December 8, 2014

LARGE DAMS ARE NOT CLEAN OR SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SOURCES

GOVERNMENTS, INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS AND FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS

MUST IMPLEMENT REAL SOLUTIONS TO CLIMATE CHANGE

According to the World Commission on Dams, fifty thousand large dams had been built by the year
2000, disrupting more than 60 percent of Earth’s rivers.' In Latin America alone, 973 hydroelectric
dams of different sizes are operating, and roughly 1,600 more are in planning or construction phases;
as many as 254 of these are expected to be built in the Amazon Basin.”> One of the major arguments
for the current, unprecedented boom of dam construction around the world is that large hydro projects
provide a “clean energy” solution to the climate crisis.

On the contrary, scientific evidence reveals that large dams:

l.
2.

Emit greenhouse gases, including methane, especially in tropical regions;

Demonstrate high vulnerability to extreme droughts and flooding that are increasingly
common in a changing climate;

Cause severe and irreparable environmental damage, especially to freshwater ecosystems and
biodiversity, with consequences for vital ecosystem services at the local, regional and global
levels, including regulation of the climate system;

Frequently involve human rights violations, such as lack of free, prior and informed
consultation and consent with indigenous peoples and other traditional communities, loss of
territories and livelihoods (with especially negative impacts on women, children, elderly
citizens and others in vulnerable situations) as well as exploitative labor conditions among
dam construction workers;

Incur cost overruns that average twice the initial budgets, causing major economic difficulties
in developing countries, including diversion of scarce funds from investments that could be
made in truly sustainable energy sources;

Take a long time to become operational, including frequent schedule overruns, making them
an inefficient solution to the urgent energy and climate crises that they are intended to tackle;
Cause significant social, environmental and economic losses rarely considered in the projects’
official budgets, impoverishing local communities and gravely conflicting with their primary
advertised objectives of poverty alleviation and energy for the poor.

Nevertheless, hydroelectric dams continue to be promoted as clean and sustainable energy sources
to meet increasing energy demand.’

TODAY there are cleaner, more efficient, less costly and faster alternatives to respond
simultaneously to legitimate energy needs and the climate crisis. Therefore we DEMAND that
Governments, international organizations and financial institutions immediately:

1.

Stop considering large dams as clean energy sources, given the proved negative impacts
mentioned above.



2. Implement sustainable energy solutions that prioritize incentives for energy efficiency and
decentralized renewables such as solar, wind, biomass and geothermal;
3. Avoid incentives for large dams from international institutions and from UNFCCC
mechanisms, such as the Clean Development Mechanism or the Green Climate Fund;
4. Incorporate in the planning and licensing of new proposed hydroelectric projects:
a. evaluation of the potential for greenhouse gas emissions, including methane produced

by reservoirs;

b. rigorous analysis of vulnerability to severe droughts and flooding, given scenarios of

climate change;

c. lessons learned regarding the true economic costs and schedule overruns of large

dams;

d. comprehensive evaluation of social and environmental impacts and risks;, including
cumulative impacts of dam cascades and related infrastructure projects, making use of
planning instruments such as Strategic Environmental Assessments at the basin level;

e. full respect for the rights of indigenous peoples and other local communities, including
territorial rights and the right to free, prior and informed consultation and consent;

5. Adopt inclusive and transparent decision-making processes, taking into account the whole
spectrum of energy alternatives, identifying options that are best suited to meet the needs of
societies and communities, while avoiding harmful and unnecessary projects.
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Why are dams not clean energy sources and why are
alternatives needed?

1. Because large dams contribute to climate change

Construction and operation of large dams causes emissions of CO, and, especially in tropical
regions, they emit methane from the large amounts of decaying organic matter retained in
flooded reservoirs. The greenhouse gas effect of methane is 20 to 40 times more powerful than
that of CO,*

2. Because they make adaptation more difficult

Dams are not flexible enough to endure climate change. On the contrary, they are inefficient in
droughts and unsafe in floods, which aggravates the risk of disasters.’ Moreover, they threaten
entire hydrologic systems and destroy key ecosystems and fisheries, thus compromising the
ability of communities to adapt to climate change.

3. Because of the cost overruns, delays and economic damage that they entail

Data show that the majority of dams that have been built cost 96% more than their initial
budgets. This expense has been linked to the increase of public debt and to economic crisis in
several countries.®

4. Because of the long time it takes them to become operational, which makes them an
inferior solution to the urgent energy crisis that they are intended to tackle

Construction of large dams takes approximately 8.6 years; and more time is needed to begin
operations. Experts have documented that eight out of every ten dams exceed their initial
construction-time estimates by more than 44%.” They last, on average, only 50 years.? Dams
are not an efficient solution to urgent energy demands.

5. Because they cause great and irreparable environmental damage

Large dams cause environmental damages to rivers, hydrologic basins and surrounding
ecosystems, including: the worsening of water quality in rivers; the degradation of aquatic
ecosystems and the disappearance of many riparian ecosystems; and serious harms to
biodiversity, including the extinction of species.’

6. Because their inadequate implementation generates human rights violations and
impoverishment of communities

The human rights of the people affected by large dams have been systematically ignored.
Large dams have led to forced displacement,'® health problems, loss of food sources and
traditional ways of life, community impoverishment,"" and criminalization of social protest.
Permitting processes are generally flawed: permits are issued without comprehensive
environmental or social impact assessments, and without adequate public participation and
consultation, including free, prior, informed consent processes.

For more information:

AIDA on dams: http://www.aida-americas.org/es/project/grandesrepresas

International Rivers: http://www.internationalrivers.org/

Report: http://www.aida-americas.org/sites/default/files/InformeAIDA GrandesRepreseas BajaRes 1.pdf
Blogs: Desmantelando el mito de las represas, Grandes represas elefantes blancos
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