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China’s Brahmaputra Dam: Renewable Energy Meets Geopolitics

About the Project

China is constructing a massive hydropower dam in Medog County, located in the Tibet
Autonomous Region. The site, where the Yarlung Tsangpo River plunges 2,000 meters, offers
ideal conditions for generating hydropower.

Strategic Goals: The project is part of China’s efforts to promote renewable energy as it
strives to achieve carbon neutrality by 2060. Additionally, it aims to enhance regional
development in Tibet.
Scale and Investment: The project, with an estimated cost of $137 billion, is a key feature
of China’s 14th Five-Year Plan (2021–2025) and its long-term goals through 2035.

Scale and Significance

Power Generation:

The dam is designed to produce 60 gigawatts of power, triple the capacity of China’s
Three Gorges Dam, currently the world's largest hydroelectric facility.
It will generate 300 billion kWh of renewable electricity annually, a significant
contribution to China's clean energy goals.

Economic Impact:

The project is expected to contribute 20 billion yuan ($3 billion) annually to Tibet’s
economy.

Concerns and Implications for India

Impact on Agriculture

The dam is likely to retain large amounts of silt, essential for maintaining the fertility of
agricultural lands downstream in India. Reduced silt deposits could adversely affect farming
productivity, especially in Assam and the Brahmaputra Basin.



Water Resources

While China describes the dam as a run-of-the-river project, experts warn of possible
downstream effects:

Reduced Flow: Water flow may decline during dry seasons, affecting livelihoods and
ecosystems.
Flood Risks: During monsoons, sudden releases of excess water could exacerbate
flooding in Assam and other northeastern states.

Potential Weaponization of Water

China’s upstream position gives it significant control over the Brahmaputra’s flow.
In the past, during the 2017 Doklam standoff, China withheld hydrological data,
raising concerns over the potential use of water as a geopolitical tool.

Seismological Threats

The Himalayan region is highly prone to earthquakes. A large-scale infrastructure project
like this dam could pose severe risks to downstream populations if structural failures occur
during seismic events.

Ecological Impact

The dam threatens the fragile Himalayan ecosystem, home to critically endangered
species.

Combined with climate change, deforestation, and soil erosion, the environmental
consequences could be long-lasting and severe.

India’s Response

India has taken steps to address the potential challenges posed by China’s dam project:

Advocacy for Downstream Interests:1.

India has urged China to ensure the protection of downstream ecosystems and
communities.
The Expert Level Mechanism (ELM), established in 2006, facilitates data sharing
between the two countries on trans-border rivers.

Counterbalance Projects:2.

India is planning a 10 GW hydropower project in the Dibang Valley, Arunachal
Pradesh, to mitigate any adverse effects and ensure water security.

Key Questions and Answers

Q1. What is the significance of China’s Brahmaputra Dam project?



The project aims to produce 300 billion kWh of renewable energy annually, contributing to
China’s carbon neutrality goals and generating $3 billion annually for Tibet. It highlights China’s
focus on large-scale renewable energy infrastructure.

Q2. How could China’s dam project impact India?
The dam may:

Reduce water flow downstream, affecting agriculture and ecosystems.
Retain fertile silt, reducing agricultural productivity.
Amplify flood risks during monsoons.
Allow China to leverage its upstream position over water resources during geopolitical
tensions.

This project underscores both the promise of renewable energy advancements and the geopolitical
and environmental challenges they bring, particularly for downstream nations like India.


