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This study looks at the large number of hydropower dams proposed in the Himalayan region of Pakistan, India, Nepal and Bhutan which is emerging as a new frontier of dam building in the world. It looks at the social, political and economic contexts for the dam building programs in these countries. It outlines the issues at stake, the actors involved, the responses of civil society and affected people's groups and the likely developmental impacts of these projects.  

It finds that while these projects are being justified on the grounds of economic development and electricity needs, and that there are real and growing needs of electricity in these countries, even energy crises in several, the real drivers of the dam building programs are different. 

The paper finds that the developmental impacts of the projects are likely to be different from the claims of meeting energy needs of the poor and the marginalized sections. These projects, especially the large number of projects expected to be built by private developers and owners are likely to generate high cost power, cater mainly to the elites, and decrease access for the weaker sections of society. 
At the same time, the projects will have serious social, environmental and cultural impacts, several of which are unique to the Himalayan location. Projects are likely to threaten the identity of several of the tribes in the region as they destroy the natural environment that is so much a part of the culture of these tribes, and bring in an influx of outsiders. Due to the large number of dams planned, the cumulative downstream impacts could be felt as far down as the Indus delta and Bangladesh. Climate change threatens to alter the fundamental basis of the planning of these projects – the water flow regimes of the rivers in the region that are glacier and snow melt dependent. The melting of glaciers could mean higher flows initially – with possible threats to dam safety – and then much lower flows, impacting their performance. The intensity of precipitation is likely to increase, with dangers of higher floods. Sedimentation, already a serious problem for dams in the region is likely to aggravate as global warming leads to higher intensity of precipitation, more precipitation falling as rain than snow and melting of permafrost, all resulting in  higher erosion.
All this calls for a re-evaluation at the dam building, simultaneously developing alternative solutions for meeting electricity needs.
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