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“At the same time importance of power generation should not be surrendered. Thus a compromise formula has been evolved and a modified Rule Curve has been developed...”
Bangladesh Power Development Board

Introduction: 

The dam at Kaptaimukh
, known as Kaptai dam on the River Karnafuli in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) is the only hydro-electric power project in Bangladesh.  This earth filled dam, constructed without consultation with the local indigenous communities, displaced more than 100, 000 people. Very few of them got compensation. Many of them had to migrate to neighboring country India where they have been living a miserable life. It has become a symbol of hegemonic majority Bangali community’s unjust and racist policy towards indigenous community of the country. A proposed plan to install two new generators has raised new fear. This paper will briefly discuss the history of human and environmental disaster caused by the dam, it will also raise questions and issues of no-compliance in the new plan. 

A brief history of Kaptai dam:

The construction of the Kaptai dam and Karnafuli Multipurpose project started in 1957 with export credit assistance administered by USAID to then Pakistan. The Kaptai dam was supposed to provide ‘benefits’ in terms of hydropower, flood control, irrigation and drainage and navigation. It was commissioned in 1962. The Dam initially had two hydropower units with a total capacity of 80 MW. Currently, the dam has five units with a total capacity of 230 MW and it produces approximately 5% of the electricity in Bangladesh.  See the table bellow for the basic feature of the dam. 

Table 1.  Basic features of the Kaptai dam

	Feature
	Size/type

	Body of the Dam
	Earth

	Length
	670.6 m

	Height
	45.7 m

	Crest width
	  7.6 m

	Maximum water level
	33. 5 [110 feet above mean sea level (MSL)]

	Minimum water level 
	20.1 m (66 feet MSL)

	Capacity 33 m MSL
	6477( 10 6 m3

	Reservoir at 33 m MSL
	777 km2

	Spillway length
	227 m

	Maximum spillway discharge
	16 000 cumecs

	Installed capacity (five units)
	230 MW


Bara Parang or the Great Exodus
The dam flooded an area of 655 square km (Faisal & Pervin, 2002), inundating 22 000 ha of cultivable land which was 40% of all such land in the CHT. The reservoir submerged 18 000 house and displaced 100 000 indigenous people, 70% of which were Chakma (Faisal & Pervin, 2002). The dam also submerged the Rangamati town
 and the palace of the Chakma Raja (king). There was no systematic rehabilitation plan for this large group of people, almost 25% of the local population. According to the official document, the majority of the displaced people were rehabilitated on the upper reaches of the rivers Kasalong and Chengi during the early phases of the project. But the reality is that the displaced people, “environmental refugees” in development discourses, moved to the low-lying areas of Langdu, Barkal and Bhaghaichari as per the advice of the officials.  Later this area had gone under water by 1962 as the reservoir gradually filled up, causing most to be displaced for the second time.  

Most of the displaced people had left the country, according to some estimate that 40 000 of them went to the Indian states of Mizorum, Tripura, Assam and Arunachal Pradesh. Another 20 000 may have gone to Burma (Samad, 1998). The Chakma people call this event Bara Parang or the Great Exodus (Chakma et al.).  There were systematic attempts by All Arunachal Pradesh Students’ Union (AAPSU) of Arunachal Pradesh in India to drive out the Kaptai displaced people settled in Arunachal Pradesh. Despite the Indian Supreme Court directives against the drive (Chimni, 2000). 

Issues of non compliance in the past

The dam was constructed without any consultation with local indigenous comminutes.  There was no informed prior consent from the communities. The issues of resettlement of the displaced were done in an abominable way. The Pakistan government and donor agency USAID did not paid adequate attention to understand the culture and lifestyle of the indigenous communities. The authority wrongly assumed that local indigenous communities were “nomadic” hill people practicing jhum (slash and burn) cultivation and it was unnecessary to design a permanent resettlement program for them. Though the indigenous people did move from hill to hill but they had a long cycle of jhum cultivation. Before the submergence of the area by the reservoir, the average cycle of jhum cultivation was 7-10 years, in some cases 10-15 years. After the inundation of the river valleys, which took away 40% of the fertile land, this cycle was shortened to 3-5 years as thousands of people, who used to grow rice, were forced to take back jhum cultivation. 

This lack of understanding of local indigenous culture contributed non-compensation. The dam project did not have any adequate budgetary provision for resettlement. Initially, some compensation was paid for the loss of land, trees and structures, most of which never reached the people. 

Biodiversity loss due to the reservoir

The reservoir created by the dam has submerged a vast area of vegetation with rich biodiversity.  The reservoir has been home to a number marine species. Highlighted here will be one of them. Locally know Shushuk, Platanista gangetica, or the dolphin is an endangered species according to IUCN (IUCN, 1996). These dolphins have been reported from Kaptai reservoir (Ahmed et al. 2001). In a recently conducted survey no dolphins were observed. This is a matter of concern. The reservoir has been gathering silt. There has been no known study to assess the loss of biodiversity and degradation of the reservoir. 

The proposed extension plan

The Bangladesh Power Development Board (PDB) has recently announced a plan to install two new hydropower units, 50 MW each, in the dam. These unites are to be installed with financial assistance from Japan Bank of Investment Corporation (JBIC), in the form of a 30-year soft loan. According to the PDB officials, these new units will be operated using the excess water that is released through the spillway. And they can do it using the current rule curve. It has to be maintained that the current rule curve was last revised in 1981 before installing the third unit and the rule curve needs updating. 

However, there are doubts as to whether the reservoir level can be maintained at the current level. The economic analysis done by the consulting agency, the Tokyo Electric Power Services Company (TEPSCO), indicated that the project internal rate of return (IRR) is most favorable if the lowest reservoir level is kept at 96 feet MSL (mean sea level). This will cause permanent flooding of about 7500 ha of fringe land. The indigenous comminutes of the Kaptai area, justifiably based on their long and bitter experiences with authorities in the past, are apprehensive about the possibility of losing their income from the fringe land should the water level exceeds the 90 feet MSL limit. This issue has already been raised in various forums including JBIC. 

In another official report, a social impact assessment study for the Kaptai hydroelectric plant extension project, it is said that, “...importance of power generation should not be surrendered. Thus a compromise formula has been evolved and a modified rule curve has been developed...”. They propose a new rule curve at 88 t0 90 feet MSL during the period from March to July. According to the report, the new rule curve has been designed in consideration of the “equilibrium between power generation and crop cultivation”.  Probably without surrendering the importance of power generation? In the social impact assessment study a rather vague attempt was made to gather people’s participation.  The complicated rule curve was presented to groups of people who were hearing it for the first time. There is no explanation in the report how these groups of people were gathered. There was serous gender imbalance in the composition in the groups. Women’s participation were ensured with women categorized in the report as “destitute women”, whatever that means. Indigenous comminutes and their political parties have been raising concern about this new extension plan. 

The issues of compliance 

1. There has to be complete resettlement and compensation to the people displaced by the dam.

2. There is committee to operate the reservoir. It is called Reservoir Operation Committee (ROC). 

Astonishingly, this ROC has not been able to meet even for once since the commissioning of the dam in 1962! The ROC has to be made functional with meaningful participation and representation from the indigenous communities.  

3.    There should be no extension without prior informed consent of the community. 
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� The village where the dam is situated was originally known as Kaptaimukh (Kharat, 2003). 


� There is another Rangamati town now in CHT, but the original one was submerged by the Kaptai reservoir.  





