigenous peoples’ 
aspirations against the large dam. That said, we did not analyze their ide-
ational powers regarding other ma  ers, such as land rights, schooling, 
and recognition of traditional leadership structures. While these are im-
portant, our focus is on indigenous paradiplomacy and the use of ide-
ational powers in exercising such diplomacy. The following section will 
describe our analysis of the information sources by fi rstly describing the 
nature of each before discussing our content analysis applying Carstensen 
and Schmidt’s (2016) conceptualization of ideational power.

  Table 2 • Signatories of the Orokawe Declaration

Individual that signed the declaration Representing

Chief Hikuminue Kapika Epupa and Omuhonga

Chief Tjinae Tjingee Otjikojo

Kambiriyere Kapika signed as Kapika Elder from Omuhonga

Muhapika Munjombara signed as Mutabo Senior Councilor, Epupa

Matumbuyani Kapika Senior Councilor, Epupa

Yapimbiyapo Tyaombe Senior Councilor, Omuhonga

Yararauke Tjingee Senior Councilor, Omuhonga

Vatako Hembinda Senior Councilor, Omuhoro

Vatundauka Ngumbi Senior Councilor, Omuhonga

Mbasekama Ngombe Senior Councilor, Omuhonga

Mbyangue Tjiposa Senior Councilor, Okanguah
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The aforementioned indigenous peoples have been voicing their op-
position toward the dam utilizing several diplomatic eff orts to sway the 
Namibian government, as well as the international community. For this 
reason, the indigenous peoples are invoking the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) (UN, 2007) in the Oro-
kawe Declaration, which, accordingly, forbids forcible displacement and 
insists on their informed assent. The declaration, furthermore, requests 
the UN Special Rapporteur on Indigenous Rights to review the case. It 
cites several UNDRIP articles in their arguments against the dam; articles 
4, 5, 8, 10, 13, 18, 19, 20, 26, 27, 30, 32, 33, 34, and 38 (Declaration, 2012b). 
This indicates that the subaltern, the indigenous peoples, resort to inter-
national power fora, such as UNDRIP, to advance their argument against 
the dam. In this case, the UNDRIP articles act as background knowledge 
and specifi cally regarding the peoples’ rights as “indigenous” citizens of 
Namibia. In an article discussing UNDRIP, Duane Champagne (2012) asks 
whether UNDRIP is an instrument of indigenous empowerment or a form 
of assimilation. It would appear as if the OvaHimba and OvaZemba uti-
lizes it as a form of empowerment. However, Champagne (2012) notes that 
states do not view it as such since they ignore indigenous peoples’ history 
and have incorporated them as citizens into the nation-state without con-
sent. They are treated as part of a population, and as such, they do not 
have claims to self-government and territory. Because of this, UNDRIP, 
as a structure of rule, does not address indigenous political, cultural and 
territorial claims (Champagne, 2012). It would, therefore, appear as if the 
interpretation of UNDRIP’s content is a type of ideational power block-
ing the indigenous peoples’ territorial claims. Nevertheless, and since the 
indigenous peoples utilize UNDRIP, this suggests that the Declaration is 
one of many instruments in their indigenous paradiplomacy toolbox. In 
this regard, Nigel Crawhill (2011, p. 11) argues that UNDRIP’s passing in 
2007 came from a “global awareness of the need for more eff ective human 
rights mechanisms for non-dominant peoples.” That said, ideational 
power does not have to be a mechanism to persuade the other actor to do 
what the intender wants it to do; with UNDRIP acting, in this regard, as a 
power through ideas instrument, as explained in Table 1.

Not only did the indigenous peoples invoke an international struc-
ture of rule to inform and strengthen their background knowledge of their 
rights as indigenous peoples, the OvaHimba Declaration reports a string 
of meetings with the Namibian government in which they, as original in-
habitants and “true owners” of the area that was going to be “destroyed 
and fl ooded by the dam,” emphatically refused the dam. The declaration 
mentions members being off ered money by way of compensation, but dis-
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missed it out of hand: “If they are going to build the dam, they be  er fi rst 
kill us before they do that”—some will drown themselves in the reservoir, 
but others will declare “civil war” (Declaration, 2012a).

Having said that, from our analysis of the three declarations, we fi nd 
that the indigenous peoples are using predominantly the “power over 
ideas” mechanism of the ideational power typology, as explained in Table 
1, and specifi cally the types employed by normally powerless actors who 
want to shame others into conformity with their norms and ideas. The 
shaming is directed toward the Namibian government and come in var-
ious forms. In the Orokawe Declaration the peoples state that: “since in-
dependence, the Government has dispossessed us from our rights to our 
land, and our rights to decide what [sic] is being done with and on it. That 
is a direct violation of UNDRIP Article 4, 8(2b), 26, 27. Our traditional 
Leaders, our representatives that we choose, are not recognized by the 
Government of Namibia, violating again the . . . UNDRIP, Article 4, 5, 18, 
19, 20, 32, 33, 34, 38” (Declaration, 2012b). The shaming harks back to the 
days when SWAPO waged an armed liberation struggle against apartheid 
South Africa that controlled Namibia. Not only did SWAPO wage an armed 
struggle against South Africa, the liberation movement also utilized the 
United Nations to argue for Namibian independence from South Africa 
(Barber & Barra  , 1990). Today SWAPO is the ruling party governing the 
Namibian state and government, and it would appear as if the indigenous 
peoples are trying to capitalize on the ruling party’s history when it used 
international fora and declarations to advance Namibia’s independence. 
On this, the indigenous peoples also remind the Namibian government, in 
the Orokawe Declaration, that the government had adopted the UN Dec-
laration (Declaration, 2012b). We also see the “power over ideas” (Table 1) 
and shaming of the Namibian government in the OvaHimba Declaration 
when they say that: “We and other traditional leaders from other tribes 
went to the High Court, and we won the case on December 13th 2001, 
and the Government of Namibia was ordered to re-install us [traditional 
leaders] in our rightful positions as Traditional Authorities” (Declaration, 
2012c). In these cases, we see the classic case of the blurred lines between 
domestic politics and international relations with the indigenous peoples 
utilizing ideational power elements from both domains.

We also noticed the use of “power through ideas” (explained in Table 1), 
where the indigenous peoples are using “technical and scientifi c” means 
to advance their argument against the Orokawe dam. In the Orokawe Dec-
laration, they argue that should the dam be constructed, they “don’t want 
an infl ux of strangers that will come with the construction of the dam. We 
don’t want to face the negative impact that comes with such a large-scale 
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construction i.e. tarred [sic] roads, large trucks, shops owned by strangers, 
foreign traders, big town, prostitution, the  , crime, diseases, and the loss 
and destruction of land. We don’t want the river being blocked. Water is 
life. The fi sh, turtles and crocodiles will suff er. Some may die” (Declara-
tion, 2012b). These issues were also raised in the OvaHimba Declaration 
when the traditional leaders wrote that they fear the spread of HIV/AIDS 
and other sexually transmi  ed diseases from migrant workers, “which 
would surely decimate . . . our less ‘civilized’ communities” (Declaration, 
2012c). In the past, the interest groups arguing against the construction of 
the Epupa dam, utilized “scientifi c” arguments as a basis for authoritative 
argumentation (Meissner, 2016) in contrast to the positive benefi ts being 
advocated by NamPower. The technical and scientifi c reasoning from the 
indigenous peoples highlights the various human, cultural, and envi-
ronmental costs of the project, which is akin to the rational cost–benefi t 
analysis of feasibility studies arguing for the construction of large dams. 
It is possible that the indigenous peoples learned of negative ecological 
impacts of large dams from interest groups during their campaign against 
the Epupa dam. During this campaign, international interest groups con-
ducted an independent feasibility study of the dam wherein they decried 
the destructive impact of the dam on the aquatic fauna and fl ora (Harring, 
2001; Meissner, 2016).

Speaking of feasibility studies, in the OvaHimba Declaration, the tra-
ditional leaders argue that they and the aff ected communities had not been 
consulted nor included in any of the planning steps and decision-making 
levels for the Orokawe dam (Declaration, 2012c). In the OvaZemba Dec-
laration, the traditional leaders argue that the OvaZemba and OvaHimba 
do not benefi t from the water and electricity from the Ruacana hydro-
electric scheme. This declaration notes that: “These projects [Ruacana and 
Orokawe] are promoted as developments for the citizens of Namibia, but 
they are the opposite of development for us. These projects have been tak-
ing our peoples [sic] grazing land” (Declaration, 2012a). These are ethical 
issues raised by the indigenous peoples to highlight that they are not the 
recipients of any benefi ts from such infrastructural projects. They are also 
highlighting their marginalization through the use of ideas infused with 
ethical arguments as to why Orokawe should not be constructed.

Discussion

Non-state actors such as interest groups o  en use paradiplomacy to cat-
apult them to the top of political agenda. This practice of indigenous 
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paradiplomacy by indigenous peoples, acting as communal interest 
groups, is o  en done in concert with another actor that has the neces-
sary background knowledge about political structures that favor the mi-
nority indigenous groups. In this case, Earth Peoples had the necessary 
know-how to assist the indigenous peoples of the Kaokoland in their ar-
guments against the Orokawe dam. The political structure that provided 
much needed background knowledge about the plight of the peoples is 
UNDRIP. The Orokawe Declaration is replete with mentions of various 
UNDRIP articles and even quotes from it. The transnationalization of 
the Orokawe dam confl ict created additional pressure on Namibian de-
cision-makers. The indigenous peoples institutionalized themselves by 
using the arguments based on UNDRIP and made the issue of indigenous 
people’s rights part of the Orokawe dam issue. It is here where the indige-
nous people’s arguing against the Orokawe dam enhance their position in 
this particular security fi eld. They do this by stating that the dam is posing 
threats to their human security (such as loss of grazing land and potential 
exposure to HIV/AIDS) and that the dam is a threat to their human rights 
as indigenous peoples. This is the so-called boomerang eff ect in action 
that came about using Earth People’s background knowledge of UNDRIP 
and the subsequent argument based on UNDRIP’s various articles. We 
can, therefore, conclude that the indigenous peoples had used ideational 
power consciously and habitually; consciously because they knew that 
UNDRIP’s content could give them power over Namibia’s idea to con-
struct Orokawe and habitually because the peoples have been using trans-
national interest groups previously to argue against the suggested Epupa 
dam (Meissner, 2016). The indigenous peoples of Kaokoland are practic-
ing indigenous paradiplomacy using ideational power types as well as 
forging alliances with another transnational interest group, Earth Peoples. 
Put diff erently, they practice indigenous paradiplomacy in the Kunene 
(context) through doings (alliance formation and declaration writing) and 
sayings (the content of the declarations).

The indigenous peoples and Earth Peoples mobilized each other as 
political actors as well as elements to advance their struggle via “power 
through ideas” (Table 1). The environment in which the peoples acted was 
simultaneously a scientifi c—debating with the NamPower—and political 
context, by invoking UNDRIP and using its principles to state their case to 
the Namibian government. In this regard, UNDRIP could be an object that 
connected the indigenous peoples in the Kunene River basin with Earth 
People’s in their bid to halt the Orokawe dam. Not only did the indigenous 
peoples do so within and outside the Kunene River basin connected with 
the rest of Namibia, they also connected it back in time. They did so by re-
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minding the Namibian government in the Orokawe Declaration that they 
were opposed to the Epupa dam and they are, again, not supporting the 
construction of Orokawe.

The indigenous peoples managed to mobilize power through ideas 
(Table 1) when international opinion leaders, like Earth Peoples, sided 
with them in the “ideological dissemination” of their arguments against 
Orokawe. Notably, the “shaming of powerful actors into conformity by 
raising consciousness about issues” was a consequence of the skillful de-
ployment of power over ideas (Table 1) and is challenging the authority of 
actors such as NamPower and the Namibian government. The indigenous 
peoples challenged “the authority of certain ideas in structuring thought 
at the expense of other ideas” and as such the reigning “concept of con-
trol.” Here we see the employment of agential and structural concepts in 
action: agential through declaration writing and debating with the Na-
mibian government; and structural by utilizing UNDRIP to its fullest ex-
tent in arguing against the dam. This happened through the “power in 
ideas” type of ideational power, as explained in Table 1. Even so, they did 
not manage to structurally alter hegemonic ideas of energy-based devel-
opment for the country and region. That said, we did not set out to prove 
that this instance of indigenous paradiplomacy was successful, only that 
the indigenous peoples and Earth Peoples have employed an ideational 
power strategy that made people aware of their plight and transnational 
lobbying eff orts against the dam and in the process could have made some 
NamPower policy makers “ji  ery” and emboldened other indigenous 
peoples across the globe.

Conclusion

In this article we reported on the use (practice) of ideational power by the 
indigenous peoples in the Kunene River basin arguing against the con-
struction of the Orokawe dam. We found that they utilize “power over 
ideas” predominantly because they invoke UNDRIP in their water di-
plomacy endeavors. They also “scientifi cally” argue against the dam by 
stating that it would negatively infl uence their human security, in terms 
of potential exposure to sexually transmi  ed diseases and loss of graz-
ing land, and that the construction of the dam would be in violation of 
their human rights. Indigenous opponents o  en oppose megaprojects 
because of the siting (e.g., on top of graves or important religious sites). 
These ancestral sites are thus elevated to life and death issues, over and 
above normal politics and cost–benefi t calculations. This practice happens 
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through the three ideational power types discussed in this article. Such 
ideational power play can be eff ective when groups actively coalesce with 
like-minded groups and use specialized background knowledge gained 
from the network to generate ideational power principles.
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NOTES

 1. www.earthpeoples.org. This site has since been discontinued.
 2. We also searched Twi  er for tweets relating to the issue of the Orokawe dam 

and the lobbying eff orts by the two tribes, but were unable to fi nd any.
 3. This declaration was consulted at: h  p://earthpeoples.org/blog/?p=1061. Un-

fortunately, it is no longer active. The declaration was signed by representa-
tives of the indigenous peoples on February 7, 2012 at Omuhonga in Namibia 
(see Annex). 

 4. Not only did the chief of the OvaZemba People of Namibia, Jonas Kanakemue 
Tjikulya sign the document, but also the spokesperson of the Traditional 
Council, Titus Kuuoko, and the head of the Women’s Council, Mbwale Sara.
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Paradiplomacia indígena y la presa hidroeléctrica Orokawe en el río Kunene

Richard Meissner, Jeroen Warner

Resumen: ¿Qué papel desempeñan los no-diplomáticos en la gestión y 
modifi cación de las relaciones de poder en las cuencas fl uviales trans-
fronterizas? Respondemos investigando los esfuerzos de cabildeo de 
los pueblos indígenas para detener la construcción de la presa Orokawe 
(Baynes) en el río Kunene, entre Angola y Namibia. La asignación y ges-
tión de este recurso hídrico transfronterizo, cuenta con varios tratados 
concluidos que establecen el contexto de la diplomacia estatal bilateral. 
La base teórica de esta investigación son las conceptualizaciones del po-
der ideacional y la “teoría de la práctica”. El empleo del poder ideacional 
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en ríos transfronterizos se refl eja en prácticas como el cabildeo y el de-
sarrollo de redes transnacionales. Este artículo sostiene que los actores 
practican conscientemente este poder durante la diplomacia del agua 
transfronteriza.

Palabras clave: cuenca transfronteriza, Namibia, OvaHimba, OvaZemba, 
paradiplomacia, poder ideacional

La paradiplomatie indigène et le barrage hydroélectrique d’Orokawe sur 
le fl euve Kunene

Richard Meissner & Jeroen Warner

Resumé: Quel rôle les non-diplomates peuvent-ils jouer dans la gestion et 
la modifi cation des relations de pouvoir dans les bassins fl uviaux trans-
frontaliers? Nous répondons à ce  e question en enquêtant sur les eff orts 
de lobbying des peuples autochtones pour arrêter la construction du 
projet du barrage d’Orokawe (Baynes) sur le fl euve Kunene. Le Kunene 
forme une partie de la frontière entre l’Angola et la Namibie, pays 
entre lesquels plusieurs traités sont en vigueur. Ces traités défi nissent 
le contexte de la diplomatie bilatérale des États concernant le partage et 
la gestion de la ressource en eau transfrontalière. Les fondements théo-
riques de notre enquête reposent sur les conceptualisations du pouvoir 
idéationnel et la théorie de la pratique. L’article aborde les nombreuses 
pratiques du pouvoir idéationnel dans les cours d’eau transfrontaliers, 
telles que le lobbying et le développement de réseaux transnationaux. Il 
soutient que les acteurs exercent consciemment le pouvoir dans le cadre 
de la diplomatie transfrontalière de l’eau.

Mots-clés: bassin transfrontalier, Namibia, OvaHimba, OvaZemba, 
paradiplomatie, pouvoir idéationnel.


