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INTRODUCTION 
On May 6th, 2016, the Displacement Research and Action Network (DRAN) of the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT) hosted a one-day workshop titled, ‘The State of Hydropower Projects Today: Lessons 
from the Past for the Course Ahead’. This workshop brought scholars and practitioners together from across 
the globe to share insights and concerns about the state of contemporary hydropower development and 
its impact on vulnerable communities and environments. The workshop was structured around two plenary 
sessions and a keynote lecture; Plenary I was titled ‘The Return of Large Hydropower Projects: Why and What 
Lessons from the Past Have We Learned?’ and Plenary II was titled ‘Current Dilemmas:  Costs, Impacts and 
Alternatives.’  Opening Remarks and the first Presentation were given by Professor Balakrishnan Rajagopal, 
Founder of DRAN, followed by a keynote lecture by Michael Cernea, former World Bank Senior Advisor for 
Sociology and Social Policy and internationally recognized scholar on the impacts of dams on affected com-
munities.

This report is offered by the DRAN team as an account of the proceedings of that day as well as a contribu-
tion to broader efforts by scholars and practitioners around the globe to renew research and increase atten-
tion to the social and environmental impacts of large hydropower infrastructure projects, particularly as they 
relate to displacement. 

The Need for this Workshop

Recent years have seen a dramatic upsurge of focus on and investment in global construction of large dam 
projects for hydropower generation. Investment totals for these future hydropower dams currently under 
construction or planned is an unprecedented 2 trillion US$1  (Ansar et al. 2014). This attention on hydro-proj-
ects has ballooned as it is increasingly positioned as a clean, renewable energy source and an infrastructure 
investment of national interest and economic viability. Yet, despite its increased attention as a ‘sustainable’ 
energy source, issues related to the social, economic and environmental consequences arising from large 
dams have remained largely on the periphery. The Displacement Research and Action Network is commit-
ted to exposing and exploring issues around the displacement of communities in the wake of large infra-
structure development or what is called ‘development-induced development’ and so has particular concern 
about the high levels of displacement caused by large dam projects. 

This is not the first time such large dam projects, defined as dams with the capacity of at least 100MW, have 
been at the center of development (Zarfl et al., 2014). In 2000, in response to a surge of large hydro-power 
projects in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, the World Commission on Dams (WCD) issued a report that es-
tablished a safeguards framework for guiding dam construction based on the ‘rights and risks approach’.2  
The aim of the WCD guidelines was to ensure that dam projects protected the human rights of affected 
communities and addressing the need for more equitable benefit sharing. These safeguard policies, while 
ground-breaking at their time, have had little to no effect on the implementation of large dam projects.

Since the World Commission on Dams report a substantial shift in the political and economic landscape driv-
ing hydro-projects has taken hold. As noted above, today more than ever we see dams lauded as a solution 
both to clean energy needs and therefore to climate change. At the global level this framing is evidenced 
in the United Nations sustainability goals, namely the Rio+20 targets of the UN Conference of Sustainable 
Development, which calls for countries to meet their growing energy demands through the use of energy 
resources compliant with Kyoto protocol, of which hydropower generation is seen as central. This framing 
is also seen in the World Bank’s consistent lauding of hydropower as the world’s largest, most scalable and 
‘least cost’ method for generating renewable energy (Rex et al. 2014). 

1 Assuming average construction costs of large dams at 2.8 million US$ per MW (Ansar et al. 2014)
2 See World Commission of Dams Report 2000.
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At the same time as hydropower is lauded as a solution we have witnessed a substantial shift and expansion 
in the institutions offering financing for such large-scale projects, with Southern-led development banks 
taking center stage. These changes in the last decade and a half point to a clear and urgent need to better 
understand the nature of contemporary developments and, most critically, their impacts on the social, envi-
ronmental and economic realities of affected communities. 

In contrast to the decades before, a broader spectrum of renewable energy solutions is being considered 
today. These alternatives, such as micro-hydro, solar or wind energy generation, hold the promise of being 
less invasive and destructive infrastructure investments in comparison to what has been experienced with 
large hydropower construction. 

To address these complex themes DRAN convened a workshop to bring together scholars, non-governmen-
tal organizations and other international experts to discuss a variety of the issues encompassed in the ex-
pansion of hydropower infrastructure, particularly large projects. The focus of the workshop was to explore 
hydro-projects’ impact on communities including the questions of access to energy, benefit sharing and the 
mitigation of social and environmental consequences.
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Opening Remarks and Presentation

BALAKRISHNAN RAJAGOPAL
Associate Professor of Law and Development 
Head of the International Development Group, DUSP, MIT 

Welcome

Welcome all, to the Displacement Research and Action Network workshop on the status of hydro-projects 
today. First I must start with thanks: Thanks to all speakers and participants, in particular.  Thanks to the 
DRAN Hydro research team, Lucretia Bertelli, Vishnu Prasad, Megan Patrick and others.  Mohan Manandhar 
and Aurora Bassett deserve special credit for driving this research group.  Additional organizational credit is 
due to Aurora along with Phil Sunde.  Many thanks to our sponsors: The Department of Urban Studies and 
Planning (DUSP), Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering (CEE), Abdul Latif Jameel World Water 
and Food Security Lab (J-WAFS) and MIT International Science and Technology Initiatives (MISTI) Brazil for 
their generous support. Finally, thank you to all who continue to fight against displacement and for better 
data, research and more substantive conversations about hydro-projects around the world. 

While DRAN’s home is in the Department of Urban Studies and Planning, we draw on faculty and students 
from across MIT, area schools, and select schools from elsewhere including the global south. Our partners 
are major UN agencies, and international networks of civil society groups. This workshop is part of DRAN’s 
continued commitment to bring together diverse groups to study displacement and land rights, including 
displacement due to development, climate change or disasters, and conflict. We are also very sincerely com-
mitted to action, that is, to working with communities and civil society to fight for better policies and laws 
that protect human rights and enhance wellbeing. 

The study of mega projects, especially hydropower projects is a major part of our research focus.  This is 
vitally important work in an era when mega projects are back in vogue as key development projects around 
the world.  After going into a decline during the 1990s and early 2000s, dam building has been picking up 
momentum. Indeed, in the past decade, since 2004, there has been an upsurge in hydropower investment.  
It is estimated that about 3,700 major dams have either been planned or are now under construction, mainly 
in the developing countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America (Zarfl et al. 2014). We have brought together a 
group of scholars and activists to this workshop because we want to ask why this uptick has occurred and 
also whether any lessons have been learned from the exhaustive and detailed lessons on dams we have 
from the past. At the very center of previous research and knowledge from the last surge in hydro-projects 
is the still relevant work of the World Commission on Dams with which I was associated as Human Rights 
advisor. 

Of course, our goal is not simply to reminisce about the past, we are also called to bring together what new 
knowledge tells us about the wisdom of dam building in today’s world.  The central question is: What are 
the true costs of dams?  Not merely financial costs, but environmental and social, including human rights of 
those displaced who number literally in the millions. What less damaging alternatives to dams exist that can 
address our energy demands and other needs which are critical to development?

The new rise in dam building is driven by an often assertive and muscular developmentalism, which can be 
quite violent against those who raise questions about the true costs of development, in particular dams. In 
recent months, several indigenous activists and environmentalists have tragically been killed for their activ-
ism against dams. In a widely condemned incident, Berta Isabel Cáceres Flores, a Honduran environmental 
activist and indigenous leader of the Lenca people, was killed for her opposition to the Agua Zarca Dam on 
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the Gualcarque River.  The Peruvian activist Hitler Ananías Rojas Gonzales, was killed for leading the oppo-
sition to the Chadin 2 Dam on the Maranon River.  In Arunachal Pradesh, India, only a few days before this 
workshop, two Buddhist monks were shot and killed by police as they protested the arrest of a major activist 
opposed to dams. As dam building becomes more and more re-entrenched as core development strategy, 
the world becomes an increasingly dangerous place for those who oppose. 

With this urgency in mind the issues we hope to discuss in this workshop include the following: 

a)  Hydropower and Sustainable Development: Sustainable Development Goal 7 calls for, “Access to af-
fordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all”. Does the investment in large hydropower projects 
increase access to energy to those who need it the most?  What are the alternative renewable sources for 
increasing access to electricity that are less invasive for communities and the environment?

b) The Political Economy of Hydropower: What is the latest research about the political economy of dam 
building?  Who are the main financiers and builders? Has this landscape changed since the last surge of dam 
building? 

c) Hydropower Compensation and Relocation: What role do international funders and development 
agencies play in the mitigation of negative effects of dams? In particular, how have resettlement policies 
evolved? 

d) The Social and Environmental Costs of Hydropower: What do we know about the social and envi-
ronmental costs of dams? What are the human rights consequences, such as displacement, health impacts, 
loss of access to natural resources or impact on transboundary conflict? How has our knowledge of impacts 
grown or changed since the World Commission on Dams process? 

e) Hydropower Benefits: Who reaps the benefits of hydropower? We know that most hydropower 
investments are made in developing countries of Asia, Latin America and Africa, where exclusionary politics 
often prevail—what would real benefit sharing with communities look like?  How are benefits and costs 
negotiated and who has a seat at the table? 

f ) Hydropower Planning and Implementation: What steps can be taken to better address and dimin-
ish the negative impacts on people and the environment?  How can local governments and communities, 
especially indigenous people, become more fairly involved in the planning and implementation process of 
hydropower projects?

To address these and other issues, we gathered a fantastic group of speakers as well as our honored keynote 
speaker Michael Cernea.  
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Presentation: The State of Large Hydropower 

My own contributing remarks to this workshop can be separated into in two categories. First, an examina-
tion of current arguments for the revival of dams in which displacement issues, along with the human rights 
issues that arise from the construction of dams, have taken a backseat. Second, an analysis of what lessons 
we can learn from the World Commission on Dams process and the outcome or impact of that process.

First we should acknowledge and examine the rationale used for dam-building. Among others, the following 
three arguments are used to promote building hydropower projects with large dams taking prominence: 

a) Large hydropower infrastructure is essential to ‘ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and 
modern energy for all’, as described by Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Goal 7—that dams are 
necessary to foster human development. 

b) The economic growth of rapidly growing and urbanizing developing countries will draw benefits 
from hydro projects—that dams are necessary to ensure economic development. 

c) The provision of a clean and sustainable energy source—that dams are a necessary solution to the 
threat of climate change. 

These potential benefits are called into question by recent research studies, which show these arguments do 
not hold true.3

Regarding economic growth, a recent study shows that there is no correlation between future hydropower 
dam construction and the economic condition (GNI) of a country.4 In addition, there have been studies on the 
overrun costs of large hydropower projects suggesting that budgets are systematically biased below actual 
costs (i.e. excluding inflation, substantial debt servicing, environmental, and social costs) and behind the ac-
tual schedule of completion (and thus take many more years to complete than estimated).5

Implementation of hydropower projects (specifically hydropower projects with large dam construction) can 
also lead to unequal distribution of benefits. Most of the recent and planned investments in hydro are being 
supported by external financing institutions and are taking place in developing countries of Asia (China, Ne-
pal, Laos, Cambodia), Latin America (Brazil, Peru, Mexico), Africa (Tanzania, Ethiopia). These countries share a 
similarity in that they all suffer from weak governance and exclusionary political practices, resulting in a polit-
ical elite and few powerful groups capturing and extracting benefits from the large projects.

Along with the disparity in benefits there is the important and critical issue of displacement and land rights.  
The costs of displacement fall invariably on those who are at the bottom of the social ladder in these countries.  
The people who are displaced are more often than not ethnic and, or, racial minorities, indigenous peoples, 
low caste groups, and the rural poor who have little voice in decision making.  I have called the disportionate 
negative impact on minorities,  ‘development cleansing’ – a kind of ethnic cleansing by means of displace-
ment and marginalization.6  

3  For example, on access to energy, Kim et al. show that in 888 multilaterally funded energy projects, in 128 countries by nine 
major international agencies during the 2008–2011 period, energy access was a secondary consideration and only 4.5% of total funding 
of USD 104.2 billion was spent to promote projects with a significant energy access component.  Sung Eun Kim, Johannes Urpelain-
en. “International Energy Lending: Who Funds Fossil Fuels, Who Funds Energy Access for the Poor?” In International Environment 
Agreements: Politics, Law an Economics. Vol 13. Issue 4. Pp 411- 423  Nov 2013
4  Christiane Zarfl,  Alexander E. Lumsdon, Ju¨rgen Berlekamp, Laura Tydecks, Klement Tockner. “A Global Boom in Hydro-
power Dam Construction.” Aquatic Sciences. Vol 77. Issue 1. Pp 161 – 170. Oct 2014
5  Atif Ansar, Bent Flyvberg, Alexander Budzier, Daniel Lunn. “Should We Build More Large Dams? The Actual Costs of Hydro-
power Megaproject Development.” Energy Policy. Vol 69. Pp 43-56. Jun 2014
6  Balakrishnan Rajagopal, “The Violence of Development”, The Washington Post, August 9th, 2001 
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The social cost incurred by dams in violating human rights of the displaced people has to be independently 
acknowledged.  Dreze and Sen (2014) are particularly useful in examining the harsh reality of those displaced 
by mega projects.  They note how people who were displaced by power plants in Uttar Pradesh, India are 
compelled to live in slums without electricity while the air conditioners of Power Corporation Headquarters 
are switched on throughout day even in deserted rooms.7  

Furthermore, the displaced get trapped in a more and more vulnerable situation if they are from marginalized 
and excluded communities because of their at best limited access to state structures and protections. Suss-
kind and Anguelovski’s (2008) cross-country study, published by MIT’s Program on Human Rights and Justice, 
illustrates the grim reality of land claims of Indigenous Peoples with case studies of mega projects.’8 

Combined, these factors illustrate the need for further discussion of public accountability, of the state, and of 
citizens’ rights.  Overall, global estimates of displacement due to dams are in the millions: in India, at least 50-
65 million people have been displaced due to dam projects alone since 1950 when India became a republic 
after British colonialism.

Beyond the financial concerns about dams we must remember the human lives which are impacted. My work 
as a human rights advocate and scholar leads me to note the number of crucial human rights claims that arise 
in the hydro project context: 

●	 Rights to development and self-determination: including Permanent Sovereignty over Natural Re-
sources (PSNR), forest rights, indigenous rights;

●	 Right to life and livelihood;

●	 Right to culture, land and sovereignty;

●	 Right to adequate housing; 

●	 Rights to assemble, associate, protest, speak;

●	 Right to participation;

●	 Rights of vulnerable groups;

●	 Rights to remedy. 

In my own writing the Narmada Valley Project of Gujarat, India has served as a rich case study of the intersec-
tion between various rights: the inadequacy of remedies, including judicial ones; the large impact of global 
institutions (for example World Bank’s Policy on Information, and its Complaints Panel); and the impact of 
regional banks like Asia Development Bank (ADB) or World Bank’s (WB) resettlement and safeguard policies.

It is clear that in this time of rising interest and investment in dams we must be vigilant to protect the human 
rights of those affected. But just how do we go about doing so? This brings me to the second category of my 
remarks: what lessons regarding the human rights and legal implications of hydropower projects can we learn 
from the World Commission on Dams (WCD) process and its impact? 

The World Commission on Dams was a multi-stakeholder body established by the World Bank and Interna-
tional Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in Gland Switzerland in 1997. Its secretariat was based 
in South Africa and was led by Kader Asmal, the South African Water Minister and by Achim Steiner, the Un-
der Secretary General of the UN and head of UNEP (the UN’s Environmental Programme).9 The WCD’s knowl-

7  This is common process in India.
8  Lawrence Susskind and Isabelle Anguelovski, “Addressing the Land Claims of Indigenous Peoples” Program on Human 
Rights and Justice, MIT, 2008.
9  Achim Steiner stepped down as UNEP Under Secretary General shortly after the workshop, in June 2016
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edge base drew on research as well as regional consultation conducted for over three years. WCD boasted 
strong non-governmental organization (NGO) and social movement (SM) participation as well as Southern 
and Northern participation. The Commission’s major product was a report, submitted in 2000. This report laid 
out a ‘risks and rights’ framework for the design, planning, and construction of dams, along with several core 
principles.  

The report was by and large ignored by dam building countries. 

As we enter a new era of hydro-projects we must look at the successes and failures of rights-based responses 
which have come before. The World Commission on Dams took place a decade and a half ago, and much in 
the world has changed but we can learn lessons from the past, as well as be prodded to ask important ques-
tions. I believe the lessons we can learn from WCD are 1) lessons of political economy, 2) lessons of human 
rights and law, and 3) lessons of process, legitimacy and implementation. I will lay out these lessons below and 
suggest some questions these lessons lead me to ask about today’s dam-building.  

1. Lessons of political economy: 

• The source of financing for projects is vitally important – At the time of WCD the share of World Bank 
and Western capital behind hydro-projects made it possible to generate a western NGO response (driv-
en by solidarity with social movements and NGO activism from the South). What are the implications 
of divergent sources of financing by countries where civil society space is limited or shrinking, such as 
in China?

• The changing nature of statehood required to critically address large projects like dams—The WCD 
arose during the 1990s, when statehood was atrophying or being challenged from two directions: neo-
liberalism and a shrinking public sector on one hand and the pressure to democratize and share power 
(both vertically and horizontally within states) on the other. Neoliberalism and shrinking government 
included the weakening of public works departments and large state owned enterprise. Meanwhile, 
democratizing and power sharing was often enacted through decentralization in places such as India 
and Colombia.  In this climate large dam building was politically untenable and, in fact, the data shows 
a sharp decline during precisely this period. 

Today the nature of statehood seems different: an authoritarian, centralized state seems ever more 
popular (e.g. Ethiopia, Cambodia, Turkey). And even so-called democracies (e.g. Brazil, Pakistan, India 
and South Africa) have perfected the art of maintaining authoritarian state capacity for large projects 
even in the midst of clamoring for a dispersal of stateness. 

The space for the sort of conversation that the World Commission on Dams generated and contributed 
to seems much harder today given this nature of statehood.

2. Lessons of human rights and law: 

• The are limits to a human rights framework— In the 1990s, WCD approached human rights as a pan-
acea to the problems of displacement and lack of accountability. Now there is a lot of skepticism and 
more sober assessment of whether human rights can fully address the problems that arise from dams. 
The list of human rights affected by dams (listed on page 9) outline the range of ways in which human 
rights can play a role in claim-making and accountability politics. But we must also acknowledge that 
human rights entrench statehood and limit our horizons of what’s possible; they reinforce the central-
ity of courts and judiciary – a risky bet in a time of more authoritarian-leaning states. 

 Human rights can still play a major role in countering the risks inherent in dams. To do so they need  
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 to be grounded in a politics of mobilization and they need to be tethered to an expertise of imple- 
 metation, not merely norm making or claiming.

• Human rights alone are not sufficient in legal terms to address the mammoth problems that arise from 
dams—The focus on law around dams needs to expand beyond public international law to include 
private international law10, codes and indicators11, currency and sovereign debt arrangements12, as 
well as the law that governs project finance and project execution.13  

The World Commission on Dams simply underestimated the legal terrain that has to be traversed to 
change the political economy of dams. 

3. Lessons of process, legitimacy, and implementation:

• The difficult task of re-creating the legitimacy of the World Commission on Dams—In the 1990s the 
WCD benefitted from enormous legitimacy because of a number of compounding reasons. The first 
of which was its multiple sources of financing that included governments, NGOs, foundations and the 
private sector. The second was the high level of acceptance of the process by affected communities as 
well as by major international funders. The third was the boon of the multi-national team assembled 
by Achim Steiner. It is difficult today to imagine a similar global or regional process taking place with 
legitimacy, as many countries seem opposed to democratic and open conversation about the costs 
and impacts of dams. 

The concern is that we need just such a regional or national process focusing on dams in order to gen-
erate enough space to create better policies and practices. If a legitimate process is not created it is 
difficult to see how we will reverse or mitigate the many negative impacts of dams, the fear is that the 
proverbial train will have left the station with hundreds, if not thousands of new dams. 

• The need for an explicit funding structure for the implementation of the ‘rights and risks’ framework—
The World Commission on Dams’ very elaborate set of policy proposals to redesign the building of 
dams to better align with the ‘rights and risks’ framework was never fully resourced. The suggestion 
of WCD at the time was that international assistance should be made available for implementation of 
these new policy frameworks. As we move forward today we must be explicit about the ways to pay 
for the implementation and support of this ‘rights and risks’ framework. There must be a commitment 
to fund this work. 

• Community knowledge-sharing must include access to all techno-scientific information14 —The World 
Commission on Dams never addressed the question of how techno-scientific information regarding 
safety, construction, maintenance and operation etc. would be translated to enable genuine partici-
pation of communities. Too often, communities are left without the information they need to give in-
formed consent or to contest. This is the case because project managers and implementers deem such 
knowledge ‘expertise’ which cannot be shared. This is a major impediment to more just projects today. 

10  This would include arbitration, contracts, commercial law and lex mercatoria.
11  Here I am particularly thinking of the banks and lending agencies, which finance hydro-projects. 
12  Meaning legal agreements, which can be reviewed against human rights standards.
13  These involve, among other laws, in-country contract law and the administrative law of public agencies.  
14  We must note that the WCD did not recognize radically different epistemologies. Neither the different ways that indigenous 
communities may conceptualize the human-nature nexus nor the power relations embedded therein is addressed by the abstract and 
rational-choice idea of ‘informed consent’ ratified by the WCD. 
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• The ‘rights and risks’ framework relies on a robust civil society which may not always be present—In its 
repeated invocation of the phrase ‘civil society’ it is clear that the World Commission on Dams’ policy 
framework assumed that the presence and strength of civil society is equal in all corners of the world.  
This equal spread has never been the case and our policy framework must address how implementa-
tion will work without a robust or cohesive civil society, for example in transition, non-democratic or 
ethnically divided countries.  

These are some of the lessons we have or should have learned from the World Commission on Dams, the last 
attempt to improve the way we design and build dams. The lessons I have pointed to are complex and mul-
tifaceted but this is not to say that an analysis of the past means that I have all the answers. It is my assertion 
that incisive questions and observations, as well as answers, are the reason that workshops such as this one 
are so important. 
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KEYNOTE LECTURE

MICHAEL CERNEA  
Brookings Institute Non-Resident Fellow
Former World Bank Senior Adviser for Sociology and Social Policy

Lecture

First, it is important to note that conferences and workshops on this topic are be-
coming more and more rare. We’re witnessing unprecedented investment in infrastructure around the world 
and this boom comes with major changes in the financial architectures of the world: the result of private, 
not public investment. The private sector now sees infrastructure as highly profitable and this is heightened 
by the public-private-partnerships (PPPs), which are proliferating across the globe. There is a rise in private 
banks and other such entities financing projects. 

Unfortunately, social issues are all too often left out of the technical aspects of planning and infrastructure is 
a major contributor to displacement. 

To take stock of the relationship between large hydroelectric investments and displacement we must first 
look to the genesis of resettlement policies. These policies came about in the 1980s in the wake of the 
World Bank-funded Sobradinho Dam project: a large-scale displacement in Brazil where 65,000 people were 
displaced with no program or policies to help mitigate these impacts. In the wake of this disaster, and many 
others like it, there was acceptance within the World Bank that policies were needed for financial institutions 
to take some co-responsibility for the impacts of development projects. This led to a mandatory require-
ment for a resettlement plan before the appraisal and financing phase--making planning for resettlement 
the Bank’s and not just the local government’s responsibility.    

We now know that 200 Million people are displaced due to development every decade; that is a shocking 20 
Million annually. There is a need for ‘normative frameworks’ from the United Nations and others to address 
development-induced displacement. There are also large gaps in the literature and in our knowledge of pol-
icies and financing institutions today that ought to be addressed by studies. These gaps include: 

1. An examination of private financial entities and how they align, or do not, with established policies 
and guidelines. 

2. Legal scholars must examine how eminent domain is being used to justify and smooth the way for 
infrastructure. 

3. We know that post-displacement reconstruction and recovery is often unsuccessful—but the how 
and the why of these failures must be systematized. 

4. More work must be done to examine economic policies, as they are also social safeguard policies of 
financing and development institutions.  Similarly, the norms that are intended to restrict the externalization 
of costs to the poor should be made more concrete, as we too often see these harmful externalizations. 

5. Statistics on displacement are rarely shared or published and timely information access is important. 

Importantly, we cannot be against infrastructure in general. We need to be responsible and ethical enough 
to include the full range of risks in proposals for development and infrastructure investments.
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PLENARY I

The Return of Large Hydropower Projects:
Why and What Lessons from the Past Have We Learned? 

The issues addressed in this Plenary covered the drivers behind contemporary hydropower development, 
such as the changing financial landscape, as well as past lessons from the development of social and en-
vironmental safeguards to the strategies of resistance used by communities and civil society groups. Six 
scholars and practitioners gave presentations followed by questions and comments from the audience. The 
conversation that followed was facilitated by Michael Hooper, Harvard Graduate School of Design (GSD) 
Associate Professor and scholar of the politics of land use and issues of forced displacement.

Plenary I participants during Mr. Manandhar’s presentation
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KEVIN GALLAGHER 
Professor of Global Development Policy
Boston University, Federick S. Pardee School of Global Studies 

Kevin Gallagher’s research has examined the surge of hydropower projects in the corridor of the Andean 
tributaries of Amazon. This region of tributaries spans across the borders of Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador 
and Peru, five countries in total. His presentation focused on some of the key findings of his work, particular-
ly insights on the changing financing landscape driving large hydropower development.  

In his survey of this area it was found that (at the time of the workshop) there were over twenty infrastruc-
ture projects, eight of which were for hydropower development. The so-called Southern-led development 
banks15 are the institutions financing these infrastructure projects, with China Bank lending the most, fol-
lowed by the Development Bank of Latin America (CAF). 

Beyond the amounts loaned, Professor Gallagher’s research sought to examine Southern-led Banks’ ap-
proach to social and environmental safeguards and asked: “To what extent do these Southern-led develop-
ment banks have policies or guidelines in place to safeguard sustainable project development?” (see Figure 
1 for a comprehensive view of safeguards across institutions). 

                                                       Figure 1: International Development Bank Safequards in Latin America (slide from Professor Gallagher)

Of the projects he surveyed, Professor Gallagher identified a lack of coherence on safeguards, monitoring 
and governance, the three central kinds safeguard policies. This lack of coherence is particularly concerning  
when it comes to  the social and environmental risks to local communities.  Specifically, he warned that of 
the safeguards identified neither the Chinese nor the Brazilian banks have protections  in place to mitigate, 
compensate or resettle people affected by displacement. The lack of protections against displacement are 
only one example and the conclusion is that the new financing institutions do not have the same number or 
kind of safeguards that were hard-fought for in Northern-led Banks such as the World Bank. 

Professor Gallagher cautioned that in addition to having no displacement policies, there are no grievance 
mechanisms in place in many of the projects he examined. This means that as well as not having safeguards 
to plan for the displacement caused by projects, the systems to account for negative impacts after the fact, 
or grievances, are not in place. However, one parameter on which Southern-led Banks excel in comparison 
to Northern-led institutions is approval time. It was noted that while the approval time for institutions such 
as the World Bank were often over a year, newer financial institutions (such as the Asia Infrastructure and 

15 Southern-led Banks are those based in middle income or developing nations or regions; that is not in Europe or North 
America.
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Investment Bank, the multilateral financial institution created to invest in Asian infrastructure) regularly 
meet the 6-month approval time guideline they promise. 

In addition to financing driven by state and intra-regional development banks for infrastructure projects, 
Professor Gallagher noted that there has also been an increase of company-led finance. This kind of private 
funding raises further questions about accountability and redress for possible negative impacts as these in-
stitutions are more beholden to shareholders than to ideals of ending poverty, etc. held by institutions such 
as the World Bank. 

Professor Gallagher’s research indicates a shifting landscape of financing for large hydroprojects, from 
Northern-led international financing institutions (IFIs) such as the World Bank to Southern-led IFIs such 
as the Asia Infrastructure and Investment Bank. For developing nations building infrastructure this shift is 
accompanied by shorter approval times but also by less clear and strong safeguards and grievance mecha-
nisms. 
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PETER BOSSHARD 
International Rivers Interim Executive Director and Senior Adviser16 

International Rivers has worked since 1985 on its mission to ‘protect rivers and the rights of the communities 
that depend on them’.  They do so by working with a global network of dam-affected people and civil soci-
ety organizations focused on the promotion of human rights and the protection of the environment. Peter 
Bosshard, the Interim Executive Director, discussed this work and the key issues International Rivers has 
identified in the large-dam hydropower development and its impacts.

Today hydropower represents 16% of the world’s electricity and thus undoubtedly has an impact on global 
energy needs. However, the far greater impact of these projects is not on energy but on displacement: ac-
cording to the World Commission on Dams from 40 to 80 million people have been displaced due to  hydro-
power projects. 

Globally we have seen a recent increase in demand for hydropower projects. There are many reasons for this 
uptick including a surge in Chinese demand both for energy and investment, and growth in global energy 
demand. These demands have come at the same time as an increase in new equipment and technology 
suppliers and financiers for these large-scale hydropower projects. To add to demands and techological 
advances there is the fact that many see hydropower as a response to climate change, as a clean energy shift 
from fossil fuels.  

Mr. Bosshard sought to complicate this notion of large dams 
as a clean and harmless option. He noted that reservoir dams 
can cause huge displacements. Just as one example: Niger’s 
World Bank-funded Kandadji dam which is still uncompleted 
but which has caused displacement that is beyond the 32,500 
people developers anticipated and may even be over 60,000 
people displaced from their homes and livelihoods. These dams 
are damaging to the very people they purport to assist. To 
add insult to injury this disservice goes beyond displacement. 
Massive delays in the construction of these projects is the norm 
and the energy they are built to create often takes years, if not 
decades, to enter the grid.

Interestingly, climate change has been both an incentive and a challenge for large dams because while hy-
dropower may seem like a solution to climate change it is also made less effective and less reliable because 
of it.  Predicting the flows and quantity of water with a changing climate is challenging, and larger and larger 
dams are needed to handle potential floods even while there continue to be threats that droughts will leave 
those large reservoirs dry. 

Mr. Bosshard concluded, however, that there is hope. Both wind and solar energy are taking off with new 
technological advances and increased global commitment to cleaner energy. These leaps in technology 
mean that if we are able to slow the most destructive and displacement-heavy hydropower projects, other 
green energy sources will no-doubt make hydropower an even less convincing investment in the coming 
decades. In the meantime, it is crucial to the mission of International Rivers that the fight against dams is not 
against all dams, instead it is a fight for smart dams that will meet expectations with minimized displace-
ment and environmental damage.

 

16 Mr. Bosshard has since stepped down from the role and is now the Finance Program Director at the Sunrise Project. There he 
is involved with a campaign to accelerate the shift from fossil fuels to clean energies. 

Rivers for Life meeting in Thailand, International Rivers
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MOHAN DAS MANANDHAR
DRAN Adviser on Nepal
Senior Adviser of the Institute of Social and Environmental Transition - Nepal (ISET-Nepal)

Mr. Manandhar is a policy expert in the areas of inclusive development and hydropower development in 
Nepal. Speaking as the DRAN Adviser for Nepal, Mr. Manandhar discussed the topics of exclusion and dis-
placement in hydropower development. He focused on how the political landscape informs and determines 
infrastructure investments, how large interventions are managed and how impacts are experienced by 
affected communities. 

Mr. Manandhar described the political structure in Nepal as highly exclusionary. The political landscape is 
built on strong kinship networks, with a small minority of people controlling almost all political and civil 
society institutions. This concentrated power is compounded by the fact that excluded and displaced pop-
ulations are often both physically and culturally remote. The population of Nepal is concentrated in the 
Kathmandu Plateau and communities that live in the highlands, where hydropower projects are planned, 
have fewer social protections or government services. These communities are the most directly affected by 
such projects though they do not always reap the benefits as resettlement and rehabilitation programs are 
sluggish and compensation systems are not always robust. 

One of the largests risks of hydro-projects is that although benefits are inequitably shared, risk is national. 
The economic risks of such large projects are carried by the economy as a whole. Large portions of the Ne-
pali national public budget are devoted to projects including hydropower, meaning a risk not only to indi-
viduals who are displaced but also to the national economy. This means that if projects fail or are delayed 
the whole economy is susceptible to recession. 

The risk of large projects, shared across the nation, is undertaken for a resource that is almost entirely ex-
ported outside of Nepal. The fact that energy is sold to neighboring nations such as India instead of being 
directed to meet domestic needs means that the benefits to the people of Nepal are even more diffuse. 
Given Nepal’s geographic suitability for hydropower generation, moving forward there is a great need for 
financial integration with neighboring countries who have longer histories with hydropower construction 
and which are also economic giants. It is paramount that Nepal remain sensitive to equitable benefit sharing 
negotiations to ensure that financial and energy benefits are not disproportionately gained by these neigh-
boring partners. 

Mr. Manandhar concluded with recommendations for the future. In looking towards solutions or strategies 
to address the politics of exclusion and displacement in Nepal, and in other nations with similar landscapes, 
professional training and research must be expanded to capture the socio-political as well as the econom-
ic structures that underpin major infrastructure and hydropower projects. Gaining clear knowledge about 
these structures is of utmost importance to ensuring hydropower projects meet the myriad needs of a 
nation’s people.  

Photograph of Nepal from Mr. Manandar’s presentation
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FLAVIA BRAGA VIEIRA 
Professor of Sociology at the Federal Rural University of Rio de Janiero 

Professor Vieira has worked with and researched Brazil’s Movimento dos Atingidos por Barragens (Move-
ment of People Affected by Dams or MAB) for several years. Speaking in her professional role as a sociolo-
gist she provided an examination of MAB’s history of resistance. This history is useful in exposing patterns 
of state and society relationships in the context of hydropower in Brazil, lessons which may apply to other 
groups resisting hydro-projects around the world. 

Hydropower projects had historically been privately funded in Brazil through the 1950s until the 
1960s-1970s when planning became nationalized under a technocratic centralism of military rule. At this 
time large state companies became involved in these kinds of infrastructure projects and their stated goal 
was to address regional inequality. 

It was also in the 1970s that civil society resistance began to grow at the regional and local level. Those civil 
society spaces including environmental, labor and democratization movements joined forces in the 1980s. 
In 1991 there was the first national congress which signalled the beginning of MAB as a formal national 
movement. Ironically, at the same time that these movements came together, neoliberalism and privatiza-
tion emerged, and there was an attempt to use the judiciary to criminalize MAB. These were embattled times 
for MAB but there was a sea change in 2003 when President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (commonly known as 
Lula) was elected. 

President Lula’s government was characterized by a commitment to dialogue between the government and 
civil society. This dedication to movements such as MAB meant discussion but also collaboration between 
the government, and an expanded space for civil society. President Lula’s government began internal ex-
amination of hydropower projects and as an example, Professor Braga Vieira noted an attempt to set up a 
multi-ministerial working group to examine the role of dams. In addition to working closely with President 
Lula’s administration, civil society came together to increase their own capacity, starting, for example, a 
graduate course in government universities specifically designed for social movement and union leadership. 
There was a great deal of cooperation between different movements and MAB formed an unlikely alliance 
with the unions in the power sector companies. The work on the national and local level led, in 2010, to a 
national law and guidelines and a socioeconomic register to record and report compensation for communi-
ties in the wake of large projects. 

The story of Brazil illustrates the power of civil society, particularly when groups come together across sec-
tors. In this historical case we see that pressure on the state brought about real normative changes.  Today, 
however, Professor Vieira cautioned, we are in a new era of hydropower in Brazil. After the end of President 
Lula’s term in 2011 there has been a return to more neoliberal policies, in particular there has been a marked 
rise in the use of Private-Public-Partnerships (PPPs) for large infrastructure projects. There has also been a 
shift to smaller dams which have not been as vilified as large dams. There is an urgent need to draw more at-
tention to and research on the impact of these kinds of smaller dams as they have not been in the spotlight 
before. 

MAB’s story shows us both the power and the precarity of civil society movements against dams. When it is 
strong, civil society is able to make alliances across industries, social movements and with the state: it is able 
to be a voice for the people most affected by these projects. A weakened, embattled civil society cannot be 
a check and balance to other forces. Professor Vieira concluded that we must continue to empower civil soci-
ety to do this good work, for when civil society cannot act as  a watchdog, the negative impacts are grave. A 
vision for the future without a robust civil society is far less positive for the people and environments of our 
world.
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LARRY SUSSKIND
Professor and Head of the Environmental Policy and Planning Group, DUSP, MIT 

Professor Susskind’s research focuses on the theory and practice of negotiation and dispute resolution, 
particularly within the context of complex multi-party negotiations. Both as a practitioner and professor he 
has used negotiation to build consensus around issues of  climate change adaptation and renewable energy 
policy. Professor Susskind has engaged in dispute resolution in the context of large hydropower projects, 
particularly in the Chilean context where he has led negotiations and capacity building programs aimed 
at improving governance in  the water and electricity sectors  and at increasing the respect of the rights of 
indigenous peoples affected by hydropower projects17. 

Professor Susskind argued that at the heart of every hydropower project is a negotiation of power.  This 
negotiation is characterized by uncertain information, with, for example, groups from project engineers to 
investors, community members or government officials having access to different kinds and quality of infor-
mation. Information is made more uncertain by the fact that some information is difficult to predict such as 
droughts or floods. Professor Susskind emphasized that in order to address this uncertainty there must be 
more explicit framing of the gains and losses for different stakeholder groups. The dispute between whether 
or not to build a dam cannot be boiled down to an overall costs and benefits equation, instead it is a ne-
gotiation between multiple actors with their own definitions of what the costs are to them, and their own 
definitions of what benefits them. To add to this landscape there is often a skewed distribution of costs and 
benefits and certain groups bear the costs while other gain most of the benefits. 

Professor Susskind contended that the new framing of gains and losses must move beyond solely financial 
measurement. There are many losses which cannot be quantified or measured in economic terms. The only 
way to reach consensus on such projects is to engage in a negotiation in which all groups, including mar-
ginalized ones such as indigenous groups, are brought to the table to participate in decision making. All 
too often, tools such as environmental impact assessments (EIAs) are not used as a beginning of a decision 
process but are instead created after the fact, to simply justify what has already been decided by policy mak-
ers. Ideally EIAs, and other such documents,  ought to be a tool for beginning collaborative decision-making 
where all groups have equal access to documents and information. 

Professor Susskind concluded that the goal of consensus building is figure out how we can maximize social 
and environmental benefits, not just how we can minimize negative impacts. 

17 Susskind, Larry et al, Journal of Energy & Natural Resources Law Vol 32 No 4 2014, “The Future of Hydropower in Chile.”
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Plenary I Discussion
In reflecting on panelists’ contributions regarding the resurgence of large hydropower construction and les-
sons from the past, the discussion following Plenary I moved to a dynamic exploration of what constitutes 
truly just compensation, where decision making power should be located (given vested interests and ineq-
uities), and what role civil society and academics can play in examining (and addressing) the issues at hand. 
Professor Michael Hooper facilitated the discussion through a mix of questions posed directly to panelists 
and questions fielded from the audience.  

Central in the conversation was the question of how there can be truly ‘just compensation’ in arenas with 
such variations in power. Professor Susskind pointed out that often compensation today amounts to repay-
ment for destruction and not to more holistic compensation. Professor Gallagher spoke of some best prac-
tices  of Southern-led projects like the China-financed mineral mining project in Peru where a whole com-
munity was moved successfully. This success was made possible by the high demand for the minerals which 
created a willingness, on the part of the financing institutions, to meet the needs of the community.18  Pro-
fessor Vieria expanded on the idea of how to capture intangible assets in compensation models, for instance 
through attention to communities’ relationships with local environments and ecosystems and recognition 
of existing networks and the social fabric. Mr. Bosshard noted that often by the time Environmental Impact 
Assessments and Social Impacts Assessments have been completed it is too late. There is a need to move 
the necessary debates on what a project’s impacts could be and whether a it is worth pursuing, further up-
stream, meaning well before construction is ready to begin and loans have been signed for.

In the many conflicts over compensation, Mr. Bosshard pointed out that communities without much power 
have benefited from ‘action-oriented’ academics who provide data and information that can empower civil 
society.  He lamented that, writ large, research and projects today continue to reflect trends of the past, 
when large hydro-projects were positioned as the only option for green and large scale energy generation. 
Today we have some viable alternatives: micro-hydro, wind and solar. To make these alternatives thrive, Mr. 
Bosshard suggested more investments in local civil society and academia are needed to ‘expose the hidden 
costs’ and ‘expose the past’. 

Where to locate decisions such as accountability around safeguards is complex as multiple actors are impli-
cated and have different constituencies. The state has its responsibility to its citizens, financing institutions 
their responsibility to the state and investors and multilateral organizations their responsibilities to multiple 
states.  Moreover, as noted by Professor Susskind, from an ecological perspective, river basins rarely- if ever- 
confine themselves within the constructed borders of nation states. This means that those making decisions 
about projects must also be drawn from outside nation state borders. 

Professor Rajagopal concluded the conversation with the following analysis: The failed model of develop-
ment is clear in these major investments: large hydro is expensive, perpetually overrunning expected costs. 
Yet the actors involved have a vested interest in making projects happen, as they benefit from the construc-
tion and bidding processes, etc. Large dams are seen as ‘monuments to our vanity’, essentially as infrastruc-
ture projects for show, when in reality they are monuments to a failed model. 

18 This case is discussed in Boston University’s Global Economic Governance Initative report, “China in LatinAmerica: Lessons 
for South-South Cooperation andsSustainable Development” (Ray, Gallagher et al, 2015).
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PLENARY II 

Current Dilemmas: 
Costs, Impacts and Alternatives

Plenary II’s examination of costs, impacts and alternatives brought a critical look at the scope of human 
rights violations that can impact dam affected communities, including often overlooked health impacts. The 
presentations also led to inquiry into the social, financial and environmental sustainability of these projects 
and propositions for strengthening resettlement and benefit sharing policies. In doing so, presentations 
brought to light the true costs of large dams, and asked: how can we measure those costs and create a criti-
cal evaluation of the worth of these projects in light of such considerations? 

Professor Gabriella Carolini, Assistant Professor in MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and Planning, facilitat-
ed a dialogue that followed the presentations of the six scholars and practitioners participating in Plenary 
II. Professor Carolini’s own work focuses on the relationship between the social and fiscal responsibilities of 
the public sector and reforms in planning for vulnerable urban and peri-urban populations in Sub-Saharan 
African and Latin America, particularly as it relates to water, sanitation and community health projects. 

Photograph of a dam in Nepal



23

ATIF ANSAR
Fellow at Keble College, Lecturer at the Blavatnik School of Government
Associate Fellow of the Said Bussiness School, Univeristy of Oxford 

Professor Ansar presented his team’s work examining approximately 250 hydropower projects that were 
built between 1934 until 2007. The data showed that large hydro-projects are almost never economically 
viable (defined as gaining a return). Final costs for dams examined were on average 96% higher than original 
estimated costs (incidentally, the only other projects that have higher overruns, historically, are the Olympic 
Games). In addition to persistent cost overruns, this research revealed that hydropower projects run over 
schedule in 8 out of 10 projects, with an average delay of 44%, or 2.3 years longer than anticipated. These 
delays contributed to the average of 8 years it takes to complete construction of major hydropower dams, 
suggesting that these projects do not help with immediate need, a rationale often used to justify undertak-
ing such projects (see Figure 2 for an example of debt for two dams). 

     
                                                                                           
                                                                                           
                                                                                         

                                                                           Figure 2: Big Dams and Debt (slide from Professor Ansar) 

Professor Ansar’s research pointed to the ways that inflation and economies of scale may be hiding the real 
costs of non-linear exposure in large hydro-projects. This is a global phenomenon although there are region-
al differences with projects in poor countries tending to suffer from longer delays.  In order to make a more 
accurate argument for undertaking such projects Professor Ansar posits that we need to make forecasts of 
cost and time which are more accurately aligned with what we have consistently seen from projects as far 
back at the 1930s: cost estimates must be much higher and construction schedules longer. All too often if 
these more accurate estimates were made it would be politically and economically unfeasible to undertake 
such large projects. The data show we can be quite certain of these higher costs and longer building times. 

The take-away is: “Big is Fragile.” Large hydropower dams are often the costliest of infrastructure investments 
in terms of overruns in time and in monetary terms. Smaller projects are often more flexible, in that they 
are able to be built even with setbacks that would cripple large dams, and they come online faster than the 
large projects--ensuring that power is getting to people when it is promised.
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REAZUL AHSAN
Researcher at MIT-UTM Malaysia Sustainable Cities Program 

Dr. Ahsan presented documentary clips of his research with an indigenous community, the Orang Asli, who 
were displaced by dam building in Malaysia. The documentary relied heavily on interviews with members of 
the  community, who were displaced over sixteen years ago and still have not been officially resettled. The 
interviews offer a first hand account of the often devastating social impacts of dam building as this communi-
ty struggles to maintain its cohesion and culture.  One of the most important themes raised in the interviews 
was the centrality of land, for the many ways land is used: for a secure home, for secure livelihoods from farm-
ing and for more intangible needs such as connection to place. Stable community ownership of fertile land 
was thus the key demand of those displaced.

ELFATIH ELTAHIR
Professor of Environmental Engineering, Department of Civil and Environmental Engineering, MIT

The Eltahir Research Group at MIT uses a variety of data to create models that simulate regional climate and 
hydrology systems. They then use these models to reveal how infectious diseases such as malaria are spread.  
Professor Eltahir explained that the goal of this kind of research is to create better environmental manage-
ment systems that control for factors such as mosquito breeding areas. Their work has naturally led to re-
searching the potential health impacts of large hydropower dams, which obviously change hydrology systems 
and create new environments. Their work, as well as several other studies of the African continent, suggest 
that malaria declines as you build fewer dams.19 This means that dams are likely contributing to the creation of 
habitats for disease vectors such as malaria-bearing mosquitos. 

This research exposes an aspect of dam impacts which is often not included when weighing the costs and 
benefits of large hydroprojects. However, Professor Eltahir reflected that it is important to note the necessity 
of some hydro-projects. It is not as simple as dams creating environments that increase disease and therefore 
not building dams will mean fewer diseases. In some cases dam projects contribute to good health by offer-
ing access to energy and irrigation. For example,  Africa ranks the lowest in irrigated lands with only 6% of 
the continent irrigrated. This low irrigation rate is at least part of an explanation of the very low productivity 
of agriculture in the region. The ensuing poverty and food insecurity certainly contributes to poor health—in 
this example we can see dams as, in fact, contributing to good health. 

He concluded that in order to better understand whether dams contribute more to health or to disease 
we need more extensive and better quality data.  For example, looking at the Koka reservoir, a project in 
south-central Ethiopia, there is a need for better data on the relationships between hydrology, entomology 
and disease burdens.  More than just allowing us to make better arguments either for or against dam building, 
better data would make it possible to better plan the location of dams, the resettlement villages, the man-
agement of areas prone to be breeding grounds, etc. in order to meet the needs of the community as well as 
minimize the impacts of diseases like malaria. 

19  See for example, Kibert et al, 2016. 
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MILOON KOTHARI
DRAN Senior Adviser
Former United Nations Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing

Miloon Kothari is the Senior Adviser to DRAN and previously served from 2000 to 2008 as the United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing with the UN Commission on Human Rights and the 
Human Rights Council.  He spoke about the state of hydro-projects and their impacts on displacement in the 
Indian context.

Mr. Kothari shared that according to the National Human Rights Commission’s (NHRC) 2012 report there are 
between 75 and 80 million people who have been displaced by hydropower projects in India. This number 
includes 21 million people who identify as dalit or tribal, people who are among the most marginalized in 
the nation. 

The Parliamentary Standing Committee reports that only around a third of these people have been reset-
tled. There have been some successes, with a major Maharashtrian dam halted in large part because of suc-
cessful protest movements.   However, protests are impossible in the Northeast of the country where there 
has historically been a high level of suppression. 

At the moment there is a surge in the proposals for large hydropower projects in India. For example, from 
one state: there are currently 160 memorandums of understanding (MoUs) for such projects that have been 
signed in Arunachal Pradesh, a state in India’s northeast. Although the signing of such a document is not a 
guarantee that the projects will be completed it is indicative of the increasing interest in such projects and 
other states in India are also proposing large scale infrastructure development projects. 

The question is, what should be done and how can successes such as that in Maharastra be replicated? At 
this moment of resurgence of often destructive projects we must see human rights as a mobilizing tool. We 
know that a rights-based approach means protecting and promoting the rights of those affected by devel-
opment projects. Centering rights contrasts to the current development paradigm--the levels of corruption 
in these large infrastructure projects is well documented as is the planning of and prioritization of urban 
corridors over the rights of marginalized rural groups. These contradictions suggest that the current devel-
opment model is not working, it is not meeting the needs of the most needy. 

Mr. Kothari summarized that knowing the often disastrous history and impacts of large hydropower projects 
we should ensure that there are no more large scale dams. The case for such projects is growing weaker and 
weaker on economic terms and the social and environmental impacts have too often been devastating. Mo-
bilizing around human rights means addressing the current imbalances in power and addressing discrimi-
natory development practices. International norms give us the tools and the conceptual framework to make 
truly people-centered development. 
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RYAN SCHLIEF
Executive Director at the International Accountability Project

Ryan Schlief is the Executive Director of International Accountability Project (IAP) and a leading advocate 
for human rights with a particular emphasis on economic and social rights. Mr. Schlief used his presentation 
to share some recent work by the International Accountability Project. IAP has created a system to make 
information about environmental or social impacts assessments more easily accessible for activists, citizens 
and researchers. In 2013, International Accountability Project, along with The Center for Environmental Law 
(CIEL), created the Early Warning System (EWS)-(see Figure 3 below). This system is a web-based tool created 
to map and centralize information about all kinds of development projects, including hydroprojects, which 
are funded by international funding institutions. Ideally the tool will enable communities to access infor-
mation about development projects as soon as that information is made available, meaning they are better 
informed about development taking place within their communities. 

Despite the need for this type of information on proposed development projects to reach the people who 
will be affected, its availability has been limited. Data about funding of hydro-projects at major develop-
ment finance institutions, Environmental Impact Assessment (EIAs) or Social Impact Assessments (SIAs) are 
all types of vital information that are not reaching a wide audience in a timely manner.  Many projects have 
no reports available and those that do make them available often do so only at the last minute, often on the 
approval date. This means that communities do not have the time to contest data or raise concerns about 
projects before it is too late and projects are rushed through to approval.  

Only releasing technical information when it can no longer be contested does not serve the interests of the 
people who development is supposed to serve. In addition to the information included in the too-late initial 
disclosures, such as SIAs, there is much that continues to be withheld indefinitely. For instance, resettlement 
action plans are almost never shared with initial disclosure. Withholding this information seems to suggest 
that resettlement information is not important. This is not the case. In fact, when International Accountabili-
ty Project looked at all the work of inspection panels (those who examine approval system issues) a full two-
thirds of investigations in the 22 years of data were about resettlement. 

Mr. Schlief therefore emphasised that the withholding or selective sharing of information makes it very 
difficult for civil society or academics to work effectively. They are neither given the time nor the information 
to point out issues, contest information or advocate for community rights.  Many approval policies for devel-
opment projects depend on an informed community to raise concerns, to act as a watchdog, but untimely 
access to information hobbles this system. Mr. Schlief concluded that information sharing, in a timely man-
ner, is vitally important to addressing the threats of displacement and International Accountability Project 
and others are working to ensure that an informed public is truly informed.

Figure 3: IAP’s Early Warning System  (EWS) (slide from 
Mr. Schlief ).
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JAMES WESCOAT Jr. 
Aga Khan Professor of Islamic Architecture, Department of Architecture, MIT

Professor Wescoat has worked as a landscape architect and planner on hydrology projects. He is also an 
expert on small-scale historical waterworks of the Mughal gardens and cities. This wide-ranging experience 
in the water systems of today as well as historical systems makes Professor Wescoat a unique resource on 
thinking about the future of hydro-projects of different scales and connectivity. At this conference he pre-
sented a vision of alternatives to large hydro projects based on his work in the Indus River Basin (see Figure 4 
for a map of the area). 

Partnering with students and faculty of the new Center for Water Informatics and Technology (WITS) of 
Lahore University of Management Sciences Wescoat had been a part of an interdisciplinary team examining 
the Indus Basin as a place to think about new ways of managing and utilizing water. The Indus River Basin 
has long seen regional and provincial conflicts as well as international conflicts between India and Pakistan 
about dam projects. Perhaps because of the multiple scales of conflict about this kind of infrastructure there 
have been failed attempts to actualize projects. Professor Wescoat noted that of the 803 hydro projects 
planned in Pakistan, the vast majority, 90%, have not been built. Of the projects that do exist there is very 
little reliable or up to date data on the impacts of these projects, from large projects to microdam systems. 

Wescoat’s team has worked on creating a vision of off-grid micro-hydro projects in the Northern areas and 
the group is looking at how grid-compatible canal hydrokinetics can be implemented. They are creating 
a portfolio of examples that work and collecting data from these systems. The use of new technologies to 
gather and utilize data about the basin as a whole has the potential to make more efficient and reliable 
infrastructure through the whole Indus River Basin. 

Professor Wescoat concluded that the Indus River Basin is an opportunity to think holistically, on the level of 
the Basin. He further suggested that there is real potential to think of the River Basin as a garden, an inter-
connected system that has to meet multiple needs, including cultural and aesthetic.  Using technology to 
gather real time data on water flows, using micro rather than large scale dams and working on a water basin 
scale should be central to planning hydro projects in the Indus Basin in the 21st century. 

Figure 4: The Indus River Basin as a Complex System (slide from 
Professor Wescoat).
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Plenary II Discussion 
The discussion following Plenary II presentations centered on the question: What are the true costs of these 
projects? This discussion worked towards a definition of costs that can provide for a more comprehensive 
accounting of financial, environmental and social considerations. The role of information and research 
emerged as a crucial foundation for capturing such impacts. 

The discussion noted that historically, consideration of financial costs of hydro-projects have included very 
little systematic analysis of cost overruns. The panelists pointed out that the research of Professor Ansar, and 
others, to make financial analyses more accurate is much needed. This work allows for a franker and more 
truthful conversation with actors who value economic arguments above all else--for those who focus on 
financial arguments for these projects, knowing that they are often more expensive and slower to build than 
has previously been acknowledged, is a powerful shift in knowledge. While it was noted that important work 
on this front is now taking place, there was consensus that more research is needed to help bolster exam-
ination of a broader accounting of impacts beyond cost overruns to measuring of impacts on people and on 
place.

In this vein the conversation moved on to discussing the environmental and very real human costs of large 
dam construction. These dimensions of cost have often been difficult to capture. The withholding of import-
ant information noted by Mr. Schlief and the Accountability Project’s work is a key tactic in uncovering such 
costs. 

The discussants noted that environmental issues have not been central to decision making around large 
hydro-projects. We are only just beginning to look at hydrology systems as connected, that is: river basins 
as they exist in nature. A focus on the environment would also mean accounting for lost habitat as well as 
acknowledging new habitats that are formed, such as habitat for malaria-bearing mosquitoes. 

The conversation concluded with the fact that there is a clear need for academics to join with civil society to 
make sure information is transparent and available and to, in innovative ways, help capture the impacts on 
dam-affected people around the globe. Community-based organizations and movements are often limited 
in their capacity to collect, analyze and tell compelling stories with data. In turn, academics often gain a rich 
source of first-hand and on the ground data on the impacts of projects as well as actions to resist them. This 
is a partnership that should be cultivated and expanded. 

Plenary II during Mr. Schlief’s presentation 



29

CONCLUSION + RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE ROAD AHEAD
PROFESSOR BALAKRISHNAN RAJAGOPAL

The presentations and conversations at this workshop have both offered a glimpse of a hopeful future as 
well as illuminated areas of real concern. By way of closing this report the DRAN team and I have identified 
four areas that need further research and activism. These areas have emerged from the Workshop and we 
hope that pointing out the gaps in existing knowledge will encourage our own DUSP students as well as 
members of our Network to focus on these issues as researchers, allies and as activists.

First, more work must be done to understand the role of new IFIs (International Financial Institutions) that 
are increasingly Southern-led. These institutions are functioning at a much quicker speed than the North-
ern-led IFIs, which funded hydropower projects during their heyday in the 1990s.  In particular, we need 
clarity on the existing safeguards, rights and resettlement policies, and grievance mechanisms required by 
these new IFIs. There are early indications from work such as Professor Gallagher’s that these IFIs do not have 
the more robust safeguards that activists, civil society and groups such as the World Commission on Dams 
advocated for and won within Northern-led Banks. If this is indeed the case, then groups must come togeth-
er to call for strong safeguards from these institutions.

This brings us to the second point, the shrinking space for civil society. Professor Braga Vieria’s presentation 
offered us an overview of MAB’s work in Brazil at a time when civil society was strong and organized. Today 
after decades of neoliberal policies and crackdowns on civil society there is, in my view, much less space for 
civil society. This is of great concern as many of the safeguards required by Northern-led IFIs and advocat-
ed by WCD rely on civil society to hold governments and dam builders accountable. Without a strong civil 
society these safeguards are likely to work less well, if at all. What can we do to expand the shrinking space 
of civil society?

Third, a new line of accountability may have come from Professor Ansar’s work which calls into question 
what was once one of the most commonly used arguments for large dams: that they are viable tools of 
economic development.  We know today that in fact large hydropower projects are not viable due to their 
failure to achieve their goals. They are, almost to a case, grossly over budget and take much longer to com-
plete than they claim. 

Fourth, while large dams increasingly appear to be un-viable, the viability of alternatives to them continues 
to increase. There is great hope in the technological advances in wind and solar. Even within the world of 
hydro-projects, as suggested by Professor Wescoat, there is greater possibility for more flexible and less neg-
ative projects, such as micro-dams.

Finally, we have laid out what we see as a central role of Universities in shaping the future of hydropower 
projects around the world.   It is a key role of universities like MIT to critically assess gaps in knowledge about 
hydro-projects and contribute to truly sustainable – both environmental and social - development.  We have 
identified many such gaps and tried to dispel myths during this workshop and we expect and hope that our 
work on large hydro-projects will continue as a key part of DRAN.

Universities like MIT also shape the training of future academicians and practitioners. Thus they have a 
responsibility to not only be knowledge-generators but also to be capacity-builders for civil society groups 
and activists who work with affected communities, who are seeking equitable development projects. 

It is the hope of DRAN that other researchers and activists will take up this call and move us towards a more 
just and equitable world. 
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