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Research

"This Is Not Water" - Hydropower Conflict Centre in Times of Green
Paradox

-

Janosch Birkert

 

In her work "This Is Not Water", the artist Carolina Caycedo addresses
the local effects of large-scale hydropower projects in South America.

But how is this renewable energy source treated in times of the
"Anthropocene"?

For thousands of years, man has tried to make natural environment fit
for his use by shaping it to his needs. For several centuries, technological
progress has enabled mankind to control a large part of natural
environment on our planet and to transform its consisting naturalness
into economic or social added value. In many places this has led to new
ecological states, which carry with them not only a complete loss of
biodiversity, but cause also nature to adapt and function artificially.
Hydropower is part of this story of man’s use of natural resources. In
recent decades, hydropower projects have undergone increasing
expansion which is influencing relationships between nature and humans
at a global level. What can be done in times in which local action and
global thinking are no longer possible without taking each other into
account?
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Background
In 2016, hydropower plants with a total capacity of 31.5 GW were
installed worldwide. In South America, expansion tripled compared with
the previous year. Several drivers are responsible for this development.
In addition to national interests, the need for independence from
international energy markets and the expansion of renewable energies,
security of supply for energy-intensive heavy and large industries play a
particularly important role. In Peru's mining regions, for example,
major projects amounting to 1000 MW were installed.[1] 

Globally, approximately 4100 TWh of electricity are generated annually
by hydroelectric power plants, which currently represent the largest
source of renewable energy and corresponds to a total share of
approximately 6.8 % of global primary energy consumption. Between
2005 and 2015, installed capacity grew by 39%, which corresponds to an
annual growth of 4%.[2]  The International Energy Agency, which is
known for its conservative forecasts in the field of renewable energies,
expects the hydropower sector to grow by a further 25% to over 5,000
TWh by 2025 and to over 10,000 TWh by 2050. [3]

Driving forces
At the beginning of the twenty first century, the expansion of
hydropower was largely favored by the Clean Development Mechanism.
The "Mechanism for Sustainable Development" allowed international
donor countries to participate in global climate protection and at the
same time export energy technologies or finance "best practice" projects
in an international context.[4]  The mechanism agreed upon supports
companies in industrial nations in offsetting the impacts of climate
change by expanding renewable energy projects in the global south. The
emissions avoided by these measures can then be traded through
volume-related pricing mechanisms – known as offsetting. By this,
companies can still label their unavoidable emissions as "climate-
neutral" and enable cross-financing of the implementation of various
"climate protection projects" at a global level.[5] 

In Peru, as well as within Africa, overpriced large-scale hydropower
projects are being developed. These intensive intrusions in ecosystems, as
for example the ongoing projects in the Congo Basin, are not aimed at
supporting the African population -which is energy undersupplied- by
means of cheap electricity with its added value; but is rather aimed at
providing internationally operating mining and quarrying companies
with a permanent and stable energy supply. This is not only a matter of
accelerating the creation of value in the country, but it is also a driver
for increasing global income and resource inequality. Most of the
Congolese neither benefit from the profit generated by these projects,
either through tax profits nor through state-sponsored recovery plans
that would restore the environment due to the extraction or use of their
natural resources. The Congolese Grand-Inga dam project is expected to
produce twice as much electricity as the Chinese Three Gorges Dam
when completed. In Africa, more than 600 million people still have no
access to the electric grid and additionally a large part of the power lines
are in private hands. This industry-friendly expansion is being promoted
mainly through financing mechanisms linked to international
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cooperation and development aid.[6] 

The conflict
The use of hydropower leads to various types and forms of use and
resource conflicts regarding resource use at a global level. Geopolitically
conflicts take place at upper transnational and underlying levels,[7] with
arid regions being under additional pressure due to the construction of
large-scale hydropower plants. 

One example of this is the "Renaissance" dam in the Blue Nile in
Ethiopia, scheduled for construction. Due to the evaporation and the
retention of river sediments, this construction will impact Egyptian
agriculture, which is completely dependent on the Nile and whose
vulnerability will increase in times of strong urbanization and climate
change. With the construction of this dam, Ethiopia is trying to
strengthen its position within East Africa. Power generation,
agriculture-friendly irrigation management and flood protection were
the decisive arguments that countries within the Nile catchment area
joined forces around, in an alliance called the "Nile Basin Initiative"
(NIB). Still to join is: Egypt.[8]  The conflict between Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan, surrounding the construction of the Rogun Dam, is similarly
critical. In this conflict, cotton production, energy independence and
careless construction planning play a role in threatening political
gestures and diplomatic deadlocks.[9]

Besides transnational political conflicts, negative effects on social and
ecological conditions at a local context, which might arise from the
construction of hydropower plants, are particularly relevant. Classic
conflicts of use between agriculture (water storage for dry seasons) and
hydropower operators (water retention for winter time due to increased
energy demand) play the main role in regions with established
agricultural systems, whereas, on the other hand, in large infrastructure
projects, in off-grid or structurally weak regions, a multitude of lines of
conflict between different actors, take place.

From a socio-economic point of view, long-term participation in value
creation is often not designed to benefit local communities. The right to
water and local co-determination over the use of water resources can be
undermined by neoliberal water pricing or legislation. In many places,
an integrated assessment of environmental risks according to
international standards which takes local actors and key stakeholders
into account is not yet an established or transparent procedure. The
conscious exclusion of local actors and ecological criteria in decision-
making processes during the planning phase of these macro projects can
lead to local protests, social unrest and resistance movements.[10]

Ecologically speaking, hydropower can be described as a climate-
friendly energy source, but when considering the negative impact on
ecosystems, biodiversity and climate in local contexts, this assumption
needs to be revised. In addition to the release of methane, the loss of
carbon storage through flooding of forest areas, (large-scale)
hydropower projects can potentially eliminate endemic species and
unique ecosystems or put them under pressure through negative
environmental effects. A further side effect is the intensive expansion of



There Will Be Soft Rains

There Will Be Soft Rains / Created on 2025-08-02 / Page 4 of 8

infrastructure in structurally weak regions. The construction of the
Tucurui Dam in Brazil resulted in increased deforestation rates in an
area of 1000 km2 around new hydropower plants, as the expansion of
the road network enabled the economic management of untouched forest
areas.[11] 

The Models
Many of these local impacts on existing social-ecological systems can be
found in the Planetary Boundaries system described by Rockström et al.
This approach describes the limits of the resilience of existing natural
systems which are subject to anthropogenic overexploitation, including
man’s strong influence on natural water cycles.[12]  If one considers
large-scale hydropower projects in the sense of the Anthropocene after
Crutzen's ideas of "Man as a geological force", the effects and
irreversibility of the dams and interventions in natural water circulation
and hydrogeological systems built worldwide are so vast -due to
straightening and overexploitation- that the supposed natural "original
state" of these resources is most likely irretrievably lost in many
places.[13]

But how to bridge the gap between local events with global models and
scenarios? If one uses a social-ecological system (SES)[14] to model the
relationship between society and nature in the context of hydropower, it
quickly becomes evident that both nature (climate protection vs.
biodiversity) and society (local community vs. hydropower
operators/power consumers) cannot be represented in a bipolar SES.
Rather, ecological and social systems oppose each other. When getting a
full picture of this conflict, a multi-polar SES, from local to global,
results a clearly paradox. Ecological and socio-economic added value
(market value) at the global level can therefore carry with them a loss of
social and ecological systems in the local context (loss of livelihood and
quality of life).

Adding an economic dimension to the multipolar social-ecological point
of view, it quickly becomes evident that the driver for this ambivalence is
a market-driven development of energy markets and the profit-
orientation of energy consumers. An ethical and regulatory dimension is
not to be found within these considerations[15].  Both Karl Marx
(1867)[16] and Christophe Bonneuil (2015)[17] do not see man as the
primary driver for this strong anthropogenic transformation of natural
space. They speak of an "unequal (ecological) exchange" starting with
industrialized countries, through the permanent exploitation of nature
by a "capitalist elite". For it is clear, and therefore the social-ecological
perspective is so relevant for the interpretation of anthropogenic
dominance and its consequences on the earth system, that in addition to
the irreversible loss of natural environment, it is the man himself who
suffers under his own dominance - in times of the "Capitalocene".[18]

The artwork
In her video installation (contribution to the exhibition "There Will
Come Soft Rains?", Basis, Frankfurt am Main 2018), Carolina Caycedo,
the artist behind the installation, deals with this distortion of the original
socio-hydrological relationship between natural electricity and profit-
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oriented use of resources using the example of large-scale hydropower
plants in South America. She allows the Great River to be tamed, twists
it, turns it in all directions in the film, tames it, directs its power. For
some, this removal of sincerity symbolizes harmonization and increases
in attractiveness; for others it seems like a distortion, like the
presentation of a false force of nature, "only" a force of nature that can
no longer claim to be natural. - "This Is Not Water".[19]

When looking at "This Is Not Water", it seems that both the choice of
stylistic means and the staging of the object of reflection "the epoch of
artificiality, in which naturalness is no longer a reference point", are
brought into focus. But are we really "after nature", in the
Anthropocene? Or is our dominance within the Earth system not rather
a part of nature, which it corrects in the course of its development by its
resilient strength and resumes pursuant to memory? "Nature after
Nature"? [20]

Even if we look at nature in its supposedly pure form, we evaluate it
from an anthropogenic perspective. Let us therefore return to Marx
(Paris manuscript 1844): "The nature which develops in human history
– the genesis of human society – is man’s real nature; hence nature as it
develops through industry, even though in an estranged form, is true
anthropological nature. "[21]/[22]. Later, through science and
philosophy, we were able to counter mythical understanding with a
secular view of weather or natural phenomena. Today we have to go one
step further and accept that it is not only physical heteronomy that
influences our atmosphere, our earth system, but that we are the ones
who have empowered ourselves in the "language of the gods"[23] and
must now learn how to speak it.[24]

The anthropogenic over shaping of natural space can be expressed in
many models. It is important that the human being is viewed in a
differentiated way in its impact on natural space and that its impact
within the earth system (positive and negative impact) is dully
recognized and understood. The monetization of ecological loss is still
not on a par with the macroeconomic indicators of our time in regards to
its significance for our actions.

Let us therefore conclude with an assessment by the German Advisory
Council on Global Change (WBGU) in 2011, 4 years before the Paris
Climate Agreement, which, despite all theoretical euphoria, leads us
back to the possibilities for action in real politics: "Hydropower is being
expanded only slightly as its sustainable potential is limited." And let's
plan to keep an eye on this expansion, to make it holistic and to expand it
by a multitude of possibilities.[25]

Text: Janosch Birkert

Translation: Marcela Scarpellini

Editing: Dr. Felix Silomon-Pflug, Marcela Scarpellini

 
Picture: Carolina Caycedo, “Esto No Es Agua / This Is Not Water”, 2015
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