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ABSTRACT

Development of hydroelectric power projectsis abiggest development in
debatein the Indian Himalayan Region (IHR) these days. Despite offering
someadvantagesintermsof electricity and economic benefits, these projects
areimposing several direct and indirect negative impacts to the people and
environment of the region. The environmental impacts of the river valley
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proj ects have been researched worldwide; management and mitigation poli-
cies also have been formulated to deal with the identified impacts upto an
extent; however till there are some undreamt negative impacts which need
to be addressed at international level. The present article (critical review)
attempts to present a yet out-of-sight negative impact of these hydropower
projects which certainly needs a serious consideration at policy level.
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Tofulfill thenational electricity demandshydro-
power has been emerged as apotential sourcein In-
diawiththetotd exploitable capacity of about 150,000
MW. Indian Himalayan Region (IHR), on account of
mighty riversflowing on steep d opesoffersfavorable
settingsfor construction of hydropower projects, con-
sequently IHR isunder stressfor hydroe ectricity gen-
eration. About 500 big projects have been proposed
in IHR aloneto harness a capacity of 117,000 MW
whichisaround 75% of countriestotal potential, thus
making theregion avulnerablevictim. Environmental
degradation isthe obviousconsegquence of suchalarge
scale devel opment which can berelatively more det-
rimental inaregion of special importance and sensi-

tivity likeHimalayas. To assesstheenvironmenta im-
pacts and suggest mitigation measures, Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) is practiced worldwide as
adecisiontool. Sinceitsinception the process of en-
vironmental assessment has been amended many a
timesto makeit more comprehensive and appropri-
ate, neverthdess, itisquiteunfortunatethat amplecriti-
cismisasodwaysassociated with it duetoitsinabil-
ity to cover al the direct and indirect impacts of a
devel opmental action.

Dust, smokeand noisearethe characteristic mani-
festation of any large scale construction activity; this
scenario is same with construction of hydroelectric
projects. Road construction, operation of stonecrusher
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plants, continuous movement of heavy vehiclesand
machineries, massive muck disposal, cement dust,
blasting, etc. arethe maor activitieswhich contribute
totheair and noise pollution in the surrounding area
of the project. Now, if wetalk about the impacts of
hydropower projectson air quality, characteristically
itisintheform of dispersal of critical dust particlesin
the contiguousair which makesit untoward, however
the presence of harmful chemicals/gasesisvery less.
Although thereisindeed acomprehensibleinclusion
of assessment and management of impactsonair and
noisequality inthe Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) studies, but theair and noise pollution explicitly
concerning hydropower construction are considered
as ‘during construction phase’ and/or ‘short term’ im-
pacts and thereby much emphasis is not given. In
glimpse of thisparticular prospect of hydro-project
construction, it can well be asserted that ‘yes, indeed
ar and noisepollution are negligibleimpactsasfor as
the human healthisconcerned’. But a short study re-
cently published inanational magazinein Indid® has
compelled for achangein thisperception. Thisarticled
presented a study of Kinnaur district of Himachal
Pradesh, Indiawhichfdlsin Satlyj river valey wherein
34 hydropower projects have been proposed and
construction work for some of them has been started.
Himachal Pradesh isvery well known for itsapple
production inthe country aswell asabroad. Based on
theinformation presented in the above said article,
since last five yearsthelocal applefarmersare se-
verely tormented dueto piteousfinancid returnsfrom
their apple crop as the production has been drasti-
cally reduced by morethan 5times. Thefarmersiden-
tify overmuch dustintheair astheonly cul prit, which
settlesontheleavesof plantsand strangul atesthe plant
growth; moreover, horticulturedepartment of the state
government based on their observationsa so expresses
the sameview accusing only thedam construction ac-
tivities. The scientific researchesworldwide haveal -
ready discovered the harmful effectsof dust on plant
growthi¢ which supportsthefarmers’ verdict.

A logica smulation of thefuture economic reper-
cussionsof such scenario, cons dering that the construc-
tion of these projectswill take another 10 years(which
isbareminimum) resultsapersuasivefact that thispol-
[utionwill result in continued economic dilgpidation of

these gpplefarmersand eventualy thismuch of time
will be enough for thefarmersto reluctantly give up
their business, sale out the property, migrateor may be
ultimately end up committing suicideasit hasbeen hap-
peningin other partsof the India™®.

Considering aglobd fact that hill farmingitselfisa
challenge, the national/state policies should play sup-
porting roleinstead of harming it only for the benefit of
somelucrativeindustrial sectors. At present almost all
countriesof theworld have got their own policieson
compensation for devel opment induced di splacements
and damages but the point ismost of them only deals
withland acquisition or direct loss of physical assets
andignoressomehidden damageslikeKinnaur’s farmer
dedingwith. Hereitisworth remongirating that Kinnaur
ISjust onedeterrent example which cameto notice but
there could bemany and infutureal soif judicious ac-
tionisnot taken. To deal with such particular crisis, a
compensation package based on the average annual
production from the affected crop fields subtracting
theyearly financial return from the samefieldsfor a
strategically estimated time period can beformulated
toannually support the farmersfor sustenance during
the phase of economic breakdown. There might be
many other even better solutionsto dealswith such
transitional impacts but theimplementation can only
take placewhen astrong policy/law will bein placeto
include such issuesand a so to reinforce the voice of
farmers. Moreover, apart fromthedirect lossesto the
agriculture, thefarmersare also proneto associated
health problems.

Itisto be comprehended that any hilly regionwith
rich water resourcesisapotentia sitefor hydroelec-
tricity generationthusamost dl such regionsareunder
stressof exploitation world over. Indiais 7" largest pro-
ducer of hydroel ectricity of theworld, thusthe scope
of such problems may be more seriousin many coun-
tries. Despite based only on one casestudy thisarticle
attemptsto explicate adiscreteissuewhich certainly
needs serious attention. One pertinent thing comes out
of thisdiscussionthat thereisan earnest needtogivea
seriousthought instead of keep onignoring thisnega-
tivefacet of hydropower development. To makethis
happen first step should beto take up scientific research
studies so that apragmatic stand point can be devel-
opedfor further decisonmaking at policy level.
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