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Karst of Gunung Sewu is a complex landscape with inherent risks and vulnerabilities, such as thin soil layers, easily 

erodible slopes, and fragile cave ecosystems, which pose challenges for economic growth. In response to this and 

coincided with the tourism boom of the 2010s, the government views tourism as a key solution for balancing ecological 

preservation and economic development. However, the concerns of massive infrastructure, water exploitation, and 

socio-cultural disruptions have led the government to rely on Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) to address these 

issues. 

From a post-structuralist political ecology perspective, EIA and risks are discursive processes and sites of knowledge 

contestation (Neumann, 2005; Siddique, 2024; Spiegel, 2017). EIs are integral to the "rendering technical" process, 

which transforms natural complexities into technicalities, as seen in EIA reports, regulations, and the discourse of the 

"risk society" (Beck, 1992; Li, 2011). This process seeks to establish a regime of truth that privileges Western scientific 

knowledge while reflecting power dynamics among experts (Cooper & Bulmer, 2013; Escobar, 2007). Based on those 

illustrations and conceptual framework, this study asks: (1) how are risks and impacts technically constructed for tourism 

development in karst areas, and (2) what roles do experts play in the construction of risks and impacts. To answer those 

questions, this study adopts a constructionist paradigm to explore how EIAs are shaped by the political process of 

"rendering technical." Data is drawn from online news articles and regulations, analyzed through content and thematic 

analysis (Kodir, 2019). 

The Indonesian government has enacted a new risk-based approach as the foundation for EIA. The recent Omnibus 

Law mandates that an EIA is required for high-risk activities. This policy creates a new interface between landscape-

level risks and site-level impacts. In the context of the Karst of Gunung Sewu, experts from academia and NGOs have 

expressed concerns about the impacts of tourism development, particularly considering the intrinsic characteristics of 

the karst area. These characteristics include the presence of hollow and void lithology and epikarstic hydrological 

properties. The construction of infrastructure may be threatened by these voids, which, in turn, can impact karst 

groundwater resources.  

The translation of these characteristics into risks is aggregated into the designation of the Karst Landscape Area, 

which recognizes the karst landscape as a protected area. This designation raises concerns for the local government, as 

all activities in the Karst of Gunung Sewu must be accompanied by an EIA. The local government worries that this 

requirement will hinder local economic growth and requests dispensations for EIAs in Karst of Gunung Sewu. However, 

the local community asserts that the protection of ecosystems and natural resources is more important for long-term 

sustainability. 

This narrative addresses the questions posed in this study. First, the "rendering technical" process embeds political 

economy within the realms of economic growth and tourism, with the EIA functioning as a non-neutral regulatory tool 

for business permits. These dynamic reveals underlying power relations and renders environmental governance a 

contested space of competing interests and knowledge. Regarding the role of expertise, experts shape a political 

framework for geological knowledge by transforming karst characteristics into unmanageable risks, scaling 

uncertainties from site-level to landscape implications, while also bureaucratizing environmental governance. 

This discussion opens further considerations for the future of impact assessments. A political ecology perspective 

suggests that future EIAs must address the challenges posed by a late-capitalist economy, which is influenced by the 

"wicked trinity" of the green state: environmental degradation, economic growth, and population dynamics (Alami et 

al., 2024). A multi-scalar and systemic interconnections in the landscape level might be required. 
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