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Why, for Whom, and at Whose Expense Are

It is not just a matter of cafeterias,
concubines, churches, and cinemas
at camp which have to be consi-
dered in determining the social im-
pact of dams. The site, the natural
and social environment are changed
and change the living conditions of
people. Utilization of electricity, irri-
gation, and drinking water which
dams make possible also entail so-
cial side effects. Research results
and discussions at a seminar con-
ducted by the Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America, the Organi-
zation of American States, and the
DSE on the ”social impact of large
dams in Latin America“ pointed to a
great variety of frequently neglect-
ed social problems which are
caused by dams.

In response to the oil price in-
creases of the early seventies, Latin
American governments built new
dams to reduce dependency on the
world energy market in the longer
term, even if they increased indebted-
ness in the shortterm. Particularly with
multi-purpose dams, indirect effects
and side effects were expected for the
surrounding areas, the land, and the
relationship with neighboring coun-
tries, if the dam was constructed as a
joint venture.

Dams are built to provide a renew-
able energy source nationally and con-
vert it into electricity for industry and
agro-industry, irrigation for agriculture,
and drinking water. Development of
new regions, navigability, savings in fo-
reign exchange (compared to oil),
drought and flood control are other po-
tential benefits in a long list of goals,
potential effects, hopes or justifica-
tions with which dams are credited.
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But dams are also getting some bad
publicity. They are cited as examples
of gigantic technocratic development
projects which entail a multitude of fol-
low-up costs: Disastrous impact on the
environment, abominable, chaotic re-
settlements or ruthless displacement
of people, energy and irrigation which
is of no use to the poor. Information on
their social impact is often locked into
inaccessible "gray“ project reports;
speculations abound. The churches

and self-appointed defenders of the -

affected population groups deserve
credit for having pointed out these ne-
gative effects which accompany al-
most every dam project.

Even from a macro economic point
of view, dam projects are controver-
sial: Uncertain total costs (sometimes
up to ten billion US dollars), uncertain
financing conditions, limited financing
possibilities, excessive indebtedness,
inflationary consequences (due to the

Dams Built?

large requirements of foreign ex-
change for skilled personnel, mate-
rials, and equipment), politically nego-
tiated low prices for electricity (at
times below production costs) and
overestimated demand at times
makes one doubt that water is really
the best source of energy —even disre-
garding the social and ecological fol-
low-up costs. A correct and compre-
hensive answer can be given only by
comparing it with alternative sources
of energy.

Does the plus offset the
minus?

Dams are frequently builtin regions
where the people are poor. In Latin
America, individual dam  projects
caused the resettlement of more than
100000 people. But until now, only
technical and financial questions were

Traditional habitats along riversides are often destroyed by flooding after construc-
tion of large dams. Resettlement of large populations creates serious social problems.
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