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California Dam Removals Prominent in US Restoration Plans
by Elizabeth Brink

SPECIAL FOCUS ON BACKLASH
The Dam Industry’s Response to a Changing World

E ach summer, US river conservation
organization American Rivers sur-
veys how many dams and other
obstructions have been removed or

are scheduled to be removed from the
nation’s rivers in that calendar year. This
year, they report, 57 dams in 15 states and
the District of Columbia are scheduled for
removal.

Eight of those projects are in California,
including 70-year-old West Panther Creek
Dam on a tributary of the Mokelumne River
in the northeastern part of the state. In early
August, Pacific Gas and Electric Co. (PG&E)
removed the 16-foot-high hydropower dam
with a giant jackhammer and backhoe,
allowing the creek to flow freely once again.

“This is a big day for us,” said Foothill
Conservancy Vice President Pete Bell,
moments before crews started obliterating
the dam’s 250 cubic yards of concrete. “I
look at this not as the destruction of a dam
but the rebirth of a stream.”

Built in the 1930s, this dam was part of a
larger complex of dams and reservoirs

known as the Mokelumne Project that pro-
vided electricity to 200,000 homes. A 1997
flood, however, dumped sediment behind
the dam and rendered in ineffective.

After a great deal of resistance, energy
utility PG&E, which owns the dam, agreed
to remove this dam on West Panther Creek,
a tributary of the Mokelumne River, as part
of a larger restoration settlement allowing
them to obtain a new operating license from
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission
in 2001. To avoid a lawsuit, PG&E agreed to
restore natural flow patterns to the
Mokelumne River, build new campsites and
recreation facilities, and decommission three
dams – all at a cost of about $40 million.

The dam removal is expected to open
additional habitat for trout and allow sedi-
ment to more naturally disperse throughout
the system. The greatest ecological benefit
comes from the fact that water that was
once diverted will now remain in the river
for conservation purposes.

“It took a long time, but ultimately, good
things come out of a collaboration like this

one,” said Randy Livingston, lead director of
power generation for PG&E. Although $40
million “is a lot of money,” he said, the dam
removal will help trout move along the river
and allow sediment to move downstream,
while costing PG&E only 0.2 percent of its
power generation on the Mokelumne.

For two decades, the commission had
been bending its rules and granting PG&E
one-year licenses to run the Mokelumne Proj-
ect, with no obligation to correct past envi-
ronmental mistakes. Conservation groups
insisted that FERC issue a new 30-year license
to PG&E, with restoration a key condition.

More than 114 dams have been decom-
missioned across the US since removal of the
Edwards Dam on Maine’s Kennebec River
made a big splash in 1999. “Communities
across the country are experiencing a new
beginning on their local rivers,” said Serena
McClain of American Rivers’ “Rivers
Unplugged” campaign. ■

For more information: www.amrivers.org/
damremoval



ically disorganized, complacent
and out-of-touch industry to go
on the offensive. Parts of the
industry are now developing
coherent strategies to influ-
ence public opinion and global
water and energy policies. 

This backlash against the pro-
gressive recommendations in the
WCD report has been helped by wider
political trends, and especially the sharp
lurch to the right in the US, India and
parts of Europe. The purported “war on
terrorism” led by the Bush regime has
helped provide cover for autocratic govern-
ments such as in Thailand, India and Pakistan
to clamp down on dissenters of all types,
including people’s movements and NGOs
that oppose dams. The fall-out from the Sep-
tember 11 attacks and the US’s response to
them has also moved human rights and envi-
ronmental concerns down the priority list of
governments and the general public.

This reactionary trend has also influenced
the politics of the World Bank board, most
noticeably through the US Executive Direc-
tor’s disdain for the concerns of progressive

T he publication of the report of the
World Commission on Dams in
November 2000 was a heavy blow
to the personal and professional

pride of many in the large dam industry.*
The WCD harshly criticized not only the
poor performance of large dam projects, but
also the corruption, vested interests, and
institutional incompetence which have
given dam building momentum. 

Not surprisingly, much of the dam indus-
try, and in particular the major large-dam-
building governments like India, Turkey and
China, have rejected the WCD report. The
major industry professional associations,
especially the International Commission on
Large Dams (ICOLD) and the International
Commission on Irrigation and Drainage
(ICID), which work closely with these gov-
ernments, have also been relentless in their
criticism of the WCD.

The shock that the WCD delivered to the
international dam industry has spurred a typ-

lobby groups.
This has emboldened

the Bank to recently declare
its support for a new generation of

what it terms “large-scale hydraulic infra-
structure” (the Bank has become rather coy
when it comes to calling a dam a dam). 

Yet while the industry is certainly produc-
ing much rhetoric and public-relations spin
about the need and inevitability of ramping
up large-dam construction, there are many
reasons to believe that the steady decline in
dam building will continue.

Dams Are Good For You
The major large-dam-building governments,
the industry associations and the World
Bank have worked together to manufacture a
new post-WCD discourse of large dams as
renewable, climate-friendly and key to allevi-
ating poverty. This strategy has already pro-
duced some rewards for them. The most
important success for the industry was in
getting large hydropower implicitly defined
as “renewable energy” at the World Summit
on Sustainable Development (WSSD) held in
Johannesburg in September 2002. At the
summit, governments with major
hydropower development plans, led by Iran,
inserted the wording “renewable energy
technologies, hydro included” into a sen-
tence dealing with energy diversification in
the summit’s Plan of Implementation.

continued on page 6

back·lash (noun) 1 a : a sudden violent backward movement or reaction
2 a : strong adverse reaction (as to a recent political or social development)
What happens when you take a shrinking, highly specialized industry accustomed to
lucrative projects around the globe, bombard it with years of criticism and protest, and
finally add an internationally acclaimed study that dissects its very way of doing busi-
ness as unjust, corrupt and in need of major change? You have a recipe for backlash.
The dam industry is now energetically lashing out against the various forces that have
been demanding change in the way water and energy projects are planned, and it has
had some degree of success. But as the articles in this issue describe, there are good
reasons to believe that change for the better is coming (if incrementally), and that we
are not facing a return to “the bad old days” of politicians promising “a chicken in
every pot and a dam on every river” as a way to win favor.As IRN’s executive director
Juliette Majot says in this issue’s Commentary, large dams “just don’t make sense for
the 21st century, and no amount of bravado or backlash is going to change that.”

Special Focus: Dam-Industry Backlash

* I use “large-dam industry” here to mean the
complex of individuals and institutions who pro-
mote, plan, fund, build and operate large dams.

Backlash! Shock of WCD Spurs 
the Big Dam Industry Into Action
by Patrick McCully
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L arge hydro may be in favor at the World Bank, the regional development banks, and the
dam-industry associations, but consider for a moment the difference between reality and
fantasy. Ask the banks, the developers and the government dam proponents what the out-
look is for the six Alumysa aluminum smelter dams in Chile, the Santa Isabel Dam in the

Brazilian Amazon, Nam Theun 2 Dam in Laos, or Bujagali Dam in Uganda. If their answer is not
“abysmal,” they are living in a fantasy world. In each of these cases business deals have unraveled
and money – lots of it – has been lost. What trust there was between governments and governed,
financiers and developers, those who would benefit and those who would pay, has eroded away.
And yet, the project’s strongest proponents refrain from giving them up. They scurry to find new
money, a new government deal, a better power purchase agreement – anything to reverse the
momentum building toward project cancellation. 

It is telling that while dam proponents herald the return of the World Bank to big dams, contin-
ue to ignore the findings of the WCD, and attempt to redefine large-scale hydropower as “renew-
able,” two of their flagship “dams of the future” don’t appear to have a future themselves. Neither
Nam Theun 2 nor Bujagali are sure bets, and a careful look at both cases will be enough to keep
clever private-sector bankers and developers skeptical at best. The World Bank, without which nei-
ther project stands a chance, will no doubt try to revive them both with a new twist on
private/public deal making.

So what happened?
In the case of Nam Theun 2, the dam’s lead investor, Electricité de France, announced its with-

drawal from the project 24 hours before the power purchase agreement was to be signed. Propo-
nents in Thailand, Laos, and at the World Bank insist that a new backer will be found. 

In the case of Bujugali, the US-based energy giant, AES, pulled out in August, shouldering a $75
million loss. The dam was central to the World Bank’s plans for privatizing Uganda’s energy sector.
Local calls for consideration of other energy options have gone unheard (see page 4). Instead of
reconsidering the wisdom of developing Bujagali, the World Bank and government of Uganda are
now meeting behind closed doors, hoping to salvage it, hoping to find another backer, hoping the
opposition will go away. It won’t.

In the Brazilian Amazon, and along rivers in Chile’s Patagonia, respect for the environment and
the rights of local people to participate in decisions affecting their land and livelihoods are princi-
ples espoused by dam opponents, and they have been winning arguments in stalling two
hydropower projects planned to power new aluminum smelting operations. A long way from being
cancelled, these projects continue to fuel controversy about damming the world’s rivers to smelt
aluminum, out of which is growing an international network of campaigns focused on the alu-
minum industry as a whole – and the world’s wasteful use of aluminum.

If these stalled projects aren’t enough of a problem for the dam-building industry and its friends
at the World Bank, another harsh dose of reality is being administered by the judiciary of Lesotho,
where some of the world’s largest dam building companies have been accused of corruption over
the Lesotho Highlands Water Project. Having lost its appeal, the Canadian company Acres Interna-
tional is just the first to have taken a public beating (see page 10). This could be the least of its wor-
ries. The World Bank is expected to have little choice but to disbar the convicted companies from
its procurement list, a possibility that has the dam-building industry as a whole quaking in its
boots. Without the World Bank, many large scale dams won’t get built. Those that get World Bank
backing will be built only by those companies on the World Bank procurement list.

Neither the dam building industry, the government officials promoting big dams, nor the World
Bank can possibly feel secure about the future of large-scale dams, despite their constant refrain to
the contrary. It just doesn’t make sense for the 21st century, and no amount of bravado or backlash
is going to change that. The backlash against opposition to dams discussed throughout this issue
doesn’t reflect reality, and it won’t be able to move outside the realm of policy makers and industry
promoters. For in the end, the dam-building industry is a dinosaur: defiant and threatened, saving
face, resting on outdated assumptions, and unable to grasp the legitimate economic, social, and
environmental factors that are preventing large dams from actually getting built.

Juliette Majot
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T he Indian government’s megalo-
maniacial plan to link all of its
major rivers in what would be the
world’s largest river-engineering

scheme (see WRR, June 2003) is inviting
strong opposition from many quarters.
Within India, civil society groups have
declared their opposition to the project,
which will include dozens of new dams, in
no uncertain terms. But undoubtedly more
surprising to the ruling party is the growing
opposition from state governments, water
officials and now, neighboring Bangladesh. 

At this writing, over half of the states of
India have declared their opposition to the
linking proposals in one form or another.
Bangladesh recently joined the fray by regis-
tering its formal opposition to the plan.

The linking scheme would defy virtually
every major recommendation of the World
Commission on Dams, and is fast becoming
a textbook example of how ignoring the
WCD’s advice on planning large river infra-
structure projects can lead to serious strife
over water resources. In particular, the proj-
ect as designed completely ignores the
WCD’s guidelines on comprehensive and
participatory needs and options assessment,
downstream impacts, addressing problems
with existing dams before proposing new
ones, gaining public acceptance, and sharing
rivers for peace, development and security
with neighboring countries. India’s national
government has been hostile to the WCD
since its inception, famously refusing per-
mission to the commissioners in 1998 as
they set off to hold public hearings in India
and visit the Narmada Valley dam sites.

States Take a Stance
Even before India’s President and Prime Min-
ister reiterated the government’s commit-
ment to the Inter-Linking of Rivers (ILR)
project in their Independence Day messages
in mid-August, the regional Water Parlia-
ment that met on July 23 in the border areas
between Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh
declared that it would fight one of the first
links to be taken up under the project,
known as the Ken-Betwa link. The Water
Parliament passed a resolution that said,
“Ken-Betwa link project is against local peo-
ple, environment and culture and is not
required, and the people of Bundelkhand
reject this proposal.” 

The Ken-Betwa link reveals some of the
huge project’s fundamental flaws. This link
cannot solve the region’s water-supply or
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Opposition to India’s River-Linking Scheme Grows 
by Himanshu Thakkar

flooding prob-
lems, and in fact
could exacerbate
local water prob-
lems. Many exist-
ing projects in the
region, including
numerous large
dams, are already
operating well
below optimum
capacity and the
proposed link will
only worsen this
situation by
diverting water
upstream. The
Ken-Betwa link
would include the
huge Greater Gan-
gau Dam, which
will not only sub-
merge over 10,000
hectares of land and displace thousands of
tribal families in Madhya Pradesh, but will
also submerge a significant part of the Panna
Tiger Reserve. No impacts of five other dams
to be constructed under this link are listed in
the proposal’s environmental impact study. 

Another link to stir strong opposition is
the Pampa-Achankovil-Vaippar link in Kerala
State. In early August, the Kerala state assem-
bly unanimously passed a resolution calling
the proposed Kerala link discriminatory and
unconstitutional, and noting that it would
“even derange the ecological balance” of the
region. “This House unanimously requests
the Central Government to give up totally
the Pamba-Achankovil-Vaipar Link Project,”
the resolution states. 

The Kerala government has also adopted
the Kerala Irrigation and Water Conservation
Act of 2003, which reiterates that “water is a
State subject as per the Constitution,” pro-
hibits the inter-linking of rivers, and calls for
farmers’ participation in water resources
management decisions. The Act would also
allow the state to decommission dams if
found unsafe, unprecedented in India.

Bangladesh Speaks Out
Angry opposition has also erupted in neigh-
boring Bangladesh. The first salvo came in
the form of an article in the UK Guardian on
July 24, 2003 which said the Bangladeshi
government fears the project would “threat-
en the livelihoods of more than 100 million
people downstream in Bangladesh.” It went

on to say that “Ministers are so concerned
that they are considering appealing to the
United Nations to redraft international law
on water sharing.” 

On September17, Prime Minister Khaleda
Zia told the Bangladesh Parliament that river
linking scheme is contrary to international
law and convention, and called on India to
refrain from developing the scheme.
“Bangladesh will have to face fatal conse-
quences if water from the Ganges and
Brahmaputra is withdrawn through inter-
linking,” she said. And Bangladesh’s water
minister recently urged the World Bank not
to fund the river-linking scheme, saying it
will destroy Bangladesh.

In September, a group of professionals in
Bangladesh wrote the Indian Supreme Court
decrying the linking scheme’s implications
for their nation. The letter states that imple-
mentation of the project would “reverse the
wheel of trust defeating all aspirations and
efforts for peace building and security in
South Asia.”

Bangladeshi government scientists esti-
mated that even a 10-20% reduction in the
water flow to the country could dry out great
areas for much of the year. The changed
water regime could lead to destruction of rice
farming, drying up of rivers, an increase in
the arsenic poisoning of groundwater (a
problem that already affects about 35 million
Bangladeshis), increased salinity of aquifers,
destruction of the world’s largest stretch of

Will India continue its destructive approach to rivers with the river linking scheme?
Many of its rivers are already near death after an onslaught of over 4,000 large
dams and diversions and another 400 under construction. Here, people affected by
the Narmada dam refuse to move as the river’s waters rise behind the dam.
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A
fter a decade of trying to build a
dam on Uganda’s White Nile at
Bujagali Falls, the US-based energy
giant AES Corp. finally “cried

uncle” in August and announced it was
backing out of the controversial project.
Local and international NGOs who had been
fighting the project were elated, but their
excitement was soon dampened by the news
that the World Bank, the project’s main
sponsor, and the Uganda government would
press forward with Bujagali rather than take
up one of the various alternatives that had
been proposed to supply Uganda with
much-needed power. 

The NGOs have been lobbying for a full
and fair review of the various energy
options available to Uganda
ever since the
Bujagali Dam site
was first granted
to AES in the mid-
1990s, but their
efforts have fallen
on deaf ears at the
World Bank. In fact,
the Bank has subvert-
ed efforts to analyze
non-hydropower
options: it manipulated
data to justify Bujagali
as the “least-cost” option
for Uganda after its con-
sultants pointed to other
projects as cheaper; hired
a dam-engineering firm to produce an “ener-
gy alternatives” report that analyzed only
hydropower projects, and has dismissed
(without justification) the promising option
of geothermal power. After the release of the
World Commission on Dams report part way
through the Bujagali planning process, the
Bank and Ugandan government chose to
ignore its recommendation that all “available
alternatives, their relevant consequences and
uncertainties are given full consideration.” 

Sorry History
Bujagali Dam is a 200-megawatt hydropower
project proposed for the Nile River at Bujagali
Falls, near Lake Victoria. The concession to
build the dam – the largest private develop-
ment project in East Africa – was granted to
AES without competitive bidding, and with-
out a comprehensive analysis of Uganda’s

energy needs or options. After the African
Development Bank funded a Hydropower
Development Master Plan for Uganda, the
World Bank Group expressed interest in
funding “the next hydropower project,”
before any other options were even assessed. 

The Bank did undertake an assessment of
energy alternatives, but it was a seriously
flawed process that shed little light on Ugan-
da’s actual energy options. The Bank’s pri-
vate investment arm, the IFC, commissioned
Acres International – a company which had
proposed building a dam at Bujagali years
before, and had previously worked on
other dam projects in
Uganda –

to carry
out the assessment.

Remarkably, Acres’ report concluded
that it would be most economic for Uganda
to develop a gas-fired combined-cycle plant
first, followed by Bujagali – advice the Bank
chose to ignore. Equally remarkably, the
377-page report devotes only one paragraph
to geothermal energy, although previous
World Bank research revealed that Uganda
has at least 450 megawatts of potential geot-
hermal capacity.  

Uganda clearly needs power, but ques-
tions remain as to whether a large dam –
and particularly a dam at the Bujagali site –
is the most appropriate approach for the
poor, indebted nation. Although 95% of the
Ugandan population does not have access to
electricity, most could not afford Bujagali’s
costly power even if they were offered free
connections to the national grid. An analysis
of the project’s Power Purchase Agreement
prepared by the independent Prayas Energy
Group revealed that Uganda will be faced

with an average $20 million in excessive
payments each year if the dam moves for-
ward under this contract.

The Quest for Alternatives 
Beginning in the late 1990s, Ugandan and
international NGOs were calling for a more
realistic look at Uganda’s energy needs, and
the best way to meet the needs of the major-
ity of its people. The concern that most
Ugandans could not afford power from the
expensive Bujagali Dam was widespread.

“The major question that
should be addressed by
any serious investor is
not access to electricity
but its demand,” wrote
Martin Musumba of
the Ugandan group
Save Bujagali Crusade
in the late 1990s.
“Less than 15% of
the Uganda popula-
tion can afford
electricity. The rest
of the population
have no choice
but to continue
to use fuel wood

and charcoal due to the
high cost of power and high level of

poverty. Production of more electricity will
not reduce use of fuel wood and charcoal
until deliberate programs are evolved to
reduce poverty and the cost of power.”

The World Bank had data that agreed
with Musumba’s. A 1996 report by the
World Bank-managed Energy Sector Manage-
ment Assistance Programme (ESMAP) stated:
“No more than 7% of [Uganda’s] total popu-
lation can afford unsubsidized electricity …
It is unrealistic to think that more than a
fraction of the rural population could be
reached by a conventional, extend-the-grid
approach. A more promising course is to
rely, instead, on ‘alternative’ approaches to
electrification.” 

In addition to questions about the wis-
dom of adding 200 megawatts to the grid,
others were noting that Uganda’s grid was
very inefficient. According to Uganda’s 1996
State of the Environment Report (by the
National Environmental Protection Agency),
over a third of the power generated in Ugan-

Would You Like a Dam with that Dam?
How Bujagali Dam Became the Only Game in Town in Uganda
by Lori Pottinger
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M
rs. Seki Sentane doesn’t take
her hot shower for granted.
Unable to afford the cost of an
electric water heater, this South

African grandmother until recently had to
use an electric kettle or kerosene stove to
heat a small pan of water to bathe herself
and her grandchildren in her home in Dur-
ban’s Klaarwater township.

Even then, the cost was oppressive. The
average township family in South Africa
spends a third of its income on energy, with
most of that outlay going to heat water and
provide lights and television.

The US Agency for International Develop-
ment responded by helping to explore alter-
native ways to meet the energy needs of
poor households in South Africa. In a coun-
try that gets sunshine 300 days a year, solar
water heaters were a natural fit.

Solar water heating is not a new technol-
ogy. It first gained popularity over 20 years
ago, and is widely used for homes and swim-
ming pools worldwide. Solar water heaters
are built locally, can be installed by any
competent plumber, and unlike PV electric
systems have no batteries or complicated
equipment to maintain and replace. And
that’s why they are being encouraged in
South Africa, says Bill Howley of Winrock
International, a US-based development
NGO. “We would never introduce an
unproven technology to poor or vulnerable
communities,” he says. “Our time is better
spent working on the institutional and
financial arrangements that can put an
established technology into the hands of
low-income families.” 

The Winrock team worked with its local
partners at Solar Engineering Services to
identify solar water heaters that were well-
suited to the needs of township households.
As Will Cawood of Solar Engineering Ser-
vices put it, “We wanted smaller products
that worked as well and had the same life
expectancy as the US$920 solar water heaters
installed in wealthy homes; township resi-
dents shouldn’t have to settle for second-
class systems.” 

Cawood felt that an official seal of
approval would help consumers recognize
solar water heaters as proven energy appli-
ances, like refrigerators and light bulbs. He
turned to the South African Bureau of Stan-
dards, where he worked with government and
local industry for over two years to patiently

guide revisions to the country’s solar
water heater performance standards.

The key to the success of the proj-
ect, however, has been the team’s col-
laboration with the Durban municipali-
ty’s housing authority, which builds
thousands of low-cost houses each year.
It turned out to be a perfect fit. “We
want to help our clients save money,”
says Khumbu Mvulane-Mkhise, pro-
gram manager at eThekwini Metro
Housing. To that end, the housing
authority approved a 100-home pilot
project to gauge end-users’ perceptions
of solar water heating and determine
energy and financial savings. 

“eThekwini Housing has been a
great partner,” says Howley. “They
know and are trusted by local resi-
dents, are dedicated to long-term well-
being of community members, and
have been willing to think outside the
box.” Cawood agrees. “The eThekwini
team’s involvement has helped us gain
local acceptance and trust from the
beginning.”

The solar water heaters being used in
Durban range in cost from $75 for a
portable, wheelbarrow-style unit to $200 for
a 50-liter, roof-mounted unit. Energy savings
mean that the systems pay for themselves in
two years, but relatively few families can
come up with this much money at once. As
a result the Winrock team has been working
with local banks to arrange low-cost loans,
and with eThekwini Housing to see if they
can provide solar water heaters at a discount
for the poorest households.

Several months later, results are encourag-
ing, with the average household saving
about $10 a month in energy costs, and over
900 people placing requests for the low-cost
water heaters. 

Not only do the poor get a reliable, inex-
pensive source of hot water with these sys-
tems, but the environment benefits, too,
with preliminary estimates showing that
each roof-mounted water heater displaces
about a half ton of greenhouse gas emissions
from coal-fired power plants, South Africa’s
primary source of electricity.

eThekwini Housing is now working with
Winrock and Solar Engineering Services on a
follow-up project to deliver at least 4,000
solar water heaters, as a prelude to incorpo-
rating the systems as an option on the

16,000 new homes it builds each year, and
the 400,000 homes that have already been
built in Durban’s townships.

The project has attracted broader atten-
tion. A team working since 1997 to intro-
duce solar water heating in a Johannesburg
township has asked Solar Engineering Ser-
vices to serve as a technical advisor, and the
team has been invited to describe their work
at South Africa’s largest homebuilding con-
ference taking place this October. South
Africa’s solar water heater manufacturers are
eager for these efforts to give their industry
a much-needed boost. With its relatively
simple technology, there’s no reason low-
cost solar water heaters can’t be used 
across Africa.

For Solar Engineering Services and Win-
rock, however, the end users remain the
main focus. “Energy is just a development
tool,” Cawood insists. “We want to help
stimulate local industry, but want that work
to translate into direct benefits for poor
households.”

He’s getting his wish. When asked how
solar water heating has affected her family,
Mrs. Zwane says, “I have a large family who
insist on having hot water, so I had solar
plus an electric backup unit installed. Now
we have hot water morning and evening,
rain or shine”. ■

Hot Water for All
Solar Water Heater Program Helps South Africa’s Poor Clean Up
by Jamal Gore
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Alternatives

Seki Sentane points out her new solar water heater.
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The World Bank’s Senior Water Advisor,
John Briscoe, inserted several references to
the WSSD pro-hydro language into the
Bank’s new Water Resources Sector Strategy.
The final version of the strategy, released in
February 2003, claims that that the “official
declaration of the Summit emphasizes the
role which hydropower can play in poverty
reduction in developing countries.” In fact
nowhere do the documents from the sum-
mit link hydropower and poverty reduction
(the language quoted above is the only men-
tion of hydropower or dams in the official
WSSD documents). Although this “error”
was pointed out in comments on a draft of
the strategy, the false statement remains in
the Bank’s final text. The strategy paper also
stresses that the WSSD conclusions mean
that large hydro should benefit from carbon
trading schemes intended to help reduce
greenhouse gas emissions. 

The hydro industry largely ignored the
Second World Water Forum in The Hague in
2000. But the International Hydropower
Association (IHA) made good use of the pub-
lic relations value of this year’s Third World
Water Forum, held in Kyoto. “Water for
Energy” was one of the main themes of the
forum, and the IHA organized discussions on
this theme (with funding from the World
Bank) under the title of the “First Interna-
tional Summit on Sustainable Use of Water
for Energy.” The IHA’s efforts at the World
Water Forum paid off with the following
statement in the meeting’s final ministerial
declaration: “We recognize the role of
hydropower as one of the renewable and
clean energy sources, and that its potential
should be realized in an environmentally
sustainable and socially equitable manner.”

The IHA has since stated that the Kyoto
Declaration and the Johannesburg Imple-
mentation Plan are “essential mandates for
the future role of hydropower.” 

That the World Water Forum carried a
strong vein of support for hydropower and
large dams in general is no surprise. The
organizer of these forums is the World Water
Council (WWC), a lobby group largely made
up of engineering, construction and water
supply companies, large dam-building associ-
ations including ICOLD and IHA, and inter-
national funders, including the World Bank. 

The WWC was a co-sponsor of the
“World Panel on Financing Water Infrastruc-
ture” chaired by former Managing Director
of the International Monetary Fund, Michel
Camdessus. The “Camdessus Report” was
presented – amidst much controversy – in
Kyoto. Although focused on how to increase
private investment in water supply, the
report also calls for donors to step up fund-
ing for large dams. It claims that the WSSD

gave “recognition of the need for water stor-
age and hydropower development, including
dams of all sizes, which signified an impor-
tant change of mood.” 

The work of the World Commission on
Dams was mentioned only in a footnote to
the Camdessus Report – which contains the
implication that the WCD report has some-
how been superseded by the WSSD. It is
astounding, and clearly absurd, to claim
that the WCD’s two years’ work, unprece-
dented efforts at public consultation, and
thousands of pages of research and analysis
of a wide range of dam-related issues have
been negated by a few words on hydro
inserted at the last moment into the WSSD
Plan of Implementation. 

The Camdessus Report follows the World
Bank’s water strategy in implying a self-evi-
dent link between building big water proj-
ects and alleviating poverty. This rhetorical
link is now helping justify the inclusion of
water mega-projects as key components of
major regional “sustainable development”
schemes such as the Nile Basin Initiative
and the New Partnership for Africa’s Devel-
opment (NEPAD), which is promoted heavi-
ly at any international meeting with Africa
on the agenda. 

The new rhetorical legitimacy of water
mega-projects, and the possibility that the
World Bank might put up some of the cash
to build them, has also encouraged govern-
ments to push forward with infrastructure
projects that have long existed in planners’
dreams. Most remarkable of these is India’s

“river linking” scheme (see p. 3), a Stalinist
fantasy which involves the re-plumbing of
India’s geography at crippling economic,
social, and environmental costs. 

Rhetoric vs. Reality
While on the rhetorical level things seem to
be on the up-and-up for the dam industry,
in reality it will be very difficult for them to
brush aside opponents and capture the mas-
sive funds required for the hoped-for new
generation of mega-schemes. While putting
on a brave face to the outside world, at their
own meetings industry insiders admit that
times are tough. Alison Bartle, editor of
Hydropower & Dams (and Chair of the public
relations committee for the IHA) told an
ICOLD meeting last year that the Commis-
sion was “facing the most challenging time
in its 74-year history.”

Outside of the World Bank, many fund-
ers, both public and private, are increasingly
concerned about the high risks, both finan-
cial and reputational, involved in large dam
investments. And even inside the Bank there
are staff who do not see their careers (or self-
esteem) being helped by involvement in
another controversial large dam. 

While many in the large-dam industry
continue their steadfast opposition to the
findings of the WCD, others – including
many in the IHA – realize that they cannot
wish the WCD away and must at least be
seen to be open to the broad principles it
has asserted into the public discourse on

Backlash! continued from page 1

Page 6 World Rivers Review October 2003

Bizarre ICOLD Website Reveals Industry Paranoia

continued opposite

For an extremely surreal and entertaining
look at how the dam industry sometimes
presents itself, visit this ICOLD*-related 
website: www.icold-cigb.net 

The pro-dam message comes through
clearly enough (Build your dam for your
freedom! and double the dams of the world),
but from there its message deteriorates
rather precipitously. Under the heading 
“A good dam is a dead dam,” for exam-
ple, the unnamed author of the site lets
loose with,“This violent and spicy posi-
tion mobilizes, here and there, the inter-
ests of some ‘western’ or ‘developed’
countries media, mainly reflecting the
opinions of some extremist groups as a
result of ‘deep ecology’ philosophy and in
the tradition of lynching after spreading
calumnies…” (Note:We’ve maintained the
original spelling and punctuation.)

Under the title “Kill and scalp all Indians,
big and little,” our anonymous scribe rants:
“The real fathers in CALIFORNIA and
COLORADO of the ‘anti dam sect’ are in
their language (at least) the moral sons of

so called ‘pioners’.
So the dialogue is
impossible today;
the permanent
surrealist transfer
of ‘hate’ is always
there when ration-
al and objective
dialogue on dams
is attempted (‘anti-
dam’ people liked
to call them-
selves of ‘dam-
haters’, this is a
tribeal mark!
they chose ‘dams’ as specific scapegoats
when the Vietnam conflict lost its meaning
in the US ).” (“Objective dialogue?”)

Not only is the text … creative, but
the choice of graphics is too – everything
from pictures of Elvis to drawings of drag-
ons are used to drive home the message
that dams can save the world.

*The International Commission on Large Dams 

A whole lotta shakin’ going
on: Elvis makes a mysterious
appearance on this ICOLD
website.



large dams and development. Some in the
industry are prepared to follow much of
what the WCD recommends, realizing that it
will mean fewer large dams get built, but
hoping that those projects that do go ahead
can be implemented without the delays and
headaches resulting from public opposition.
The late Geoff Sims, then a Vice President of
ICOLD, threw down a gauntlet to many of
his colleagues by stating in late 2000 that
“No sensible person would argue against the
main thrust of the WCD report …To avoid
the waste involved with the bitter arguments
of the past we have a duty to adapt our
working methods to conform to the guide-
lines WCD have revealed.”

Many companies, funders and internation-
al agencies are taking the WCD report serious-
ly and calling for its recommendations to be
followed. The US government’s Overseas Pri-
vate Investment Corporation has incorporated
the WCD policy principles relevant for an
investment guarantee agency into its draft
environmental handbook. Swiss Re, one of the
world’s largest reinsurance companies, recent-
ly adopted a policy calling for “large projects
to be handled in accordance with [the WCD’s]
principles and priorities.” In several countries,
including South Africa, Vietnam and Ger-
many, processes are going forward with
involvement from government, civil society
and the private sector to discuss how the
WCD’s recommendations can be implemented
into national legislation and practice. 

No Money, No Dam
Most troubling to the large dam industry, at
least in the short term, is the scarcity of
funding for big projects. The fall-out from
the collapse of Enron and the implosion of
private investment flows to developing
countries has caused the already much
smaller than hoped for flow of private funds
for dams to dry up almost completely. Eco-
nomic problems in many parts of the world
mean that public investment is also scarce.
The withdrawal in mid-2003 of the lead
developers of the Bujagali (Uganda) and
Nam Theun 2 (Laos) dams is a stark illustra-
tion of the depth of the problems currently
facing the dam industry. 

The broader political trends are also per-
haps not as favorable as dam boosters may
hope. The limits of US American Empire are
now being tested by the debacle in Iraq,
once more opening up political space for
progressives to promote human rights and
respect for international norms. Regime
change in the US in 2004 now looks like a
distinct possibility. 

The Workers Party government in Brazil
has brought greater influence for that coun-
try’s dynamic national movement of dam-

affected people as well as other social move-
ments and NGOs. It has also strengthened the
political clout of the country’s environmental
authorities. Developments in Brazil are likely
to help raise the influence of civil society else-
where in Latin America, and beyond.

Technological trends are also running
against the large dam industry’s interests.
Major improvements in the energy efficiency
of desalinization technology and subsequent
reductions in its costs means that desaliniza-
tion is increasingly cheaper than long distance
transfer of water (more than half of the
world’s people live near seas and oceans).
Clean energy technologies, in particular wind
and solar power, are rapidly advancing and
will increasingly be able to out-compete large
hydro. Wind power is already cheaper (and
more publicly acceptable) than hydro in many
places, and solar power is not far behind. 

Japanese multinational Sharp, the world’s
largest producer of photovoltaic systems, pre-
dicts PV costs falling to $2,500 per installed
kilowatt over the next decade. The installed
costs of large hydro are currently typically
around this level. And while the costs of
solar and wind are falling rapidly, the cost 
of hydro is increasing. A 1990 World Bank
study found that constant dollar costs of
hydroelectric facilities were increasing at 
3.5-4% per year. Reasons for the mounting
costs include site depletion (the cheapest
sites have been used up), increasing social
and environmental costs, and little room to
increase efficiency or bring down costs. 

The Perils of Climate Change
Hydro plants are built on the assumption
that past precipitation and stream-flow pat-
terns can be used to accurately predict future
power production and the size of floods that
could threaten dam safety. But climate
change will bring extremes of drought and
flood outside the historical record. If devel-
opers were to take climate change into
account, dams would have to have greater
capacities to safely pass high floods, and pro-
jections of power generation would have to
allow for new extremes of drought. These
factors would increase the costs and reduce
benefits from hydropower, making it even
harder for developers to secure funding. 

The industry frequently claims that green-
house gas emissions from hydropower are
zero, or at least negligible compared to fossil
fuel plants. Yet the available evidence sug-
gests that emissions from large tropical reser-
voirs can be comparable or even greater than
those from fossil fuels. The science of mea-
suring emissions from hydropower and com-
paring them with other technologies is com-
plex, highly disputed and still subject to
many unknowns. Until it can be clearly

established that new hydro projects will have
less climate impacts than the alternatives, it
will be difficult for the hydro industry to jus-
tify carbon subsidies for major projects.

The main international carbon trading
scheme is the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Devel-
opment Mechanism. So far it appears that
large hydro may have a difficult time meeting
the CDM’s eligibility requirements and several
large hydros have already been rejected by
the CDM. Concerns that addressing climate
change should not exacerbate other social
and environmental problems are already caus-
ing buyers of credits in the emerging carbon
market to be cautious about large hydro. The
governments of Germany and the Nether-
lands have announced that they will only
source credits from large hydros which com-
ply with WCD recommendations. 

But the most important reason to believe
that the large dam industry’s new dawn will
not come is that public opposition to their
proposals remains strong and is only likely
to grow. The backlash described above has
been a reaction not just to the WCD, but
also to the people’s movements and NGOs
that have opposed many large dam projects,
and whose criticisms led the World Bank to
help establish the WCD in the first place. 

Despite the outright rejection of the
WCD report by many within ICOLD and
the underhanded attempts by the World
Water Council and World Bank to discredit
the report, the WCD’s findings and recom-
mendations will continue to be the interna-
tional benchmark against which dam pro-
posals will be judged. Opposition to large
dams will continue as long as destructive
dams are proposed and their backers
attempt to raise funds and gain public sup-
port on the basis of incompetent and
incomplete studies, mendacious claims and
repression of dissent. With falling public
acceptance, and with many better options
available to provide water and electricity, it
is increasingly only the most benign and
essential large dams that will go forward.
And that means many fewer dams being
built than is the case today. ■
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Dam opponents in Thailand.

Interview



In the three years since the World Commission on 
Dams (WCD) released its landmark report on the
legacy of large dams, those hoping for a sea-change 

in the way dams are planned have had to be patient with
slow change. And that’s the good news; less encouraging
has been a backlash to the report in some quarters —
most notably, at the World Bank, which has taken steps 
to distance itself from the WCD’s recommendations and
even made policy changes that would promote more 
dams. Around the world, problematic large dams have 
continued to move forward unimpeded by the WCD’s 
principles, which aim to improve planning processes and
outcomes. And yet, if there has not been a flood of positive
results since the report was released, incremental change
has come in a steady trickle. We asked some former 
commissioners to talk about progress in water- and 
energy-planning since the release of the WCD report.
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JC: Yes, it has already started to change the language and content of water
and energy policy and financing, in terms of options assessment, public
acceptance and respect for human rights (including indigenous peoples’
free and prior informed consent, involuntary resettlement and benefits for
the communities directly affected), and environmental flows. It has
strengthened the role of communities in their campaigns. It is starting to
change decision-making in terms of the initiation of national-level multi-
stakeholder processes to discuss water and energy policy. It also sets a good
benchmark against which other multi-stakeholder processes can be judged.

Personally, the WCD process has grounded my continuing activism
against large dams. It has strengthened my conviction about the impor-
tance of having direct participation in decision-making by indigenous
peoples and local communities in all matters affecting them. It has sharp-
ened my understanding about the necessary conditions for democratic
decision-making, and how the mainstream political structures and
processes routinely exclude indigenous peoples, women and poor people.

JC: Grassroots organizations are taking a strong lead in studying and dis-
seminating the report and promoting dialogue, and some governments
are taking a positive role. I am pleased about the initiation of a number
of multi-stakeholder country processes to discuss how to implement the
report (including South Africa, Nepal, Vietnam, Pakistan, Thailand). 

The endorsement of indigenous peoples’ free, prior and informed con-
sent by an independent commission has strengthened political and pub-
lic interest about indigenous peoples’ rights. Discussions on participation
in development decisions now include discussion on negotiated agree-
ments and the right to say no. The principle of free, prior and informed
consent is now seriously being studied in a number of international and
national processes affecting indigenous peoples by such bodies as the UN
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, the Convention on Biological
Diversity, UNDP, and others. WCD endorsement of the principle was
quite timely, bolstering developments in international and national law
and jurisprudence.

On the negative side, I have been surprised about how the report con-
tinues to be misinterpreted by dam proponents, who continue to make
the same arguments despite the evidence presented by the WCD knowl-
edge base. A fuller dissemination of the report among water professionals
and decision-makers, and further dialogue among interested and affected
parties continues to be very necessary.

And I am extremely disappointed by the World Bank and its backward
role and absence of positive leadership in this very important sector. 

What significant progress
have you seen since the
report was launched? 
Are negative reactions
undermining the impact
of the report? 

Joji Carino is an activist and analyst of
indigenous peoples’ issues in her native Philip-
pines. She works for the Tebtebba Foundation 
(Indigenous Centre for International Policy,
Research, and Education).

Did the World Commission on Dams M

Do you think the WCD
has made a difference?

Former Commissioners Reflect on 
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DM: Yes. The WCD report helped clarify the debate around dams, but also
more broadly around water, energy, and agriculture development, and
around governance and accountability issues. It provided a clear frame-
work for assessing the impacts of development projects, which I think is
contributing to greater rigor in evaluating projects. I think that the WCD
analysis provided new evidence on a wide range of topics, including the
costs and benefits of dams and how such benefits are distributed, the
potential for alternatives to dams, and the greenhouse gas emissions from
dams. Most importantly, the WCD provided new ideas for improving the
livelihoods of vulnerable communities, for sustaining the environment on
which we all depend, and for improving the performance of all develop-
ment projects. The “rights and risks approach” to respecting all interests’
rights and identifying their risks (both voluntary and involuntary) is fun-
damental to improving the decision-making processes around develop-
ment projects. These ideas and the report itself are still being actively
debated three years after its release, which is a good sign. 

TS: Yes, but implementation is the name of the game and its too early to
be able to point to implementation “successes.” The WCD report is a
very important step forward in the effort to improve the outcomes of
water and energy development, but it is having trouble making serious
inroads into the dam-building industry. I believe the world needs to
find a new development paradigm which does not further degrade the
world’s life support systems or widen the gap between rich nations and
poor nations (and within those nations between rich and poor). When I
began my research on large dams over 45 years ago, I thought that they
could play a major role in fostering more equitable development with-
out serious environmental impacts. I now doubt that to be the case in
the years ahead. Therefore, the need is not just to seek alternatives in
specific cases, but to begin a major discussion on how to expand to the
world as a whole the WCD approach to water and energy resources and
to river basins. The WCD report has yet to foster the type of discussions
that could lead to the necessary new paradigm.

DM: People are still learning about and digesting the report. But I have
been pleased to see that the report’s ideas and guidelines are being used
as benchmarks for the US Export-Import Bank, the US Overseas Private
Investment Corporation, the African Development Bank and the Asian
Development Bank. NGOs are taking up the recommendations, debating
them, and applying them in their own circumstances, often beyond the
debate around dams. 

The negative reactions appear to come primarily from the financial
institutions and the companies and groups most directly involved with
dam-building. Of course it has been a disappointment that the World
Bank has not taken up the recommendations. The Bank’s response has
allowed other countries and institutions to dampen their own respons-
es. The odd part is that Bank projects do not seem to have improved as
far as its poverty alleviation goals are concerned, and I do not believe
that its new Water Resources Sector Strategy, with its focus on new
dams, will succeed in improving the Bank’s performance in the water
sector or, sadly, in helping to cut in half the number of people without
access to basic water and sanitation. I do think that many of the WCD’s
recommendations would actually improve the Bank’s performance. It’s
ironic that it rejects recommendations that are fundamental to meeting
its own goals.

Personally, I’ve been most surprised by the purposely misleading dis-
cussions around the WCD’s recommendation to use the principle of Prior
Informed Consent (PIC) for communicating and negotiating with indige-
nous and tribal peoples. Some have insisted that this gives “veto power”
to indigenous communities over all development, and undermines state
sovereignty. In fact, the report states that PIC depends on a negotiated
decision-making process that results in demonstrable public acceptance of
agreements and institutional arrangements regarding the project.

TS: We are dealing with a process here, in which the WCD report was a
major step forward in that it was endorsed by important UN agencies
(especially UNEP and WHO) and by the funding agencies of various
donor nations, of which Germany has been the most outspoken. The
WCD report also led to UNEP forming the “Dams and Development
Project,” which is moving the process forward slowly. Another plus is
that China, which refused to cooperate with the WCD originally, has
now joined the multistakeholder international forum formed to discuss
the WCD recommendations. 

Reactions are pretty much along lines that I expected. In regard to
critics, it was clear from the start of the WCD process that prominent
individuals in industry groups such as the International Commission on
Large Dams, International Commission on Irrigation and Drainage, and
International Hydropower Association would not support the WCD.
Negative reactions, including ignoring and misrepresenting the WCD
report, definitely have been holding back forward movement. One
recent example was the 2003 Camdessus Report,* presented at the Third
World Water Forum in Kyoto, which, in the words of WCD Chair Kader
Asmal, “effectively ignore[d] the framework proposed by the World
Commission on Dams.” Another bad example was the attempt by WCD
critics in the World Water Council and the Global Water Partnership to
remove the WCD’s Dams and Development Project (DDP) as the joint
sponsor of a full day session at the Third World Water Forum on dams
and sustainable development and from participation in the opening ses-
sion. That was a serious attempt to marginalize DDP’s exposure at the
Forum and influence thereafter. It was offset at the last moment by re-
incorporating DDP in all of the session’s activities including adding two
members of the DDP Forum to the four-speaker opening session. 

Deborah Moore has worked to reform
water and economic policies in the US and inter-
nationally. She has worked to analyze the eco-
nomic, environmental, and social aspects of
large-scale river development projects, to 
protect rivers and wetlands, and to promote
community-based alternatives. 

Thayer Scudder is a Professor Emeritus of
Anthropology at the California Institute of Technology.
In his work over 45 years on social issues associated
with river basin development around the world, he
has focused on resettlement and social issues related
to infrastructure development. He is currently com-
pleting a book on the future of large dams.

Make a Difference?
Progress, Setbacks Since Report’s Release

Special Focus:
Backlash

continued on page 15
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G ood governance has been on a
roll lately in the small mountain
kingdom of Lesotho. The nation’s
High Court continues to make

headlines across the globe due to its
unprecedented and thus far successful prose-
cution of multinational engineering firms
suspected of bribing the former chief execu-
tive of the Lesotho Highlands Water Project
(LHWP), a gigantic multi-dam water supply
scheme (see box). Overshadowed by this dra-
matic trial is another important attempt by
Lesotho to right the many wrongs associated
with the LHWP – the government ombuds-
man’s inquiry into the complaints of the
country’s dam-affected people. 

According to all parties involved, the
inquiry’s findings, which were released in
August, were fair and conclusive. The Lesotho
Highlands Development Authority (LHDA),
the parastatal responsible for managing con-

struction of and operating the project’s dams,
had been negligent in its obligation to prop-
erly compensate and resettle dam-affected
people, and, in some cases, had broken
Lesotho’s laws governing compensation.
LHDA must now follow up on the complaints
validated by the ombudsman and, according
to some reports, is already doing so.

Here is how this remarkable inquiry came
about.

Lesotho’s Ombudsman, Sekara Mafisa, is a
mediator. His office has the power to investi-
gate citizens’ complaints against governmen-
tal bodies and to recommend fair settle-
ments of these disputes.

By January 2003, over 100 hand-written
complaints from dam-affected people had
poured into his office. The litany of griev-
ances captured the pervasiveness of the
impacts the multi-dam scheme has brought
upon the people of the Lesotho Highlands.

They spoke of inadequate, delayed and
unpaid compensation payments. They listed
numerous unfulfilled promises of develop-
ment schemes intended to help their com-
munities cope with the dams’ impacts: roads,
water supplies, health facilities, schools, elec-
tricity and bridges. They described painful
resettlement experiences resulting from shod-
dy house construction, polluted and eroding
resettlement sites, and damaged property.

Because of the volume of the complaints
and the fact that they suggested a violation
of Lesotho’s law, the Ombudsman decided to
hold an extensive public inquiry. Hundreds
of people attended the inquiry’s first meet-
ings, and many testified, including Ntaoleng
Khatala who represented one of the commu-
nities displaced by the second dam in the
project, the 145-meter-high Mohale Dam. In
a trembling voice, she said, “It was unfair on
the part of LHDA to remove us from our
original homes – where we did not have to
buy firewood, herbal medicines, and vegeta-
bles, and where we had plenty of water and
grass where our livestock and agriculture
could thrive – and bring us here to where we
face serious problems.”

Another displaced person, Selopane
Seleke, testified, “The sites on which we are
currently resettled are not suitable for agri-
culture because the soil is not fertile and the
gardens are too small. It is not that we want
miracles, but we want transparency and
respect for our rights from the LHDA.”

A total of 172 witnesses testified before
the ombudsman, and he visited and inspect-
ed 26 different sites. Affected people and
LHDA staff cross-examined one another. The
human rights NGO, Transformation Resource
Centre, and local chiefs provided frequent
testimony. National media closely monitored
all developments. Never before had commu-
nities, civil society, and government office-
holders collaborated on such a scale to rectify
the failures of a government project. 

When the ombudsman released his final
report six months later, the affected people’s
allegations, including LHDA’s failure to com-
ply with relevant legislation on compensa-
tion, were largely proven. “Where LHDA has
violated the law, breached the contract or
acted negligently … LHDA must make good
the loss,” states the final report. Specifically,
the report recommended that:

The Little Country That Could
Lesotho Government Works to Right Wrongs of Huge Water Project 
by Ryan Hoover

Lesotho Courts Strike Another Blow 
Against Dam Corruption
Acres International, a large Canadian engineering firm, lost its appeal against its
Lesotho corruption conviction in August. In his verdict, Judge Jan Steyn called Acres’
actions in Lesotho “cynical” and “motivated by greed.” The company had been found
guilty of bribing the former chief executive of the LHDA in exchange for favorable
contract terms.

The decision was just the latest in a string of victories in the case for Lesotho’s
Attorney General, Fine Maema, and Director of Public Prosecutions, Leaba Thetsane.
Convictions have also been upheld against the former LHDA chief executive, the
German engineering firm Lahmeyer International, and a consultant.A French con-
struction firm, Spie Batignolles, is due to face trial next month.

A bribery conviction in Lesotho spells major problems for these companies. Not
only do they face damaged reputations and stiff fines in Lesotho, but they could be
barred from competing for future contracts financed by the World Bank. For a com-
pany like Acres this is no small threat.The firm has won 15 World Bank contracts
since 1995 with a total value of $13.5 million.The World Bank has said it is reviewing
the Acres case, and a decision on debarment is expected shortly.

Canadian agencies, meanwhile, appear to be circling the wagons to protect one of
their own. In an interview with Canadian Business magazine, a spokesman for Export
Development Canada has said that it is still “prepared to support Acres notwith-
standing the dismissal of their appeal.” Canada’s International Development Agency
and Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT) have said that
they are reviewing the court evidence, but correspondence revealed by Canadian
NGO Probe International suggests that DFAIT had been working behind the scenes
to defend Acres during the trial.

The Lesotho government remains undaunted by the vested interests behind the
big companies it has chosen to prosecute. It is essential to show “zero tolerance” for
bribery, says Thetsane of Public Prosecutions.“We have demonstrated to the interna-
tional community that corruption is not just a Third World problem,” he said. continued opposite
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• LHDA pay interest on all delayed and
unpaid compensation payments;

• LHDA treat all resettlement communities
equally, providing equal services to all; 

• Compensation legislation be amended to
fill gaps between it and LHDA’s own poli-
cies; and that

• LHDA, as a matter of urgency, build a
number of access roads, bridges, and
health facilities.
These recommendations were accompa-

nied by specific timeframes for implementa-
tion, and ombudsman Mafisa pledged to
hold LHDA to this schedule. He also had
stern words for the Lesotho Highlands Water
Commission (LHWC), the joint South Africa-
Lesotho body in charge of monitoring
LHDA’s activities: “Had the (LHWC) carried
out its obligations… the complaints under
investigation would not have remained
unresolved for years.”

Just prior to the release of his final
report, the ombudsman released a special
report on the state of schools in LHWP areas
which LHDA had pledged to assist through
the provision of classrooms. The report

described the condition of primary schools
in the area as “appalling” and “heart-break-
ing.” Some students were forced to meet in
what were once chicken houses without
ceilings or windowpanes. In one case, the
ombudsman found 247 seven- and eight-
year-olds crowded into one large room,
forced to sit on the floor or on rocks that
they gathered from a nearby hillside. Many
schools had inadequate, unsafe water sup-
plies. LHDA has since promised to build
new fully-equipped classrooms as a matter
of urgency.

To its credit, LHDA largely conceded that
the findings of the Ombudsman’s inquiry
were valid, calling them “fair and balanced,”
and committed to making amends. The new

Chief Executive of the LHDA, Liphaphang
Potloane, said, “We have heard the contents
of the report. What is left is for LHDA to
consider them and address our shortcom-
ings.” Lesotho’s Chief Delegate to the
LHWC, Sixtus Tohlang, said, “We applaud
the manner and the way that the Ombuds-
man intervened to solve this problem. We
also thank the affected people who stood up
and fought for their rights.”

These are welcome words. But responding
to the ombudsman’s recommendations will
require a serious commitment of time and
resources, and troubling signs are emerging
that LHDA’s commitment to restoring the
livelihoods of all affected people is not as
strong as it needs to be. The LHDA’s lack of a
commitment to compensating all communi-
ties living downstream of LHWP dams is one
glaring example of this.

The legacy of the LHWP is still being
shaped, and the Lesotho government is
making a valiant effort to ensure that it is
not one of unfulfilled promises, lost liveli-
hoods, and corruption. Time will tell if they
can succeed. ■

da is lost to poor transmission. NGOs have
noted that before millions of dollars are
spent to generate more power in Uganda,
ample investment needs to be made to
reduce losses in the transmission of power.  

In its alternative study, Acres stated that
reducing transmission and distribution losses
in the Ugandan grid could save 30MW and
that this would be “the most economic
development for the Uganda National Net-
work. Programs to increase efficiency among
end users could cut demand growth further.”
Demand-side management is not included in
the World Bank’s economic assessment of
power options, although it would be the
cheapest method of increasing electrical ser-
vices in Uganda.

Geothermal Gets a Cold-Shoulder
NGOs have raised geothermal energy as a
serious option on numerous occasions
throughout the Bujagali planning process.
IRN’s review of the World Bank’s economic
evaluation of Bujagali noted: “Contrary to
[the Bank’s] conclusions, geothermal and
bagasse power sources together have the
potential to supply all Uganda’s grid power
needs over at least the next decade with sim-
ilar or lower costs and less vulnerability to
climate change and other risks.” This report
states that “geothermal power could be
available sooner than Bujagali, at a competi-

tive price, at lower risk of exposure to
drought and climate change, and with
greater flexibility in meeting changing
growth in demand for grid electricity.” The
Geothermal Energy Association has listed
Uganda as one of only eight countries with
populations above 20 million that have the
potential to get virtually all of their power
from geothermal.  

And yet, the World Bank dismissed geo-
thermal power from further analysis on the
grounds that its costs “are very speculative.”
The Bank’s economic analysis dismissed the
potential of geothermal generation with the
statement that it “could not be commis-
sioned much before 2010 if decisions were
made now to embark on a development pro-
gram.” (In reality, delays in Bujagali make it
an even longer shot for providing power
before 2010.) More recently, a top Bank offi-
cial working on the project dismissed geo-
thermal as “a red herring.” 

Epilogue
At this writing, the government of Uganda
had just met with the World Bank to discuss
possible new investors in Bujagali. NGOs
were not invited to the closed-door discus-
sions, and there was no indication that the
major players in the dam project would use
the lull in the project to step back and eval-
uate the range of energy options for Ugan-

da. On Sept. 9, the Ugandan group NAPE
stated in a press release: “Now that Bujagali
is without a backer, and given the concerns
about the project’s economic and financial
viability, there is a window of opportunity
to launch a full options assessment for
Uganda – one that would fairly evaluate
opportunities for geothermal energy, other
sites for hydropower projects, bagasse,
demand-side management and other
options. An open and transparent process to
evaluate Uganda’s various energy options –
as detailed in the recommendations of the
World Commission on Dams – will clarify
what is the best way forward to meet Ugan-
da’s energy needs.” 

The World Bank has not only flaunted
the recommendations of the WCD on Buja-
gali, but it appears bent on building this
white-elephant of a dam despite the clear
evidence that Uganda has numerous options
that might better meet the country’s long-
term development goals. A needs and
options assessment is the best way to pin-
point the most workable, most economic,
least destructive energy options. If the Bank
continues to pursue pet projects like Bujagali
and skips the step of doing needs and
options assessments as outlined by the
WCD, its projects will continue to miss their
marks, harm the world’s poor, and fall short
of meeting development goals. ■

Bujagali continued from page 4

“It is not that we want
miracles, but we want

transparency and respect 
for our rights.”



UPDATES
CHILE: Following a spirited campaign by
Chilean environmentalists and support
groups worldwide, Canadian mining giant
Noranda withdrew its application for an
environmental license to construct a huge
aluminum smelter powered by six hydroelec-
tric dams. The US$2.75 billion project pro-
posed for the Patagonia region would also
have included a complex of ports, roads, and
power lines. While press reports focused on
opposition to the project by the $1 billion-a-
year salmon farming industry and tourism
companies, years of pressure by a coalition
of groups which targeted Canadian legisla-
tors and the Canadian press, Noranda stock-
holders, and initiated legal challenges to
Noranda’s licensing application played a cru-
cial role in derailing the company’s plans.

Indications that the project had fallen
out of official favor came in early August
when Chilean president Ricardo Lagos stat-
ed, “It does not appear to me to be appropri-
ate that Alumysa be constructed in Chacabu-
co Bay.” On August 19, citing “changes in
the rules of the game,” Noranda announced
it was suspending its plans for the project.
Codeff Aisén, one of the principal NGOs
opposing the project, said, “Noranda’s deci-
sion was a result of the project’s lack of eco-
nomic and environmental feasibility.”

Noranda’s decision, seen by some as 
an attempt to up the pressure on Chilean
authorities by threatening to withdraw its
planned investment, has led to a discussion
on relocating the plant to less ecologically
sensitive sites in the same region. Economic
Minister Jorge Rodriguez met with Noranda
officials in September and said, “The idea is
to look for a good place for the aluminum
plant.”   
Glenn Switkes

THAILAND: The Electricity Generating
Authority of Thailand (EGAT) is planning
huge investments in the country’s electricity
system and a controversial regional power
grid after it is partially privatized early next
year. According to a recent Bangkok Post arti-
cle, authorities plan to float a 30% stake and
list EGAT on the Stock Exchange of Thailand
next March in what is expected to be Thai-
land’s largest initial public offering in market

history with a market capitalization of
US$7.4 billion. 

Areepong Bhoocha-oom, deputy director-
general of the State Enterprise Policy Office,
said the share listing would not only help
improve EGAT’s financial position, but also
raise funds for future investment. “EGAT still
has a considerable need for new investment,
not just in Thailand, but also within Asean
[Association of Southeast Asian Nations],” 
he said.

Funds are expected to be used to support
a series of hydropower dams on the Salween
River in Burma, and an Asean-sponsored
electricity grid covering Thailand, Malaysia,
Burma, Indonesia, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam
and Singapore (see WRR, Aug. 2003). The
plan seeks to integrate the eight countries’
power-development plans and transmission
systems in a bid to optimize supply and
demand within the region.

“It’s a win-win game for everyone,” 
EGAT Governor Sitthiporn Ratanopas told
The Nation. “In Asean, we have abundant
water resources in the north while a lot of
fossil fuel like coal, oil and gas in the south.
If Asean becomes one, we can match the
demand with the cheap supply. Burma, for
instance, has the hydropower potential to
generate as much as 100,000 megawatts of
electricity, but little demand.” 

Critics fear that the grid will fuel the
development of a series of destructive hydro
dams, not just in Burma but also in Laos and
the Upper Mekong in China.   
Susanne Wong

US: The decision that killed 33,000 salmon
in the Klamath River in 2002 was made by
the White House to help an Oregon Republi-
can senator get re-elected, according to a
July 30 report in The Wall Street Journal. 
The decision was also likely calculated to
help President Bush make points with Ore-
gon’s conservative farmers; Bush lost Oregon
to Al Gore in the 2000 election by less than
1% of the vote. 

According to the article, Karl Rove, Presi-
dent Bush’s top political strategist, pressured
US Department of Interior heads to ignore
scientific recommendations on how much
water the river needed to maintain health,
and instead pressured them to release more
water to the region’s farmers despite the

threat to salmon. The lower river levels led
to the huge fish kill (see WRR, August 2003). 

“The largest fish-kill in America’s history
could have, and should have, been avoided
if it were not for the political pressure put
on scientists by administration officials look-
ing for political gain,” said Representative
Mike Thompson (D-St. Helena). 

The story also reports that a biologist for
National Marine Fisheries Service, Michael
Kelly, says he “was subjected to political
pressure to go along with the low-water plan
and ordered to ignore scientific evidence.”
Kelly has since asked for protection under
federal whistle-blower laws.

In other fishy campaigning by the admin-
istration, Bush toured the Northwest in
August to announce his support for aging
dams that environmental groups would like
to see taken down in the effort to restore ail-
ing fisheries. Bush framed the complicated
issue in the most simplistic of terms: “We’ve
got an energy problem in America. We don’t
need to be breaching any dams that are pro-
viding electricity.” Remarkably, he also
claimed credit for boosting the health of
salmon runs in the West. 
Elizabeth Brink

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES
NIGERIA: At least 25 villages were flooded
and 39 people killed in mid-September after
Nigeria's state power firm opened the gates
of a hydroelectric dam at risk from rising
floodwaters. Thousands were left homeless
in the aftermath.

A spokesman for the northern state of
Niger told a reporter with the wire service AFP
that the National Electric Power Authority
(NEPA) had opened the gates on Shiroro
Dam, Nigeria's largest hydroelectric dam, after
rising floodwaters from the Kaduna River
threatened the safety of the 125-meter-high
dam. Sedimentation behind the 20-year-old
dam may have contributed to the problem.

Shortly after the incident, hundreds of
affected villagers staged a peaceful protest in
front of the office of the state governor in
the state capital. 

The government is discussing with NEPA
officials the best way to solve the perennial
problem of flooding caused by water released
from the dam. In 1999 a similar emergency
release at Shiroro dam flooded at least seven
districts in the state, damaging or destroying
thousands of buildings. 

Flooding also affected other Nigerian
states as the government of Cameroon
released water from the Lado Dam. The
waters from the dam flooded the Benue and
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Gongola rivers and affected a number of
areas in Adamawa and Benue states. Accord-
ing to the Nigerian press, some 36 villages
were flooded and hundreds of homes
washed away in this flood. Cholera out-
breaks may result.

The Nigerian NGO Community Action
for Popular Participation (CAPP), which has
done extensive survey work with dam-affect-
ed communities in the past few years, has
pressed for legislation and programs to
resolve the havoc wreaked by the Shiroro
Dam. The President has promised to sign a
new bill, already passed by the National
Assembly, which will address some of the
problems facing the dam-affected communi-
ties, including perennial flooding and lack of
local development.

For an CAPP's report on Shiroro Dam's impacts
on communities, see: www.gdnet.org/rapnet/
research/studies/case_studies/Case_Study_
30_Full.html

PAKISTAN: Pakistan’s three major water
reservoirs, Tarbela, Mangla and Chashma,
are rapidly filling up with silt, adding to the
deficit in Pakistan’s water resources, a gov-
ernment official told the UN news service
IRIN in early September.

“This is of very serious concern. The loss
is about 25%,” said Aftab Ahmad Khan Sher-
pao, the Minister for Water and Power. 

The Tarbela reservoir is on the river
Indus, about 80 kilometers northwest of
Islamabad. Tarbela is the most vulnerable to
siltation as it is the first dam on the Indus,
according to a spokesperson from The World
Conservation Union (IUCN).

The Indus River is one of the world’s
heaviest sediment-producing rivers, because
of its course through erodible mountain
landscapes and because it has the 10th high-
est water run in the world. Watershed man-
agement programs, including silt removal
and reforestation, have been undertaken to
reduce the levels of silt flow, but funding is
drying up for these efforts, according to the
UN article. Despite dwindling funds for
these low-tech options, the government is
considering building another dam further
upstream to hold back the silt.  

Research conducted by the UN Develop-
ment Programme has found Pakistan’s water
resources inadequate to meet present or
future demands. The silting of the nation’s
dams will add to that strain. 

CHINA: Heavy seasonal floodwaters on the
Yellow River are threatening the controver-
sial World Bank-funded Xiaolangdi Dam. On
September 5, the water level in the reservoir

reached 244 meters, 20 meters higher than
the designated safety level.

An official with the Xiaolangdi Construc-
tion Administration Bureau told Interfax
News Agency that floods pouring in from
the Yellow River have brought the reservoir
to an unprecedented height. The official,
who wished to remain anonymous, stressed
that the reservoir could still hold an addi-
tional seven billion cubic meters.  

The Yellow River has one of the world’s
highest sediment loads. Upstream of
Xiaolangdi, the reservoir zone of Sanmenxia
Dam has experienced heavy flooding and sil-
tation, and the sluice gates have been fully
opened to alleviate the pressure on the dam,
according to a news website in China.

Currently, the continuous downpour
along the middle reaches of the Yellow River
means that 208.75 million cubic meters of
water mixed with earth and sand is flowing
into the Xiaolangdi reservoir everyday, the
report said, endangering its power genera-
tion operations.

A BETTER WAY
TAIWAN: The government has announced it
will create a fund to support a nationwide
increase in renewable energy development
and energy conservation efforts, as part its
pledge to build a nuclear-free nation, the
BBC reports. 

An anti-nuclear conference held in Tai-
wan in June devised strategies to phase out
nuclear energy, decommission existing
nuclear plants, and adopt renewable energy. 

In addition to research and development
funds, the committee in charge of the con-
version from nuclear has eased legislation
regulating land acquisition for wind power
plants, and will earmark almost US$5 mil-
lion next year to subsidize solar systems in
the nation’s townships and schools. The goal
is to increase the number of families using
solar from the current 12,000 to 20,000. 

MEXICO: With a looming power shortage,
Mexico is poised to finally begin harnessing
its steady winds (“La Venta”) for electricity.

To date, just seven wind turbines in Oax-
aca state comprise the nation’s wind indus-
try. But there are plans to build hundreds
more turbines in the wind-blown area, the
Dallas Morning News reports. Altogether, the
proposed facilities will generate up to 200
megawatts of electricity.  

“Mexico has great potential in alternative
energy, and the Oaxaca project could one
day be one of the biggest wind facilities any-
where,” David Antonioli, a former adviser on
climate changes to USAID, told the Dallas
newspaper. Currently, Mexico gets more
than 80% of its electricity from fossil fuels.

The Oaxaca wind project “could help cre-
ate a new industry for the state, which is one
of the poorest, and for Mexico,” said Chris
Rovero, an analyst at the US-based Winrock
International, which focuses on sustainable
energy projects.

Because Mexico bars private investment
and requires the national electric company
to buy the absolute lowest-cost fuel, renew-
able energy projects have been unable to get
a foothold in the country. But recent
changes to the law are encouraging research
on alternatives such as wind.

Electricity from wind turbines is still
more expensive than that produced from
fossil fuels, but its price has declined with
technological innovations and at around 4
cents a kilowatt hour is today increasingly
competitive with natural gas. 

The article reports that the wind project
has been welcomed by local farmers, who
would earn around $500,000 a year in land
rent for the turbines. A number of jobs
would also be created if wind turbines were
manufactured in the area. Local manufactur-
ing may be needed, analysts said, because La
Venta’s top speeds are stronger than the
highest-rated turbines now made are
designed to handle. ■
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mangroves, destruction of fisheries and other
biodiversity in the riverine and estuarine
areas, deepening of groundwater and so on. 

Bangladesh shares 54 rivers with India,
and in all cases India is the upper riparian
country. Yet there is only one treaty between
the two countries for shared rivers – the
Ganges water treaty of 1996. This became
necessary after India built the Farakka Bar-
rage in 1974 to divert the water of the
Ganges to flush out silt to keep a port naviga-
ble. That treaty agrees that the Ganga is a

water-deficit river and the treaty essentially is
about sharing the distress. However, India’s
river linking proposals assumes that Ganga is
a surplus river, thus giving substance to the
fears of lower riparian Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh depends on the Ganga and
Brahmaputra for 85% of its dry season river
water. India’s river linking plans, called
weapons of mass destruction by some in
Bangladesh and India, include diversion of
water from these two rivers, among others.

River-Linking continued from page 3

continued on page 14
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On August 12, the Bangladesh govern-
ment called India’s High Commissioner in
that country to register Bangladesh’s opposi-
tion to India’s river linking plan. “Bangladesh
will make efforts to settle the issue bilaterally.
If these efforts fail to bring a result beneficial
for the country, we will consider internation-
al measures,” water resources Ïinister Hafizud-
din Ahmed reportedly said. “We’ll launch
huge protests...We’ll appeal to the interna-
tional financial institutions, donors and
international media to hear our legitimate
case,” another minister said.

If early responses by the Indian government
to these concerns are any indication, protests
may be needed to drive the point home that
shared rivers need shared solutions. An irritated
Indian Foreign Ministry spokesman, upon hear-
ing of Bangladesh’s official response, advised its
neighbor to behave “more maturely.” But the
Indian government has indicated it realizes the
gravity of situation by hurriedly calling for a
meeting of the Indo Bangla Joint River Com-
mission, a body that includes water resources
ministers of the two countries. The commission
is supposed to meet once every six months, but
the last meeting had been in January 2001. 

As the heated words continue to fly over
this gargantuan scheme, one thing is clear:
the Indian government is sowing strife by
proceeding with the ill-conceived project. If
national leaders continue to push it forward
against the will of its people, most of its
state governments and downstream neigh-
bors, India may be setting itself up for a
major water conflict in coming years. ■

Special thanks to Dr. Sudhirendar Sharma of
The Ecological Foundation in New Delhi for
help in researching this article.

River-Linking continued from page 13

Gambling with People’s
Lives:What the World
Bank’s New ‘High
Risk/High Reward’
Strategy Means for
the Poor and the
Environment,
by Peter Bosshard, et al.
Published by IRN, Envi-
ronmental Defense
and Friends of the
Earth (2003). Down-
loadable for free
from www.irn.org, or order a
printed copy from kcostic@foe.org ($12).

Confronted by public criticism, the World
Bank shied away from many large infrastruc-
ture projects, including the Three Gorges
Dam, in the 1990s. Now the pendulum has
swung back. In the past year, the Bank adopt-
ed what it calls a ‘high risk/high reward’ strat-
egy for projects in the water and forestry
sectors. In particular, it has expressed an
interest in becoming more involved in con-
tentious large dam projects again.

This new report shows that the World
Bank’s earlier high-risk projects – including
dams such as India’s Sardar Sarovar and
Uganda’s Bujagali, and various forestry and
mining projects – have an abysmal track
record.Yet the Bank has not learned from
past mistakes. Rather than strengthening its
safeguard policies, it has for example
refused to adopt the guidelines proposed by
the World Commission on Dams. Numer-
ous internal evaluations found that the Bank
is not able to appropriately manage the
social and environmental risks of the proj-
ects it finances.

The report warns that implementing the
high-risk strategy would expose poor com-
munities and the environment to unaccept-
able risks.The strategy would also intensify
social conflicts. Since the Bank has

announced its new approach, private
investors have pulled out of the Nam 
Theun 2 and Bujagali dams – two prominent
poster children of its high-risk philosophy
that have been mired in debate for many
years.This experience indicates that the

new strategy will prolong the
deadlock in important sectors,
and will block more sustainable
alternatives from being developed.

The report’s authors point out
that low-risk, community-managed
alternatives are available, and present
a series of concrete recommenda-
tions for change.

Rivers for Life: Managing Water for
People and Nature, by Sandra Postel
and Brian Richter. Published by Island
Press,Washington, DC (2003).
This book asks the big questions about

rivers, and sets forth to answer them fairly
and fully. How much water does a river
need to be healthy? Can rivers unite rather
than divide the countries that share them?
Given the world’s growing thirst and limited
water resources, can we save our rivers
from death-by-dessication?

The authors describe the state of the
world’s rivers, focusing especially on the
effects of dams and diversions, and map out
what steps can be taken to ensure rivers have
long lives and adequate flows.“We [must] err
on the side of allocating too much water to
ecosystems rather than too little,” they state.
And they note that one big question about
the world’s rivers cannot be answered until it
is too late to do anything about it:“How
much more destruction of freshwater ecosys-
tem functions can occur before whole life-
support systems cease to function?”

There are chapters devoted to the nature
of the problem; the basics of the science of
“environmental flows” for restoring engi-
neered rivers’ health;“the policy toolbox”
being developed by governments and agen-
cies to reduce the harm we’ve already
caused, and building blocks for changing the
world of river management, such as the

World Commission on Dams (described as
“the foundation for a new architecture of
river governance”).The book achieves a good
balance between describing the problem and
all its complexities (including the political and
policy side of things), and putting forth solu-
tions already being tried around the world –
from South Africa’s new water law and its
emphasis on preserving river health, to pric-
ing systems to discourage waste, to the need
for introducing an ethical element in water
law to help protect living things that rely on
healthy rivers and watersheds.

While both authors are scientists, the
book is highly readable, and neatly blends sci-
ence’s hard-edged facts with a passion that
springs from a love of rivers and the urgency
that saving them will require.This is a must-
read for anyone who cares about rivers, and
who wishes to be part of the solution in
restoring them to life-sustaining health.

Flow:The Essentials of Environmental
Flows, edited by Megan Dyson, Ger
Bergkamp and John Scanlon. Published by
IUCN/The World Conservation Union
(2003).

Unlike Rivers for Life (above), which also
describes the need for adequate “environ-
mental flows” for rivers suffering the con-
sequences of dams and diversions, this
book has a much more limited scope. Its
bland, bureacratic language works hard not
to rile up dam owners and managers at the
same time it lays out ways to improve
river health through changes in dam opera-
tions (including, it notes, “during the last
phase of the project cycle,” decommission-
ing).The dry (pardon the pun) text is
clearly for policy makers and river-basin
managers; lay readers will want to turn to
Rivers for Life to learn about the budding
science of river-restoration through envi-
ronmental flows. But for those whose job
it is to balance the needs of many stake-
holders in managing engineered rivers for
multiple uses, this handbook will provide
valuable guidance on the nuts and bolts of
environmental flows. ■
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WRR: What do you see as the greatest
obstacles for furthering the adoption
and implementation of the WCD?

On a policy level, the World Bank Water
Resources Strategy and the recent Camdessus
Report on Financing Water Infrastructure*
reveal that international financial institu-
tions are maintaining biases towards dams in
relation to other water and energy options.
This position of funders will allow govern-
ments to be less rigorous in assessing all pos-
sible policy, program and decentralized
options.as they push for water programs to
reduce the proportion of people without sus-
tainable access to safe drinking water.. Mean-
while, other activities such as mining are
destroying many water sources of indigenous
peoples and local people. 

DM: I think the greatest obstacle is the attach-
ment to outdated models for managing water,
land, energy, and handling public participa-
tion. There are a multitude of new business
opportunities – which can create jobs, profits,
and a whole host of other benefits – in alter-
natives such as drip irrigation, large-scale
water conservation, existing project retrofits,
small-scale decentralized technologies, and
more. However, it seems that large, multina-
tional corporations and public international
financial institutions have difficulty in adapt-
ing their businesses to meet the new and
expanding opportunities. This lack of willing-
ness to change direction and take some busi-
ness risks means that the real risks of water
and energy development projects are still pri-
marily borne by poor communities, who most
often will not reap the benefits from big dams
and who are rarely compensated adequately
for the impacts from these projects. I believe
that we are all affected – whether directly or
indirectly – by the instability, poor health,
environmental degradation, and desperation
that poverty and lack of access to basic food,
water and energy supplies creates. So, I believe
it is in everyone’s best interests to better share
the benefits of development projects – and to
encourage projects that directly benefit the
poor – which was the primary message of the
WCD report.

TS: I see the lack of political will on the part
of the countries that will be building most
21st century dams as the greatest obstacle,
followed by unwillingness of bilateral and
multilateral donors to endorse, and require
the implementation of, WCD procedures.
But there is also a major implementation
obstacle where nations and donors do try to
follow WCD procedures. Especially impor-
tant are lack of capacity and financing on
the part of project authorities in dealing
with environmental and social issues and, in
regard to social issues, inadequate participa-
tion of, and opportunities for, affected peo-
ple to enable the majority to become project
beneficiaries. And on the part of donors,
inadequate supervision of project implemen-
tation is another big problem.

WRR: Where do we go from here?

JC Continue to press for water and energy
policy reform at all levels, for more complete
consideration of all available water and ener-
gy options, and for democratization of deci-
sion-making. We need to continue to advo-
cate for implementation of WCD recommen-
dations towards improved water and energy
decision-making and development outcomes.

DM: We need to take more risks and experi-
ment more! What do we have to lose? We
might lose time by taking more time to plan
large-scale dam projects, but if that time and
care succeeds in improving the performance
of these projects then it will be worth it.
And since the investments towards non-dam
alternatives are such a small part of the over-
all portfolio (only up to 2% of total invest-
ments in water, according to a variety of sta-
tistics), we don’t have much to lose if we
doubled or even quintupled that investment
level – it would still be so small in compari-
son to the funds going for conventional
approaches. What we have to gain is the
ability to test a broader range of approaches
to meet people’s basic needs with fewer
resources in shorter time. So, what can we
do? Experiment. NGOs need to try to part-
ner with a variety of businesses and private
sector interests to test, adapt and implement
the WCD guidelines on the ground. The
World Bank needs to experiment with

financing mechanisms that directly target
poor communities and provide support for
smaller-scale options. Governments need to
experiment with assessing the needs of its
citizens and options for meeting those needs
in participatory ways through fair negotia-
tion processes. In short, we need more
experiments, more implementation, more
open-mindedness, and an effective forum to
share the learning and success stories. 

TS: Over the longer term, I think two
approaches are essential. One is a continua-
tion of current efforts to advance the WCD
framework. The other is the need to address
issues that WCD did not have the time, or
the terms of reference, to address. WCD was
constrained by having to deal with all large
dams. Yet there is a major difference
between the larger mega-dams on main-
streams and large tributaries and small (but
still 15 meters high) village-operated check
dams on small streams. Mega-dams over the
longer term are a non-sustainable develop-
ment option not just because their reservoirs
eventually silt up but also because they too
often have irreversible impacts on down-
stream ecosystems and especially on deltas.
Yet in spite of an increasing disconnect
between a growing human population and
global life support systems, they will contin-
ue to be built in countries like Brazil, China,
and India to address short-term crises such
as insufficient urban water supplies. On the
part of the international community, a more
active role is necessary, based on “a carrots
and stick” approach, to minimize adverse
environmental and socio-economic effects in
and between nations. Rewarding implemen-
tation of the WCD framework involves the
carrots approach. As for the stick approach,
to reverse environmental degradation in par-
ticular, that must involve a willingness to
infringe among national sovereignty where
governments attempt to implement destruc-
tive projects. A good example of where sticks
might be needed rather than carrots is
India’s current river linking plans, which can
be expected to have a catastrophic impact
on tens of millions of people in Bangladesh
and on the environment. Using the Indian
example, moving forward will require the
existence of appropriate international insti-
tutions and sanctions. ■
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*The Camdessus report was sponsored by the World Water Council and the Global Water Partner-
ship, and presented at the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto earlier this year. It not only endorses
building more dams, but ignores the WCD’s findings entirely. 


