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People’s Guide to Energy: The Three Gorges Dam 

 The Three Gorges Dam, located on the Yangtze River in the Hubei province of China, is 

one of the most impressive energy-related projects undertaken by the Chinese government in the 

last decades. The massive dam, an astounding structure measuring more than 2 km in length, and 

its adjacent reservoir which has inundated over 1080 square km, took more than 17 years to build 

and required a huge population comprising an estimated number of 1.3 million people to 

resettle.
1
 Since its inception, this project has caused a great amount of controversy regarding the 

considerable environmental and socio-cultural impacts of the Three Gorges Dam. In the past, the 

most vocal groups to assess the risks and benefits of the dam have been journalists and scientists, 

who have generated a rich and varied scholarship, despite governmental attempts to censor 

criticism through the Chinese Propaganda Department’s edict outlawing opposition of project.
2
 

In the last few years, the authorities have begun to publicly admit that the Three Gorges Dam 

might have negative effects on its natural setting as well as on the displaced populations.
3
 Less 

opportunity to speak out has been given to those who were actually affected, whose homes 

became submerged under reservoir water, and whose lives were significantly changed by having 

to start anew in different places, or more specifically, those who experienced a 

disproportionately large share of the downsides in the unequal distribution of compensation for 

resettlement. Many of these disadvantaged resettlers are rural inhabitants who are already 
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marginalized by virtue of China’s hukou system for social regulation and control (discussed 

below);
4
 among them, women have had the least chance to express their opinion, to fend for 

themselves, and to obtain fair treatment during the resettlement process. Within the sea of 

commentaries on the Three Gorges Dam, the voices of displaced rural women are very difficult 

to find, an inkling of the consistent negligence and marginalization they have had to face. In 

order to understand the astounding complexity of this hydropower plant, it is helpful to add these 

women’s lesser known story to the equally important, but more publicized, stories on the 

environmental risks posed by the dam and its reservoir. 

160-320 new dams are built annually all around the world.
5
 During such development 

projects tens of millions of people have been relocated over the last decade, among whom about 

40 to 80 million have moved due to large dams alone.
6
 Considering this, it is important to place 

the Three Gorges Dam within a larger, global context and to analyze it as an example of the great 

social and environmental impacts of similar initiatives across the globe. Having displaced 45.1 

million people in the past 65 years,
7
 China continues to build mega-hydropower plants in its 

quest to increase the country’s hydro capacity beyond the target of 290 GW set in the latest five-

year plan as part of its “war against pollution.”
8
 While hydroelectricity has its advantages 

compared to other types of energy, such as that generated by burning fossil fuels, hydropower 

plants also have their own flaws, as the Three Gorges Dam demonstrates. Therefore, this project 

can teach us valuable lessons for the future. The Three Gorges Dam could and perhaps should be 
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taken as a precedent for the changes to come as China and the world slowly move toward 

renewable sources of energy.  

SITE DESCRIPTION 

 The Three Gorges Dam is the hydropower plant with the largest energy capacity in the 

world (22.5 GW)
9
 and the estimated potential to produce 84.7 billion kilowatt-hours of 

electricity per year, the equivalent of the energy obtained from burning 50 million tons of coal.
10

 

The main goals of the dam are: flood control, an important aim considering the catastrophes 

caused by the Yangtze River in the past, including the 1931 flood which resulted in 145,000 

fatalities;
11

 improved navigation; the decrease in China’s reliance on coal which currently 

produces 75% of the country’s energy;
12

 and indirectly, the reduction of greenhouse gas 

emissions, which was reportedly achieved between 2003-2004 with a decrease of 3.3 million 

tons of CO2.
13

 In order to assess the value of such an ambitious project, it is important to look 

beyond these official aims and analyze its less desirable consequences and negative 

environmental and social impacts. 

The long and arduous process behind the dam required almost 18 years for the 

construction itself and many more decades of abandoned and revitalized plans. Sun Yat Sen first 

imagined a dam to tame the treacherous waters of the Yangtze River at the beginning of the 

previous century, an idea that Mao Zedung toyed with in the fifties as well, but which was 

seriously reconsidered after the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 when Li Peng, then Prime 

Minster, sought a means to improve his public image.
14

 As previously mentioned, at the 
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beginning debates over the project were strictly forbidden, in spite of the surprising, at least by 

the standards of an authoritarian regime, division of votes in the National People’s Congress, 

among whose members 177 opposed and 644 abstained from the total of 2,588. The Water 

Resource and Electric Power Research Institute was the source of most of the opposing votes,
15

 

which presented a sign that many specialists would disapprove of the dangerous implications of 

the project. The political motivations behind the project, however, and the interests of the people 

in positions of power, such as improving public image and producing economic growth, took 

precedence over precautions concerning the environment or the fate of populations in the area.  

Construction began in 1994 and the level of the water stored behind the dam gradually 

increased between 2003 and 2008 to 172 m above sea level, greatly expanding the surface of the 

reservoir which eventually covered 13 major cities, 140 towns, 326 villages
16

 and forced 1.27 

million people to move at a higher altitude, outwards in the county, or even outside of the 

province.
17

 Although at the beginning they were guaranteed fair compensation and officials 

optimistically stated that relocation would go smoothly and with minor impacts on the livelihood 

of the displaced populations,
18

 various studies have repeatedly demonstrated the dissatisfaction 

of the resettlers. According to a survey on the migrants that moved between 1992 and 1994, 67% 

suffered from an income decrease after their relocation, while 80.5% participants in another 

study reported financial dissatisfaction and 29.2% underwent marginalization within their new 

communities.
19

 The residents of rural, mostly impoverished areas were the most affected, as 

evidenced by the fact that from the outset of the project, they were deliberately allocated only 
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20% of the total compensation funds,
20

 even though they represented 42.7% of the total 

population submitted to involuntary migration.
21

 Moreover, these rural residents, whose 

occupation was in most cases farming, were allocated lands of low quality, often situated on 

slopes angled at more than 25 degrees and composed of largely infertile soil.
22

 The participation 

of these rural resettlers in the decision-making process was also often inconsequential, and, 

having no say in where they would have to move, their representatives were only enabled to visit 

the future locations for a very short while which was insufficient for any proper evaluation of 

their capacity to adapt there.
23

  

In this context, the situation of women, especially in rural areas, was even worse, in spite 

of China’s equal laws for both genders and of the greater involvement enjoyed by women in 

legislature in recent decades, such as Law on Protection of Women’s Interest (1992), the 10
th

 

Five-Year Plan (2001-2005) and the Outline of Women’s Development in China 2001-10.
24

 

Compared to women living in urban areas, female rural residents are marginalized within their 

traditional communities, which still function based on conventions of gender roles. According to 

the very strict hukou system of social regulation, the registered head of the household is usually 

male, which results in the fact that an overwhelming majority of 85% of family representatives 

addressed by the officials in the resettlement process are men.
25

 The little decision-making power 

afforded to rural resettlers is therefore also mostly restricted to men. In the rural areas affected by 

the Three Gorges Project, the existing prevalence of marginalizing social conventions which 

strictly enforce prejudicial and disempowering gender norms has thus led to the continued 
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oppression of rural women, who bear an unequal share of disadvantages due to their already 

disadvantaged situation. 

The resettlement process is very tightly linked to the environmental changes triggered by 

the construction of the massive dam on the Yangtze River, particularly to the significant land 

erosion affecting the area. Rough terrains occupy most of the territory around the reservoir, 74% 

of which is mountainous and 21.7% hilly,
26

 a feature which rendered the lands quite 

inappropriate for the original near-resettlement plans. The initial policy for relocation allocated 

lands on the mountains and hills surrounding the river to most of the rural residents. These 

allocations were essentially made in conformity with the rules embodied in the hukou household 

registration system which amount to governmental restrictions on modifications in social status 

from rural to urban or from agricultural to non-agricultural.  

Therefore, in order to avoid mass changes in the hukou of farmers and peasants as well as 

preclude their distant migration, many were moved on nearby plots, whose usability for 

agriculture had to be improved mainly through deforestation. This was necessary especially 

because the arable land around the Three Gorges was largely taken, it had already reached its 

capacity for agriculture, and it had become highly populated. The land was already highly 

deforested and overused - 34% of it was already cultivated, much more than the 10% national 

average
27

 – which made it particularly prone to phenomena like landslides. In this context, 

although massive deforestation was needed for the purpose of relocation, it was also highly 

problematic due to the area’s tectonic predisposition to earthquakes and earth movements. 

Removing forests destabilized the soil and thereby led to a steep increase in the threat of 

landslides. Currently, 90% of the reservoir area is affected by soil erosion and, according to a 
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2002 study, more than 100,000 people inhabit lands endangered by landslides and mud-rock 

flows,
28

 a disturbing proof of the intermingling of the environmental and social impacts of the 

Three Gorges Dam.  

If the deforestation of the Three Gorges Dam area exemplifies the ways in which social 

change profoundly affects nature, an analysis of the hydropower plan also demonstrates that, 

conversely, environmental change can also greatly impact population. More specifically, in the 

case of this project, the modifications in the siltation of the Yangtze River have grave social 

implications. The issue of siltation is put in perspective by the fact that the Yangtze carries the 

fourth largest load of silt among the rivers of the world, with 680 million tons of silt flowing 

down to the East China Sea each year, a number which keeps increasing as deforestation on the 

riverbanks constantly intensifies.
29

 The interference of the hydropower plant with the natural 

flow of the river translates into great accumulations of silt within the reservoir: approximately 

172 million tons of sediment were blocked by the dam each year between 2003-2008,
30

 which 

added up to the immense weight of the reservoir’s body of water and created enormous pressure, 

thereby increasing both the tectonic fragility of the area and the danger of cracks in the dam’s 

structure.  

In paradoxical contrast to the project’s purpose to control nature, this accumulation of silt 

upstream threatens to cause floods, while downstream, the lack of sediment increases the speed 

of the river flow and leads to the intense degradation of both the river bed and the river banks, 

thereby threatening the millions of people currently residing on the alluvial plains. The 

importance of changes in siltation should not be underestimated, since other examples around the 
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world, such as the degradation of 35 feet in the river bed below the Hoover Dam,
31

 provide good 

evidence for this inexorable force of nature. 

At the same time, the composition of water downstream is also affected, as the decrease 

in silt transforms the natural habitat of as many as 40 endemic species,
32

 and modifies the 

migration routes of many fish,
33

 among them the Chinese sturgeon and the whitefin dolphin. The 

latter currently faces critical risk of extinction with fewer than 100 individuals left.
34

 The impacts 

of altered siltation reverberate to the furthest reaches of the river in its distant delta, where the silt 

load has decreased by two thirds, thereby allowing seawater to invade coastal wetlands and 

interact with potable water supplies.
35

 The increased flow of water in the Yangtze delta could 

potentially pose a terrifying threat on the metropolis of Shanghai, as the Chongming Island, 

formerly a mere sandbar but nowadays an urban district which houses a population of 650,000 

could be inundated.
36

 Meanwhile, upstream, the pollution of the reservoir water has become a 

great concern for local populations as well as endemic species since industrial and residential 

sewage is constantly released into the stream of the Yangtze and more than 1 billion tons of 

waste composed of 50 pollutant substances flows down the river annually.
37

 

Especially in recent years, the government has put some effort into mitigating the 

environmental impacts of this huge project. One reason for that were the damages caused by the 

large flood of 1998 which devastated the lower and middle reaches of the river, as well as the 

2001 earthquake with a 4.1 magnitude on the Richter scale; these increased awareness of the 
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geological issues of the area that the construction of the dam seriously exacerbated and, 

consequently, some measures for improvement have been recently taken. The environmental 

protection programs Grain to Green, The Natural Forest Conservation, and Soil and Water 

Conservation have led to the reforestation of 900,000 hm
2 

and the reduction of soil erosion by 

24%.
38

 Other examples of governmental programs meant to minimize the negative impact of the 

dam are initiatives like the creation of regulations prohibiting the disposal of sewage into the 

rivers unless the procedure has met certain standards or the planned building of 150 new sewage 

disposal plants.  

All these projects require investments additional to the incredible sums already spent on 

the Three Gorges Dam. In striking contrast to the government’s anticipation for an estimated 

$4.5 billion total cost, much more impressive funds were ultimately necessary for the completion 

of Three Gorges Dam, $23 billion according to official figures,
39

 $25 billion according to one 

source,
40

 or as much as $75 billion according to another source.
41

 Either way, such a massive 

expenditure implies the expectation for great benefits; the aforementioned justifications for the 

undertaking of the project were and continue to be at least partly convincing.  

LARGER CONTEXT 

 Like most development projects in China, the Three Gorges Dam is located in a mostly 

mountainous,  impoverished, rural area inhabited by populations whose livelihood is deeply 

affected by lack of financial means and by their social status within the hukou household 

registration system. According to this system, which has long represented an integral aspect of 

China’s communist regime, every citizen is designated a spatial and an occupational title and 
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thereby assigned to one of the following two pairs of categories: rural versus urban and 

agricultural versus non-agricultural. The existence of these categories and of the strict regulation 

of social mobility they imply has embodied a systemic oppression of rural agricultural 

populations in two ways. Firstly, urban populations enjoy social benefits their rural counterparts 

have no access to, such as welfare, medical care, pensions, education for children, lower prices 

for basic items, jobs in the secondary and tertiary sectors, cheap assigned housing, etc. Secondly, 

farmers and peasants face extreme difficulties if they desire to change their hukou status,
42

 an 

intentional and sharp urban-rural segregation perpetuated through institutionalized inequality.
43

 

Although many rural dwellers have migrated, often without permission, to nearby towns or 

cities, their registration status was not changed which has made urban life hard and costly: rents 

for rural migrants are much higher than for urban residents, forcing people with rural hukou 

status to move to bad neighborhoods and live in dubious conditions below sanitary standards. 

Unlike urban parents, temporary rural migrants also have to pay prohibitive tuition fees called 

zanzhu fei or involuntary donation for their children’s education.
44

 These visible forms of 

discrimination betray larger patterns of discrimination against rural residents which have 

contributed to a long history of poverty, lack of opportunity, and backwardness in rural China.  

 The Three Gorges Dam is very much a part of that history. In their displacement, rural 

resettlers were forced to confront constant marginalization in all aspects of the process, from 

their decision-making power (or lack thereof) in terms of their destination, to the financial and 

material compensations they were often deprived of. For instance, rural areas were designated 

much fewer funds for redevelopment and infrastructure reconstruction than cities or townships. 

Moreover, while urban dwellers were moved to newly-built towns and offered replacement jobs, 
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farmers were often given lands of much lower quality than those they had previously owned. 

Those farmers relocated to urban areas had severely smaller chances of finding jobs: in Shanghai 

and Quingdao, people of rural origins are prohibited from exercising as many as 23 professions, 

all of them representing lucrative and respectable positions like managers, telephone operators, 

cashiers, hotel attendants, etc.
45

The result of such policies is to preclude the proper integration of 

rural populations into an urban setting. In fact, beyond financial and institutional difficulties, 

they also struggle with the prejudiced attitudes of permanent urban residents whose perspective 

on migration is distorted by negative stereotypes portraying rural people as “the major source of 

crime and violence, (…) causing crowding and violating family planning policies.”
46

 Evidently, 

both the government and the inhabitants of the economically developed parts of China treat rural 

agricultural populations as inferior.  

In this context, the situation of rural women is even worse than that of their male peers. 

In the villages of China as in many other countries of the world, women are even nowadays 

subjected to the oppressing hierarchies incorporated in patriarchal society: often they do not 

enjoy as much decision-making power as men and their voice remains unheard. As previously 

mentioned, in the case of the Three Gorges Dam women were similarly underrepresented. A 

tangible form of discrimination affecting female residents was their “restricted entitlement to 

‘resettler’ status,”
47

 specifically in the unfortunate situation of insufficient funds allocated to the 

relocation process in some counties. The consequence of denied ‘resettler’ status, to which every 

person involuntarily migrating as a result of development projects should be entitled regardless 

of gender, was the lack of reimbursement some women were subjected to.  
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In addition, perhaps more women were affected by the “feminization of the 

agriculture,”
48

 visible in the social pressures enabling men to take jobs in non-agricultural 

industries while forcing women to undertake agricultural professions. In the Three Gorges Dam 

area, jobs in agriculture have predominantly been reserved for women and even young girls, who 

have been pushed to withdraw from school in order to participate in farming activities,
49

 

resulting in not only lower incomes but also in lower levels of education. Therefore, rural women 

have faced severe disadvantages compared to men which are reflected in their failure to readjust 

to their post-resettlement locations, particularly in non-agricultural territories.
50

 Almost 

paradoxically, however, female rural migrants were more willing to relocate to urban 

destinations than men, undoubtedly with the hope of changing their hukou status and transferring 

to the privileged social category of urban residents.
51

 Their expectations have not been fulfilled 

and on the contrary, most women have been more likely to suffer from increased 

impoverishment post-relocation than men, especially those who moved to largely non-

agricultural areas where, due to their lack of education, they encountered great obstacles in 

finding non-farming jobs.
52

  

 ANALYSIS  

 The Three Gorges Dam is an integral part of China’s efforts for economic development 

and rapid modernization, as well as the country’s increased interest in transitioning at least 

partially to a market economy. However, regardless of any recent inclinations towards opening 

the economic policies and allowing foreign trade, China is still very much dominated by its 

Communist regime, a fact visible in the government’s approach to decision-making. Especially 
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at its inception, a crucial stage in any development proposal during which the input of specialists 

and local populations is vital for avoiding environmental, social, and economic disasters, the 

Three Gorges Dam project was characterized by strictly enforced secrecy and closed-door 

assessments.
53

 The official descriptions of the government’s policies for resettlement and 

environmental protection generally glossed over the risks associated with the project and painted 

an overly-optimistic image of the construction process.  

Some efforts for achieving improvement have admittedly been made, in the context of the 

government’s supposed ambition for tapping solely into the beneficial aspects of hydropower 

plant construction. One such example is the attempt to apply the concept of Resettlement with 

Development to the relocation policies, a practice adopted by other countries working on similar 

development projects.
54

 Unfortunately such attempts for bettering social conditions have been 

applied unequally, helping some people while profoundly affecting others. For instance, while 

the income and livelihood of urban dwellers and residents of some counties of the affected Hubei 

province (for instance, Zigui County) gradually improved post-resettlement, many other rural 

residents have been unfairly impacted.
55

 This discrepancy stands as evidence that energy-related 

projects have a great potential to benefit society and that ultimately “the negative aspects of 

human displacements are a function of inequities in development.”
56

 Therefore, the  

environmentally and socially devastating impact of development initiatives like the Three 

Gorges Dam is not necessarily inherent to these projects itself; it is rather a product of the 

manner in which those in power profit from them. The management behind the Three Gorges 

Dam, which has been defined by injustice, corruption, and censorship, indicates that certain  
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people derived important benefits. While the rural populations “in general have been sacrificed 

in the interests of rapid industrialization,”
57

 the government has taken a great step in its quest for 

more economic power and urban dwellers have generally reaped most of the benefits of this 

intense modernization. In other words, the project seems to be a consequence of the authoritarian 

Chinese government’s pursuit for obtaining power and controlling more lucrative means of 

production without relinquishing its suffocating authority on society.  

Although the political administration of China continues to impose its Communist 

ideology on its people, it has recently begun to act in ways that betray capitalist influences: in 

some ways, it seems to me that, in China, the government may be the capitalist who owns all 

means of production, accumulates the surplus value, and distributes parts of it according to its 

own interests. Interestingly, though, its impressive ambitions require external financial support 

from foreign investors, which renders the economy of the whole country vulnerable to the 

merciless expansion of capitalist forces. American groups like J.P. Morgan, the Lehman 

Brothers, Chase Securities, BankAmerica and many others have contributed to the financing of 

the Three Gorges Dam, motivated by “the prospect of doing more business in China by getting 

their ‘foot in the door’ with this project.”
58

 Political economists would attribute the actions of 

these financial giants and their need to cast their web all across the globe to the treadmill of 

production,
59

 a concept explained as a systemic force which essentially drives capitalists to 

incessantly grow. As western economies begin to strive for dematerialization and at the same 

time continue to extinguish their finite resources, they resort to spatial fixes
60

 and seek business 
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in developing countries. China might be a victim of this. Nevertheless, in its own development, 

this country shows signs of transforming into a threatening key player itself.  

 Considering China’s debilitating control over social processes like class and spatial 

mobility in parallel with the country’s demonstrated interest in economic growth, it is interesting 

to investigate whether the Three Gorges Dam is a case of “hydrologic colonialism,”
61

 a form of 

environmental injustice associated with the development of various large hydropower production 

sites across the globe. While most Chinese dams can be found in mountainous rural areas 

stricken by economic underdevelopment and poverty,
62

 which is undoubtedly not a coincidence, 

there is a strong possibility that, at least in some instances, their location depends on objective 

calculations. The sources of environmental injustice could be explained from at least three points 

of view: economic, sociopolitical, and racial.
63

 Each of these offer a different interpretation of 

the fact that most of the burden of energy-related projects falls disproportionately on population 

already marginalized (due to its class, socioeconomic status, race, gender, etc.). From the 

economic perspective, injustice is caused unintentionally by the industry in its quest for 

minimizing cost and maximizing profits; according to the sociopolitical view, injustice results 

from the industry’s interest in placing power plants where they can least be opposed and where 

people essentially have the least means to resist such decisions; the racial explanation, on the 

other hand, posits that environmental injustice stems from blatant and historically-produced 

racism.
64

 However, the setting of the Three Gorges project can hardly be explained as the result 

of any of these three types of discriminatory reasoning. In fact, the dam and reservoir are situated 

in an area inhabited by both privileged and marginalized populations (in China’s case, urban 
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dwellers and rural residents, respectively), within the culturally and touristically significant 

Three Gorges where the Yangtze River carves its way into breathtakingly beautiful mountains. 

This project therefore does not fit in the pattern of energy power plants deliberately placed at the 

margins of society. The decisions behind its setting were based on considerations different from 

the aforementioned types of discriminatory motives that factored in the construction of many 

power plants in the U.S. and around the world: it seems most likely that the choice to build the 

Three Gorges Dam at that spot was driven by technical reasons of engineering, efficiency, and 

water control.  

 In this case, then, the injustice lies not in the project’s siting, but in its management. The 

detrimental effects of resettlement yielded from practices of discrimination enforced through the 

hukou system of social regulation which, deeply embedded in China’s socialist, authoritarian 

regime, has created the marginalized group of rural agricultural populations. Nevertheless, unjust 

approaches to the compensation of those affected by the inundation of dam areas are not unique 

to China, but have also occurred in other developing countries such as Panama, at the Chan 75 

and Bonyic dams,
65

 or India, at the Sardar Sarovar dam on the Narmada Valley.
66

 These 

instances of mishandling relocation and reimbursement of involuntary resettlers indicate that 

development energy-related projects perpetuate environmental injustice regardless of the 

economic and political systems that serve as background. Therefore, while initiatives to steer 

developing economies towards renewable forms of energy production are certainly admirable, 

their management causes inestimable harm, due to corruption, to the interference of developed 

countries looking for global expansion, and perhaps to the dangers inherent to  artificially rapid 

economic growth.  

                                                           
65

 Finley-Brook and Thomas, 863-872. 
66

 Tan, 33. 
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CONCLUSION 

The importance of the Three Gorges Dam looms large over the world not only because of 

its enormous physical scale or impressive energetic potency, but also because it clearly 

demonstrates the ambivalence of renewable energy projects. While the dam has significantly 

contributed to China’s reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and of fossil fuel use, it has also 

changed the lives of millions of involuntary migrants, in many cases negatively, as well as 

drastically modified the biosphere and natural landscape of a considerably large part of the 

country. As an example of how a massive development project of renewable energy represents a 

complex combination of both benefits and disadvantages, the Three Gorges Dam ultimately 

provides a great opportunity for the world to learn a lesson that could prove vital in the future.  

In the world’s transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy, the potential of 

hydropower could be further utilized. However, before we continue to tap into this resource, it is 

necessary to ensure that associated projects are planned, managed, and completed without 

creating environmental or social damage. The clean, safe, and just development of hydropower 

plants requires extensive research in methods for eliminating their negative aspects, such as 

siltation issues and unequal land compensation or monetary reimbursement of resettlers. Perhaps 

investment in such research could help transform hydropower into the most widely used form of 

energy. In our attempts to accomplish the goal of creating a world independent of polluting fossil 

fuels and reliant on renewable sources of energy, we could find the Three Gorges Dam very 

useful. It presents valuable examples of things that went wrong, thereby opening the path 

towards potentially viable solutions. Thus, looking for inspiration in the Three Gorges Dam 

should without doubt become part of our journey towards a sustainable bright future.  
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