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International Hydropower Association


Mr James D. Wolfensohn

President

World Bank Group

1818 H Street, N.W.

WASHINGTON, DC 20433

U.S.A

December 28th, 2000

Dear Mr Wolfensohn,

In 1997, against the background of an impasse in the debate between developers of water resources projects and opponents of dams, the World Bank and IUCN – the International Union for the Conservation of Nature convened a workshop of stakeholders in Gland, Switzerland, which resulted in the creation of the World Commission on Dams – WCD.

Addressing, in a rational and professional way, the aspects of dam construction which had become controversial, was clearly in accordance with the stated mission of the World Bank which includes: "to fight poverty with passion and professionalism for lasting results" and "encouragement of the development of productive facilities and resources in less developed countries".

It was in that spirit that our specialist associations, all deeply involved in the planning of water resources management through the implementation of dams, irrigation schemes and hydro​power plants, supported the initiative by joining the WCD Forum.

While we naturally share the aim of the WCD in ensuring that dams are planned and built with full regard for social and environmental aspects, much of the content of the WCD's final report causes us concern.

The report, recently launched in London in your presence, with full media attention, appears to have two main shortcomings:

1) The analysis of existing dams is unbalanced with a strong implication that the majority of the world's 40,000 large dams are "environmentally damaging or socially destructive". Very little attention is devoted to the many well-known benefits of carefully planned dams, and no feasible alternatives are suggested for meeting the future water, food and energy needs of the developing world (3 billion more people by 2050).

2) The conditions proposed in the 26 guidelines for the planning and implementation of future dams are, in many instances, idealistic but not realistic. They have no doubt been conceived with good intention but have not been submitted to the test of experience. We feel they will have the effect of preventing, or at least seriously delaying, future water resources projects which will be urgently needed during this century, particularly in developing countries. There is a serious danger of condemning some third-world countries to a future of “sustainable under​development”.

As specialists in the field of water resources development with extensive experience of environmental and social as well as technical aspects, we had hoped to have the opportunity to review and comment on the WCD report prior to its launch, in our capacity as Forum members. This request was refused.

Therefore our organizations wrote and distributed an open letter preceding the launch of the report, explaining our position and expressing hope that the future needs of societies, especially in developing countries, would be fully taken into account into the WCD report, so that there would be a balanced focus on the positive and negative effects of dams and reservoirs. In addition, we indicated that any other approach would put unnecessary constraints on the greatly needed sustainable development of water resources and would further aggravate the future world water crisis.

Our Associations are now preparing detailed evaluations of the report, which will all be available by early February.

As you were one of the two initiators of the process which led to this report, we hope you will take serious note of our concerns and we would be pleased to hear your opinion on the report.

The membership of our three organizations represents in total more than 25,000 specialists in more than 80 countries, including all countries with active programmes of water resources development. We therefore consider that we have a major responsibility in encouraging sustainable development, based on a balance between the needs of the societies, mitigation or compensation in the case of negative social and environmental impacts, and sustainable development.

Yours sincerely
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C.V.J. Varma
Prof. Dr Bart Schultz
Prof R. Lafitte


President, ICOLD
President, ICID
President, IHA
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