Introduction

Large dams are constructed mainly for irrigation, hydroelectric power generation, flood control,
and water supply. Although dams contribute to economic development, they also cause serious
environmental and social problems. One of the most significant adverse impacts of dam
construction is on forests and tribal (indigenous) communities, especially in developing
countries like India where many dams are built in forested and hilly regions.

Adverse Effects of Dam Construction on Forests

1. Large-Scale Deforestation

Construction of big dams requires vast areas of land for reservoirs. When water is stored, huge
forest areas get submerged. This leads to:

e Destruction of natural vegetation
e Loss of valuable timber

e Reduction in forest cover

For example, the Sardar Sarovar Dam led to submergence of large forest areas in Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Gujarat.

2. Loss of Biodiversity

Forests are home to diverse species of plants and animals. When forests are submerged:
o Wildlife habitats are destroyed
o Rare and endangered species are threatened

e Ecological balance is disturbed

The Tehri Dam project affected forest ecosystems in the Himalayan region, which is known for
rich biodiversity.

3. Soil Erosion and Land Degradation

Cutting trees for dam construction weakens the soil structure. Forest roots bind soil together.
When trees are removed:



e Soil erosion increases
e Landslides may occur (especially in hilly regions)
o Fertility of land decreases

4. Climate Impact
Forests help regulate climate by absorbing carbon dioxide. Deforestation caused by dams:
e Increases greenhouse gases

o Contributes to global warming
o Alters local rainfall patterns

5. Disturbance of Natural Ecosystem
Submergence of forests changes:

e River flow patterns

e Nutrient cycles

e Aquatic ecosystems

The natural balance between flora and fauna gets disturbed.

Adverse Effects of Dam Construction on Tribal People

Tribal people usually live in forest and river valley areas. Their life, culture, and livelihood are
closely connected to forests and rivers. Dam construction severely affects them.

1. Displacement and Loss of Habitat

One of the most serious problems is displacement. When reservoirs are created:
o Tribal villages are submerged
o People lose their homes

e Communities are forced to migrate

For example, the Hirakud Dam displaced thousands of tribal families.



Displacement often leads to homelessness and social insecurity.

2. Loss of Livelihood
Tribal communities depend on:
o Forest produce (fruits, honey, wood)
e Agriculture
e Fishing
e Animal husbandry

When forests and rivers are submerged, their traditional sources of income are destroyed. Many
displaced families struggle to find alternative employment.

3. Cultural Disintegration
Tribal life is deeply connected with:
e Sacred forests
e Traditional customs
e Community-based living
When they are relocated:
e Cultural identity is weakened
e Social bonds are broken

e Traditional knowledge is lost

Their way of life changes completely.

4. Inadequate Rehabilitation and Compensation
Though governments provide compensation, it is often:
o Insufficient

e Delayed
e Poorly implemented



Resettlement areas may lack proper facilities like schools, hospitals, and clean water. This leads
to poverty and hardship.

The movement against large dams, such as the Narmada Bachao Andolan, highlighted the
problems of displacement and demanded justice for affected tribal communities.

5. Psychological and Social Problems
Displacement causes:

e Mental stress

e Loss of social identity

o Family conflicts

e Increase in poverty and exploitation

Tribal people often face discrimination in new settlements.

6. Increased Inequality

While urban and industrial areas benefit from electricity and irrigation, tribal communities bear
the cost of development. This creates social and economic inequality.

Although dams are important for economic growth, irrigation, and electricity generation, they
have serious adverse effects on forests and tribal people. Large-scale deforestation, biodiversity
loss, displacement, cultural destruction, and livelihood loss are major concerns. Therefore, before
constructing dams, proper environmental impact assessments and fair rehabilitation policies must
be implemented. Sustainable development should ensure that progress does not come at the cost
of nature and vulnerable communities.



