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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1. Background 
 
There are two sides of the large dam picture. One side of the picture depicts promises of water supply, 
electricity, irrigation and flood control and on the other side there are vulnerabilities of inundation, 
uncertainties of displacement, loss of arable land and devastation in cultural heritage and livelihoods. 
The struggles for justice and better lives are in between. This picture is typical of almost every large 
dam that has been built around the world. Since the 1980s large dam construction has become a widely 
debated issue. Despite their significant influence in development and economic growth of a country or 
region, large scale population displacement, socio-economic impoverishment, loss of ecosystem and 
biodiversity outweighs the usefulness of large dams. As argued by World Commission on Dams 
(WCD),1 although “dams have made an important and significant contribution to human development,” 
in “too many cases an unacceptable and often unnecessary price has been paid to secure those benefits, 
especially in social and environmental terms, by people displaced, by communities downstream, by 
taxpayers and by the natural environment” (WCD, 2000, p. xxviii).  
 
The commission also stated that “The construction of large dams has led to the displacement of some 
40 to 80 million people worldwide. Many of them have not been resettled or received adequate 
compensation, if any. Between 1986 and 1993, an estimated 4 million people were displaced annually 
by an average of 300 large dams starting construction each year” (WCD, 2000, p. 16-17). 
 
Worldwide, large dam construction alone accounts 40 percent of development induced displacement 
every year (Stanly, 2004). In addition to displacement, lacks of proper resettlement and rehabilitation 
have made large dam construction a source of social chaos and protest movements. 
 
1.2. Problem Statement 
 
The history of dam construction dates back to as early as 4th millennium BCE at Jawa in the black 
desert of modern Jordan (Britannica, 2012). This dam of masonry and earthen embankment built for 
water storage and increased irrigation in the arable downstream of Jawa. However, the big dam era was 
initiated in 1930s with the construction of 726.4 feet high Hoover Dam on Colorado River in the 
United States. Before Hoover Dam, the purpose of dam construction was limited to water supply, 
irrigation and flood control. With development of modern engineering and technology over time, 
purposes of dam construction have been expanded to hydroelectricity production, water control, 
navigation etc. Along the multipurpose scope, their height and gravity also increased.  
 
According to International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD), when a dam is 15 metre or higher 
from the foundation or between 5-15 metres high with a reservoir volume of more than 3 million cubic 
metres, it is considered as ‘large dam’ (WCD, 2000).  As per this definition, the world had only 5,000 
large dams during 1950s which increased to 45,000 by the late 1990s (Stanly, 2004). China alone has 
19,000 of the large dams making her world’s top dam building nation followed by USA, former Soviet 
Union, Japan and India (International Rivers). Until 1950s the large dam phenomenon was limited only 
to the industrialised countries of the north. In the following fifty years, however, this has spread to 
more than 140 countries of the world and covered more than half of the world’s major rivers (Swain, 
2010). To balance between growing demands of rising population and booming economy, large dam 
constructions are growing dramatically in the economic powerhouses of global South in recent years. 
In addition, large dams have become symbols of their modernization, progress, and economic growth.  
 

                                                 
1 With support from the World Bank and IUCN, the independent World Commission on Dams (WCD) was created 
in May 1998 to review the development effectiveness of dams, and to develop standards and guidelines for future 
dams. During its two-year lifetime, WCD reviewed experiences from 1,000 dams in 79 countries and published a 
report, “DAMS AND DEVELOPMENT: A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR DECISION-MAKING” in year 2000, 
which is recognised as the most comprehensive evaluation of large dams ever done to date. The report is available 
online at: http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/world_commission_on_dams_final_report.pdf   
 

http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/world_commission_on_dams_final_report.pdf
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With the increasing number of large dam constructions and associated human displacements, anti-dam 
protest movements have also increased. The earliest successful anti-dam campaigns were mostly 
initiated and led by conservationists. Since 1970s people directly affected by large dam constructions 
have also become a powerful group of anti-dam protest movements. They have formed alliances with 
sympathetic outsiders (i.e. environmentalist, human rights and democracy activists, peasants’ and 
indigenous peoples’ organisations, fishers and recreationists) in opposing large dams (McCully, 2001).  
 
Under what circumstances large dam construction becomes reason of protest from reason of 
celebration? According to WCD (2000), “(The) end of any dam project must be the sustainable 
improvement of human welfare. This means a significant advance of human development, on a basis 
that is economically viable, socially equitable, and environmentally sustainable.  If a large dam is the 
best way to achieve this goal it deserves our support. Where other options offer better solutions we 
should favour them over large dams. Thus the debate around dams challenges our view of how we 
develop and manage our water resources”.  
 
The core definition of sustainable development also reflects the same message: “Development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 45). Though large dams are portrayed and promoted as an important way to 
meet and support sustainable development but they also have risks of uncertain future which 
jeopardises large dams’ acceptance in sustainable human development.  
 
In large dam cases, the economic benefits are often overestimated than the environmental and social 
costs. While the advocates of large dams emphasise on economic development, industrialisation and 
water supply to drought prone areas, the opponents stress on massive human displacement, socio-
economic and environmental impacts. And both these groups form coalitions to influence planning and 
implementation phases of the dam construction (Nusser, 2003). Because of the debates surrounding 
dam construction, planning and construction of large dam have become a highly political affair. 
Simultaneously, the types of political structures where both of the above mentioned actor groups 
operate have also become an important area of research. Studies show that social movement formation 
and nature of protest are sharply affected by the state and its political system (Swain, 2010). Public 
protest against every new proposed dam in democracy contributes in anti-dam movement (McCully, 
2001). However, there is lack of appropriate literature on anti-dam movement in non-democracies. This 
lack of literature is even greater when it comes to comparative studies on the influence of political 
structure on anti-dam protest mobilization across regime types. In fact, studies on relations between 
movements and political structures are underspecified and badly operationalized (Tarrow, 1996a). 
Tarrow also added that “the comparative analysis of social movements produces many more problems, 
which in part explains its rarity in the social movement literature” (Tarrow 1996b). Thus the proposed 
thesis will contribute in filling this knowledge gaps by examining the influence of political structure on 
anti-dam protest movements, comparing two states with two different political structures, democracy 
and authoritarianism. 
 
1.3. Research Question 
 
Does political structure influences the mobilization process of the anti-dam protest movements? This 
question will be answered with the help of comparing protest movements against big dams in India and 
China.  
 
1.4. Research Methodology 
 
The research aims to examine the role of political structure in anti-dam protest mobilization. With the 
recent growth of large scale water development projects in emerging economies of present world, 
protest movements against construction of those projects have also increased largely. But depending on 
their political environment, some of these movements are more organised than others. The thesis is 
motivated by the struggle of dam displaced people of Sardar Sarovar Dam Project, India and Three 
Gorges Dam Project, China. The reasons behind choosing these dams are as follows. First, these are 
among the largest dam projects and are being built on one of the main rivers in their respective 
countries. Second, both of their impact on sustainability is very high as they are going to inundate large 
land mass, displace millions of people and also have high ecological impact. Third, because of their 
immense negative impact both of these dams have received tremendous national and international 
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attention and opposition. And lastly, despite having significant opposition and non-cooperation from 
international financial institutions i.e. World Bank, respective countries generated their own resources 
to build these dams. 
 
There are at least three set of reasons for choosing anti dam movement case studies from India and 
China. First, both of them are the fastest growing economies of present world, highest dam builders and 
biggest producers of dam induced population displacement. Second, none of them have any well 
defined ‘national resettlement policy’ for rehabilitation of dam affected population that caused 
emergence of anti-dam protests in some scale. Last but not the least their sharply different political 
systems. India is world’s largest democracy and China is the largest authoritarian polity in the world. 
This provides an excellent opportunity for comparing protest movements in different political settings. 
 
The methodology of this qualitative study will carry out three levels of analysis. Firstly, what are the 
political structures of these countries and whether they sufficiently represent different stakeholders in 
respect of dam induced displacement? Secondly, what are the strategies of anti dam protest 
mobilizations and corresponding state responses? Finally, what are the relationships between political 
structures and dynamics of protest movements in these countries? The research methods will be 
literature review and case study. The data sources will be mainly secondary while some primary data 
sources will also be consulted in limited scale. 
 
1.5. Organization of the Paper 
 
The research paper consists of five chapters. This introductory chapter is followed by a chapter on 
theoretical framework. Chapter three is the empirical one that presents the case studies, big dam 
projects and resulting anti-dam protest mobilizations in India and China. Chapter four analyses the 
influence of political structure on anti-dam protest mobilizations on the basis of the case studies. The 
last chapter showcases general conclusions of the research.  
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 
2.1. Protest Movement and Political Structure  
 
Protest movement is usually a collective social action for expressing dissatisfaction with existing policy 
in a given area. Protest is also “an opposition to a particular government agency or just a regular 
parliamentary process” (Swain, 2010, p. ix). The definition of social movement, however, varied 
largely over time and covered wide range of perspectives “emphasizing on collective identity of 
challengers, the mix of institutional and non-institutional tactics, and, sustained dynamic interaction 
with mainstream politics and culture” (Diani, 1992 cited in Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996, p. 1631). In 
Tarrow’s definition, social movement is “collective challenges by people with common purposes and 
solidarity in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities” (1994, pp. 3-4 cited in Meyer 
and Staggenborg, 1996, p. 1631). In another of his work, Tarrow adopted Tilly’s idea of national social 
movement and defined social movement as a “sustained challenges to power holders in the name of a 
disadvantaged population living under the jurisdiction or influence of those power holders” (Tarrow, 
1996a, p. 874). 
 
Protest is caused by disagreement over limited issues, such as opposition to particular policies of a 
government, or antagonism between groups competing for political influence (Swain, 2010). For 
example, government policy of building large-scale development projects (i.e. dams, reservoir, 
transportation and urban infrastructure, mining, deforestation, conservation parks/reserves and 
biosphere projects) poses threats on lives and livelihoods of millions of people in many parts of the 
world and forces them to leave their home and source of living. Loosing all hope, many of these 
displaced people are therefore forced to stand up against the state and its policy; however some of them 
are more successful in organising their protest than others (Swain, 2010). Though the growth and 
characteristic of social movements can vary from one country to another, their organisational features, 
action repertoires and impacts are mainly determined by the political conditions in their respective 
countries (Van Der Heijden, 1997). Jenkin (1995, pp. 16-17) suggests that there are mainly three 
reasons to focus on state in social movement study: “First and paramount, social movements are 
inherently political. Second, the state organizes the political environment within which social 
movements operate, creating opportunities for action and, alternatively, imposing restrictions on 
movement activities. A third reason for dealing with state is that social movements constitute a claim 
for political representation. All modern states entail some system of representing social interests vis-à-
vis the state”. In fact, social movement formation is shaped by the kind of state they face (Swain, 
2010).  
 
The type of political structure is indeed an important factor in social protest mobilization. It contains 
local political structure, its structural and institutional design, as well as the involvement and influences 
of civil society and opportunity of public participation (Swain and Chee, 2004). In some cases 
“increased political openness enhances the prospects for mobilization, while other movements seem to 
respond more to threat than opportunity” (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996, p. 1634). Therefore, when the 
political institution of the state promote and protect basic democratic rights and freedom (i.e. voting 
rights and competing candidates), movements get support to flourish (Amenta and Zylan, 1991, p. 
252). That is why democratic regimes are more prone to protest movement than their non-democratic 
counterparts. The structure and ethos of democratic regimes enable them to respond to their challengers 
in a conciliatory way whereas authoritarian regimes generally suppress public opposition. (Swain, 2002 
cited in Swain and Chee, 2004).   
 
2.2. Protest Movement and Democracy  
 
The government of the people, by the people, for the people – the famous definition of democracy by 
the iconic 16th US President Abraham Lincoln reflects its representative character. In healthy 
democracies, citizens tend to enjoy greater freedom, wealth and human development, and, have less 
violence, deprivation and domination (Warren, 2006). Electoral participation and government 
responsiveness are the key characteristics of democracy. It allows citizens to choose their leaders from 
multi-party electoral system and participate in decision making. Due to their dependence on public 
support, a democratic government cannot impose any decision on their citizens and tend to respond 
more favourably to public demand (Swain and Chee, 2004). In fact, the continuous governmental 
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responsiveness to public demand of multi-party democracy provides fertile settings for large number of 
protest movements to flourish and operate.  
 
Meyer (2004) states that “protest occurs when there is a space of toleration by a polity and when 
claimants are neither sufficiently advantaged to obviate the need to use dramatic means to express their 
interests nor so completely repressed to prevent them from trying to get what they want”. Protest 
movements cannot grow by themselves. Rather, they do so by environmental conditions, particularly 
the openness of political opportunities and the availability of allies (Porta and Diani, 2006). A 
democratic system opens up possibilities and opportunities for the affected people to mobilize and 
organize protests (Swain, 2010).  
 
Citizens of democracy are more aware about their moral equality, values and goals. This is further 
enhanced by social movements because “social movements provide an essential channel through which 
ordinary citizens can participate in the decision making process and have a direct input into the 
political process” (Todd and Tylor, 2004 cited in Swain, 2010, p. xi).  However, despite having large 
number of protests in democratic system, there is no uniform pattern of protest movements within 
democracy. This is mainly because of their different political cultures and different performance of 
democratic institutions (Swain, 2010).  
 
For dealing with protests, democratic regimes are in favour of conciliation unless it poses threat to its 
very existence, which minimises any chance of rebellion and reinforces the utility of protest; whereas, 
authoritarian regimes prefer to deal in a coercive manner, which increases the possibility of rebellion 
(see Swain, 2010, and Oommen, 1991 cited in Swain, 2010, p. x). Like other political system, 
democratic regime also deploys their police power for minimising violence but what distinguishes 
democracy from others is that they are constitutional and operate under the rule of law (Warren, 2006). 
More importantly, democratic rules and regulations regarding state violence are “public rather than 
secret-knowable by all-and universal rather than arbitrary” and that applies to all (Warren 2006, p.387). 
Warren (2006) also added that “the rules regulating the deployment of violence are legitimated by 
reasons agreed by the people in accordance with knowable and inclusive political procedures. But, both 
even-handed and non-arbitrary enforcement requires a state with judicial and administrative capacity 
(see Warren 2006, p.387), which can be found in a well functioning democratic system.  
 
To sum up, democracy provides a great potential of higher number of protests and positive outcomes in 
comparison to other political system. And it gives freedom to mobilize and organize people on certain 
issues which are guarded by law and tradition (Swain, 2010).  
 
 
2.3. Protest Movement and Non-Democracy  
 
In the discussion of political regime, ‘non-democracy’ and ‘authoritarianism’ are often used 
synonymously.  Authoritarianism, a kind of political system where a small group of elites enjoys 
autonomous and absolute political power and “who are not in any institutional sense accountable to the 
public” (Bunce, 1996, p. 72). Moreover, an authoritarian state lacks basic traits of democratic orders, 
i.e. extensive civil liberties and political rights guaranteed by law, inter party competition, free, fair and 
regular elections, and finally, representative government (Bunce, 2004). According to Linz, there are 
mainly four key dimensions which distinguish Authoritarianism from other political regimes- 
pluralism, ideology, leadership and mobilization. He defines Authoritarianism as "political systems 
with limited, not responsible, political pluralism, without elaborate and guiding ideology, but with 
distinctive mentalities; without extensive nor intensive political mobilization, except at some points in 
their development, and in which a leader or occasionally a small group exercises power within formally 
ill-defined limits but actually quite predictable ones" (Linz, 1970, p.255).  
 
Due to lack of legal, procedural or democratic checks, governmental power of authoritarian regimes are 
exercised in an arbitrary manner and unpredictable pattern (Malloy, 2000) which allow policy makers 
to impose their ultimate decisions on the local population. Unlike democracy, popular consensus and 
public participation are often ignored and any opposition from the public is overlooked or suppressed 
(Swain and Chee, 2004). Participatory decision making is viewed as a utopian notion in authoritarian 
states (Sisk et al. 2001 cited in Swain and Chee, 2004) and they also argue that complete consensus is 
not possible over the policies with high political and economic significance (Swain and Chee, 2004). 
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Therefore, the authoritarian leaders try to legitimise their supremacy in the name of modernity, 
economic growth and national prestige.  
 
Authoritarian regimes are usually characterised by “repression, intolerance, encroachment on the 
private rights and freedoms of citizens and limited autonomy for nonstatist interest groups” 
(Perlmutter, 1981, p.7 cited in Malloy, 2000, p.237). According to Swain and Che (2004, p. 98), 
“coercive power is used to suppress protest movements at the grassroots levels, in the pretext of 
national security, national identity and nation building, with the aim of asserting regime authority”. 
Moreover, “advocacy groups, NGOs, international networks, and academics, that is, those who extend 
their support to local communities, are regarded by the regime as an act of intervention and a threat” 
(Tyler, 1999, cited in Swain and Che, 2004, p.98). While the characteristic of authoritarian regime 
leaves little or no room for protest movement to develop, however they may encourage people to 
protest against foreign enemy or sponsor the protests which strengthen their state power (Oommen, 
1991 cited in Swain, 2010).   
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3. LARGE DAMS AND ANTI-DAM PROTESTS: CASE STUDY 
ON INDIA AND CHINA 
 
3.1. Large Dam Scenario in India and China 
 
In addition to their current top position in global economy, India and China top the global list of dam 
construction and dam induced displacement. There are around 1700 large dams being built around the 
world today where India leads the list followed by China, Turkey and South Korea (WCD, 2000). On 
the other hand, China alone has built around half of world’s total number of dams. Before communist 
revolution in 1949 there were only 22 large dams in China which increased to 22,000 in post revolution 
times. Now both India and China are the fastest growing economies, top dam builders and largest 
producers of dam induced population displacement in the world. In the name of national interest and 
economic development, ambitious hydro-electric projects are being built in these countries, ignoring 
their impacts on lives and livelihoods of millions of affected population. In the late 1980s Chinese 
Government officially recognised 10.2 million people as ‘reservoir resettlers’ while unofficial sources 
claim that the original number maybe substantially higher (Caspary, 2007). In India, since 
independence 21 million to 40 million people are displaced by dam projects (Taneja and Thakkar, 2000 
cited in Stanly, 2004). Construction of large dams cost 27% of all people displaced by development 
projects in China and 77% in India (WCD, 2000). Sudden disruption in patterns of daily life and 
forceful displacement from the places of residence are worsened with improper resettlement package 
and corruption. As a result the dam affected people of these countries are getting organised gradually to 
protest against construction of these large dams. The recent example of Sardar Sarovar Dam Project 
(SSP) in India and Three Gorges Dam Project (TGD) in China are not exceptions either. The following 
discussion goes through the basic facts of these two large dam projects, protests surrounding them and 
reactions to the protests from the government bodies. 
 
3.2. The Sardar Sarovar Dam Project, India 
 
During 1940s Indian government planned to build 30 large, 135 medium and 3000 minor dams on 
Narmada, the fifth longest river of India. Sardar Sarovar is the first of those thirty large dams currently 
under construction (see map). Starting in central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh, the Narmada river 
flows west through the states of Maharashtra and Gujarat to the Arabian Sea. The Sardar Sarovar 
Project (SSP) is located approximately 95 kilometres from the coast, near Navagam, Gujarat, India. 
The first recorded proposal of damming Narmada was made during 1863 by the British Raj. After 
independence in 1947, the first proposal for building Sardar Sarovar dam was made in 1959 and 
preliminary construction began in 1961. Due to disagreements over water sharing between states, the 
project was suspended till 1979. Later in 1987, the full scale construction of the dam started and was 
partially completed in 2008.  
 
The main objective of SSP is to ensure irrigation and drinking water in drought prone areas of Gujarat, 
Rajasthan and Maharashtra. Other benefits are said to include power supply for Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra, Gujarat and western grid of the country and flood protection in Bharuch city and other 
parts of Gujarat. Furthermore, the project is designed to provide benefits of fisheries development, 
recreational facilities, water supply for industries, agro industrial development, protection of conserved 
forest from grazers and secondary benefits of employment generation, increased vegetation cover, 
gains due to compensatory forest, tree plantation by 100 times and Carbon Dioxide (CO2) fixation to 
large extent by 70 times (SupportNarmada.Org).  
 
The length of the dam is 1210 metre (3970 feet) with height of 139 metre (455 feet) in full reservoir 
level that will submerge 37,000 hectares of land in three states; Gujarat, Maharashtra and Madhya 
Pradesh and is also designed to divert 9.5 million acre feet of water from Narmada River to the canal 
and irrigation systems (Morse and Berger, 1992). The canal of this dam is the biggest in the world in 
terms of capacity, which will extend 450 kilometres to the border of Rajasthan and will require 
approximately 80,000 hectares of land (Morse and Berger, 1992).  
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Map: Sardar Sarovar Dam and other major dams which are planned to be built on Narmada Valley2  
 
 
The SSP involves submergence of 350,000 hectares of forest lands and 200,000 hectares of cultivable 
land which costs displacement of more than a million people (Zmolek, 1992). In terms of resulting 
landlessness ratio of each state, 23 percent of these landless are in Gujarat, 30 percent in Maharashtra 
and 47 percent in Madhya Pradesh (Scudder, 2003). Among the 297 villages which are to be 
submerged by the reservoir, 19 of them are situated in Gujarat, 33 in Maharashtra and 245 in Madhya 
Pradesh (Singh, 1997, p.8). All the displaced people in Gujarat and Maharashtra are tribal. In Madhya 
Pradesh, 40 percent of displaced people are tribal and the rest are poor peasant (Scudder, 2003). 
 
Moreover, this vast project has huge cost of US$ 4,600 million, though another study estimated that the 
total cost will be over US$ 9,000 million, which is almost half the entire irrigation budget of India over 
the last fifty years (Roy, 1999). However the overall cost of SSP is not limited to construction cost, it 
also has an enormous cost of resettling the displaced.  
 
3.2.1. Protests over Sardar Sarovar Dam Project 
 
The SSP was an issue of controversy since its inception; however the protests took an organised form 
mainly because of massive human displacement, absence of proper resettlement policy and corruption 
in resettlement payments where available. The protests against Sardar Sarovar Dam emerged shortly 
after the final report of Narmada Water Disputes Tribunal in 1978. Until today, Narmada Bachao 
Andolan (NBA) or Save Narmada Movement is the most important name in anti-dam movement of 
India and the world. But path towards their formation did not happen overnight rather it developed 
gradually.  
 
In the middle of 1980s, different NGOs and middle class activists started working in Narmada valley 
for “informing the oustees of their imminent displacement and mobilizing them around collective 
demands for an improved resettlement policy” (Singh, 1997, p.8). Before their arrival, people in the 
valley were mostly unclear about the projected displacement, submergence and resettlement. Around 
1983, ARCH-Vahini, a Gujarat based NGO started movement for better resettlement and compensation 
for displaced population of Gujarat (see more: Dwivedi, 2006 and Parasuraman, 1997). In association 
with local population, they interacted with Gujarat government and World Bank for better resettlement 
provisions. At the same time in Maharashtra, the project affected people began to organise themselves 
under the leadership of Medha Patkar and formed Narmada Dharangrasta Samiti in 1985. The tribal 

                                                 
2 Map Courtesy: http://im.rediff.com/news/2006/apr/18narmadakbk.gif 
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villages of Madhya Pradesh also joined them in the protest movement. Later in 1987 Narmada Gati 
Navnirman Samiti was formed to mobilize the non-tribal people displaced by the Sardar Sarovar Dam. 
In the meantime, few other activists from Bombay, Delhi and Ahmedabad also joined the movement 
(Parasuraman, 1997). The movement had brought much media attention and “helped to put tribal 
concerns on the agenda of mainstream politics” (Singh, 1997, p.8).    
 
Initially the activisms were mainly focused on proper resettlement policy than opposing the dam itself, 
but government’s continuous negligence towards appropriate resettlement and rehabilitation forced 
people to take their stand against the dam. Despite the fact that displaced populations of Gujarat, 
Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh are tribal people mostly who use their lands by customary rights; the 
state bodies chose to provide land for land to only those who have formal title for their land. Moreover, 
incentives were often constrained by the corruption of local government officials. In certain cases few 
pieces of good lands were given to the wealthier families and poor were left with lands which are not 
suitable for cultivation or building houses. Under these circumstances, all local organisations working 
with the project affected formed a common group called the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) or Save 
Narmada Movement and declared their total opposition to Sardar Sarovar Dam in August 1988. NBA 
decided to “work towards halting the Sardar Sarovar Project to save the environment and the economic 
and social base of the people slated for displacement, and work for sustainable development 
alternatives” (Parasuraman, 1997, p. 45). On the other hand, ARCH-Vahini- the first NGO who started 
working with the affected people, decided to continue their activism for resettlement of displaced 
people of Gujarat, which divided the movement into two groups (Singh, 1997).    
 
Through peaceful movements and Gandhian non-violence resistance, NBA became a global symbol for 
struggle against unsustainable development. As Satyajit Singh portrayed (Singh, 1997), “The anti-dam 
movement spearheaded by the NBA played a major role in drawing attention to the problems 
associated with large dams, and in giving a voice to the oustees. Under the charismatic leadership of 
Medha Patkar, NBA received widespread support from environmental and social movements in India 
and abroad” and they “had succeeded in uniting the oustees throughout the valley (from poor tribals to 
rich farmers and traders).” He also added, “NBA activists became the accepted spokespersons of the 
oustees and of the anti-dam movement.” Regardless of their significant role in protests over Sardar 
Sarovar Dam, NBA were criticized in some cases for opposing any kind of resettlement offer from 
government, even in those cases where the displaced people were interested to take the resettlement 
offers. Nonetheless, NBA has been continuing their support for the displaced people of the Narmada 
valley for more than 25 years and became a global icon for anti-dam movement. Among the success 
stories of NBA, withdrawal of World Bank’s funding from the SSP is the most significant one.  
 
3.2.2. Response of Indian Government 
 
The national and international attention gained by Save Narmada Movement posed a serious challenge 
to Indian government. Initially the project construction was funded by World Bank (WB). During 
1985, WB approved $450 million loan for SSP. But continuous critique and opposition of NBA forced 
them to perform an independent review and resulted in cancellation of Bank’s support from the project 
in 1995. The reason they expressed for their cancellation is that “environmental and social issues 
received so little attention from the Indian government and to the government’s continued failure to 
meet agreed resettlement standards” (Singh, 1997, p.11). Notably the independent review which was 
done by Morse Commission was also the first independent review of any WB funded project. The 
decision was obviously very embarrassing for Indian government; however it did not stop the 
construction of the dam rather the central government accumulated resources to continue the work.  
 
In response to Sardar Sarovar Dam protest, the government of Gujarat replied with their own pro-dam 
campaign focusing its importance for the benefits of water scarce region of the state. Though large part 
of the land to be submerged by Sardar Sarovar Project was located in Madhya Pradesh but the unequal 
benefit goes mostly to Gujarat. The project was considered as “pride of Gujarat” and any opposition to 
it interpreted as anti-Gujarat and faced undemocratic means of actions (Dwivedi 2006, p. 162). In 
several places anti-dam supporters were harassed, physically attacked and forced to shut down their 
operation by the pro-dam lobby in Gujarat. In addition, because of Gujarat’s greater importance as 
electoral constituency compared to Madhya Pradesh, Indian government seemed to be in favour of 
Gujarat than the oustees of Madhya Pradesh. In the summer of 1990, a group of NBA activists urged 
the newly formed National Front Government of that time to carry a review of SSP. Government 
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accepted their demand in the first place but cancelled it later because of Gujarat’s opposition to it. 
Moreover the pro-dam lobby of Gujarat also had full support from their government for the 
continuation of the dam.   
 
In 1995, following a writ petition by NBA, the Supreme Court of India halted the construction of the 
dam at a height of 80.3 metre for investigation but later in 1999 allowed further construction and 
raising dam height to 88 metre (Friends of River Narmada, 2006). Furthermore, in October 18, 2000 
the court gave another judgement supporting SSP and allowed further construction up to a height of 90 
metre and stated, “The argument in favour of the Sardar Sarovar Project is that the benefits are so large 
that they substantially outweigh the costs of the immediate human and environmental disruption. 
Without the dam, the long term costs for people would be much greater and lack of an income source 
for future generations would put increasing pressure on the environment. If the waters of the Narmada 
river continues to flow to the sea unused there appears to be no alternative to escalating human 
deprivation, particularly in the dry areas of Gujarat” (Cullet, 2007, p.160).  The court also stressed on 
proper resettlement policy before proceeding to the next stage of construction and directed that “the 
State of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Gujarat to implement the Award and giv[e] relief and 
rehabilitation to the oustees in terms of the packages offered by them” (Cullet, 2007, p. 280). The role 
played by the Indian Supreme Court regarding Sardar Sarovar Dam was criticised widely. NBA stated 
that the court ignored many unresolved issues of resettlement, environmental impact assessment, and 
cost-benefit analysis of the project and there was nothing new in the court declaration as Narmada 
Water Disputes Tribunal Award already stated that “land should be made available to the oustees at 
least an year in advance before submergence (Clause IX, Sub clause IV (2)(iv) and Sub clause IV 
(6)(i)” (Friends of River Narmada, 2006). The latest decision from Supreme Court came in 15 March, 
2005 when the residents of village Pichhodi and Jalsindi filed a writ petition in early 2004 demanding 
cease of construction until they receive their rehabilitation package. These villages got affected because 
of the increased dam height of 90-100 metre. The court allowed the construction to proceed but under 
the condition of total completion of resettlement before further construction (Ramachandra, 2006). 
 
The government of India does not have any national policy for resettlement and rehabilitation. 
Resettlements are usually arranged by the relevant project authorities and vary from project to project, 
for which displaced people are entitled to meagre cash compensation. In Narmada dam case, the main 
goal of Naramda Water Disputes Tribunal (NWDT) award is to keep the ‘standard of living’ of the 
displaced person during resettlement process (Singh, 1997). Though the resettlement scenario in 
different states are still not satisfactory but protests from NBA plays an important role for ensuring 
better resettlements for the displaced persons.   
 
3.3 The Three Gorges Dam Project, China 
 
The Three Gorges Dam (TGD) is currently the largest hydropower project of the world. It is situated on 
the world’s third longest river Yangtze of Sandouping in Yichang, Hubei Province, China (see map). 
This 185 metres tall and 2,000 metres wide dam has reservoir of 632 square kilometres with total 
storage capacity of 40 billion cubic metres of water. The dam was first envisioned by the first President 
and father of modern People’s Republic of China, Sun Yat-Sen in 1919 in his book “Strategy for 
State”. There he recommended about building a dam on Three Gorges to improve the navigation and 
power generation for economic development of China. It was approved for construction by the Seventh 
People's Congress on 3 April 1992 and the construction was officially started on 14 December 1994. 
The dam started operation partially in 2009 and fully completed in July 2012. 
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Map: The Three Gorges Dam on Yangtze River and its reservoir3  
 
 
According to official data, there are mainly three objectives for building TGD:  
 
Flood control: Throughout the history of Yangtze River, massive flood devastated lives and livelihood 
of millions of people. So TGD reservoir is expected to cut flood peak by 27,000 ～ 33,000 m3/s with 
its reserved flood control capacity which will save 15 million people and 1.5 million hectares of 
farmland in Jianghan Plain from massive flood threats.  
 
Power generation: Presently 80% of China’s electricity demand comes from coal which is not 
environment friendly. So with this largest hydro-electric dam project of the world, Chinese government 
is expected to step towards clean energy. With total installed capacity of 18200MW, TGD Hydropower 
Plant is estimated to produce 84.7 TWH of electricity annually.  
 
Navigation: The reservoir of TGD and its ship locks have improved the river transportation system that 
enables 10000-tonnage fleets to navigate between two major Chinese cities, Shanghai and Chongqing. 
 
Despite its significances, TGD is surrounded by the controversies of inundation and displacement. For 
building this giant dam, 2 large cities, 11 county towns, 114 towns (former commune) and large 
number of farms  and villages falling below 5000 km shoreline of the reservoir was flooded by 2003 
(Lin, 2007). This incurred relocation of more than 1.2 million people and inundation of 251,200 mu 
(16,747 hectare) farmland (including dry land, paddy and vegetable fields), 108,200 mu (7213 hectare) 
citrus orchards, 57,000 mu (3800 hectare) seasonal flood land, 34,730,000 m² real estates,  815.5 km 
grade roads and 1599 factories (Yuefang and Stein, 2003). World Bank however stated that the total 
number of displaced people would be 1.4 million that is 200,000 more than the official calculation 
(Cheng 1984 cited in Yuefang and Stein, 2003). Besides, a report from China Daily newspaper stated 
that 300,000 more people have to relocate from Three Gorges region for avoiding environmental 
hazards which would be added to 1.138 million already displaced people (Huazhong, 2010). The 
environmental risks of this project are also quite high. Environmental experts believe that building 
TGD could potentially harm the species of this area and may also increase probability of earthquake, 
mudslide and existing water pollution. In addition to human displacement and destruction of unique 
species and habitat, 1,300 archaeological sites (some of which are over 5,000 years old), hundreds of 
sacred ancient monuments, shrines, and temples of ancestral importance to the local Chinese people are 
also part of Three Gorges project inundation which is a great loss for human civilization (Aird, 2001).  

                                                 
3 Map Courtesy: http://www.chinaodysseytours.com/maps/yangtze.gif 
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The total cost of TGD project is enormous in amount. According to an estimate made during the 1990s, 
the construction cost ranged from minimum $25 billion to maximum $60 billion which would be 
funded by both internal and external sources (Gleick, 2009). However the overall cost of TGD is not 
only limited to construction cost, it also includes a huge cost of resettlement. One study estimated that 
the total resettlement cost for 1.13 million displaced people will be around 195 billion Yuan as opposed 
to only 40 billion Yuan is budgeted by the government (Stein, 1998). The project also involves large 
amount of prospective costs which were not evaluated properly and they make the project even less 
economically viable.   
 
3.3.1 Protests over Three Gorges Dam Project 
 
Against the restrictive political background of China, environmental activisms were extremely low till 
the 1980s. Hence it was unlikely to develop any traditional form of social protests and movements (i.e. 
social resistance, mass mobilization, public pressure lobbying and so on). Besides, after the crackdown 
in Tiananmen Square, Chinese society was silenced for several years and there were not much scope 
for civic engagements till mid 1990s (Fengshi, 2009). In that scenario, active protests over construction 
of TGD did not flourish among mass population but it was growing among scientists, academics and 
civil rights activists. Most notably, eminent Chinese journalist Dai Qing was the first and foremost in 
realising the human security challenges of this dam construction and opposed it in her book called 
“Yangtze! Yangtze!” in February 1989. As a result, the book was banned by Chinese government and 
later she was also imprisoned for ten months after her protests in Tiananmen Square.  
 
In 1992, TGD project became a controversial topic within Chinese government also because of its 
enormous size, large human displacement, potential environmental threats and huge costs associated 
with these. Jackson and Sleigh (2000, p. 224) described the situation as, “building a 185 metre high 
dam across the Yangtze River at Three Gorges was infeasible in the 1960s, unaffordable in the 1970s, 
and politically and technically opposed in the 1980s”. When the construction proposal of TGD was 
submitted in National People’s Congress on 16 March 1992, one-third members voted in opposition to 
it or abstained (Topping, 1995 cited in Stein, 1998). Chinese environmental experts and dam scholars 
repeatedly warned Chinese government regarding the environmental hazards associated with this dam 
construction.  In March 1998, 24 construction specialists sent a petition to government for keeping the 
dam height at its original proposed level of 156 metres as the increased dam height would have resulted 
in ecological change and environmental degradation (Lin 2007, p. 167). Lin (2007) also mentioned that 
one year later those specialists wrote another letter but both letters were ignored and unanswered by the 
authoritarian Chinese government.  
 
Controversies of inundation and displacement surrounding TGD project had captured the attention of 
global civil society and campaign against the dam was carried through international media and 
activists. Probe International, a Canadian NGO, monitored the project since its planning phase in 1980s 
and launched their own website, “The Three Gorges Probe” for publishing their analysis and reports. In 
addition, another anti-dam organisation, International Rivers Network (IRN) ran their campaign against 
the project throughout USA and “by cutting off international funding and its source, the IRN 
successfully stalled the construction of several smaller dams along the Yangtze River in 2004” (Lin, 
2007). In their report published together with HRI China (Human Rights in China), IRN pointed some 
severe problem in TGD resettlement programme and in March 2003, they appealed to United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights, protesting China’s violation of human rights in dam construction 
process (Lin 2007). Continuous effort of IRN and Probe International convinced several international 
financial institutions to withdraw their funds from the project, which is a significant success in anti 
TGD campaign. 
 
Because of political constraints in China, it was not possible to mobilize affected people in the 
beginning of TGD construction and therefore protests were mainly launched by intellectual parts of the 
society. Yet, over the years, lack of economic security, insufficient resettlement policy, corruption in 
resettlement payments and inequitable land distribution exacerbated the existing problem of 
displacement and forced affected people to engage in protest and clash with local government. This 
protest started as a petition movement in 1997 when more than 10,000 rural residents in Gaoyang 
Township, Yunyang county (now Chongqing municipality), one of the poorest affected areas of Three 
Gorges region filed three petitions to central government. There were mainly three reasons behind 
those petitions: firstly, for not getting full financial compensation from the county officials who are 



 13 

allocated by the central government; secondly, embezzlement of resettlement funds by the township 
officials and, finally, corruption among township officials and village cadres in land reclamation 
project (Jing, 2010). Though some investigations by the central government were taken initially but at 
the end, two leading petitioners of the movement were accused of being involved in the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76) and were banned from any more action (Jing, 2010). Moreover, to end the 
petition movement, “in August 1998, the county government launched a “laws and village security 
campaign”, and villagers were told to dissociate themselves from the petition movement” (Jing, 2010, 
p. 203). Again in 2009, up to 2000 people protested against the bribery of officials in government’s 
relocation subsidies in Jiangnan Township, Chongqing municipality and 30 of the protesters were 
imprisoned subsequently but the local government and police kept silent regarding that matter (Staff 
Writer, 2009). Due to lack of rule of law and freedom of expression in China, petitioners and protesters 
are often blamed as troublemakers of the society and criminal offences are framed against them. And 
the real problem remains unsolicited.  
 
3.3.2 Response of Chinese Government 
 
Under several national and international pressures against the construction of TGD, the government of 
China was hesitant for a while and postponed the project twice in 1986 and 1989 respectively. But after 
the incident of Tiananmen, Chinese government took an authoritarian decision to build the dam on 
Three Gorges.  According to Lin (2007, p.162), it was “China’s eagerness at that time to break out of 
the predicament it found itself in domestically and internationally”.  
 
Stein (1998, p.8) mentioned a Chinese Study cited by World Bank, which measured the effects of dam 
construction over past 30 years in China and stated that “only one third of those resettled had re-
established their lives at satisfactory standards; another third returned to only subsistence livelihoods; 
the remaining third were mired in poverty”. And the situation could be more severe this time because 
the total number of people displaced by TGD will exceed the combined total people displaced by 
China’s three largest existing dams: Danjiangkou in Hubei Province (380,000), Sanmenxia in Henen 
Province (320,000) and Xin’anjiang in Zhenjiang Province (280,000) (Lin, 2007, Fearnside 1994 cited 
in Jackson and Sleigh, 2000).  
 
Large displacement is one of the most controversial aspects of TGD project, since China already has a 
poor record of resettlement for people displaced by dams. Thus, in order to guarantee a successful 
resettlement, the central government formulated a ‘development-oriented’ resettlement policy for the 
TGD project in 1993. In this way, rather than moving people to remote places (distant location), this 
policy emphasizes on “resettling the displaced people within the inundated counties (up-slope 
relocation), opening up virgin land for cultivation and developing industries locally to solve problems” 
(Yuefang and Steil, 2003, p.425). In reality, the displaced people were not provided with enough arable 
land and the given virgin lands were in low quality, had little topsoil and were too scattered to farm 
efficiently. For instance, tenth of an acre of arable land per person were allocated in Gaoyang 
Township which was an extremely low figure to sustain a livelihood from farming (Jing, 2010).  
 
As the initial resettlement policy was not successful in practise and accelerated environmental 
deterioration, the government made some important changes and added more environmental protection 
in 2001, “through a combination of up-slope relocation and distant resettlement, partnership assistance 
to the Reservoir area, and a responsibility system for the efficient management of the resettlement 
investment budget” (Yuefang and Steil, 2003, p.425). But, none of these policies could overcome the 
challenges of local government corruption where resettlement funds are ending up in the pockets of 
local government officials and displaced people are forced to pay bribe for getting their resettlement 
payment. According to a newspaper report, “the government promised the peasants in Yunyang County 
a sum of 20,000 yuan for every family relocated, but local officials only offered 10,800 yuan” (Lin, 
2007, p.165).  
 
Although the construction work of TGD is now completed but there is still information deficiency 
regarding the project in general and the resettlement in particular. And, in response to their limitation, 
the Chinese government remains aloof or refuses to acknowledge the fact and they also suppress any 
kind of opposition in authoritarian way.  
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4. POLITICAL STRUCTURE AND ANTI-DAM PROTESTS: DOES 
IT MAKE ANY DIFFERENCE? 
 
The protests surrounding Sardar Sarovar Dam and Three Gorges Dam emerged from similar situations. 
In both cases the project affected populations were not consulted by their respective government during 
the planning phase of the dam construction and clear information regarding inundation, displacement 
and resettlement were not made available. Moreover, after the implementation of the project, 
insufficient resettlement policy and corruption in resettlement payments are observed in both cases. 
Even though there are similarities in the causes of these protests but because of their existence in 
different political context, there are significant differences in ways they are formed, mobilized and 
responded. 
 
When we compare the impact of political structure on protest mobilisation, India leads the discussion 
over China. The multi-party functional democratic political structure of India allows its citizens to 
enjoy systematic free elections, uncensored media, free speech and freedom of judiciary (Sen, 2011). 
Therefore Indian government is more likely to be accountable and responsive to citizen demand. On 
the other hand, in authoritarian political structure of China, the Communist Party of China is the 
country’s sole political party in power and they are the leader and representative of Chinese people. As 
a consequence, top party leaders are involved in the process of decision making and they are not 
obliged to be accountable to anyone.  For instance, though SSP was a state sponsored development 
project but for implementing this project, Indian government had to go through different scrutiny for 
fulfilling public demand. Whereas in one party political structure of China, despite having an 
environmental protection law, the state sponsored TGD project escaped all oppositions easily. 
 
In the case of protest movement against SSP, one particular thing is very noticeable. That is the 
involvement of voluntary and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in protest mobilization. 
However, this kind of activities in India is not a new phenomenon rather they have a long tradition in 
Indian Society. The voluntary programmes ran by Mahatma Gandhi are always appreciated and 
followed by Indian people. Nowadays NGOs and other voluntary groups in India work for the weaker 
and unprivileged parts of the society and when needed mobilise them to protect their rights and 
environment (Swain, 2010). Also in the case of protest against SSP, NBA’s involvement in the early 
stage of dam construction smoothed the mobilization process of the protest. As soon as the dam has 
been planned, NGOs and civil society organisations started working in the project area. They informed 
people about their imminent displacement and mobilised them to demand better resettlement. By using 
non-violent methods of resistance, they lobbied with the government and petitioned in the court for 
improving the lives of the displaced and ensuring them better resettlement. With the help of media, 
NBA established cooperative relations with national and international NGOs to influence the 
government and for creating a strong global campaign against dam construction in Narmada valley.  
 
The democratic political structure of India allows different NGOs, voluntary groups and civil society 
organisations to establish and operate. Here NGOs with the help of media act as a bridge between 
government and general public. Moreover in a representative democracy like India, role of NGOs and 
media are important to keep the politicians accountable to the public. Though government 
representatives are selected by general voting through multi-party election system, once the election is 
over, elected leaders are not bound to go to their constituencies to finalize every major government 
decision. Thus NGOs clarify government decisions for the respective people and give voice to their 
opinions on any decision taken by the government. In this developing country of 1170 million people 
where 37 percent people still live below the poverty line and 25 percent are illiterate, NGOs have 
become the voice of the unheard to express their impression on any decision taken by the government.  
 
Unlike India, due to lack of civic associations in restrictive authoritarian political settings of China, 
initial opposition over TGD were limited only within the individuals and academic circles and directly 
affected people were not involved in process. In Chinese political system, citizens are allowed to send 
their complaints directly to government in the form of letter or petition but public protest mobilizations 
are not allowed. Since most environmental lawsuits get rejected by the court, petitions as an alternative 
have become very popular nowadays. For instance, regarding environmental issues 80,000 people on 
average submitted petition over the last 10 years in China (Jing, 2010). According to the (Regulation 
concerning Letters and Visits (1995, revised 2005) by State Council, submitting petition as groups are 
allowed but the number of group representative cannot be more than five at once (Li and O’ Brien, 
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2010). By following Chinese rule, letters and petitions were sent in various stages of the TGD 
construction by civil society members, construction engineers, scientists and dam affected people for 
expressing their concerns and protests over the dam construction. But their demands were mostly 
ignored and central government was reluctant to solve those problems. However, with the passage of 
time, lives of more than 1.4 million displaced people in Three Gorges region worsened by insufficient 
resettlement policies. In many areas displaced people were forced by the local government officials to 
pay bribe for getting their resettlement payments. Moreover, due to lack of transparency in the 
resettlement process, it is difficult to identify how much incentives are provided for the displaced 
people and how that money is being distributed, which gives corruption opportunity for local officials. 
Consequently, people displaced by the dam construction have also been started to be involved in the 
protest mobilizations. And especially when petitions do not work out, people start direct actions (i.e. 
demonstrations, road blockages and scuffles). It proves the fact that even though openness in political 
structure increases protests mobilizations yet some protests seem to respond more in restrictive political 
settings (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996). Despite having less opportunity to mobilize, these kinds of 
protest incidents which are growing around TGD area are something new and unusual in Chinese 
political system. In most cases, these protests are suppressed in a coercive manner and end without any 
fruitful outcome but these unrecognised small clusters of protests have potential to take larger form in 
any moment. Especially in a situation where China does not enjoy very friendly relations with many of 
its neighbours, social unrest in China could be heated up by outside facilitation and internal problem 
may spread far beyond Chinese border. A study by Pentagon in 2004 states that Taiwanese leaders 
could target the Three Gorges Dam militarily for tackling Chinese military action against Taiwan 
(Gleick, 2009).    
 
In addition to their authoritarian political structure, lack of freedom of expression for Chinese people 
and media impeded the way of protest mobilization and its effectiveness in anti TGD protest. Freedom 
of expression is an important instrument for ensuring transparency in government activities and it 
involves people from all walks of life in the political system, which is mostly absent in Chinese 
political system. In anti-dam protest, freedom of expression would keep the government connected to 
the displaced persons for exchanging ideas, views and suggestions on resettlement policy and its 
implementation. Though in recent years Chinese media publishes more environmental news than 
before but they rarely mention how ordinary people react in government’s decision regarding 
environmental protection and management (Jing, 2010). Over the years Chinese people have become 
more knowledgeable and responsive in environmental issues which are still not covered in media.  
 
China and India, none of them had proper resettlement policy for dam displacement which caused them 
poor record of resettlement in their dam building history. However, because of the democratic political 
structure, anti-dam protest movements in India have been more effective than their Chinese 
counterpart. In response to the petitions made by NBA and affected people of SSP, Supreme Court of 
India responded regularly. Though the results were not always in favour of anti-dam campaigners but it 
proves democracy’s freedom of judiciary. Moreover in a democratic structure, anti-protest groups also 
respond in a democratic way (i.e. pro-dam campaign of Gujarat). But democracies also have their 
loopholes and dark sides. In a situation where democratic power holder needs to make choices between 
two interest groups, the government seems to be in favour of the group who carries more political 
weight. Regardless of their limitations, Indian government made some positive changes in the 
resettlement process of SSP. Independent research done by various national and international NGOs 
stated that the resettlement process of Maharashtra and Gujarat are improved significantly but sadly the 
situation is still serious in Madhya Pradesh. And, obviously for any positive outcome credit goes to the 
protesters of SSP and the representative democratic political structure of India which gives opportunity 
for public participation and freedom of expression.  
 
To sum up, political structure defines the nature and outcome of protest movement. And in democratic 
political structure, citizens enjoy equality, transparency, freedom of expression and rule of law which 
enhances possibilities of development projects that are sustainable and environment friendly. Because 
of the deliberative nature of democracy, citizens are more responsible for their societies which make 
them capable of designing their sustainable future. In contrast to democracy, resources and power in 
authoritarian regime are more monopolised which creates obstacle for sustainable development 
planning.  
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5. CONCLUSION: LAST BUT NOT THE LEAST 
 
Every successful movement requires larger and sustained popular mobilization behind. But sustained 
and successful protest mobilization cannot grow by itself. It needs a perfect ground, favourable settings 
and cooperation from likeminded allies. If we consider people as an important factor in mobilization 
then power also come together with people. And it is the political settings of a country where people 
exercise their power, which signifies political structure’s importance in protest mobilization. 
 
There are many similarities and differences among anti-dam protest mobilizations in India and China. 
But comparing the protest experiences of Sardar Sarovar Dam and Three Gorges Dam prove the fact 
that in anti-dam protest mobilization, people of democratic regimes enjoy more favourable condition 
than their non-democratic counterpart. By showing their opposition to particular policies of a 
government, people in democracy takes part in government decision making. Democratic citizens are 
also guarded by the basic democratic rights and rule of law which enhances their possibilities of 
protest. That is why protests in democracy are mostly less violent. On the other hand, authoritarian 
regimes consider protests as an obstruction to development and suppress it in a coercive manner. 
Because of government’s unresponsive and suppressive attitude, protests in authoritarianism do not 
flourish in large scale but if it ever breaks out it can be very violent. 
 
While democracy faces higher number of protests than other political systems, protests in democracy 
also receives more positive outcomes and have higher possibilities for sustainable development. 
Moreover, initiative for sustainable development projects must come from inside of the country. 
Country citizens should have the right and opportunity to design their own sustainable future. And this 
right can be achieved from a kind of political structure where there is practice of equal participation, 
human rights, freedom of speech and rule of law. It is democracy which embraces these qualities and 
provides opportunity for people to have their say in the policy planning and implementation which 
helps to promote sustainable development. For example in India, with their growing economy, protest 
movements against large scale water projects have also increased. But rather than hindering the 
economic development, these protests open up opportunities for government to change their mistakes 
and formulate development projects which are sustainable. In contrast to India, small scale protests 
over Three Gorges Dam did not yet turn into a large social protest and failed to stop the construction 
but it made Chinese people more aware than before and established foundation for future anti-dam 
movements.  Now it would be interesting to see how long Chinese government can keep themselves 
away from the demands of their citizens and the whole world. 
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Appendix I:  
TIMELINE OF SARDAR SAROVAR DAM PROJECT, INDIA 
 
1940 Preliminary investigations for buildings dams on river Narmada. 
1946 Planning of different dam projects on Narmada starts. 
1947 Government of India appoints ad hoc committee to scrutinise seven dam projects including 

Sardar Sarovar Project (SSP). 
1959 First proposal for building SSP. 
1960 Jawaharlal Nehru lays foundation for SSP. 
1969 Constitution of the Narmada Water Disputes Tribunal (NWDT) to resolve conflicts among 

concerned states.  
1978 Final order and decision of the NWDT. 
1979 NWDT declares its final award. 
1985 World Bank (WB) sanctions $450 million dollar loan for SSP. 
1985 Narmada Dharangrasta Samiti formed under the leadership of Medha Patkar. 
1986 SSP construction starts.  
1987 Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) or Save Narmada Movement started. 
1991 WB commissions independent review. 
1992 Morse and Berger report-the independent review of SSP published. 
1993 World Bank withdraws from SSP. 
1994 Setting up of five member group by the Government of India for further review. 
1995 NBA filed writ petition in Supreme Court. 
1994 Report submitted by five member group to the Government of India.  
1995 Supreme Court halted dam construction at height of 80.3 metre.  
1999 Supreme Court ordered work to continue till dam height 88 metre.  
2000 Supreme Court allowed further construction till dam height 90 metre. 
2006 Supreme Court gave permission to raise dam height till 121.92 metre. 
2007 The dam completed partially. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 21 

Appendix II:  
TIMELINE OF THREE GORGES DAM PROJECT, CHINA 
 
1919   Sun Yat-Sen proposed to build a dam on Three Gorges in his book “Strategy for  State” to 

improve the navigation and power generation for economic development of China. 
1931     Massive flooding along the Yangtze kills almost 145,000 people. 
1935     Massive flooding kills 145,000 people. 
1949     Communist revolution in China. 
1989     Publication of Dai Qing’s book Yangtze! Yangtze! in February. 
1992     TGD was approved for construction by the Seventh People's Congress on 3 April. 
1993     Formulation of ‘development-oriented’ resettlement policy in TGD project. 
1994     TGD construction starts officially on 14 December. 
1997     Chongqing petition movement. 
1998    24 construction specialist sent a petition to Chinese government for keeping the dam height in 

its original proposed level of 156 metres to reduce challenge of environmental degradation. 
2009     TGD dam starts operation partially. 
2012     Total completion and full operation of TGD from July. 
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Appendix III: 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
NBA – Narmada Bachao Andolan 
WB- World Bank 
SSP- Sardar Sarovar Project 
TGD- Three Gorges Dam 
IRN- International River Network 
WCD- World Commission on Dams 
HRI China- Human Rights in China 
NGOs- Non-Governmental Organisations 
WCED- World Commission on Environment and Development 
ICOLD- International Commission on Large Dams 
NWDT- Narmada Water Dispute Tribunal 
 
 


