Protecting Rivers and Rights:
Ten Years after the World Commission on Dams Report
We are committed to meeting the world’s water and energy needs in an equitable way while
preserving healthy rivers and the livelihoods that depend on them. We have ongoing concerns
about large dams and the ways in which they are being planned, implemented and operated.
A decade after the World Commission on Dams (WCD) issued its groundbreaking report, the
evidence continues to mount that large dams – unless they are developed with the strictest
environmental and social standards – bring significant costs to people and the planet:
•

The UN’s Third Global Biodiversity Outlook (May 2010) finds that freshwater species
are being lost at an alarming rate and that freshwater ecosystems are even more
threatened than other ecosystems, thanks in part to the damage caused by dams.

•

A recent scientific paper in the journal Water Alternatives reveals that 472 million people
have likely been negatively affected downstream of large dams. The authors state that
this situation “lends urgency to the need for more comprehensive assessments of dam
costs and benefits.”

•

Indigenous and tribal peoples have been disproportionately affected by large dams, losing
the land and resources upon which they depend physically, culturally and spiritually.
According to a new report from Survival International, hundreds of thousands of tribal
peoples from Brazil to Ethiopia are currently threatened by planned dams.

•

Climate change will exacerbate the problems caused by large dams. Changing
precipitation patterns and increased flooding and droughts will threaten dam safety, cause
greater social and environmental damages, and undermine the viability of large-dam
hydropower generation. Furthermore, the emission of greenhouse gases from reservoirs is
emerging as a significant issue in some regions, as noted in another recent Water
Alternatives paper.

•

Large dams have repeatedly failed to meet their production targets, with the WCD
finding that more than half of the hydropower and nearly half of the irrigation projects it
studied had under-performed.

In 2000, following an independent global and participatory process, the WCD proposed a
comprehensive rights-based framework for decision-making on water and energy projects.
The principles espoused by the WCD represent core values of human rights and sustainability.
They include: conducting comprehensive options assessments; respecting the rights of affected
communities by negotiating legally binding agreements and ensuring the free, prior and informed
consent of indigenous peoples; guaranteeing that affected communities are the first to benefit;
fixing problems with existing projects before building new ones; providing for environmental
flows to maintain downstream ecosystems and livelihoods; and requiring funded, enforceable
compliance plans from developers.

Although there has been debate about the WCD report, its fundamental principles have been
reiterated in a growing number of legal norms. WCD principles are reflected in, for example, the
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Asian Development Bank Safeguard
Policies, and the EU Water Framework Directive, as well as in national legislation and policies
in China, Colombia, Nepal, Norway, Vietnam and other countries. However, effective
implementation of these standards is far from complete in these and other countries. As
documented in International Rivers’ recent publication, Protecting Rivers and Rights: The World
Commission on Dams Recommendations in Action, WCD principles have also proven their value
in specific dam projects.
There are often better alternatives to large dams, particularly for meeting the energy and water
needs of the poor or other vulnerable communities. These alternatives are increasingly
economically viable and some are outpacing new dam developments. In 2009, for example, more
wind than hydropower capacity was created globally, according to REN21’s Renewables 2010
Global Status Report. A recent article in Scientific American argues that it is entirely possible to
meet all the world's energy needs with wind, water and solar energy sources by 2030. Less than
9% of this energy would come from hydropower, most of which is already built. Similarly,
numerous examples from around the world have shown that it is possible to meet water needs
with decentralized, small-scale approaches to water conservation, storage and supply at low cost
and without destructive dams.
When a dam has been identified as the best solution through a comprehensive, transparent and
participatory options assessment process, it is important that the strongest standards are followed
to guarantee the rights of affected communities and protect the environment.
The dam industry, through the International Hydropower Association and the Hydropower
Sustainability Assessment Forum (HSAF), has just completed the preparation of its own
assessment tool for hydro projects. This process has excluded affected people and Southern civil
society networks from the negotiating table. The resulting Protocol does not include any
minimum requirements to protect people’s rights and the environment. It does not even require
projects to comply with national laws and international conventions. Although the HSAF
Protocol may offer a useful checklist for dam builders, a limited and voluntary approach cannot
replace the rights-based approach proposed by the WCD.
On the 10th anniversary of the World Commission on Dams, we reassert the rights-based
principles espoused by the WCD report and numerous conventions, laws, policies and
regulations. We call on governments around the world to uphold the principles they have
endorsed through various norms and standards when they plan, build and commission dam
projects. At the same time, we remain open to a dialogue with all actors – governments, the dam
industry, financiers and other civil society groups – about protecting our rivers and the rights of
those who most depend upon them.
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