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Collapse of riverbanks, decreased flow of
river. Local communities can no longer use
the river as before.
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Skin infections spread by worms — large
dams always create adverse impacts to
the health of downstream communities.

RIGHT: Foamy… can you drink and clean with such a water?
Can fish still live here?
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TOP: Walking on the riverbed… A river can literally dry up when
the dam begins retaining water during its initial operations.

D

AMS are built to block the flow of a river
and hold its water for storage to supply
us with water, generate power or control
downstream flooding.
This means that the volume of water released by
the dam will be manipulated based upon its current
needs and not the needs of local communities or the
surrounding wildlife and vegetation.
Thus, all over the world, the adverse impacts
of large dams have been well-known. They flood
forests and farms, force local communities out of
their homes, result in the pollution of the river and
its unpredictable flow and volume – disrupting and
endangering the lives of river communities, aquatic
creatures and other wildlife, reducing the fertility
of land in downstream areas and encouraging the
proliferation of aquatic weeds, algae, and diseasecarrying insects and pathogens. Large dams also
tend to intensify the impacts of drought and the
monsoon seasons.
Dams and rivers are complete opposites. A river allows
water to flow. A dam retains this water.
A river which flows freely erodes and carries upstream soils
to downstream areas. A dam is built to allow humans to control,
manipulate and change this natural flow of water.
All of these changes will affect the livelihood, diet, health,
transportation system, properties, safety and the culture and
welfare of riverine communities.

Every dam is different, from its type, structure, location
and local climate. Thus, the impacts of each dam can be very
different and unpredictable.
It is therefore difficult to forecast the accurate impact of a
dam and take the appropriate measures to counter them.
The higher a dam, the more intense its impacts. The larger
its reservoir, the higher the size of its destruction. Bakun is one
of the biggest dams in the world, and the biggest and highest
in Southeast Asia. Its reservoir will in fact be larger than the
island of Singapore.

What happens when a river is dammed?
Earthquake

Splitting forests and
rivers

The larger and higher a dam, the greater its ability to
cause earthquakes. If it is built in areas with naturally
high seismic activity, this earthquake probability will
increase. After the construction of the Kenyir Dam in
Malaysia, which is only half the size of Bakun
and situated in an area which has never experienced
seismic activity, earthquakes have occurred
l
several times in the surrounding areas.

The reservoir, roads and power
transmission lines will obstruct
the free movement of aquatic
creatures and wildlife, affect the
properties of local communities
and encourage the encroachment
of poachers and illegal loggers in
the surrounding areas.

Emissions of poisonous gases

l

Vast quantities of rotting vegetation in the reservoir
of a dam will often pollute its water and even result
in the release of poisonous and foul-smelling gases.
One dam in South America emitted such terrible l
foul-smelling gas from its reservoir that its workers
had to don gas masks for up to 2 years.

Danger! The unpredictable flow of the water

The water level of a dammed river can increase or decrease within
several feet in just one day. A dam can also greatly intensify the impacts
of the monsoon season and drought in an area. During the dry season,
more water will be retained in the reservoir but during the heavy rain
season, a large volume of water may be released suddenly to avoid
the reservoir lake from overflowing. In Cambodia, the fisher communities
who live immediately downstream of a dam frequently have their boats
and fishing equipment damaged or washed away by swift floods that
arrive unexpectedly. In fact, such floods have also taken the lives of
villagers who were unfortunate enough to be bathing and washing
by the river at the time of its sudden arrival. As such, the construction of
a dam will pose a danger to campers, anglers and persons involved in
recreational activities, by the riverbank.

Supply of
underground
water decreasing

When the river becomes
deeper, the underground
water table in the area
will also drop. This may
dry our wells and
affect local
vegetation and
crops. l

A river may dry up

The downstream flow of a dammed river can cease

l altogether when water is being stored during the

dam’s initial operations.

l

Disappearance of beaches
and erosion in coastal areas

In the United States, beaches which were hundreds
of feet wide had totally disappeared as a result of
the construction of a dam. In addition, dams can also
cause the collapse of coastal banks and cliffs.

Saltwater intrusion

The decrease flow of silt and water to the estuaries
l and river mouths will ease the intrusion of seawater
into the river — adversely impacting agriculture,
freshwater life and vegetation in these areas.

l

The proliferation of aquatic weeds
and algae

Shrinking of landmass at river mouths
and deltas

The fertile silt trapped in the reservoir tends to encourage
the proliferation of algae and other aquatic weeds that
l
can spread downstream. Thus, herbicides are sometimes
routinely applied in the reservoir. Apart from the stench,
the surface water of a reservoir when released through
the dam gates is also highly likely to be littered with algae
and is sometimes even unfit for human
consumption.

Since millions of years ago, the silt and mud from
rivers have always been deposited at river mouths,
resulting in the creation of a fertile land mass in
l coastal areas. When a river is dammed, this coastal
land mass may shrink. Mangroves — the breeding
ground and nursery for many marine creatures
may be greatly affected as a result.

Endangering of domesticated animals
and wildlife

Mercury poisoning

Mercury is a type of metal which is very poisonous. It
l
tends to accumulate in most dams. This metal can cause
damage to the brain, lungs, kidney, and our nervous
system in addition to being able to interfere with normal
foetal development. In fact, it can be fatal to humans.
Mercury can be absorbed by aquatic life that is consumed
by fish. If this fish is consumed by humans, the mercury
will then end up in our bodies. In Canada, 6 years after
a dam was built, mercury-containing fish caused the
mercury levels among downstream communities to rise
sharply.

l

The polluted river of a dam can kill river fishery and
other wildlife and farm animals that consume its water
downstream or infect them with diseases. Because of
the unpredictable level of water, the eggs of animals
like tortoises, snails, worms and insects which are
usually left in the riverbank grounds can be washed
away. The young of such species can also be trapped
in isolated water puddles and die under the scorching
sun.

l

Severe riverbank and riverbed
erosion

5. Metal leaching from rocks

Water from the bottom of the reservoir usually has a high
acid content (a sour substance like fruit). Acid is “sharp”
and is able to erode metals from the rocks and soils of the
river, further contaminating the water of a dammed river.

Decreased fertility in downstream farms

l
l

l

The river moves both water and silt — sand, mud, soils, pebbles and
decomposing materials which maintain the fertility of downstream areas.
Dams will trap the movement of such substances — affecting the fertility
of our farms and the dietary supply of fish and other aquatic life. (The silt
trapped behind a dam will also eventually cause its damage).

Water at the reservoir
bottom lacking in
oxygen

The water at the bottom of
a reservoir when released is
usually colder and is oxygen
deficient. This can kill
downstream aquatic life and
slow the decomposition of
rotting materials in the water.

Spread of diseases and illness

The retention of freshwater in a large area and the rotting
vegetation in it can promote the proliferation of snails,
mosquitoes and other insects which are infectious disease
carriers. Among the infectious diseases known to be spread
by the construction of dams are malaria and dengue fevers,
and a type of liver disorder. Other documented health
problems related to the dam include organ swelling,
diarrhoea, infections of the skin, eye, nose and throat,
scabies, respiratory-related illnesses, stomach disorders,
frequent vomitting and even blindness.

l
l

The change in the
colour and smell of water
Water downstream of the dam
can turn green or red, foamy and
foul-smelling.
If retained for a very long time, it
can be toxic to aquatic life by the
time of its release.

Due to the lack of silt and sand, the “empty”
water released from a dam tends to erode
riverbanks and riverbeds much more severely.
In the United States, riverbed erosion caused
by one dam actually stretched for hundreds of
miles downstream and resulted in the river being
12 metres deeper than before. The flow of such
“empty water” can also erode huge boulders at
the bottom of the river and move pebbles and
smaller rocks — destroying the breeding and
hiding ground for numerous fish, shrimps and
snails. This aggressive type of erosion can also
damage crops and properties.

