Subansiri Hydro Electric Project
River Subansiri originates in the south of the Po Rom peak (Mount Pororu) (5059m high). Po Rom peak is hardly 30 km from the Tsangpo and near 5 km from Tarlung Chu  (a tributary of Tsangpo). Subansiri is called Lokong Chu (Tsari Chu) at its source. River Subansiri is the major tributary of River Brahmaputra. It contributes 10% of the flow of River Brahmaputra calculated at Pandu. Drainage area up to its confluence of River Brahmaputra is 37,000 sq. km. of which 10,000 sq. km. lies in Assam and 19,199 sq. km in Arunachal Pradesh. Its length up to the confluence of River Brahmaputra is 520 km. 

The Northeast of India has been identified as India’s ‘future powerhouse’. According to a 2001 study of the Central Electricity Authority, (CEA) of India, of the identified 168 large hydro projects a potential of 63,328 MW have been identified in the Brahmaputra river basin. This includes 22 projects having potential of 15,191 MW in the Subansiri river basin. 

	Proposed hydel schemes above 25 MW installed Capacity (I.C) in the Subansiri Basin ( Source: CEA ranking study (October, 2001))

	Name 
	River
	Probable IC(MW)
	CEA ranking

	Oju-I
	Subansiri
	1925
	B

	Oju-II
	Subansiri
	2580
	B

	Naire 
	Subansiri
	1405
	B

	Naba
	Subansiri
	1290
	B

	Heglo 
	Kurung
	250
	A

	Kurung-I
	Kurung
	200
	B

	Tummu 
	Siu
	55
	B

	Milli
	Kurung
	75
	A

	Sape
	Kurung
	38
	A

	Chomi 
	Kurung
	80
	B

	Chela 
	Kurung
	75
	A

	Nyepin 
	Payam
	32
	A

	Hiya 
	Payam
	41
	A

	Kurung-II
	Kurung
	115
	A

	Middle Subansiri
	Kamla
	2000
	B

	Par
	Dikrong
	65
	A

	Dardu 
	Dikrong
	60
	B

	Ranganadi-II
	Ranganadi
	180
	B

	Doimuhk storage
	Dikrong
	170
	B

	Lower Subansiri
	Subansiri
	2000
	C

	Upper Subansiri
	Subansiri
	2500
	B

	Tago-I
	Kale
	55
	A

	Total proposed IC (installed capacity) for the Subansiri river basin
	15191
	


The 2000 MW Lower Subansiri hydel project, proposed to come up at Gerukamukh on the Assam-Arunachal border is the first large project to be taken up in the Subansiri basin. During the clearance and now implementation phase of the project, a number of critical issues of concern have come up. Some of the main issues have been summarized below: 
Poor environmental and social impact assessment 

One of the main concerns raised about the project since 2001 has been the poor quality of the environmental impact assessment (EIA) report. 

· Downstream impacts :-
The report primarily focuses on the impacts in the submergence zone and the social and ecological impacts on the downstream areas in Assam have been ignored. For example, there is absolutely no mention about the impacts on livelihoods of the Mising tribe and other communities, which live in the downstream areas and whose local economies are linked with the river system and wetlands (beels). Similarly, the impact on downstream riverine ecology and the critically endangered river dolphin populations in places such as Khabolu-Noali finds no mention.  The minimum water flows calculated have not been informed by a comprehensive understanding of downstream needs since downstream studies have been minimal.  

· Biodiversity :-
The project is in a region which has been recognised as a global biodiversity hotspot and will involve the use of 4000 hectares of forests. It lies in the midst of contiguous forests comprising Kakoi, Dulung and Subansiri Reserved Forests (RFs) in Assam and Tale Valley Sanctuary, Tale RF and Panir RF of Arunachal Pradesh. The Dulung and Subansiri RFs together constitute the ‘Subansiri Important Bird Area’, a site of global significance for bird conservation identified as per international criteria developed by Birdlife International. The river Subansiri has rich fish diversity and is one of the important rivers in India for the long term conservation of the golden mahseer. 

Inspite of this location, one of the weakest sections in the EIA report is the one on biodiversity. Serious lacunae have been pointed out by wildlife experts from the Northeast such as Dr. Anwaruddin Choudhury. For example, the report identifies 55 fish species, even though recent records of Lakhimpur-based biologist Lakhi Hazarika show 118 species, including some which are endemic to the Subansiri and one entirely new to science.  In September 2002, an expert  committee of the Indian Board for Wildlife (IBWL) found the reports to be have several serious shortcomings and recommended that: “Further clearance to the Lower Subansiri project be withheld pending a detailed biodiversity impact study to be conducted by a reputed scientific organisation.” 

· Environmental risks  :-
In the eastern Himalayan region, the importance of environmental risk assessment studies cannot be underestimated. There are critical gaps in the environmental risk assessment aspects covered in documents on the Lower Subansiri project. For example, while a dam-break analysis study is done to gauge the scenario in the event of a dam break, there are several more common yet potentially dangerous risks which do not even find a mention. These are risks both to the hydropower project itself, as well risks which the proposed project itself can magnify. 

For example, landslide induced dams and subsequent flashfloods upstream of a hydropower dam can pose a significant risk to the project as well as magnify the threat to downstream areas due to simultaneous release of waters from the hydropower reservoir to protect the dam structure from the flashflood (called dam-induced floods). After the 1950 earthquake, extensive landslides blocked the Subansiri and the bursting of this natural dam after several days caused devastating floods downstream. A large amount of sediment generated by the landslides was brought downstream, raising the riverbed considerably. Infact, at this point of time, a landslide dam has blocked the course of the Subansiri, 80 km. upstream of Daporijo in Arunachal Pradesh. 

The seismicity aspects only focus on the impacts on dam structure and clarify that the design guarantees safety of dam against seismic activity. But there are other associated risks with seismic activity, such as landslide induced dams and heavy sedimentation affecting the economic life of a reservoir.  Major knowledge gaps exist on risks due to factors such as: hydrological impacts of seismic activity, impacts of climate change on the glacial activity, and have not even been attempted to be addressed in this project! 

Flood control? :-
The Lower Subansiri hydel project claims that a flood cushion of 15 m will be provided in the monsoon months but even as per NHPC’s own claims this will only achieve partial flood moderation. According to them flood moderation can be achieved by the integrated operation of Upper Subansiri, Middle Subansiri and Lower Subansiri megaprojects.  Even if one were to keep aside the serious concerns about the efficacy and desirability of large dams in achieving flood management in the Subansiri basin, NHPC cannot materialise its claimed flood management strategy. This is because the Lower Subansiri project has received clearance on the condition that no dams will be built upstream on the Subansiri River. This condition was imposed by the IBWL and is now a part of a Supreme Court order dated April 19, 2004. 
Legal violations by NHPC :-
Since 2001, when the project only had permission to conduct survey and investigations, NHPC has repeatedly committed serious violations of both the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980, and the Environment Impact Assessment notification, 1994. In 2001 and 2002, both the Assam Government
 and the regional office of the Ministry of Environment & Forests (MoEF) have brought up this issue with NHPC and the Government of India. Some of the offences have been committed over three years before the project had the necessary clearances. Violations include: extensive collection of  boulders, stone, gravel, sand and earth from the riverbed, massive construction activities for project housing and construction of roads on the left bank of river, obstruction of an elephant corridor with  fencing in the Subansiri RF, dumping of muck and debris in the river. Citizens who attended the public hearing at Gerukamukh on September 4, 2001, also highlighted the illegal construction which was on in full swing before the grant of clearances. Although the MoEF took a strong stand in the early stages (2001 and 2002), it has subsequently been quiet on the issue, although violations have been brought to their notice. 

Ministry of Environment & Forests (MoEF) clearances: a formality? :- 

In the early stages of clearance of this project, there were signs that the MoEF (or at least some sections of the MoEF) were genuinely interested in ensuring that a proper evaluation of project impacts and compliance of legal procedures is ensured. This is the time when the regional office seriously took up legal violations by NHPC (2001-02) and the Ministry commissioned a special expert committee of the IBWL (2002) to conduct a site visit. 

But in subsequent stages, the Lower Subansiri clearance process has seen the MoEF subvert the spirit of environmental governance in the country.  Several organisations from the Northeast and around the country have repeatedly written to the MoEF about the serious problems in the clearance process of the Lower Subansiri hydel project, yet these issues have been ignored and the clearances have continued to be granted without addressing the concerns. 
Some of the permissions the Lower Subansiri dam required were: environmental clearance under the EIA notification, 1994; forest clearance under FCA, 1980 and clearance from the IBWL since a portion of Tale Valley Sanctuary is to be submerged. The additional biodiversity studies done on the recommendation of the IBWL were presented to the Standing Committee of the IBWL on May 6, 2003. Several members highlighted the fact that the studies did not fulfill the IBWL expert committee recommendations and moreover were poor in quality. They argued that clearance could not be granted in this case.


A subsequent application in the Supreme Court, referring to the May 6, 2003 meeting of the IBWL, had the following to say of the MoEF’s response: “...during the deliberations of the meeting of the IBWL, the non-official members were informed that if the Lower Subansiri proposal is not cleared, a reconstituted IBWL would be able to clear it in six weeks.” Under severe pressure, the IBWL cleared the project on certain stringent conditions. However, the minutes of the IBWL meeting were manipulated by the MoEF to reduce the effectiveness of some of these conditions. The project was then granted Stage I forest clearance in June 2003 and environmental clearance in July 2003. These clearances were challenged in the SC in August 2003 as stated earlier and some of the conditions, which had been left out by the MoEF, were reinstated by an April 2004 order of the SC.

On June 24, 2003, the MoEF granted final forest clearance to the project, even though several important conditions were yet to be fulfilled by the project authorities. They had to withdraw this clearance on July 2, 2004, when the SC appointed Central Empowered Committee brought to their notice that this clearance was illegal. They have subsequently reissued the final clearance in October 2004, after the conditions have supposedly been met. 
Cosmetic Public Consultation:-
The public hearing for Lower Subansiri in Assam was held on September 4, 2001, by the Assam Pollution Control Board (APCB). The Executive Summary of the project, the only document that was made available to citizens at that point, had absolutely nothing about the environmental impacts of the project, and the EIA report had not been made public. NHPC and their EIA consultants made presentations about the project in English and Hindi but not in any of the local languages. The public hearing panel was incomplete as per the requirements of Schedule IV of the EIA notification. No representative from the Department of Environment (Assam) was present. The panel members had no opportunity to see the EIA report/ DPRs in advance and one of the panel members, Mrs. Pegu, said very clearly that they were not informed about the role that they were meant to play in the hearing and questioned the objective of the exercise in such a scenario. Another member, Progress Medok, of the Bordoibam Bilmukh Wildlife Society did not even know that he was a panel member until he came for the hearing and was called on the dais! Later, when he strongly opposed the dam, he was asked not to do so because he was a panel member! 

M. Firoz Ahmed, a member of Aaranyak who attended the hearing found the hearing to be characterised by procedural violations, unsatisfactory answers and unanswered questions on a number of issues. The APCB had invited an independent engineer, Mr. Nripen Das, to review the EIA report and he very clearly indicated the lacunae in it on several fronts including information on seismicity aspects, biodiversity studies, etc. Despite this, at the end of the hearing, the authorities got the people to sign a resolution that there was no opposition to the project!  This was done despite comments made by some people that they were not satisfied with the information presented to them. Some participants and even a panel member refused to sign the proceedings, but most people did sign, as they thought this was expected of them since they had attended the hearing! The environmental public hearing under the EIA notification is a forum for all interested parties to state their opinions about the project. It is not a decision-making forum. Seeing the many violations and anomalies in the hearing Firoz Ahmed wrote after the hearing: “I term the hearing as a mockery in the name of environmental protection.” Many local groups repeatedly demanded that a fresh hearing be held, but this was not done. Infact the poor public hearing at Gerukamukh was also highlighted in petition filed in the Supreme Court in August 2003. 

An established elephant corridor exists downstream of the dam site at Gerukamukh and the project site office and ancillary constructions have already disturbed this. To add to the problem, NHPC erected a long fence in the surrounding Subansiri Reserved Forests in late 2003 to “protect” its site from elephants! This act was not only illegal but it blocked the path taken by the elephants and increased the possibility of man-elephant conflict in surrounding areas. The fence was only removed by May 2004 after the Assam Forest Department had served the company a notice. 

Monitoring :-
A multi-disciplinary committee is to be setup to oversee the effective implementation of the environmental clearance granted to the project in July 2003.  This committee was only setup in April 2004 and its members are from: NHPC, MoEF regional office (Shillong), scientists and forest officers from Arunachal Pradesh, one national level NGO with a regional office in Guwahati (Centre for Environment Education (CEE), NE regional office). There are no members either from the Assam government as well local NGOs. Infact, in June 2004, the NGO member of the committee, wrote to NHPC to urgently convene meeting of committee as it was already nine months since environmental clearance had been granted and the committee had not met as yet. In this communication he also emphasized the fact that it is important to have representation from government of Assam and local communities/groups both in Arunachal Pradesh and Assam on the committee. No action has been taken on this as yet and in fact as of March 2005, the committee has not met a single time, even though it is close to two years since environmental clearance was granted! Some of the post-clearance studies which were to be completed by NHPC by July 2004 have not even been started in early 2005!
People’s Movement in Subansiri Valley (PMSV)

River Basin Friends

� For example, Letter No. FRS.2/2001 dated May 5, 2001, from Principal Secretary (Forests), Assam, to the Chairman and Managing Director, NHPC





