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e SDG 7 and the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment are closely
interlinked. Energy is derived from nature and is essential for the enjoyment of many
human rights as well as for gender equality. At the same time, energy development,
including hydropower, can have environmental impacts and pose risks to human
rights such as rights to life, health, food, water and sanitation, alongside rights to
information, participation and access to justice. Unsustainable energy development
can threaten food security, and result in loss of biodiversity, and pollution, severely
affecting the exercise and enjoyment of human rights.

e For hydropower to play its role in the just energy transition, it must be developed
sustainably and in a way that respects human rights, including the right to a clean,
healthy and sustainable environment and the rights of Indigenous Peoples and
environmental human rights defenders.

e A just energy transition should ensure equal access to energy services and
benefits generated from hydropower, focusing on the needs of people and groups
in vulnerable situations, in order to leave no one behind.

e A just energy transition can not be achieved without also ensuring sustainable
consumption and production patterns (SDG 12), including in the energy sector.

e If not done correctly, the energy transition can pose environmental and human
rights threats particularly for groups in vulnerable situations, including women,
children, the poor, ethnic, sexual and gender minorities, Indigenous peoples, older
persons, and persons with disabilities.

At the core of the 2030 Agenda lies a clear understanding that human rights and sustainable
development are deeply interlinked and mutually reinforcing. SDG 7 provides a framework for
a just transition to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy.! Energy drives
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economies and sustains societies and is essential for many human rights as well as for
gender equality. SDG 7 supports the inclusion of groups and individuals in vulnerable
situations in the just energy transition, regardless of gender, ethnicity, age, functionality, and
sexual orientation, among others, through the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ (LNOB).2

SDG 7 has the following targets:?

The right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment was recognized by the General
Assembly in 2022 (A/RES/76/300). Energy and the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable
environment are strongly interlinked. The environment provides renewable and non-renewable
energy.* However, energy production and use is also the single biggest contributor to global
warming and linked to nature degradation and pollution.® Global energy needs are rising
rapidly with growing global population, wealth and consumption resulting in rising greenhouse
gas emissions from the energy sector accounting for about two-thirds of global greenhouse
gas emissions attributed to human activity.® Energy production and use thereby contributes
to accelerating the triple planetary crisis of climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution,
threatening the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.

Increased use of renewable energy such as hydropower can contribute to climate change
mitigation as well as to economic development and poverty reduction.” However, the
development of renewable energy has been linked to violations of human rights, such as
infringing on land rights and Indigenous peoples’ rights, causing food insecurity, limiting
participation in decision making, as well as being linked to threats to and killings of
environmental human rights defenders (EHRDs).8
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By 2025 Asia will for the first time use half of the world’s electricity.® Across Asia and the
Pacific there is significant divergence in energy access and the majority of the economies in
the region are heavily reliant on fossil fuels to meet their energy needs.™ In order to lower
emissions while meeting growing energy demand, the opportunity of hydropower expansion
in Asia and the Pacific is substantial."

According to the World Commission on Dams, “dams have made an important and significant
contribution to human development, but in too many cases an unacceptable price has been
paid, especially in social and environmental impacts, mainly by riparian communities”.'?
Hydropower plants and reservoirs can have significant impacts on freshwater ecosystems,
biodiversity, fisheries, and flood dependent agriculture.’® Even if the impacts are lower than of
fossil fuels, large reservoirs of hydropower dams have been shown to contribute to
greenhouse gas emissions.’ The environmental harm caused can have negative implications,
both direct and indirect, for the effective enjoyment of all human rights, including the right to
food and land.

Examples of human rights risks related to hydropower dams include:'
e Displacement and loss of livelihoods for local populations
e Violation of Indigenous Peoples’ rights, including free, prior, and informed consent
(FPIC)
Violence, intimidation and threats particularly towards local communities and EHRDs
Infringing on land rights
e Violating labour rights

Hydropower must be developed sustainably and in a way that respects human rights to ensure
a just energy transition. This includes both substantive environmental rights, such as the right
to land and food, and procedural rights, such as the right to access information, participation
and remedy.'® Hydropower projects in Asia and the Pacific should ensure that local
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communities receive adequate compensation for loss of access to land, resources and
territories. Local communities should also be provided with adequate housing and services at
resettlement sites, and be given training or assistance to secure new livelihoods."” In order to
facilitate this, governments should ensure independent Environmental Impact Assessments
(EIA) and reviews of hydropower dams as well as promote and protect local communities’
right to participate in decision-making, and their access to justice and remedy.” In some
cases, hydropower has been shown to facilitate corruption as resettlement funds and
compensation packages are vulnerable to corruption.™ In order for the energy transition to be
just, hydropower projects in Asia and the Pacific need to be transparent and its developers
and financiers held accountable for violations of relevant rights. Businesses involved in
hydropower projects have a responsibility to respect human rights, including the right to a
clean, healthy and sustainable environment.?® Hydropower projects should respect labour
rights, and address risks of injuries and death for the workers at construction sites as well as
continuously conduct Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD).?!

As of 2021, renewable energy is the sector with the third most frequent allegations of attacks
and intimidation of business related attacks against human rights defenders worldwide
(behind mining and agribusiness) and within renewable energy, hydropower is the sub sector
with the highest number of allegations.?? In Asia and the Pacific, hydropower and dam projects
were the 8th most dangerous sector for human rights defenders based on data collected from
2015 to 2021.2 Environmental human rights defenders who contribute to the protection and
promotion of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment and the achievement
of SDG 7 must be protected and supported.

If not done correctly, the energy transition in Asia and the Pacific has the potential to pose
threats to groups in vulnerable situations,?* such as women, children, the poor, ethnic, sexual
and gender minorities, Indigenous peoples, local communities, older persons, and persons
with disabilities. Hydropower projects must take power dynamics and inequalities into
consideration in order to leave no one behind, including applying a gender equality approach
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to avoid putting a disproportionate share of social costs on women and girls and to ensure an
equitable allocation of the generated benefits and decision-making.?®> Hydropower projects
should respect the rights of Indigenous peoples to their lands, territories, resources,
governance, and cultural integrity and their right to free, prior informed consent (FPIC).28
Finally, in order to ensure the rights of future generations, the energy transition should take
place within planetary boundaries and a just energy transition can not be achieved without
also ensuring sustainable consumption and production patterns (SDG 12).

Recommendations to achieve SDG 7 in relation to hydropower, the
right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment and a just
transition in Asia and the Pacific

10.

To achieve a just energy transition, hydropower must be developed sustainably and respect
human rights - including the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.

A just energy transition should ensure equal access to services and benefits generated by
hydropower, focusing on the needs and rights of people and groups in vulnerable situations,
in order to leave no one behind.

A just energy transition should address gender-based discrimination and hydropower
projects must include a gender equality approach.

Governments should ensure independent Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) and
reviews of hydropower dams to ensure fair compensation for affected people and guarantee
human rights.

Businesses and corporations involved in hydropower projects have a responsibility to
respect human rights, including the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment.

Hydropower projects should ensure the protection of the rights of workers and mainstream
Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD).

Hydropower projects should ensure active and meaningful engagement and participation,
including a process of free, prior, and informed consent with local communities and
Indigenous Peoples, that is responsive to concerns and transparent.

Environmental human rights defenders (EHRDs) who contribute to the protection and
promotion of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment and the achievement
of SDG 7 must be protected and supported.

Hydropower projects should ensure gender-responsive and inclusive access to justice and
remedy as well as accountability for environmental harms caused by hydropower projects.

A just energy transition can not be achieved without also ensuring sustainable consumption
and production patterns (SDG 12), including in the energy sector.
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