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The karma of dams

I his article titled ‘Reservoirs for

the future: The dharma of dams’

(IE, October 23), C.VJ. Varma

eloquently describes the growing
need for water and power in India and
concludes thatit is the duty (or dharma)
of dams to meet these growing needs.
Though I have noquarrel with his facts, T
would like to question his conclusions on
the basis of the actual performance
(karma) of large damsin India.

Inarecent report written by some of
us for the Waorld Commission on Dams
(WCD), ‘Large Dams: India’s Experi-
ence’, an exhaustive look at the factsand
figures available establishes that until
1978, most dams were not assessed for
their environmental and social impacts.
Evenwhentheybegan tobe assessed, al-
ternatives to the dam were never as-
sessed and mostly not even considered.
Also, that the current system of granting
environmental clearancesissubjecttoall
sortsof political and administrative pres-
sures, resulting in clearances- being
granted to projects without assessing
theirimpactsorevenwhen theyarenon-
viable. What is worse, the coneermned
ministry has little ability to ensure that
the parameters and conditions of clear-
ance are adhered to. Infact; they are dis-
regardedandflouted, asarule.

Perhaps the best indicator of how
lightly the nation has taken the environ-
mental and social damage that large
dams cause is the absence of data on
these aspects. We donot know what the
environmental impacts of most dams
were. In most cases we do. not know
whether any. of the safeguards pre-
scribed actually worked. We donoteven
know the total numbez of people dis-
placed or thejarea of for&sts submerged
bylarge dams.”

In the WCD report an attempt is
made to gather together all available in-
formation -and, by extrapolation, get
some understanding of the magnitude of
theimpacts. Accordingly, the amount of
forests submerged by large dams, be-
tween 1980 and 2000, works out tobe be-
tween 9.1 million hectares (our calcula-

tion) and 4.5 million hectares (basedon  well known. Dr Y.K. Murthy, a former
the Central Water Commission data).  chairman of the Central Water and
Andthis, whenwe arealreadywellbelow  Power Commission. hasconchided that,.
the stipulated 33 per cent forest cover. of the 131 damsstudied by him, 36 mani-
Similarly, the data provided by the  fested distress, in 20 the spillways were in-
Central Power and Irrigation Board of ~ adequate and in 25 the freeboards were -
the Government of India for 19 dams  inadequate, all the safety
shows that in all but one of these dams . of the dam. In 90 of the dams studied
(Machkund), the rate of siltation of the  therewasno emergencyIeseIvoir opera-
reservoirishigher than anticipated. This  tionsplan.
has seriousrepercussionson Perhaps the most heart-
the life, the safety and the rending aspect of large
economic viability of the damsisthedisplacement of
dam. The excessrate of sil- mmanpopulamn&Agam,
tation ranges from 115 per nocomprehensive dataare
cent in Kangsabati to 809 available. A study by the
per cent in Maithon, with CWC, of 54 projects,
10 of the 19 having an ac- showed a per-dam submer-
tual rate that is over 200 gence of 24,555 ha. The
per cent of the anticipated same study showed a per-
rate. In an alternate data hecfaredisplacementof 1.1
set, of the CWC, for 13 of w person. If one wete to ex-

We have a situation today where thousands of
dams have been built, with little or no
environmental assessments and safeguards,h
and huge adverse social impacts
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these projects, the variation is between .

649 per cent (Beas unit IT) to 88 per cent
(Panchet). Eight of these 13 show ob-
served ratesof over 200 per cent.

Even thislevel of datais not available
for the numerous other well known ad-
verse environmental impacts of large

dams, ncludingimpactsupstreamand on

the catchment; on biodiversity, species

and ecosystems; on human health; on wa-

terqua]ity;onr&sewoirinducedscisnﬁcigr, ;
on micro climate; on water availability |
downstrean; o‘n.fsaltwatf:rmgresx,andcmi

water logging andsalinity. _

Dam failure andemergency releases i
of water pose a threat to downstream‘

populations.Again, thoughne compre-
hensive data are available, the havoc

wreaked downstream by, for example, -
- the Bhakra Dam (inlate 1970s and again .
1 1988) and the Rihand Dam in 1997, is

trapolate these figures to the 4291 large
damsbuiltin India, the total displacement
figure would be 11,59,02055 or 11.5 crore
inthe last 100 years or so. Ourown calcu-
lations, based on a study of 213 dams,
show that the average submergence per

dam was 8748 ha and the average dis—
 placement per hectare (based.on data of -

' 83 dams) was 1.51 per hectare. Extrapo-

Tating from these, the total figure of dis-
placement comes to 5,66,81878 or 5.6-
crores. Perhaps even this is an exaggera-
tion, butwhat it doescstabhshlsthatﬂmse
displaced by large dams number not in

“ the-hundreds or the thousands but in

crores. Burther, data available for 34
dams shows that tribals formed 47 per
cent of those displaced, despite the fact
that their niational share of population is
onlyalittle overeight per cent.

" So, clearly, the major costs of large

dams are borne by the poor and the
weak. But who are the major beneficia-
ries? The irrigation benefits go to those
dowristream and, among them, dispro- |
portionatelyto the large farmers. Simi-
Tarly, the peaking power that dams pro-
vide goes primatily. to meet the peak
demand of the urban rich and the indus-
try. What does the nation gain as a
whole? According to the WCD study,
large dams, after 1990, show no eco-
nomicbenefits over costsand onlyhave a
distributional function, where “the bene-
fits are reped by farmers and others in
the: oommand areas and the cosis are
bome by the society atlarge, the taxpay-
ers and the projectaffecied people.
'Ihergls possibly no net gam 10 society
ﬁ"onuna]or and medium irrigation pro-
jétts?’. Evenifhydroelectric generanonls

_ taken into consideration, ..”the gains

from power are unlikely to compensate
for losses from: nngatlon unless hydro-
‘power generation is extremely large”.
And thisiswhen only asmall proportion
of the environmental and social costs are
beinginternalised.

*  So,we have a situation today where
thousands of dams have been built, with
~little erno environmental assessments
and safeguards, and huge adverse social
impacts. Millions of hectares of foresis
have been destroyed, huge areashavebe-
come water logged, the incidence of wa-
terrelated diseases hasincreased, lakhs of
people have been thrown out of their
homes, mainly tribals, the poor and the
weak. And all this to create structures
that, evenwithout acknowledging most of
the environmental and social costs, add
not a rupee worth of value to the Indian
economy. All they do is re-distribute the
existing resources so that the poor are fur-
theér deprived and the relatively well off
gei the benefits. If this is development,
tbﬁ:nlet me awake inanotherworld,
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