CITIZENS REPORT ABOUT DAMS, TUNNELS IN UTTARAKHAND

‘Do these power projects make economic sense, 

or any sense at all?’

Several organisations from Uttarakhand gathered information from dozens of villages and published a citizens’ report about the destruction of the village life by dams and tunnels. It gives a lot of names of farmers who lost their lands and numbers of houses which got cracks by the tunnels and of springs which dried up. It also tells the stories of the resistance. The report is a fundament for the ongoing campaign to save the rivers, lands and forests of the Uttarakhand people. It gives an overview of unexpected costs and suggests that perhaps the economic costs are bigger than the earnings.

Some quotes:

Introduction

The state government showing a streak of developmental capitalism announced the construction of 200 tunnel based hydroelectric power projects totally disregarding the fact that Uttarakhand is an eco-geologically fragile state. The majority of the power projects are to be built in Zone IV en Zone V of this earthquake prone state where landslides and floods are very common. The 200 power projects envisage a construction of 700 km of tunnels that will be built through the mountains. Around 20 to 22 lakh (2 till 2.2 million) people living in villages under which these tunnels pass are being affected.

The government has not seriously considered the consequences of restricting and diverting the fast flowing rivers, nor has it thought about the impact it will have on the people dependent on them and has gone ahead with the dams. The main source of livelihood for people living in the river valleys, where these dams are to be built, are their irrigated fields. Besides this the fields and villages that lie in the mid regions of the mountains, the pastures and forests, the very lives of people and their animals are dependant on the unrestricted flow of streams and rivulets. In essence, these streams and rivulets are the lifelines on which human culture and civilisation in the mountains have grown.

All the rivers in the state, whether big or small, will have power projects to achieve the target of 24,876 Mega Watt (MW) of electricity. At the end of this energizing of Uttarakhand there will be 134 small projects (..) , 34 medium sized projects (..) and 52 large projects.

Forests

Since the state’s formation (November 2000), more than 1,000 hectares of Forest Land have been given out to project developers for 47 power projects. These forest lands contain the people’s pastures, grass, firewood and fields.

The very fact that forests have to be cut to accommodate a power project means that the affected people lose their grass, pastures, wood, water, edible and medicinal shrubs, herbs and roots. (.. But) the forests are not just grass, wood or water resources. They are the treasury of plants, shrubs, herbs, fruits, berries, edible roots and medicines; a home to wild animals and insects… in short an eco-system is destroyed when forests are cut for building power projects. The entire environment gets polluted by this destruction. This is most clearly seen at the Pala-Loharinag project where the forests and pastures are coated with thick layers of dust rising from the relentless churning of truck wheels and all the construction material. The cattle of the villages around lick the dust of grass before eating it. The cattle around have become weak and some have fallen ill and died. As the forests have been cut down, now the wild animals are entering into village lands and some people have fallen prey to leopard and bear attacks.

No information, no compensation

Prior information of the Singoli-Bhatwadi Hydroelectric Project (90 MW) being constructed on the Mandakini River was not given to the public. The affected villages got to know about the project only when the project company started cutting their grass and trees and started building a road and living quarters on their pastures for the power project and its staff. The people responded by tying Rakshasutra (holy threads) on the trees and stopped the trees from being cut and the road from being built. 

(..) There was no public hearing before the construction was started. A 13 km long tunnel will be constructed for this project and it will run under 26 villages.

In Bairangana, 15 scheduled caste (very poor) families had been farming on 25-30 nali (about 1.5 hectare) continuously for 30-35 years. This land was forcibly acquired for a project and the families were denied compensation. The project company colluding with the state administration refused compensation on the grounds that the land was government land hence was not eligible for compensation.

Gunsola Hydropower Private Limited has been given the contract for constructing 3-4 power projects on the Bal Ganga, a tributary of the Bhilangana (Ganga). The owner of this company Ratan Singh Gunsola is a member of the BJP (powerful political party) and is presently serving his second term as chairman of Tehri Zila Panchayat (Theri district council).

Resistance

The central government prepared a National Policy on Rehabilitation & Resettlement in 2007. It is explicit in the policy that land should be compensated with land and a house with a house. The companies involved in developing these projects, whether government undertakings or private limited companies, are flagrantly violating the guidelines.

In the Maneri-Bhalli Phase II project the affected persons who were agitating were sent to jail. The people of Phalenda and nearby villages, affected by the Bhilangana Hydroelectric Project, have been to Theri jail many times while protesting and demanding compensation for the land and forest they have lost.

The affected people of the Singoli-Bhatwari Hydroelectric Project on the Mandakini River and the Srinagar Hydroelectric Project on the Alaknanda River are fighting to retain and save their lands and forests by trying to stop the project work from time to time.

The tunnel of the Vishnuprayag Hydroelectric Project (400 MW) is 16 km long and extends between Lambagad and Chaain villages. Four tunnels of this project go from under Chaain village to the power house. In September/October 2007, unexpectedly, land started collapsing and sinking in and around this village.

(..) During the construction of the tunnel for this project five natural sources of water (..) in the village area of Chaain had dried up. A 1 km long irrigation channel that supplied water to the village has become redundant. 

(..) The project affected people of Chaain, angered and anguished by the attitude of the state government boycotted the Lok Sabha (National Parliament) elections.

The people of the villages of Phalenda, Rausaal, Baheda, Dhavsaur, etc. in the Bhilangana block, Theri district have been protesting against the 22 MW Bhilangana Hydroelectric project since 2003. There was a lot of controversy surrounding this project for a long time. The agitating people of these villages courted arrest and were sent to jail several times in the years 2005-06. 

Siltation

The Theri dam was designed and constructed to produce 2,000 MW of electricity and it was funded accordingly. But the bare truth is that it is producing less than 1,000 MW of electricity.

The Himalayan rivers carry a tremendous amount of silt (saltish mud) with them in the monsoons. This was how the Gangetic Plains were formed in the first place. Now with the projects blocking the flow of the rivers, the silt is being deposited right at the dam. This will very soon make all these projects redundant. The situation in the Maneri-Bhalli Phase II project has become so bad that on numerous occasions the wall of the dam has been breached due to silt accumulation. The siltation that took place at Joshiyara dam of the Maneri-Bhalli Phase II project in the monsoon months of July-August, 2008 was so bad that it cost around Rs. 15 crores (150 million rupees, more than 2 million euros) to desilt the dam (to dig off or dredge the saltish mud). This situation is prevalent in all the dam projects in Uttarakhand. The story of the mega Tehri dam is no different and silt is accumulating at the dam at a rapid rate monsoon after monsoon.

(..) The Uttarakhand Government is borrowing heavily to construct the planned power projects. The government has taken a loan to the tune of Rs. 2,250 crores (= 22,5 billion rupees = 350 million euros) to construct Maneri-Bhalli Hydroelectric Project Phase II. Instead of repaying the loan the government is utilising the earnings from the project to desilt the dam, restore the breached walls and meeting costs of compensating the damage caused to areas built over the tunnels. With all these facts in front of us the obvious (..) question is: ‘Do these power projects make economic sense, or ANY SENSE AT ALL?’
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