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In 2019, over 270 civil society organizations from around the world signed the joint statement, “The
False Promises of Hydropower”, in response to the World Hydropower Congress (WHC) in Paris. The
declaration highlighted the science and facts surrounding the hydropower industry, countering the
marketing claims that dams can deliver the Paris Climate Agreement and Sustainable Development
Goals. The truths explained in the joint statement remain true today as dam proponents gather
virtually for the 2021 WHC hosted by Costa Rica, making further claims for the “sustainability” of
hydropower. 

The following counter statement is prepared in response to the “San Jose Declaration on Sustainable
Hydropower” being presented at the 2021 WHC. 
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Dams flood millions of acres of wetlands, grasslands, and forests, killing plants and reducing
critical carbon sequestration. 
 Research shows that reservoirs add nearly a billion tons of carbon dioxide equivalent into
the air every year, mostly in the form of methane.

CLAIM: "climate change represents the most pressing existential threat to humanity and should be regarded as
an emergency by the energy and water sectors, deserving urgent action and international collaboration.”

COUNTERING THE CLAIMS  OF THE 
SAN JOSÉ DECLARATION 

Fact

Fact

Dams only increase this vulnerability by threatening river systems, which move nutrients from
land to ocean, feed plankton and fish, provide clean water for millions of people, protect
vulnerable areas against floods and droughts, and transport about 200 million tons of carbon
to the ocean each year to be sequestered.
As global temperatures rise, dams and their stagnant reservoirs become more harmful and
less efficient. Fish are perishing in, and downstream of, warming reservoirs across North
America.
Hydropower dams in the Himalayas have been found to aggravate climate induced disasters
resulting in huge loss of lives and livelihoods of local people who continue to protest plans of
their construction.  

CLAIM: “rivers and water systems around the world, and the communities, biodiversity and ecosystem services
they sustain, are vulnerable to climate change.”

Fact

Fact

Fact

The United Nations found that reservoirs evaporate more water than is used by people. 

CLAIM: “770 million people still do not have access to clean, affordable and reliable electricity (IEA), and almost
one in three people do not have access to safely managed drinking water (UNWater).”

Fact

Right now in the drought-stricken Western U.S., dams are proving to be an unreliable and
unsustainable water supply and energy solution.
More numerous fires, floods, and erosion are filling reservoirs with sediment, reducing
storage capacity.
With melting glaciers and uncertain climates, hydropower can no longer be termed a
renewable source of energy. 
Hydropower’s decarbonising role in the energy system has been hyped, while the greenhouse
gas emissions from reservoirs have been downplayed. 

CLAIM: “as a renewable energy, hydropower plays an essential role in decarbonising the energy system, achieving
net-zero carbon targets and helping to mitigate the impacts of climate change.”

Fact

Fact

Fact

Fact

There are larger issues of inequitable and inefficient distribution and use of water and
energy. Hydroelectric projects that ultimately benefit the affluent will not alleviate these
disparities. 

Fact

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/09/28/scientists-just-found-yet-another-way-that-humans-are-creating-greenhouse-gases/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2015/05/150513132657.htm
https://www.nbcnews.com/science/environment/warming-rivers-us-west-killing-fish-imperiling-industry-rcna1516
https://www.unwater.org/publications/world-water-development-report-2020/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2021/07/09/western-reservoirs-drought-california-nevada/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2021/07/09/western-reservoirs-drought-california-nevada/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2021/07/09/western-reservoirs-drought-california-nevada/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/west-risks-blackouts-as-hydroelectric-power-dries-up-11624008601
https://waterdesk.org/2019/11/reservoir-sedimentation-h2o-radio


Hydropower is neither a reliable nor an affordable solution to energy production since
climate change impacted flows are hard to predict and hydropower tariffs compare very
poorly with solar and wind produced electricity. Many hydropower companies are finding it
hard to find buyers for its electricity.
Extensive scientific research shows just hydropower is not “clean energy”.

CLAIM: “hydropower is a reliable and affordable solution for increasing access to clean electricity and producing
green hydrogen.”

COUNTERING THE CLAIMS  OF THE 
SAN JOSÉ DECLARATION 

Fact

Truth

Once dams are built, maintenance costs can be astronomical. All told, it would cost more
than $70 billion to rehabilitate dams in the United States alone.
It is a travesty to call hydropower “clean”, “sustainable”, or “green” for its grave impacts on
river systems, contribution to climate change in the form of greenhouse gas emissions-
especially methane, which is many times more potent than carbon dioxide.  

CLAIM: “investment in new and more sustainable hydropower capacity, as well as modernising and upgrading
existing capacity, is part of pragmatic, holistic energy policymaking and is essential for the clean energy
transition.”

Fact

Fact

Solar and wind energy storage technology has come of age and it does not require back up
from hugely expensive and destructive dams. 

CLAIM: “hydropower can complement, integrate and accelerate growth in variable renewables such as solar and
wind, and strengthen overall system resilience, through the flexibility and storage services it provides.”

Fact

Many cultural sites and ancestral lands important to sovereign tribes and Indigenous peoples
remain submerged behind dams around the world. Dams generate human rights violations
including no consent, forced relocations, and no financial compensation for lost homes and
livelihoods.
As vital sediment sits trapped behind dams, coastal communities lose an essential tool for
replenishing beaches, fighting coastal erosion, and fending off rising sea levels. By contrast,
the removal of dams can quickly reverse this trend and grow the shoreline. Just months after
the removal of two large dams on Washington’s Elwha River, the river’s sand and cobble delta
grew almost 100 acres of new land out into the sea. 

CLAIM: “hydropower projects that are sited, planned and executed in accordance with recognised international
good or best practices in sustainability can have positive wider non-power impacts on local communities,
including but not limited to water supply, social investment, economic growth, livelihoods, irrigation and flood
and drought protection.”

Fact

Fact

Fact

https://savetheworldsrivers.org/scientific-bibliography-dams-and-reservoirs-emit-greenhouse-gases/
https://smartwatermagazine.com/news/asdso-dam-safety/more-70-billion-needed-rehabilitate-us-dams
https://smartwatermagazine.com/news/asdso-dam-safety/more-70-billion-needed-rehabilitate-us-dams
https://smartwatermagazine.com/news/asdso-dam-safety/more-70-billion-needed-rehabilitate-us-dams
https://americanindian.si.edu/nk360/pnw-history-culture-barriers/dams.html#page1
https://americanindian.si.edu/nk360/pnw-history-culture-barriers/dams.html#page1
https://www.nps.gov/olym/learn/nature/elwha-ecosystem-restoration.htm
https://www.nps.gov/olym/learn/nature/elwha-ecosystem-restoration.htm


Remove electricity produced by hydropower dams from all “clean energy standards”.
Stop funding hydropower dams or encouraging banks to fund dams. 
Help watchdog groups counter false environmental and climate claims related to dam facilities and
hydropower.

Organizations around the world are calling on agencies, including the World Bank and United Nations, as
well as governments and financial institutions to:

The 26th UN Climate Change Conference (COP26) taking place in November 2021 at Glasgow (UK) should
not consider any form of hydropower as a source of clean or green energy.
 
Any decisions related to hydropower development should follow a comprehensive and integrated
framework for decision making on the provision of water and energy services, such as the strategies
outlined by the World Commission on Dams in the Dams and Development: A New Framework.  

Under the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, governments
must obtain “free, prior, and informed consent” from communities before going ahead. Yet,
communities are consistently ignored, dismissed, and disrespected throughout any
“consultation” processes. Further, local and Indigenous knowledge is not given equal status in
proceedings. Communities consistently have to fight to stop these projects going ahead. 

There is nothing called sustainable hydropower since there are only dam’s induced sustained
destruction of river systems and all those dependent on them. Any benefits are extremely
limited in their scope and longevity. Ecosystems do not receive any benefits from being
disrupted. Any compensation that communities receive cannot replace the lost livelihoods or
cultural spaces.

“SUSTAINABLE HYDROPOWER DELIVERS ON-GOING BENEFITS TO COMMUNITIES, LIVELIHOODS 
AND THE CLIMATE”

COUNTERING THE PRINCIPLES  OF THE 
SAN JOSÉ DECLARATION 

Truth

Truth

Indeed. However, “sustainable hydropower” is an oxymoron. Alternative options exist for
energy and water security that are truly inclusive and not driven by economic justifications
that overlook the dire social and environmental impacts. Hydropower is simply not
ecologically, socially, or economically sound, let alone sustainable. 

“THE ONLY ACCEPTABLE HYDROPOWER IS SUSTAINABLE HYDROPOWER”

Truth

 “SUSTAINABLE HYDROPOWER REQUIRES STAKEHOLDERS TO WORK TOGETHER”

Truth

GLOBAL CALLS FOR ACTION



To learn more, please visit: 
https://damwatchinternational.org/san-jose-declaration-counter-statement/ 

 
This is an initiative coordinated by Dam Watch International (DWI), which is funded by the Social Sciences and

Humanities Council in Canada and is housed at the University of Manitoba's Environmental Conservation Lab. 

ENDORSEMENT OF THE 
SAN JOSÉ DECLARATION COUNTER STATEMENT 

Committee for Human Rights 
in Latin America (CDHAL)

La Asociación de Comunidades Ecologistas 
La Ceiba (COECOCEIBA)

Dam Watch International

Federación Ecologista

Manthan Adhyayan Kendra Movimento Ríos Vivos Costa Rica

Save the World's Rivers

Forum for Policy Dialogue 
on Water Conflicts 

Global Movement for 
Rivers and People

Asociación Proyecto Alternativo para 
el Desarrollo Social (PROAL) 

https://damwatchinternational.org/san-jose-declaration-counter-statement/
https://www.cdhal.org/
https://www.cdhal.org/
https://www.cdhal.org/
https://damwatchinternational.org/
https://www.facebook.com/FECON-Federaci%C3%B3n-Ecologista--233575220664021/
https://www.manthan-india.org/
https://www.facebook.com/riosvivosmovimiento/
https://savetheworldsrivers.org/
https://waterconflictforum.org/
https://waterconflictforum.org/
https://waterconflictforum.org/
https://waterconflictforum.org/
https://www.facebook.com/movidaglobal/
https://www.facebook.com/movidaglobal/
https://www.facebook.com/movidaglobal/

