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Impacts of Planned Dams on Three Parallel Rivers World Heritage Site

There is an absence of detailed information about the impacts of planned dams on the Nujiang,
Lancang or Jinsha rivers on the Three Parallel Rivers World Heritage Site. This absence of
credible scientific information makes it difficult to assess with any degree of accuracy the impacts
of the dams on the World Heritage Site (WHS).

The Chinese government, in its “Comprehensive Report on Dam Project Planning along the River
Basins adjacent to the World Heritage Site” claims that “only science-based utilization and rational
use of the ‘hydropower in the three rivers’ can contribute to the commonly pursued win-win goals of
natural resources protection and regional sustainable development.” However, without making
scientific information such as the environmental impact assessments and the projects’ feasibility
studies available to the World Heritage Committee or the general public, it is difficult to assess
whether planning for the dams has been science-based, or whether the potential impacts of the
dams on the WHS have been studied at all.

The Chinese government claims that the planned dams are not located inside the boundaries of
the World Heritage Site, and therefore that there will be no impacts to the Site. This argument is
spurious. Whether or not the dams are within the boundaries of the World Heritage Site, it is clear
that there will be impacts on the natural and cultural heritage of the World Heritage Site. Based on
our analysis of the available information, International Rivers Network believes that the following
impacts can be expected from dam construction in the vicinity of the Three Parallel Rivers World
Heritage Site.

Impacts to Fisheries and Other Aquatic Species

The construction of dams on the Nujiang River will affect fisheries and other aquatic organisms
living in the river. The United Nations Environment Programme World Conservation
Monitoring Centre lists the Three Parallel Rivers Site as having 36 amphibian species, of which 25
are endemic and 76 fish species, of which 35 are endemic.1 Dams block the migration of fish and
other aquatic species, change the quality and temperature of the water, and alter the natural flow
of the river. All of these factors together will cause a significant decline in freshwater aquatic
species. There are no effective means of mitigating these impacts, particularly for the size of dams
planned.

According to Mr. Ma Jianhua, Chief Engineer of Yangtze River Water Resources Commission,
there are 48 fish species in Nujiang River. Among them, the Anguilla Nebulosa migrates over long
distances, and Bogarius yarrelli and some other species migrate over shorter distances. The
migration of these species will be blocked by the dam. Mr. Ma also states that the dams planned in
the middle reach of the river will affect the habitats of endemic fish species that live in the rapids.2

                                                  
1  From http://www.unep-wcmc.org/index.html?http://sea.unep-wcmc.org/sites/wh/Three_Parallel.html~main
2  Excerpt from the keynote speech Mr. Ma gave in 2005 on the First Yangtze Forum. The talk is titled “Handling
properly the protection and development and exploiting the hydroenegry in Nu River Basin”. It is available at
http://www.cjw.com.cn/index/leader/detail/20050417/35895.asp



Impacts to Mammals and other Fauna

The World Conservation Monitoring Centre considers the Three Parallel Rivers Site to be “an
outstanding region for animal diversity in China”. According to the Centre:

The area is believed to support over 25% of the world's animal species (and over 50% of
China's), many being relict and endangered. The records list 173 mammals (81 endemic),
417 birds (22 endemic), 59 reptiles (27 endemic) … and 27 (8 endemic) papilionid species.
There is a concentration of the country's rare and endangered animals within the nominated
area. 80 are listed in the Red Book of Chinese animals, 20 of which are considered
endangered, 79 animals are listed on the CITES 1997 appendices, 57 are listed in the
IUCN Red List of the world's Threatened Animals, 6 of them endangered.3

Dams affect terrestrial biodiversity. They flood important habitat for mammals and other species
and block migration routes. It is unknown how exactly dam construction will affect the outstanding
biodiversity in the Three Parallel Rivers Site, and it is clear that additional studies need to be done
before proceeding with the planned dams.

Impacts to Vegetation

The World Heritage Monitoring Centre calls the Three Parallel Rivers Site “an epicenter of Chinese
endemic species.” According to the Centre, it “supports the richest diversity of high plants in China
and a wide range of fungi and lichens.” The area has 22 vegetation subtypes and 6000 plant
species. 8.5% of China's rare and endangered species have been recorded in the area.

Again, it is unknown what impacts the dams will have on these species, but the flooding of river
valley habitats and the changes to the river ecosystem will have an impact on vegetation in the
Three Parallel Rivers Site.

The Centre states that the “Nu and Lancang river gorges have tropical scrub fringed by mixed
coniferous and broadleaf forest, which is especially rich in mid-elevation temperate conifers, some
endemic to the gorges.” It is not known whether the endemic conifers currently reside in the areas
planned to be inundated by the dams, but this should be studied.

In addition, the lower reaches of the Nu River contain a number of wild rice species that are
endemic to the area. The dams will flood some of these areas, thereby affecting the diversity of
wild rice species in the area.

Impacts of Resettlement on the World Heritage Site

If all thirteen dams are built in the planned Nu River cascade, the project will require the
resettlement of 50,000 people. The Tiger Leaping Gorge dam would flood close to 400 sq km of
land, and displace 100,000 people. Many more people will be moved for the other planned dams
on the Jinsha and Lancang Rivers. These people will be forced to move to other areas in Yunnan
Province, or to move to higher ground. The experience with resettlement around the world shows
that resettlement in ecologically sensitive areas leads to increasing pressure on national parks and
nature reserves due to increased competition for resources.

                                                                                                                                                                        

3 From http://www.unep-wcmc.org/index.html?http://sea.unep-wcmc.org/sites/wh/Three_Parallel.html~main



If people are moved to other areas of Yunnan Province, it is likely that some will return to the Three
Parallel Rivers Site, creating additional pressure on the area’s natural resources. As most of the
fertile river valleys will be flooded, they will be forced to move to higher ground, areas that are a
part of the World Heritage Site.

If people are not moved to other areas of Yunnan Province, but are moved to higher ground,
similar problems will arise. The land will not be as fertile as along the river valleys, and people will
likely have no option but to practice swidden cultivation, thereby increasing pressure on the
protected area. The demands for fuelwood, non timber forest products and other resources will
also put pressure on the protected area.

In addition, the increasing competition for scarce resources will likely lead to conflicts between
oustees and host communities. This could result in inter-ethnic rivalries and conflicts.

Impacts on Cultural Heritage

The Three Parallel Rivers World Heritage Site was listed not just for its natural heritage, but also
for its cultural heritage. The World Heritage Monitoring Centre reports that “of the estimated
278,329 people living within the boundaries of the site, 13 ethnic groups are represented, among
them the Tibetan, Yi, Naxi, Bai, Lisu, Pumi, Nu and Dulong peoples. Many of these ethnic groups
preserve unique customs and traditions.”

The management plan for the WHS urges the government to develop action plans to preserve the
culture and traditions of the ethnic groups residing in the area. The resettlement of more than
150,000 predominantly ethnic minority people will destroy the culture and traditions of the
displaced people. The World Commission on Dams (WCD) found that large dams have “had
significant adverse effects on cultural heritage through the loss of cultural resources of local
communities and the submergence and degradation of plant and animal remains, burial sites and
archaeological monuments.”4 This will certainly happen in the case of dams on the Nu, Lancang
and Jinsha Rivers. River valleys are often the cradles of civilization, containing important historical,
cultural and religious artifacts. Flooding these areas will destroy the cultures of many of the area’s
ethnic minority groups.

Resettlement divides communities and destroys cultural practices. Ethnic groups are generally split
up, and people lose their connection to the land that formed an integral part of their cultural and
spiritual practices. It is difficult to see how the Chinese government will be complying with its
commitment to preserve the culture of the ethnic groups residing in the area when it plans to move
so many of them to new areas.

Impacts of Road Construction and other Construction Activities

The construction of several large dams in the vicinity of the Three Parallel Rivers Site will
necessitate the construction of roads and associated infrastructure. This will open access to the
World Heritage Site for poachers, loggers and other resource users, thereby threatening the
ecological integrity of the area. The construction activities will also cause erosion of hillside areas,
causing sedimentation in the rivers.

The routes for the transmission lines for the project have not been made public. The transmission
lines are likely to traverse through some parts of the protected area, fragmenting ecosystems and
opening up access to the area.

                                                  
4  Dams and Development: A New Framework for Decision-Making, The Report of the World Commissiono n Dams,
Earthscan Publications Ltd., November 2000, p.116.



Impacts on the Scenic Value of the Site

The Three Parallel Rivers Site is known as an area of outstanding scenic value. The free-flowing
rivers and deep river canyons are an essential feature of the scenic beauty of the area. The
construction of the dams, the vast transmission lines and the dams themselves will destroy the
views of the river canyons, thereby affecting the area’s scenic value and its tourism potential. If
Tiger Leaping Gorge is built, the project will flood a spectacular geological site and one of the
deepest gorges in the world.

Other Comments on the Chinese Government’s Comprehensive Report Submitted to the
World Heritage Committee

• The report submitted to the WHC is by no means “comprehensive”. There is no scientific
data to back up assertions that the projects will have no impacts on the World Heritage Site,
there is in fact no real information in the report.

• The WHC should request again a copy of the EIAs for the various planned projects in order
to determine whether impacts to the WHS have been considered by the Chinese
government. The WHC could refer to Chinese EIA Law which requires the government to
release the draft EIA and solicit comments of experts and the public before a decision is
made. (Article 11). The law also requires public hearings, expert panels or other means to
“solicit the comments of the relevant institutions, experts and the public, prior to submitting
the environmental impact statement of the construction project for ratification.” (Article 21).
There is one exception to this law, and that is for cases “classified as confidential by the
state”. What basis does the Chinese government have for classifying the Nu River dams as
confidential?

• Appendix 1, Article 17 states that the people’s governments should protect important
ecosystems. It states that “damage to the above shall be strictly forbidden”. It is assumed
that the Three Parallel Rivers Site would fall into the definition of a region worth protecting,
and therefore the WHC should ask the Chinese government how it can be assured that
damage would not take place to the WHS.
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