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A Blow to HidroAysén:  
Patagonia Dams on Hold   
By Monti Aguirre
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I stood solemnly on the 
banks of the Baker River 
in Chilean Patagonia on 

a warm, sunny day in early 
February. Guanacos (a local 
wild llama) grazed peacefully 
across the river, and a family 
of red foxes looked intensively 
at me, almost catching every 
breath I took. 

As I stood transfixed 
by this amazing place, I 
thought back across the long 
journey taken by hundreds 
of dedicated Chileans and 
their international supporters 
to protect the immensely 
beautiful glacial blue-green 
Baker and Pascua rivers 
from damming. Although the 
campaign is not over yet, the 
pressure is paying off. Most 
recently, a government body 
required new hydrological 
studies, causing another major 
delay for the project.  

The HidroAysén project’s 
promoters could not have 
imagined they would 
encounter so many obstacles 
as they sought to build the 
2,750-megawatt hydropower 
project. The massive scheme 
– which involves two dams 
on the remote Baker River, 
three on the Pascua, and 
1,500 miles of transmission 
lines – is intended to feed the 
grid that supplies Santiago, as 
well as copper mines operated 
by state-owned Codelco and 
Anglo American Plc., all far 
to the north of this beautiful 
place.

The Chilean government 
has been exploring the 
hydroelectric potential of the 
Baker and Pascua rivers in 
the Aysén region since the 
1940s. HidroAysén is owned 
by Endesa Chile (ultimately 
controlled by Italian energy 
company Enel), and Colbún 
(controlled by Minera 
Valparaíso S.A.) – the two 
most important electricity 
generators of Chile. Endesa 
and Colbún presented the first 
study on the project in 2007 
during President Michelle 
Bachelet’s first term in office, 
and won the environmental 
approval to build the dams 
in 2011, during Sebastian 
Piñera’s presidency. 

The project has been on 
a rocky road for years. In 
2012, Chilean utility Colbún 

(49% owner of HidroAysén) 
indefinitely suspended plans 
to seek the environmental 
license needed to build 
the transmission lines. The 
transmission line corridor 
would have been one of the 
world’s longest between 
the source of the electricity 
and its primary distribution 
center; it would require 
clear-cutting 1,000 miles of 
forest, and dotting it with 
5,000 new transmission 
towers. Environmentalists 
and local communities argued 
that the power lines would 
scar protected areas that are 
home to 13 endangered and 
vulnerable animal species, 
including the world’s smallest 
deer, the huemul. The 
transmission lines would have 
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The Baker River in Patagonia breathes a sigh of relief.  
Photo: Peter Hartmann
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Commentary
ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS

As I write this, the office is abuzz with plans for March 14, the International Day of Action for 
Rivers.  This will be the eighteenth year of the event; International Rivers was there when the 
idea arose from the first meeting of dam-affected peoples in Curitiba, Brazil, and we’ve been 
celebrating and activating ever since.  

Once again, we anticipate hundreds of demonstrations, vigils, educational events and 
celebrations as people from more than 40 countries creatively and courageously take a stand for 
free-flowing rivers.  This year, in recognition of the power and success of civil society advocates, 
we’re organizing under the mantra The World’s Rivers are in Our Hands.

This year a number of actions seek to unite our movements across watersheds and political 
boundaries.   There’s no single nefarious force to identify and target that will take the big-
dam pressure off our rivers, yet there is a common line of values that the dam industry and 
governments seem willing to cross, and that we river people must defend: river systems of 
universal and outstanding global significance. 

Nations the world over have taken legal measures to protect natural and cultural treasures 
in perpetuity.  The establishment of national parks is one mechanism that has resulted in an 
estimated 6,500 protected areas in countries across the globe.  Yet even these protected areas 
face destructive large dams. With more than 500 dams now planned in the Balkans, for example, 
our friends at River Watch are organizing to “Save the Blue Heart of Europe” against dams 
planned in national parks in Albania, Macedonia and Slovakia.  T he question has been posed: If 
we can’t stop destructive dams in our national parks, then where can we draw the line?

International Rivers will be coordinating a series of actions on March 14 to profile the threats to 
rivers and related ecosystems that are designated UNESCO World Heritage Sites. Of the nearly 
1,000 sites of “outstanding universal value” in the World Heritage system, several are directly 
threatened by large hydropower projects.

World Heritage Committee meets annually to review and consider sites to include on its “In 
Danger” list, a designation that aims to mobilize attention and resources to address imminent 
threats. International Rivers has provided evidence to the Committee, comprised of 21 member-
states, on threats to river-dependent World Heritage Sites.   Two sites under immediate threat in 
2014 are the Three Parallel Rivers in China and the Lake Turkana basin in East Africa.  

Three Parallel Rivers is a 17,000 square kilometer Site featuring upper reaches of the Yangtze 
(Jinsha), the Mekong (Lancang) and Salween (Nu) rivers that run roughly parallel in deep gorges 
along 300km.  Inscribed as a World Heritage Site in 2003, the area is considered one of the richest 
temperate regions in the world for biodiversity and today is still a relatively undisturbed ecological 
zone.  China has revived plans to build up to 13 dams on the Nu River, which would significantly 
change the scenic and ecological value of this World Heritage Site.

Kenya’s Lake Turkana is the largest desert lake in the world.  Inscribed in 1997, this World 
Heritage Site has supported hominids for 2 million years, and is today the life-source for a quarter 
million people, abundant crocodiles and fish, and some 350 species of birds.  Ethiopia is poised to 
begin filling the Gibe III Dam on the Omo River, the source for this lake, with potentially disastrous 
hydrological consequences for Lake Turkana and local communities (see page 11).  

This year I’ll be joining in a Day of Action for Rivers that will send a message to World Heritage 
Committee members in time for their June meeting in Qatar:  Alert the world to the risks these 
sites face, and grant them World Heritage “In Danger” status. We encourage you to tell us about 
your plans for March 14. Whether you pump your fist in the air, bring your hands together in 
prayer, or go knocking on consular doors, do find a way to join into the International Day of Action 
for Rivers.  The fate of the world’s rivers is in our hands! 

Jason Rainey
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T he World Bank and other international financiers have 
signaled that they are keen to start funding very large dam 
projects again. The US Congress has now sent a shot across 

their bows before they have even approved their first new project.
The World Bank announced its intention to step up support for 

large dams in a major way in May 2013. “Large hydro is a very big 
part of the solution for Africa and South Asia and Southeast Asia. 
I fundamentally believe we have to be involved,” said Rachel Kyte, 
the Bank’s vice-president for infrastructure. The Bank’s shift away 
from large dams since the 1990s, Kyte added, “was the wrong 
message. . . . That was then. This is now. We are back.” 

Currently, 14 dam projects are in the World Bank’s lending 
pipeline, proposed for countries such as the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC), India, Pakistan, Tanzania and Togo. Regional 
development banks often follow the World Bank’s lead, and have 
another 16 projects in their pipelines.

International Rivers and other NGOs oppose a return to large 
dams at a time when the World Bank is weakening its social and 
environmental standards and when better solutions are readily 

available. In January, we received support from unexpected 
quarters – the US Congress. In its budget bill for 2014, Congress 
laid down clear instructions regarding the US position on large 
dams. The budget bill reads:

“The Secretary of the Treasury shall instruct the United 
States executive director of each international financial 
institution that it is the policy of the United States 
to oppose any loan, grant, strategy or policy of such 
institution to support the construction of any large 
hydroelectric dam.”

The budget bill also calls for the independent evaluation of 
projects funded by international financial institutions and stronger 
measures to provide redress to the victims of human rights abuses 
in such projects. In a significant step, the Congressional bill also 
asks for justice for the survivors of the Chixoy Dam massacres of 
1982 (see box). 

Inga Dam: A Test Case for Oversight
The World Bank has identified the proposed Inga 3 Dam on the 
Congo River – its largest and most complex hydropower project 
ever – as a model for its next generation of dam projects. A $73 
million grant for the project was scheduled for approval by the 
Bank’s board of directors on February 11 and was set to become 
the first test case for the US position on large dams. 

This massive project illustrates why the US Congress was 
right to take its strong position on World Bank funding. A new 
International Rivers briefing paper documents how the project’s 
proposed environmental impact assessment falls short of good 
international practice. A letter to the World Bank board from a 
coalition of Congolese civil society groups criticized the Inga 3 for 
serving mining companies and export markets, while bypassing 
the local population. 

A few days before the scheduled approval date, the World 
Bank management withdrew the project from the board calendar. 
The delay opens an opportunity to reconsider the approach to the 
DRC energy sector and to prioritize clean local energy sources 
that are better for the poor and the environment. Internal sources 
are however warning that the Bank might instead support the 
Inga 3 Dam as a private investment.

The language in the new budget bill is only valid until 
September 30, the end of the current budget period. It 
opens an opportunity for river activists confronted by dams 
from international financial institutions to find support from 
unexpected allies. International Rivers has published a factsheet 
on how to use the budget bill on our website. We are also regularly 
updating a list of all large dam projects in the lending pipelines of 
the World Bank and other international financiers on our website.

The US is just one of the World Bank’s 188 member countries, 
and the Bank management may well choose to ignore its 
opposition to large dam projects. If this happens, International 
Rivers and other NGOs will push Congress and other parliaments 
to shift their funding for energy projects from the World Bank to 
institutions that are better placed to reduce energy poverty and 
protect the environment. l

Learn more about the budget bill: http://bit.ly/BudgetBillFacts

A Shot Across the World Bank’s Bow 
By Peter Bosshard

Children swim in the Chixoy River

Justice for Chixoy Dam  
Survivors at Last?

The Chixoy Dam in Guatemala forcibly displaced more 
than 3,500 Maya Achi people. When community members 
opposed relocation and sought better compensation, 
more than 400 people – including women and children – 
were massacred, tortured and kidnapped by government 
and paramilitary forces in 1982. For more than 20 years, 
survivors have called upon the Guatemalan government and 
the dam financiers – the World Bank and the Inter-American 
Development Bank – to pay reparations for the damages 
caused by the dam. The new budget bill calls for regular 
progress reports on the implementation of a reparations 
agreement. 
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Spain on a Roll with Dam Removals   

Japan Removes  
First Large Dam   
By Emily Jovais

As we reported in the last issue of WRR, Spain has been taking 
down dams at a fast clip, and the newly undammed rivers are 
showing strong recovery. We talked to Pedro Brufao Curiel 
from the NGO Ríos Con Vida to get an update about this 
encouraging trend.

Describe the state of dam removal in Spain. 
Since 1998, around 350 small dams and one large dam have 

been removed, and two more large dams are scheduled for 
demolition, one in Madrid and another one in Cáceres.  

Ríos Con Vida has just filed an application to remove 200 more 
small dams. In some cases there is some environmental analysis 
that is leading to these dam removals, such as those in the Bidasoa, 
Urumea and Ulla rivers – but in general, dam removal has been 
randomly enforced. 

What has been civil society’s role in this effort? 
We try to raise awareness about the scientific results of 

environmental restoration, and to support those public officials 
committed to restoring our rivers, who sometimes face opposition 
by those who think that free rivers are a waste of “resources.” Ríos 
Con Vida began talking about river restoration fifteen years ago, 
and we do think that the fruits of these activities are quite ripe 
today. We’ve come a long way since it was almost taboo to talk 
about these issues; today, there is growing awareness that this is a 
good way of investing money in rural development, civil protection, 

W ork to decommission and dismantle the Arase Dam in 
Yatsushiro, Kumamoto Prefecture has begun; it marks 
Japan’s first-ever demolition of a dam without construct-

ing an alternative facility. Decommissioning will cost approximately 
US$8 million, and is scheduled to be completed in March 2018. 

Arase Dam was built midstream on the Kumagawa River in 1955 
to generate hydroelectricity. The 210-meter-high dam can store up 
to 10.13 million cubic meters of water.

According to a fisheries cooperative headquartered in 
Yatsushiro, the waters near Arase Dam were once highly 
productive fishing sites where sweetfish swam up river. After the 
dam was built, catches diminished as sweetfish were blocked at 
the dam wall and their primary source of food, bog moss, did not 
flow downstream.

The fisheries co-op opposed the renewal of the government’s 
water-use rights for the dam’s electric power generation, and 
finally forced the provincial government to decommission the dam. 
In 2002, Yoshiko Shiotani, the provincial governor, announced 
the removal of the dam. Current Governor Ikuo Kabashima 
overturned Shiotani’s decision at one point, citing the high costs 

of decommissioning, but decided in February 2010 to remove the 
dam because the government could not renew its water-use rights.

Because this is the first project of its kind in Japan, much 
attention is focused on how the work will proceed. The project has 
also helped bring awareness to the consequences of large dams 
and raised concerns about the renewal of water rights for the 
Setoishi Dam, located upstream. l
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This map shows dams proposed for priority removal by WWF-Spain.

Arase Dam in Japan comes down. 

Continued on page 6
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M igratory fish will be the focus of first-
ever World Fish Migration Day on May 
24. While most fish are migratory to 

some degree, some species migrate thousands of 
kilometers to complete their life cycles. If they 
can’t migrate, they will die out – and we will all be 
the poorer for it.

In many regions of the world – such as the 
Mekong river basin – millions of people rely on 
migratory fish as a food source, and collapsing fish 
stocks have a devastating effect. We have built 
so many barriers in rivers and on our coasts that 
many runs of migratory fish are in decline. Barriers 
such as dams are a particular problem. 

Wanningen Water Consult, together with LINKit 
Consult, WWF, The Nature Conservancy and IUCN 
SSC/WI Freshwater Fish Specialist Group, are 
organizing the event to raise public awareness 
of the importance of migratory fish and the need 
for healthy rivers; and as a platform to showcase 
the work of organizations seeking to stop the 
deterioration of rivers and to prevent freshwater 
fauna extinctions.

We already have over 130 events in 40 
countries, and the number is growing every day. 
Here is a sampling of the wide range of activities 
planned so far: 

•	 Participants	in	Australia	and	Laos	will	be	
inaugurating fishways; 

•	 A	boat	tour,	with	talks	and	discussions	about	
native migratory fish conservation, is being organized along 
the Amazon River in Porto Velho, Brazil;

•	 The	fishery	administration	in	Galicia,	Spain	is	preparing	
a week-long celebration, and putting on an exhibit about 
river basin restorations there (e.g., dam removals, channel 
restoration, fishways construction and native fish population 
recovery);

•	 An	Oregon	group	will	lead	a	kayak	tour	with	the	theme	of	
understanding the importance of the city of Portland’s urban 
streams;  

•	 A	South	African	group	will	host	a	two-day	tour	to	visit	
10 of the 13 fishways on rivers in Kruger National Park. 
Discussions, hands-on monitoring and demonstrations will 
take place at the various fishways;

•	 Los	Lagos	University	(Chile)	is	preparing	a	big	celebration	on	
their campus, with informative talks, videos, and recreational 
activities (marionettes, theatre and painting contests);

•	 Lectures	about	migratory	fish	and	rivers	will	be	held	at	the	
University of Zambia. 

•	 A	very	special	event	is	taking	place	in	Japan,	where	local	
river groups will celebrate the nation’s first dam removal. 
Citizens will be able to see the Kumagawa River flow freely 
again as the Arase Dam comes down.

These are just a few highlights of planned events to celebrate 
the day. We would like to thank all organizations who have 
registered their events so far, and the ones to come, for their 
enthusiasm and positive energy to protect and improve our vital 
river basins and to make the day a success. We can only make a 
difference together. l

Learn more: www.worldfishmigrationday.com

Celebrate Fish Migration Day!    
By Herman Wanningen & Pao Fernández Garrido

Herman the sturgeon helps raise awareness about fish migration at the 
Bonneville Fish Passage Center (US). Photo: Herman Wanningen

Children from Groningen, the Netherlands, catch fish at their annual fishing 
school trip.  Photo: Herman Wanningen 
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T he four Mekong governments came 
together for a special meeting of the 
Mekong River Commission’s (MRC) 

Joint Committee on January 16 to discuss 
how to proceed with the Don Sahong 
Dam, the second dam proposed on the 
Lower Mekong mainstream. The meeting 
was called in response to concerns from 
Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam over 
the project’s impacts and their official 
requests for further consultation within 
the region. As a result of the strong 
responses by the downstream countries 
voiced at this special session, the decision 
on the project has now been elevated to 
the ministerial level.

The Don Sahong Dam would 
be located less than 2 km from the 
Cambodian border, and would block one of the most important 
channels in the Mekong River for year-round fish migration, 
jeopardizing the livelihoods and food security of millions of people 
throughout the region. The area where the dam would be built is 
a series of complex channels that support more than 200 species 
of fish, including endemic and endangered species. The project is 
also positioned 1km from a core habitat for critically endangered 
Irrawaddy dolphins. Despite warnings from experts, along with 
the MRC Secretariat, no transboundary impact assessment has 
been carried out.

In September 2013, the Lao government notified the MRC and 
member countries of its intention to build Don Sahong. In doing 
so Laos effectively sidestepped the MRC’s prior consultation 
process, which would allow the Mekong countries to discuss 
and evaluate the impacts of the dam, and seek agreement 
from all parties about the project’s future. In the wake of Laos’ 
announcement, Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand sent official 
letters to the Government of Laos requesting that the project 
undergo prior consultation. International donors to the MRC 
– including Australia, the European Union, Japan and the USA – 
have also called on the government of Laos to submit the project 
for prior consultation.

At the special January meeting, Laos maintained that only 
prior notification was needed for the project, while the other three 
Mekong countries stood firm in calling for prior consultation. 
Cambodia in particular voiced strong concerns over the potential 
impacts of the Don Sahong Dam on food security and called 
for a transboundary impact assessment. Representatives from 
the Thai government, which has been relatively silent on Laos’ 
controversial Xayaburi Dam, questioned the viability of measures 
proposed to mitigate fish migration, while Vietnam highlighted 
the need for further studies on the social impacts from loss of 
fisheries in the region. 

 In April, the MRC will hold its second MRC Summit in which 
the four governments are expected to reaffirm their political 
commitment to the 1995 Mekong Agreement and address 
challenges faced in regional cooperation and the sustainable 
management of the Mekong River Basin. Given the legacy of the 
Xayaburi Dam, which Laos has pushed forward without regional 
agreement, it remains to be seen what this commitment really 
means to Laos; regional cooperation cannot occur when one 
country insists on taking a unilateral approach. With so many 
unresolved issues surrounding the Xayaburi and Don Sahong 
dams, the MRC still has a long way to go to ensure effective 
transboundary cooperation in the Mekong basin. l 

Mekong Transboundary Cooperation Put to the Test 
By Kate Ross

A fisher surveys the rapids near the site for Don Sahong Dam on the Mekong River.

and environmental restoration. That said, there is  still a long way 
to go.

Has there been documented ecological improvements where 
dams have come down?

As far as we know, some universities such as the Polytechnic of 
Madrid, and some administrations, such as the Duero River Basin 
Confederation and the Provincial Government of Guipúzcoa, have 
developed some plans to follow the results of river restoration after 
the removal of dams, with good results.

 
Can you share any “lessons learned” for other groups 
around the world? 

 Civil society, journalists, economists and scientists must work 
hand in hand to debunk the myths surrounding public policies on 

dams and river management, and to put forth better alternatives 
on these issues.

 
If you could take down just one more dam in Spain, which 
one would it be and why?

There are many obsolete, expensive, useless and cracking dams 
still to be demolished in Spain. Perhaps I would choose the Riaño 
Dam, which flooded a number of villages 25 years ago; the forced 
resettlement led to riots and demonstrations at that time. This 
case brings together civil rights and the defense of water and land. 
I would also be very happy if the old Alcalá  del Río and Cantillana 
dams, near Doñana National Park, could just open their gates to let 
the Lower Guadalquivir river recover. l

Learn more about Rios Con Vida: http://www.riosconvida.es/

Spain Dam Removals continued from page 4
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T here was enough fish and plantains to feed the more than 
500 fisherfolks gathered by the banks of the Magdalena 
River on a quiet Sunday in early March. Whole families who 

would be affected by El Quimbo Dam arrived in dozens of canoes 
to attend an urgent meeting called by ASOQUIMBO, a local NGO. 
There was big news to share: Colombia’s highest judicial authority 
had ordered dam builder Emgesa to use much higher standards 
in building the dam and addressing its social and environmental 
impacts. 

Colombia’s Constitutional Court has put dam builders on 
notice with a wide-ranging ruling that orders stricter standards 
for defining affected peoples, compensating for losses, and for 
building dams.  

The definition of “dam affected” has traditionally been 
controversial, difficult to scope and narrowly defined by 
companies and governments without input by communities 
themselves. Colombia’s Constitutional Court has now defined it 
based on whether there have been violations of food and housing 
security, human dignity of the plaintiffs, and other fundamental 
rights. 

The ruling comes in response to a Court review of seven 
cumulative cases of fishermen, construction workers and others 
who were not included in “dam-affected” populations for El 
Quimbo Dam, but who had sought restitution for losses they will 
suffer should it be built.  For one of the claimants, a fisherman 
named Rodríguez who has been living on the banks of the 
Magdalena River for 27 years, the dam seriously threatens his 
livelihood and ability to provide for his family of five. Rodríguez 
also argued the dam will cause serious negative environmental 
impacts, and that he has not received compensation from Emgesa. 

Like Rodríguez, all plaintiffs claim dam construction caused 
a violation of their fundamental rights. In their claim against 
Emgesa – a subsidiary of Italian company Enel – all requested 
to be included in the census of affected peoples and to be 
compensated. Rodríguez also demanded the suspension of the 
construction of the dam. 

Communities affected by El Quimbo Dam have been trying 
to stop its construction through public protests, letter writing 
campaigns and legal action. They fear the dam will not bring 
benefits, will hurt their livelihoods and dramatically transform 
their lives for the worse. The 400-megawatt dam is located on the 
upper Magdalena River Basin, 12 km upstream from the highly 
silted Betania Dam. The reservoir is expected to begin filling in 
October 2014, and producing electricity at the beginning of 2015. 
Despite the dam being half completed, affected communities have 
not been consulted or compensated. 

The area produces high quality coffee and fruit trees. Cattle 
ranching and fishing are also of great economic importance. About 
150,000 Colombians live in towns that would be impacted by the 
construction of the dam. The San Agustin Archaeological Park, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, is located in the area of impact. The 
park features the largest complex of pre-Columbian megalithic 
funerary monuments, burial mounds, terraces, funerary 
structures, and the Fuente de Lavapatas site, a religious 
monument carved in the stone bed of a stream.

What the Court Did
The Court reviewed the record on the process leading up to 
construction of El Quimbo, and examined the principles of 
participation, equality, and criteria for defining compensation 
measures for groups of affected peoples. The Court decided 
that when developing a megaproject, the traditional inhabitants 
of an affected region are basically helpless against the operator 
or owner of the project. Only the right to exercise meaningful 
participation may prevent their rights from being violated.

The Court also reviewed jurisprudence produced on dam cases 
such as Urra I Dam, and took into account the declarations of 
international meetings of dam-affected peoples and their allies 
in Manibeli (India), Curitiba (Brazil), Rasi Salai (Thailand) and 
Temaca (Mexico). “These declarations, although of no normative 
value, are statements of principles and firsthand witness accounts 
coming from peoples directly affected by the implementation of 
large dam projects,” it stated.

Citing principles on forced eviction, displacement and 
consultation contained in the Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights of the United Nations, the court stated: “Before 
you carry out any evictions, and particularly those involving large 
groups of people, State Parties should ensure that alternatives are 
explored in consultation with stakeholders.” 

A lengthy account of how and why the World Commission on 
Dams (WCD) was created and a description of the consensus 
reached in its report were also included in the ruling. Notably, 
besides issues of lack of consultation, mitigation and problems 
generated by forced resettlement, the Court included sections 
on sustainable energy planning, including: “The priority for a 
sustainable and equitable world energy sector is that all societies 
increase efficiency and renewable energy sources” and “Options 
highlighted by the Commission include biomass, wind energy, 
solar, geothermal, ocean waves and cogeneration.” 

The Court noted the lack of compliance with the social duty of 
the State to protect the nation’s natural resources, and recognized 
the tension between different views on what constitutes 
development. Regarding the decision-making framework 
for megaprojects, the ruling noted that participation on 
environmental decisions is a right recognized by the Constitution. 
“Everyone has the right to enjoy a healthy environment. The law 
will ensure community participation in decisions that may affect 
it.” It stated that an abstract priority to public interest and the 
majority’s view of “development” or “progress” associated with 
building infrastructure cannot be granted when the fundamental 
rights of people are violated. 

The El Quimbo project also faces legal cases related to 
technical and environmental irregularities in the licensing 
process, which were not the focus of this Court. An estimated 
10,500 people who will be affected by the project (Emgesa only 
recognized 1,500) are working to stop its construction. An action 
seeking to nullify the environmental license will be filed shortly.

For now, this remains one of the most progressive rulings to 
protect the rights of dam-affected people and ultimately of rivers 
and nature. It will probably create a very important precedent for 
future cases relative to construction of megaprojects in Colombia, 
and possibly regionally. l

Colombia’s Highest Court Takes the High Ground 
By Monti Aguirre



L ike many other Canadians 
living along the banks of the 
Peace River in northeastern 

British Columbia (BC), Arlene 
and Ken Boon wake up to an 
enviable view – at least for now. 

Elk, deer and grizzly bears 
amble across their land. 
Arrowheads and fossils resting 
beneath the soil are treasures 
waiting to be discovered 
by their grandchildren.  
Pumpkins, tomatoes and 
berries grown on their land 
tantalize their taste buds. 

Unfortunately for the Boons, 
BC is still in the backwoods 
when it comes to energy 
production. Their third-
generation prime farmland and 
their way of life are threatened 
by BC Hydro’s proposed 
construction of the Site C 
hydroelectric dam on the Peace 
River.  If approved, not only 
will their land be underwater 
– forever – but it will result 
in substantial ecological 
devastation for the entire valley. 
It would be the third large dam 
on the Peace River. 

 “All of us hold-outs in the 
valley plan on dying here,” said 
Arlene Boon, whose grandfather 
stood up against BC Hydro and 
the provincial government when 
they first pushed the Site C 
project in the 1970s. Generation 
after generation, they have 
been the voices against the 
project, decrying the loss of 
prime agricultural land and 
wildlife habitat. 

Site C dam has been on 
the table for over 50 years. 
The 60-metre-high dam would 
provide up to 1,100 megawatts 
of capacity. The project, 
proposed by the provincial 
utility BC Hydro, is anticipated 
to cost C$7.9 billion, making 
it presently one of the most 
expensive projects in Canada.  

The rationale for the project 
has evolved considerably over 
the past 20 years, ranging 
from supplying power for the 
following:  California, oil and gas 
production, BC residences  and 
liquid natural gas production.  

BC Hydro now claims Site C 
is needed to cover anticipated 

increases in power demand 
from all customer classes due 
to projected economic growth.  
Additionally, they recently 
stated that the power would 
be perfectly suited to meet the 
needs of California.

A UniqueLandscape
The Peace River begins in the 
Rocky Mountains and flows 
east to the boreal plains; it is 
the only river on the continent 
to cut its way through the 
Continental Divide. The 
resulting warm Pacific air 
funnels through the valley and 
creates a unique microclimate, 
which in turn generates prime 
growing conditions and a safe 
haven for wildlife.

In a time when global 
warming is eradicating 
traditional food-producing 
lands worldwide and when 
truly sustainable land-use 
management should be a 
priority, it is inconceivable that 
a government would pursue 
a project that would cause 
such far-reaching, irreversible 
destruction.

The dam threatens to flood 
107 kilometres (66 miles) of 
breathtakingly scenic river 
valley. It would impact over 
23,000 hectares (57,000 acres) 
of land, more than half of which 
is agricultural land.   

Many of the river’s banks 
are lined with fertile farmland; 
these would disappear should 
the dam proceed. The valley’s 
Class 1 and 2 farmlands 
produce higher crop yields 
than many of Canada’s prairie 
regions, and it has the potential 
to supply fresh fruit and 
vegetables for a million people. 

Forty years ago, BC 
created the Agricultural Land 
Reserve (ALR) to preserve 
the province`s shrinking 
farmland resources in the face 
of inappropriate development.  
The loss of agricultural land 
from the Site C project would 
constitute the largest removal 
of land from the ALR in history.

Allowing this farmland to be 
flooded would eliminate access 
to locally produced food for 
northern British Columbians 
and would destroy the local, 
sustainable agricultural 
economy.

Ken Boon points out that 
by 2050, the soil in this valley 
could be more valuable than 
gold. “To purposefully flood this 
valley is madness,” he says.  

Squeezed-Out Habitat
The flooding of 7,000 hectares 
(17,000 acres) of boreal forest 
in the valley would result in 
serious impacts for several 
animal species. The valley is 
home to over 20 threatened 
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BRITISH COLUMBIA  
Still in the Backwoods on Rivers and Dams
By Andrea Morison and Renée Krysko

How Can You Help?
We need your support to protect the Peace River Valley from  
Site C dam! You can easily send messages to decision makers  
at www.StopSiteC.org. Information and actions can also be  
found on Facebook at Peace Valley Environment Association,  
or Twitter, @StopSiteC.  Protect the Peace.  Stop Site C Dam.



species, including grizzly 
bears and bull trout. Critical 
winter and birthing habitat for 
deer, moose and elk would be 
destroyed if the project goes 
forward. 

Wildlife habitat in this 
region is already significantly 
fragmented due to oil, 
gas, forestry and mining 
development.  According to 
a study conducted by Peter 
Lee from Global Forest Watch 
Canada, present and proposed 
levels of industrial-caused 
disturbances in the Peace 
region are very high, even in 
comparison to other major 
industrial projects, such as 
Canada’s oil sands. 

In a report for the 
Yellowstone to Yukon 
Conservation Initiative, Dr. 
Clayton Apps concluded that 
some wildlife populations in the 
Peace Region may not be viable 
or recoverable in the future 
due to the cumulative effects 
of resource development, 
including the Site C Dam.  

The cumulative impacts of 
Site C and the two existing dams 
would harm fisheries throughout 
the watershed, experts believe. 
The two existing dams have 
already made significant 
changes to the river’s flow and 
water temperature, affecting 
aquatic ecosystems all the way 
to its delta.

These changes include losses 
of migratory Arctic grayling and 
migratory bull trout in major 
tributaries to the Peace River 
as well as the loss of Mountain 
Whitefish in the Peace. Changes 
resulting from the water flows 
would also affect spawning 
runs, egg incubation rates and 
access to spawning habitat. The 
dam itself would restrict the 
movement of fish populations.  
The government of Alberta 
and Parks Canada have lodged 
concerns on the project, as have 
a number of First Nations.

Lost Heritage, Economies  
and Traditions
The consequences of rampant 
development in the Peace 
Valley is significantly affecting 
both valley landowners and 
First Nations in the area.  The 

Boons are key members of 
the Peace Valley Environment 
Association (PVEA), which 
formed to protect the valley 
from Site C almost 40 years ago. 
Over time, the association has 
grown to include members from 
throughout British Columbia.  

The PVEA is particularly 
concerned with the loss of 
farmland and the resulting 
impacts to the agricultural 
economy in the Peace River 
Valley.  Agricultural economics 
and soils experts state that the 
interests of British Columbians 
are better served through 
utilizing the valley for food 
rather than energy production.  
Additionally, they take issue 
with BC Hydro’s interpretation 
of the value of the land in the 
valley and the cumulative 
impacts that flooding the 
valley would have on the local 
agricultural economy.

Several First Nations 
communities in the area rely 
on the land and wildlife in the 
valley for their sustenance. 
Their ability to practice 
aboriginal and treaty rights will 
be significantly impacted if the 
dam proceeds.

“We are no longer able 
to hunt caribou due to their 
low numbers,” explains Chief 
Roland Willson of West Moberly 
First Nations. “The Moberly 
Caribou herd shrunk from 190 
head a few years ago to a mere 
23 today, and the Burnt Pine 
herd was wiped out.”

If the Site C dam goes 
ahead, not only will the ability 
of First Nations to carry out 
their cultural and traditional 
activities be affected, but 
flooding the Peace River will 
also impact their ancestors’ 
gravesites and areas of 
spiritual significance.

Energy in Question
At the heart of this debate 
are concerns regarding the 
validity of BC Hydro’s energy 
projections.. According to 
economist Erik Anderson, BC 
Hydro has exaggerated future 
demand by as much at 29% 
in recent years. Additionally, 
Anderson has shown that BC’s 
power demand has declined 

approximately 5% since 2008, 
despite linear population 
growth.  

According to provincial 
energy economist Dr. Marvin 
Shaffer, BC has not accurately 
projected future energy 
demand.  He states that BC 
Hydro has not adequately 
considered that increased 
costs of energy associated 
with construction of Site C will 
result in decreased demand. 

Dr. Shaffer argues that 
existing sources of energy 
available throughout the 
province and through the 
spot market can sufficiently 
meet demand in BC for quite 
some time.  At such time that 
demand exceeds existing 
sources, Dr. Shaffer suggests 
that smaller, alternative energy 
projects be developed in close 
proximity to the area of need.

BC Hydro’s current debt 
closely rivals the debt of the 
entire province.  Given the 
analysis and suggestions from 
Dr. Shaffer as well as other 
economists, it is clear that the 
provincial government should 
reconsider the need for this 
project.

Next Steps
The project is in the final stages 
of consideration through a 
joint federal and provincial 
government environmental 
assessment (EA) process.  The 
assessment panel will make 
its recommendation to both 
the provincial and federal 
governments at the end of April 

2014. They will then consider 
the recommendation and issue 
their own, final determination 
on the project in the fall of 2014. 

The PVEA, local Treaty 8 
Tribal Association and many 
allied provincial and nationally 
based organizations have 
participated in the EA process.  
These organizations represent 
a range of interests including 
maintenance of ecological 
integrity for wildlife, birds, fish 
and associated recreational and 
cultural activities, as well as 
social and economic concerns 
for surrounding communities.  
As a result of their collaborative 
work, thousands of letters 
demanding that Site C be 
rejected have been received  
by the federal and provincial 
EA agencies over the past  
three years.

As the final decision is 
contemplated, the PVEA and 
its allies continue to take action 
and build collaborative alliances 
with like-minded organizations.  
The goal is to get as many 
people as possible to take action 
by informing the government of 
British Columbia of the range 
and cost of the impacts that will 
occur if Site C is constructed.  
A number of public events 
will take place throughout the 
province between now and the 
fall of 2014, when a decision is 
expected. l

Andrea Morison is with the Peace 
Valley Environment Association; 
Renée Krysko is with Yellowstone 
to Yukon Conservation Initiative.
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Above: First nations and local leaders protest the dam. Photo: PVEA  
Photo page 8: The Peace River, by L. Petersen.
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R un-of-river projects are often portrayed as relatively benign 
alternatives to large-reservoir dam projects, as projects that 
don’t submerge large areas of land, displace high numbers of 

communities, or greatly reduce downstream flows. This friendly 
image has given a new lease on life to many dam builders around 
the globe. 

A significant number of the world’s proposed dams are being 
billed as “run of river,” including many large dams that are known 
to have significant social and environmental impacts (see box). 
India especially has been inundated by such projects.

The headwaters of many Himalayan rivers are teeming 
with run-of-river hydro project proposals. This mountainous 
area is said to be suffering from an “MOU (Memorandum of 
Understanding) virus.” Hundreds of agreements have been signed 
and great stretches of rivers apportioned to private and public 
enterprises. The projects are being billed as “non-consumptive” – 
meaning they are expected to make little change to a river’s flow. 
You can have your cake and eat it too, we’re being told. But the 
definition of such projects is obscure, and their impacts poorly 
understood. Run-of-river has become a kind of greenwashing. 

Let’s examine the official talking points. “From an operational 
point of view, water can be stored for 18 to 20 hours each day, 
and released for 4 to 6 hours in order to generate electricity. The 
length of the tunnel, or the height of the dam does not matter. 
What comes in must go out on a daily basis.” This is how a senior 
official of a committee that appraises hydroelectric projects for 
the Ministry of Environment and Forests described run-of-river 
projects in India. 

The Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, which is 
concerned with India’s small hydro projects (less than 25 
megawatts), defines it in more restrictive terms: “A weir, one 
or two meters in height, can be built across a river as a means 
to divert water to a powerhouse. This water after running the 
turbines must be returned to the river downstream. In such cases 
there is no large dam or reservoir and water storage is kept to a 
minimum,” says BK Bhatt, an expert in the ministry.

The variance in these two definitions may appear to be a 
matter of semantics, but has serious consequences for the future 
of free-flowing rivers in India. According to government reports, 
the existing, under-construction and proposed hydro projects on 
the headwater streams (Alaknanda and Bhagirathi) of the Ganga 
will impact flows on more than two-thirds of their length. The 
majority of river flows will be diverted into tunnels for run-of-river 
projects. 

Take the case of the Pinder River, the last major free-flowing 
tributary of the Alaknanda, where a 90-meter-high dam to 
generate 300 MW was proposed. Land submergence from this 
project would impact more than 500 families, and subject 20,000 
people downstream to reduced flows. In 2007, opposition to the 
project led to a reduction in the height of the dam by 55 meters, 
and its conversion to a run-of-river type. 

What this meant was that water would be diverted along an 
18-km tunnel running parallel to the river. By using the river’s 
steep gradient, the long tunnel would ensure that the generation 
capacity would only reduce to 252 MW. The project continues to 
face roadblocks, however, in part due to the probable impacts of 

tunneling through the fragile mountainside; each year landslides 
in the region isolate the valley’s 20,000 inhabitants.  

There is no protocol followed for blasting through the hillsides, 
and this has resulted in the drying up of streams, as in the case 
of the 1,000 MW Karcham Wangtoo project on the Sutlej River. 
Subsidence of land and wall cracks in nearby village homes caused 
by blasting and tunnelling is a frequently reported occurrence. 

Run-of-river projects also create problems because of the daily 
flood and low-flow situations they bring. The 1,750 MW Lower 
Demve project in the Lohit River basin in northeast India is one 
case in point. “The water levels rise and fall by several feet each 
day. Fluctuations can range from 70-1729 cumec in one day, 
everyday in lean season,” says Parineeta Dandekar of South Asia 
Network of Dams Rivers and People. “Such fluctuations due to 
peaking power generation will have serious impacts on ecology 
and safety of people downstream.”  

Run-of-river projects are not benign. Their impacts on 
downstream river flows can be serious and long-lasting. It is 
therefore essential that a standardized definition of this type of 
project be adopted worldwide. They must also be given the same 
scrutiny as larger-reservoir projects.  And given that they are 
often not the only dam in a river, their cumulative impacts must 
also be accounted for before approval. l 

India’s Run-of-River Hydro: Poorly Defined,  
Under-Studied – and Growing at a Fast Clip
By Bharat Lal Seth

When Run-of-River Brings Big Impacts
Proponents of run-of-river projects frequently claim they do 
not require a reservoir. In reality, all run-of-river dams impound 
water, either to create “head” for hydroelectricity generation, 
to raise water levels to the height of diversion intakes on 
water projects or to create enough depth for navigation. 
In theory, no dam with gates should be considered run-of-
river, because closing and opening gates implies storing and 
releasing water. In practice, dams with some limited – but 
undefined – storage capacity are referred to as run-of-river.

Some examples of problematic “run of river” dams include: 
Maheshwar Dam in India’s Narmada Valley, which forced 
some 35,000 people from their homes; Pak Mun Dam on 
a Mekong tributary, which caused drastic reductions in fish 
populations upstream of the dam and harmed the livelihoods 
of more than 20,000 people;  Chalillo Dam, which inundated 
1,000 hectares of riverine habitat in Belize and threatens rare 
species; the Lower Kihansi Hydropower Project in Tanzania, 
which brought the endemic Kihansi Spray Toad to extinction, 
and the 113-meter-high Pangue Dam on Chile’s BioBio River, 
which displaced 1,300 people, and led to an even bigger dam 
being built upstream to ensure a more steady flow of power.
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After years of delay, the 
controversial Gibe III Dam, being 
built on Ethiopia’s Omo River, 

is reportedly nearing completion. Its 
reservoir could start filling during the 
coming rainy season – as early as May.  
During the 2-3 years it will take to fill the 
reservoir, the river’s yearly flow will drop 
as much as 70%.  

The changes in river flow from the 
dam and an associated expansion of 
irrigated plantations could cause a huge 
drop in Lake Turkana, the world’s largest 
desert lake and a World Heritage Site. 

These changes would devastate 
ecosystems and local livelihoods 
throughout the watershed. Climate 
change could add to these risks. 

A new International Rivers film, “A 
Cascade of Development on the Omo 
River,” reveals the hydrological havoc 
the dam could cause. Most significantly, 
the changes in river flow caused by 
the dam and associated irrigated 
plantations could cause a huge drop in 
Lake Turkana, the world’s largest desert 
lake and a World Heritage Site. These changes would devastate 
ecosystems and local livelihoods. Climate change will add to 
these risks. 

Large irrigated plantations being built in the area of the dam 
could be especially devastating to the river, lake and ecosystems. 
The Kuraz sugar plantation and additional areas identified for 
cultivation could eventually take almost half of the Omo River 
inflow to Lake Turkana. 

In addition to decreasing river flow, the projects will change 
the size, length, and number of floods, which will be disastrous 
for downstream users. 2014 will be the first year in which runoff 
from the season – which is vital for flood-recession agriculture, 
restoration of grazing areas, and fisheries production – will be 
almost completely blocked. 

Changes to the flooding regime will also disrupt fish spawning 
cues and decrease productive habitat for fish in Lake Turkana 
and the river. Lake fish catches may decrease.

What does the future hold?
Because the Omo River contributes almost all of Lake Turkana’s 
inflows each year, these developments could cause a big drop 
in lake water levels. Lake Turkana is projected to drop by about 
two meters during the initial filling of the dam. If current plans to 
create new plantations move forward, the lake could drop from 
16 to 22 meters. The average depth of the lake is just 31 meters.  

Climate change could worsen the water situation in the Omo. 
More extreme droughts and unpredictable precipitation patterns, 
combined with higher temperatures, could cause further stress 
to a region that already experiences extreme precipitation 
variability. There is evidence that there will be a drying trend and 
warmer temperatures.

The primary means of livelihood for about 500,000 people will 
be dismantled by these projects. Conflicts over scarce resources 
are expected to increase. 

The project-affected people in the river basin do not have to 
be on the losing end of these developments. A process to devise a 
system of environmental flows with their input could help reduce 
the worst impacts of these projects.

Good management of the Omo will involve trade-offs between 
competing uses – such as hydropower generation, irrigation 
needs, fisheries, subsistence farming and grazing. Stakeholders 
should be invited into a formal process to help decide what they 
value most from the river. l

View our new film:  http://bit.ly/SaveLakeTurkana. 

Omo River, Lake Turkana Face Hydrological Ruin
By Lori Pottinger

Background on the Dam
The 243-meter-high dam is being built by Italian firm Salini 
Costruttori, with the Ethiopian utility EEPCO. It will have a 
capacity to produce 1,870 megawatts.

The dam project’s only international funder is the Industrial 
and Commercial Bank of China, which approved a loan 
for a $500 million Chinese turbine contract for the dam 
in 2010. In 2012, the China Development Bank signed a 
memorandum of understanding with the Ethiopia Sugar 
Corporation for a loan of $500 million for the construction 
of sugar factories in the Lower Omo Valley. 

In 2011, the UN’s World Heritage Committee called on the 
Ethiopian government and Chinese financiers to suspend 
the Gibe III hydropower project to fulfill their obligation 
for the protection of the site. The Committee has been 
refused entry to Ethiopia to visit the site. 

Lake Turkana is facing major hydrological changes from upstream developments. Hundreds of 
thousands of people could lose their livelihoods. Photo: Jane Baldwin
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News Briefs
By Emily Jovais

According to The Daily 
Mail, rescuing the lake was a 
campaign promise by Iran’s new 
president, Hassan Rouhani; his 
new cabinet has formed a team 
to invite scholars to help find 
solutions. The president has 
prioritized tackling long-neglect-
ed environmental problems that 
critics say were made worse 
by his predecessor, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, who was an engi-
neer with an appetite for grand 
infrastructure schemes.   

A recent gathering brought 
experts from Iran and around 
the world to discuss the best 
options for reversing the slow 
death of this great body of 
water.

Learn more and view imag-
es of the lake: http://dailym.
ai/1fDFLke

PV solar best solution 
for Africa
A 2013 study by the Joint 
Research Center (JRC) and 
United Nations Environment 
Program concluded that solar 
panels are the least-cost rural 
electrification option for a 
third of the African population. 
For each geographic location, 
researchers calculated the least 
cost option between micro-hy-
dropower, off-grid photovoltaic 
(PV) solar panels and diesel 
generators and compared these 
costs to what it would take 
to connect these areas to the 
electric grid. The grid extension 
costs differed depending on the 
distance from the grid, but an 
additional 2.5 eurocents/kW·h 
per km had to be accounted for 
in each instance.

Solar PV modules now cost 
ten times less than they did in 
2000. A 2013 market research 
paper by Deutsche Bank found 
that solar energy for residential 
use in South Africa is already 

government agencies to fulfill 
mitigation measures. After 
occupying the company’s 
headquarters in the city 
of Altamira for nearly a 
week, indigenous protesters 
demanded a meeting with Norte 
Energy and FUNAI president 
Maria Augusta Assirati. At the 
Feb. 14 meeting, indigenous 
representatives called on 
FUNAI to immediately revoke 
its endorsement of Belo Monte’s 
license. Assirati responded by 
promising that FUNAI will sign 
a satisfactory agreement with 
Norte Energia by mid-March 
or the agency will adopt “much 
harsher” measures.

Iran reconsiders 
damming
Iranian leaders are shifting 
focus from dam building to more 
effective water supply manage-
ment, according to a New York 
Times article on the nation’s 
shrinking water sources. Iran is 
currently facing a water crisis 
of such magnitude that dozens 
of dams built over the past few 
years are operating at 10-20% of 
capacity. As a result, the Deputy 
Energy Minister, Alireza Daemi, 
is reconsidering future dam 
construction. The country is 
determined to develop a water 
conservation plan to ensure 
future supply. According to the 
New York Times, the water 
shortage is potentially so serious 
that officials are making contin-
gency plans for rationing in the 
greater Tehran area and other 
major cities around the country. 

The most glaring reminder of 
the water crisis is the disap-
pearing Lake Oroumieh near 
the Turkish border. One of the 
planet’s largest saltwater lakes, 
the lake has shrunk by 80-90%, 
as dams and irrigation systems 
cut off the flow of water in the 
11 rivers that feed it.

Belo Monte breaks the law
As construction continues on the contentious Belo Monte Dam 
on the Xingu River in the Brazilian Amazon, a new report by the 
Brazilian NGO Socio-Environmental Institute (ISA) reveals that 
more than 80% of legally required actions to mitigate the huge 
project’s impacts on indigenous peoples and their territories have 
not been met. 

The report finds that only 15% of key actions to ensure the 
territorial rights of indigenous peoples affected by Belo Monte 
have been effectively implemented, citing grave negligence on 
the part of the dam consortium, Norte Energia, and government 
agencies.

“Our principal demand is that Brazil’s judicial order be 
respected, that the law be followed,” states a letter from 
indigenous leadership. “Norte Energia doesn’t lack technical 
capacity, money, or political influence to implement [mitigation 
measures]. What it lacks is will, interest, and respect for 
indigenous peoples and the law.” 

The 11,000 MW Belo Monte is one of the world’s largest 
hydropower projects. It has faced massive opposition by 
indigenous groups, who have occupied the dam site an estimated 
18 times.

According to a declaration issued last week by nine indigenous 
groups, one of the most serious examples of negligence in Belo 
Monte concerns a formal agreement between Norte Energia and 
the federal indigenous agency, FUNAI, guaranteeing financial 
resources for an action plan to mitigate impacts on indigenous 
peoples. The agreement was to be signed by 2011, but three 
years later it still doesn’t exist. Despite neglecting its legal 
responsibilities, Norte Energia expects to receive a definitive 
operating licensing from the government environmental agency, 
IBAMA, for Belo Monte by mid-2014.

The report coincides with renewed protests among local 
indigenous groups over the failure of Norte Energia and federal Continued opposite

Indigenous people protest Belo Monte Dam. Photo: Brent Millikan
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capable of being deployed at 
a price lower than the current 
price of electricity from the grid.

A Baker McKenzie survey of 
140 senior business executives 
found that “Renewables [in Afri-
ca] can be installed much more 
rapidly than conventional fossil 
fuel generation. Solar PV also 
has a natural advantage over 
other renewable technologies 
in that it can be deployed on a 
relatively small scale – 85% of 
survey respondents believe that 
solar PV’s suitability for rural, 
off-grid applications is a strong 
driver for its installation.”

California drought 
threatens hydropower
California experienced its driest 
year in recorded history in 2013, 
and its long drought continues 
into 2014. The lack of frozen 
precipitation is causing difficulty 
for Californians, who rely on the 
Sierra’s melting snowpack for 
about 65% of their water and a 
significant portion of their hy-
droelectric energy. The Energy 
Information Administration 
estimates California’s hydropow-
er generation dropped 22.3% 
compared to 2012. Fitch Rating 
warns that a years-long drought 
could put financial pressure on 

a number of the state’s hydro-
power generators. Utilities that 
depend primarily on hydropow-
er generation may be forced to 
use more expensive power to 
replace the potential shortfall in 
hydropower output for the third 
year in a row. 

Hydropower generation in 
the state averages about 15%, 
but has varied over the years. 
In 1992, for example, hydro 
dropped to an 11% share, while 
in 1995, it rose to 28%. 

The drought is thought 
to have been caused by an 
atmospheric phenomenon 
whereby a broad high-pressure 
zone nearly 4 miles high and 
2,000 miles long off the West 
Coast, which has blocked Pacific 
winter storms from approaching 
California. 

The good news is that in the 
past decade or so, California 
has significantly increased its 
clean-energy power supply, 
which softens the blow of the 
drought. The state’s generating 
capacity, including solar and 
wind units, has grown by 
about one-third, according to 
the Sacramento Bee.  The 
California Solar Initiative 
reports that the state has close 
to 2,000 MW of installed solar, 
and 5,830 MW of installed 
capacity for wind power.

“No Dam” Lizards
In the desert canyons of the 
Marañón (known as the Grand 
Canyon of the Amazon), a group 
of scientists have discovered 
two new species of lizards en-
demic to the area. 

The scientists who discov-
ered them were aware that 
the destruction of habitat from 
planned hydroelectric dams 
along the river could be a 
death knell for these species, 
and therefore named the new 
species Ameiva nodam and 
Ameiva aggerecusans. The 
new species belong to the genus 
Ameiva and both names mean 
“no to the dam” in English and 
Latin. These lizards are endemic 
to the dry forests of the Ma-
ranon, which means that only 
exist in this area. 

Claudia Koch, who published 
the study as part of her PhD 
thesis work, says there are a 
number of other endemic spe-
cies in the Marañon canyon that 
are threatened.

New batteries for 
energy storage
The intermittency of renewable 
power can limit its use, and is 
perhaps the biggest obstacle to 
widespread adoption of solar 
and wind power. However, 
scientists are making progress 
in low-cost energy storage 
that could be a game-changer. 
Harvard University researchers 
say they’ve developed a new 
type of battery that could make 
it economical to store a couple 
of days of electricity from 
wind farms and other sources 
of power. The new battery is 
based on an organic molecule – 
called a quinone – that’s found 
in plants such as rhubarb and 
can be cheaply synthesized 
from crude oil. The molecules 
could reduce, by two-thirds, the 
cost of energy storage materials 
in a type of battery called a flow 
battery, which is particularly 
well-suited to storing large 
amounts of energy. 

In a flow battery, energy is 
stored in liquid form in large 
tanks. Such batteries have been 

around for decades, but they’re 
expensive. To make storing 
hours of energy from wind 
farms economical, batteries 
need to cost just $100 per kilo-
watt-hour, according to the US 
Department of Energy. The Har-
vard project is the first time that 
researchers have demonstrated 
high-performance flow batter-
ies that use organic molecules 
instead of the usual costly metal 
ions. However, the researchers 
still need to demonstrate that 
the new materials are durable 
enough to last the standard 10 
to 20 years. 

Baram dam blockade 
reaches 100 days
On January 30, indigenous com-
munities in Sarawak marked 
100 days of the Baram Dam 
blockade. Hundreds of villag-
ers on rotation have occupied 
two blockade sites – KM15 and 
Long Lama – for the purpose of 
stopping the Baram Dam. Ap-
proximately 20,000 indigenous 
people from 26 villages would 
be displaced by project. The 
dam has been approved by the 
state government and is located 
between Long Naah and Long 
Kesseh, some 200km inland 
from Miri. While no construction 
materials have arrived, person-
nel from Sarawak Energy en-
tered the area in December to 
deliver bribe money to selected 
leaders of affected villages. 

Local groups have learned 
from the experience of the 
Bakun and Murum Dams where 
communities living downstream 
continue to live without access 
to electricity despite proximity 
to a dam. In addition, roads con-
structed for the project would 
not connect to the villages, 
thereby bypassing any benefit 
to local communities. 

Peter Kallang, chairman of 
local group SAVE Rivers, said: 
“We would like to thank mem-
bers of the public and many 
organizations who have provid-
ed food and other resources to 
support the blockade. It is not 
an easy fight but we will not 
give up.” l 

California’s lack of snow and a brown central valley in January shows 
the extent of the drought. Photo: NASA
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W hen the Bui Dam was commissioned in December 2013, 
it became Ghana’s second largest hydropower project, 
after the gigantic Akosombo Dam. The $794 million 

dam was built by China’s SinoHydro, with funding from the 
government of Ghana and EXIM Bank of China. 

The dam’s reservoir flooded farmland, riverine forests, and 
about 20% of Bui National Park. About 1,216 people from eight 
communities were resettled for the project. I interviewed Chief 
Togbi Kpakpa E., of Bator Akanyakrom (the village with the 
largest population among the project-affected communities), to 
see how the resettlement has gone for them.

The people of Bator Akanyakrom are a non-indigenous 
fishing community that had lived along the Black Volta River 
for ages prior to the construction of Bui Dam. Their main 
economic activities include fishing by the men. The women buy 
the fish from the fishermen and sell them to the surrounding 
communities on market days.

 The chief asked for his people to be resettled in an area close 
to the reservoir, hoping to maintain their fishing livelihoods. He 
successfully negotiated such a location with the paramount chief 
of the land. Their request was ignored by project authorities, 
and they were resettled in June 2011 quite a distance from the 
reservoir.

I first interviewed the chief in 2008, when resettlement was 
just beginning. I asked him what could be done to help them 
maintain their livelihoods if they were not resettled near the 
reservoir. He told me, “We are not against the dam. We want it 
because there are benefits for the whole nation. However, we 
don’t want to be victims of a development project. Most of my 
people are fishermen, so some form of vocational training, initial 
capital, and equipment would be a more reliable alternative 
livelihood. This will help reduce the negative effects of the dam 
on my people.” 

In this February 2014 interview, Chief Kpapka described the 
challenges his people have faced since resettlement. 

Livelihoods Lost
The community was resettled into a farming area, more than four 
miles from the reservoir. Most of the older fishermen cannot walk 
the 9-mile round-trip, and are currently unable to provide for 
their families because they have no other source of income. 

After refusing to resettle them near the reservoir, the dam 
authorities did not honor their promise to provide them with 
vocational training or alternative livelihood training (animal 
rearing, vegetable farming, carpentry, etc.) that could help them 
earn a sustainable living.

Most of the younger fishermen have migrated to other 
accessible areas of the reservoir where they compete with 
fishermen who migrated to the area after the reservoir was 
filled. They visit their families in the resettlement site weekly or 
bi-weekly. Their absence is negatively affecting their families, 
especially their children, who are missing school and having 
other behavior issues.

Being a fishing community, their resettlement with indigenous 
farming communities put them at a disadvantage. Moreover, 
the land space allocated to the three resettled communities 
is inadequate because the type of farming system used (land 
rotation) requires that portions of the land used for farming be 
left fallow for some years to regain its fertility. 

Lost Community
Prior to resettlement, the community was promised 
compensation on a structure-for-structure basis. As a result they 
expected the chief’s house to be rebuilt in the new site. The 
house comprised 11 rooms with one large hall, where the chief 
and his elders met to discuss issues concerning their community, 
settle disputes, and host other chiefs and delegates from other 
communities. It housed three households related to the royal 
family. This house was handed down over generations, and 
served as a symbol of authority and respect. Being summoned 
to the chief’s house has its unique cultural connotations. The 
promise to replace the chief’s house in the new settlement was 
not fulfilled. Instead, the three households were put in three 
separate houses. Furthermore, they were not provided with 
the big hall, which served as the community’s courtroom. This 
has affected the traditional authority of the chief as the leader 
of his people. The respect and authority he used to command 
have been drastically reduced, and he is having difficulty in 
maintaining social control among his people. 

The people also had a Visitor Center comprised of a large 
summer hut, a guest-room, and a store where they hosted 
tourists who like to stay and enjoy the people and the hippo in 
the national park. They also had a chapel with a mission house, 
and a fishpond, which they built as a community. Apart from the 
school, none of these structures was compensated for during 
the resettlement. The Bui Power Authority (BPA) was reminded 
about their omission of compensation for these structures, 
and decided to give the community a cash lump sum for the 
structures.

As this writing, the Akanyakrom community had refused the 
cash compensation because they believe the structures were 
undervalued, and are requesting that BPA honor their promise to 
compensate structure-for-structure.

Akanyakrom was the only community with its own Catholic 
elementary school. In the resettlement site, there is conflict as to 
which of the communities should maintain authority and control 
over the new school that was built for the three communities to 
share. The people of Akanyakrom want the Catholic tradition 
to be maintained. Chief Kpakpa indicated his concern about 
how this conflict is affecting academic work, the Parent Teacher 
Association, and the school environment in general. 

The chief also described the loss of different uses of the 
visitor center. In addition to use by visitors, it also was used for 

Broken Promises: Ghana’s Bui Dam Resettlement 
By Clement Otu-Tei

Continued opposite

This chapel was one of Akanyakrom’s community buildings that has not 
been replaced by the Bui dam authorities. Photo: Clement Otu-Tei
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also cut across 64 Chilean communas, including some indigenous 
communities, and would damage 14 areas that, because of unique 
environmental values and vulnerabilities, have been granted 
protected status under Chilean law.

A Movement is Launched
When the HidroAysén Environmental Impact Assessment was 
approved by an 11-1 vote on May 9, 2011, despite outstanding 
flaws and omissions of critical data, Chile’s citizens took to 
the streets.  A Supreme Court ruling in April 2012 in favor 
of HidroAysén caused a resurgence of public opposition, and 
subsequent legal actions against the project.

Unprecedented, massive mobilizations to protest the 
approval of HidroAysén throughout Chile (with especially large 
demonstrations in Santiago) surprised politicians of all stripes. 
No one had expected such a public response. The campaign to 
protect Patagonia became the largest environmental struggle in the 
country’s history. Project proponents pushed hard for a political 
victory that would allow them to start building the US$10 billion 
mega-project, but legal roadblocks continued to delay it.

In a continuing series of setbacks, on January 7, 2014, Endesa 
Chile pulled the project from its list of active projects presented 
to investors, citing uncertainties surrounding deadlines and the 
transmission line. 

On January 30 the Committee of Ministers for Sustainability 
(presided over by the Minister of the Environment) ordered two 
hydrological studies to better evaluate the project’s impacts, 
including how to address the impacts of daily fluctuations in flow. 
Another study required of the company would look at the impacts 
of 5,000 workers descending upon the quiet town of Cochrane, 

whose population would almost triple with the influx. The results 
of the new studies will take at least a year. 

Juan Pablo Orrego, director of Chilean NGO Ecosistemas, 
says the project originated in malpractice and has yet to meet 
environmental and social requirements. Orrego warns that the 
two newly required studies address only some of the unanswered 
questions about the megaproject; he notes that questions about 
impacts on flora and fauna, sedimentation, and the damage caused 
to tourism have not been answered.

Even though the Minister of Environment, María Ignacia 
Benítez, said that the project is authorized, it is clear that it will 
be postponed for final review during the new administration of 
President-elect Bachelet, who said she opposed the project during 
the run-up to the election. Her new stance – in contrast to her 
support for the project during her first term – shows just how 
powerful the public opposition to the project has been. 

Our colleagues at the Council on the Defense of Patagonia 
(CDP), of which International Rivers is a part, noted this delay 
is “a citizen triumph.” What is needed now is just “putting the 
tombstone on the grave.” And that is what opponents of the 
megaproject expect President Bachelet to do when she comes 
on board in March of this year. We’ll be there with our partners, 
helping her throw dirt on HidroAysén’s grave.

“This is a great opportunity for the Bachelet government to 
adopt daring public policies to increase energy efficiency programs 
and renewables,” said Bernardo Reyes, a member of the CDP. 
Chile abounds with accessible renewable energy resources. The 
CDP is now also working on a Special Act to protect Patagonia, 
its rivers, waters, air, forest and peoples, which will propose a 
sustainable economy for Patagonia based on healthy ecosystems 
and democratic decision-making coming from its citizenship. l 

communal meetings, and as a place to gather and relax after 
a hard day’s work, to play games such as oware, checkers and 
cards. I myself joined community discussions when I visited the 
area. They no longer have such a place. 

These lost structures served the invaluable purpose of holding 
the community together as a unit. They were common places of 
identity, places of authority, and places of hope for the future 
of the community. The community submitted a proposal to the 
BPA in August 2013 to provide them with a place where they can 
meet as a community to discuss issues and concerns, but they 
have received no response from the BPA.

The community was also promised a library and a health 
clinic. They did not get the library at all. For the clinic, they got 
a shell of structure, without equipment, electricity, furniture, or 
personnel. 

They were also promised electricity in the new settlement. 
Upon arrival, they found that the houses were built without 
wiring. They were told that they and two other communities 
resettled with them had to pay for the cost of the infrastructure 
to connect to the grid. They did not have money to pay for that 
upfront. With their consent, the Bui Power Authority used half 
of their “12 month income support” compensation, which was 
intended to cover their living expenses as they transition to their 
new lives, to provide electricity for the project-affected people. 
Currently, most of them remain without electricity because they 
have no income to pay monthly electric bills. 

Benefits
When asked about the benefits of the Bui Dam project, Chief 
Kpakpa said the project has greatly improved accessibility in the 
area, especially to the district capital and to better healthcare 
facilities outside their community. Their new houses are nicer 
than most of the houses they had in Akanyakrom. They also have 
a bore hole for water supply.

The Akanyakrom community demonstrates how a well-knit 
community could be destabilized by a project like Bui Dam. 
Obviously, these people believe in development. They believe in 
making themselves better and improving their economic status, 
and that of their country. This is the reason they had all the 
structures prior to the building of the dam, including the chief’s 
house, a school, a chapel with a mission house, a community fish 
pond, and a visitor center to promote tourism in their own way 
and within their capabilities. These people have vision. If they 
had not been displaced, how long would this well-functioning 
community have lived in this area, “improving or developing” 
at their own pace and style? How long will they survive in the 
new settlement as a cohesive community, given their current 
circumstances? 

I hope these people do not lose their communal spirit and the 
hope with which they established their former community, now 
lost to the Bui Dam. l 
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R obert Goodland – the first ecologist hired 
by the World Bank, who advocated for 30 
years for stronger environmental and human 

rights practices – passed away at the end of 2013.  
Known as the “conscience” of the World Bank, 
he regularly sought the views of environmental 
leaders around the world – and after retirement, 
worked closely with many of them.  He was a 
longtime friend of International Rivers. 

In the early 1970s, Robert served as a 
consultant for World Bank projects. He designed 
environmental and social programs to mitigate 
damages being caused by the Itaipu Dam project, then the world’s 
biggest hydroelectric project. In 1978, Robert became the first 
full-time ecologist at the World Bank. He was initially tasked with 
screening every single proposed World Bank project, and drafting 
recommendations for those with the largest potential impacts. 

But project designers resisted implementing his 
recommendations. So Robert took a lead role in drafting 
environmental and social policies for the World Bank Group, and 
educating fellow Bank employees and project consultants about 
the standards. 

Robert’s work on indigenous peoples led the institution to hire 
a cadre of anthropologists. They took up the issue of preventing 

forced resettlement, and mitigating its adverse 
impacts when it did occur.  

Robert wanted project proponents to be held 
accountable to people adversely impacted by 
development projects. So he helped advance the 
work of the World Bank’s Inspection Panel. He 
also tried for many years to get the International 
Monetary Fund to do something about the adverse 
social impacts of its operations. He also played 
a key role in the establishment of the World 
Commission on Dams in 1997.

The environmental and social destruction 
brought about by dams was one of the topics Robert felt strongly 
about. He was incensed by the World Bank’s recent decision 
to move back into funding mega-dams, and advocated against 
it with his network of friends and colleagues. He was the main 
author of the new paper, “Towards a World Bank Group Policy on 
the Social and Environmental Impacts of Dams, Reservoirs, and 
Hydroelectricity Projects” (see www.fdnearth.org/?attachment_
id=219). 

Robert is survived by his wife Jonmin, and their son Arthur. 
Robert had just completed his favorite mountain trek in Nepal, 
with Jonmin and Arthur, when he died. His passing leaves a huge 
gap in the global network for environmental justice. l

Remembering Robert Goodland 
By Brent Blackwelder  

Robert Goodland


