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  4  
amaila Falls hydropower dam 

threatens the territory, livelihoods 
and forests of the Patamona people

Lawrence Anselmo and Oda Almås

Key issues and concerns

 ȣ Community consultations on the Amaila Falls Hydropower Project have so far been 
superficial

 ȣ Flawed impacts assessments have downplayed indirect risks of severe negative consequences 
of dam development in a remote forest area

 ȣ Access roads risk opening up Patamona lands and old growth forests to intensive logging 
and mining that would generate deforestation, environmental pollution and major social 
and cultural upheaval

 ȣ Construction works have started without the prior agreement of affected communities

 ȣ The project does not meet the sustainability standards of the World Commission on Dams 
and is not compliant with the Norway-Guyana MOU on low carbon development and 
REDD+ 

 ȣ The Amaila Falls Hydropower project is part of the larger transnational Initiative for the 
Integration of the Regional Infrastructure of South America (IIRSA), which risks causing 
major potential impacts on indigenous peoples in Region 8 and throughout Guyana

lessons

 ȣ Credible impact assessments must be based on attention to cumulative impacts

 ȣ Effective social and environmental evaluations must involve potentially affected communities 
in the impact evaluation process in ways that ensure meaningful and effective participation

 ȣ Mechanisms for free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) must apply to untitled customary 
lands as well as titled lands in line with Guyana’s international obligations

 ȣ FPIC procedures need to be defined by affected communities and agreed early on in the 
project design stage prior to construction of roads and other infrastructure

 ȣ More rigorous procedures and mechanisms are needed to ensure effective implementation 
of social and environmental safeguards
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situation in early 2014

The access road to the project site is nearing completion, while the wider dam development 
work has been put on hold as major investors have withdrawn from the project due to a lack 
of national consensus over its financing and management. Meanwhile, affected Amerindian 
communities still face a lack of adequate information and have not been consulted in a 
culturally appropriate manner. 

Project description and background

Guyana is currently developing a major hydropower scheme in the Potaro river valley, which, if 
it goes ahead, is expected to serve the nation with clean electricity by 2017. Phase 1 of the project 
consists of two dams about 2.5 km long, crossing the Kuribrong and Amaila Rivers in the North 
Pakaraimas/Potaro region. The site of the dam is located within the traditional territory of the 
Patamona people and is heavily forested, with 4,540 ha of planned forestland to be cleared for 
the Project.1 Phase 1 has a predicted electricity generation capacity of 165MW and will flood 
23km2 of land, with future phases included in the original (2002) project documents for a 
hydropower facility generating up to 1060MW. A road up the Pakaraima escarpment for access 
to the Amaila Falls hydropower project involves the construction of some 32 miles of new road.

Much of Patamona territory is forested. Forests provide vital livelihood resources and spiritual 
sustenance for the Patamona people. 
Photo: Michael Mc Garrell

1 Amaila Hydropower ESIA Update January 2011, Executive Summary. Available: http://amailahydropower.com/news/
ESIAJan11.cfm

http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJan11.cfm
http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJan11.cfm
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The planned energy development at Amaila Falls is a flagship project of Guyana’s Low Carbon 
Development Strategy (LCDS), which seeks to combine the prospect of economic growth 
with the effort of combating climate change (see Section 3). The development is intended to 
remove Guyana’s dependency on imported oil and meet domestic electricity needs by utilising 
a renewable and reliable source. According to government figures, the cost of electricity to 
consumers in Guyana is also meant to fall as a result of the development. The project could 
also be seen to be a part of the Initiative for the Integration of the Regional Infrastructure of 
South America (IIRSA), a development plan to link South America’s economies through new 
transportation, energy and telecommunications projects. This plan has far reaching implica-
tions for the Patamona Akawaio and peoples in the remote border region of Guyana, Brazil and 
Venezuela, with Brazil showing particular interest to develop this region.
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*Adapted from Sithe Global Presentation, August 2013
(http://www.amailahydropower.com/docs/AFHPresentation_7_30_13.pdf)
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Unresolved concerns

This energy project is highly controversial within and outside Guyana. Locally affected Patamona 
people are concerned that construction has started without proper prior agreements with their 
affected villages. Villagers complain that information is still lacking at the community level and 
this is hindering the capacity of communities to engage effectively in impact assessments and 
public consultation on the project (see below). Nationally there are major concerns over the 
governance, financial management and oversight of the project. 

access road

The construction of an access road to the area, which began in 2010, has been highly contro-
versial, with criticisms focused on increasing costs, lack of transparency, reports of increasing 
corruption and lack of proper attention to potential indirect environmental and social impacts.2 
Critics stress that the road development will rupture the relative isolation of this part of Guyana, 
which has, up to the present, protected the forest, mountain and riverine ecosystems located in 
indigenous territories in this remote area of the Pakaraima Mountains. Despite these concerns, 
the road development has gone ahead and is now close to completion, with less than 2 miles of 
road left to be built, at an estimated cost of more than US$38.4M.3 

Uncertainties over project finance

The project was developed through a public-private partnership between the Amaila Falls 
Hydro Inc. (AFHI), a subsidiary of Sithe Global, and the Government of Guyana (GOG). 
Planned project finance was through debt funding from the China Development Bank (CDB) 
(US$500.8M), and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) (US$100M), and equity from 
Sithe Global. 4 The Government of Guyana is financing the construction of the road and was 
planning to invest equity into the overall project,5 however the financial status of the project is 
now unclear following the withdrawal of the project developer – Sithe Global.6

Project’s future highly uncertain

In August 2013, Sithe Global’s President Brian Kubeck said that the project was too large to 
continue without national consensus, and pulled out following a Parliamentary vote which 
saw the opposition voting solidly against the completion of the project review.7 Following the 
withdrawal of Sithe Global as the project developer, the Minister of Finance (Dr Ashni Singh) 
blamed the opposition Party, the APNU (A Partnership for National Unity), for failing to join 
a consensus which would let the IDB complete its last few weeks of work on the Project’s due 
diligence. Singh stated: “The IDB’s due diligence has now ceased, and without it, the six-week 
public review of the Amaila Falls Hydropower Project cannot move forward.”8 The IDB intended 
to complete its feasibility studies and review the project, with a view to funding and financial 

2 Butt Colson, A (2013) Dug out, dried out or flooded out? Hydro power and mining threats to the indigenous peoples of the 
Upper Mazaruni district, Guyana. FPIC: Free, Prior, Informed Consent? at page 3 

3 Kaieteur News, January 26 2014, Amaila Falls Access Road less than two miles from completion – Ramotar. http://www.
kaieteurnewsonline.com/2014/01/26/amaila-falls-access-road-less-than-two-miles-from-completion-ramotar/

4 Stabroek News, 25 August 2013, An analysis of the leadership failure on the Amaila Falls hydropower project. http://www.
stabroeknews.com/2013/features/08/25/an-analysis-of-the-leadership-failure-on-the-amaila-falls-hydropower-project/

5 The Government of Guyana had committed US $100M to the project with US $20M of that coming from the nation’s 
coffers and the remaining US $80M to be used from the money Guyana receives from Norway. Source: Kaieteur News, 26 
August 2013, Work on IDB due diligence for Amaila comes to a halt. 

6 http://amailahydropower.com/project/Financing.cfm
7 Stabroek News, 9 August 2013, Sithe Global pulls out of Amaila. http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/

sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/
8 Stabroek News, 28 August 2013, Finance Minister: Unless APNU changes its mind, seems Amaila is dead. http://www.

stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/28/finance-minister-unless-apnu-changes-mind-seems-amaila-is-dead/

http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2014/01/26/amaila-falls-access-road-less-than-two-miles-from-completion-ramotar/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2014/01/26/amaila-falls-access-road-less-than-two-miles-from-completion-ramotar/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/features/08/25/an-analysis-of-the-leadership-failure-on-the-amaila-falls-hydropower-project/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/features/08/25/an-analysis-of-the-leadership-failure-on-the-amaila-falls-hydropower-project/
http://amailahydropower.com/project/Financing.cfm
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/28/finance-minister-unless-apnu-changes-mind-seems-amaila-is-dead/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/28/finance-minister-unless-apnu-changes-mind-seems-amaila-is-dead/
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closure. Many analysts blame the current administration for failure to gain consensus due to 
lack of good leadership, lack of transparency and leaving many important issues unresolved.9 

The hydropower facility, initially slated to be operational by late 2013, is now on hold following 
Sithe Global’s withdrawal and the cessation of due diligence and financial commitments from 
the IDB. Despite this setback, President Donald Ramotar in August 2013 pledged to make the 
stalled Amaila Falls Hydropower Project a reality, stating that the millions spent so far have 
not been wasted.10 In November 2013 Ramotar declared that Sithe Global is still interested in 
pursing the Amaila Falls project.11 The initiative has not been conclusively terminated given 
that Sithe Global is still the holder of the licence to develop a hydro-electric power station in 
Guyana, but the real status of the project seems highly uncertain, with members of Cabinet 
divided over whether there is any future for the project.12

The ability of the IDB to invest in the project is now under question, with the 2014 Appropriations 
Act requiring the United States to vote against multilateral funding for large-scale hydroelectric 
projects in developing countries.13 Though the government of Guyana suggested in the national 
press in April 2014 that the IDB may again be interested in financing the project, there were no 
formal indications of same as this report went to press.

9 Stabroek News, 25 August 2013, An analysis of the leadership failures on the Amaila Falls hydropower project. 
10 Stabroek News, 4 October 2013, Amaila will be reality – Ramotar tells GuyExpo opening. http://www.stabroeknews.

com/2013/news/stories/10/04/amaila-will-be-reality/
11 Kaieteur News, 9 November 2013, Sithe Global still interested in Amaila hydro plant – Ramotar. http://www.

kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/11/09/sithe-global-still-interested-in-amaila-hydro-plant-ramotar/
12 Ibid
13 Stabroek News, 4 February 2014, IDB to fund further studies on Amaila hydropower project. http://www.stabroeknews.

com/2014/news/stories/02/04/idb-fund-studies-amaila-hydropower-project/

http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/10/04/amaila-will-be-reality/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/10/04/amaila-will-be-reality/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/11/09/sithe-global-still-interested-in-amaila-hydro-plant-ramotar/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/11/09/sithe-global-still-interested-in-amaila-hydro-plant-ramotar/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2014/news/stories/02/04/idb-fund-studies-amaila-hydropower-project/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2014/news/stories/02/04/idb-fund-studies-amaila-hydropower-project/
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Box 10: Continuous controversy over amaila Falls Hydropower Project

The Amaila Falls project has been subject to a lot of critical attention nationally since its 
inception. Accusations of corruption and the lack of transparency in the process of contracting 
a constructor of the access road have been widely heard. In addition, speculations have been 
made about the economic profitability and viability of the project after the estimated cost has 
escalated. From US $325M in its early stages, project costs have now ballooned to in excess 
of US $915M;14 making it Guyana’s most expensive project ever.15 Analysts have long argued 
that the planned 165 MW of hydropower could be obtained at a cheaper cost if unnecessary 
rates of return and interest charges were stripped away,16 calling for the project to be 
re-tendered.17 Critics point to the fact that the GOG gave away the rights of the project to an 
initial developer (Motilall) who then sold these rights to Sithe Global for US $10 million, while 
Guyana will now support large loans to finance the project – saddling taxpayers with debt for 
many decades to come. “The Guyana Government gave Motilall something for nothing and 
must now pay Motilall for that which it gave away.”18 Other sources report that the actual 
amount of money Motilall walked away with remains unknown.19 

Further controversy has since befallen the project as China Railway First Group, contracted for 
the construction of the hydropower plant, access road and transmission lines, is one of five 
Chinese enterprises being investigated for shoddy work in the construction of railway projects 
in China.20 

The project has drawn further criticism following a severe dry season, with the falls reported 
to be ‘bone dry.’ Local press have reported that “the graphic image of a dried up Amaila Falls 
and Kuribrong River, vindicates the position held by the APNU that the proposed 165MW 
project was badly conceived in the first place.”21 While Minister for Public Works Robeson 
Benn dismissed these concerns, saying that the reservoir would be used to regulate water 
flow during dry spells,22 experience from neighbouring countries indicates there is cause for 
concern. The 2011 ESIA for the Amaila Falls project notes that the reservoir could sustain a dry 
period (zero inflow) of 23 days, before the hydropower plant would cease to operate. Climatic 
data reveals the region has experienced a series of excessively severe and prolonged droughts 
(in 1988, 1992, 1998, 2003, 2005 and in 2009-2010), while in Estado Roraima (in neighbouring 
Brazil) it was reported that a February 2010 drought lasted more than 70 days.23

14 Kaieteur News, 29 August 2013, Amaila Hydro project… price jumps to US$915M. http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.
com/2013/08/29/amaila-hydro-projectprice-jumps-to-us915m/

15 Kaieteur News, 23 May 2013, US$840M Amaila Falls hydro project… Govt. worried about penalties as deadline looms for 
financial closure. http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/05/23/us840m-amaila-falls-hydro-project-govt-worried-about-
penalties-as-deadline-looms-for-financial-closure/

16 Stabroek News, 9 August 2013, Sithe Global pulls out of Amaila. http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/
sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/

17 Stabroek News, 25 July 2013, Re-tender Amaila or scrap it – Ram Gaskin. Analysts Christopher Ram and Ramon Gaskin say the 
Amaila Falls Hydropower Project (AFHP) should be retendered internationally or scrapped entirely, while warning that the cost 
associated with the project is well over the country’s US$1.7 billion national debt.

18 Kaieteur News, 13 October 2013, The needless problems with Amaila. http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/10/13/the-
needless-problems-with-amaila-2/

19  Kaieteur News, 2 August 2013, Amaila Falls Hydro…Brassington dodges queries of Fip Motilall’s gains. http://www.
kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/08/02/amaila-falls-hydrobrassington-dodges-queries-of-fip-motilalls-gains/

20 Stabroek News, 6 October 2013, Intended builder of Amaila project being probed in China for shoddy railway work. http://www.
stabroeknews.com/2013/news/regional/10/06/intended-builder-of-amaila-project-being-probed-in-china-for-shoddy-railway-
work/

21 Kaieteur News, 13 October 2013, Dried up Amaila Falls vindicates opposition stance on project. http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.
com/2013/10/13/dried-up-amaila-falls-vindicates-opposition-stance-on-project/

22 Guyana Chronicle, 12 October 2013, Amaila Falls dry spell… : Minister says: ‘No need to worry’ : --all it needs is a reservoir. 
http://www.guyanachronicleonline.com/site/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=65129:amaila-falls-dry-spell--
minister-says-no-need-to-worry--all-it-needs-is-a-reservoir&catid=4:top-story&Itemid=8

23 UOL Noticias,  São  Paulo,  19/02/2010. ‘Roraima item 332 focos de incêndio; todos os municípios foram afetados pela ação do 
fogo.’

http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/08/29/amaila-hydro-projectprice-jumps-to-us915m/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/08/29/amaila-hydro-projectprice-jumps-to-us915m/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/05/23/us840m-amaila-falls-hydro-project-govt-worried-about-penalties-as-deadline-looms-for-financial-closure/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/05/23/us840m-amaila-falls-hydro-project-govt-worried-about-penalties-as-deadline-looms-for-financial-closure/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/stories/08/09/sithe-global-pulls-out-of-amaila/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/10/13/the-needless-problems-with-amaila-2/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/10/13/the-needless-problems-with-amaila-2/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/08/02/amaila-falls-hydrobrassington-dodges-queries-of-fip-motilalls-gains/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/08/02/amaila-falls-hydrobrassington-dodges-queries-of-fip-motilalls-gains/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/regional/10/06/intended-builder-of-amaila-project-being-probed-in-china-for-shoddy-railway-work/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/regional/10/06/intended-builder-of-amaila-project-being-probed-in-china-for-shoddy-railway-work/
http://www.stabroeknews.com/2013/news/regional/10/06/intended-builder-of-amaila-project-being-probed-in-china-for-shoddy-railway-work/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/10/13/dried-up-amaila-falls-vindicates-opposition-stance-on-project/
http://www.kaieteurnewsonline.com/2013/10/13/dried-up-amaila-falls-vindicates-opposition-stance-on-project/
http://www.guyanachronicleonline.com/site/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=65129:amaila-falls-dry-spell--minister-says-no-need-to-worry--all-it-needs-is-a-reservoir&catid=4:top-story&Itemid=8
http://www.guyanachronicleonline.com/site/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=65129:amaila-falls-dry-spell--minister-says-no-need-to-worry--all-it-needs-is-a-reservoir&catid=4:top-story&Itemid=8
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Flawed environmental and social impact assessments

“Behind all of this political mud slinging, the impact of the project on Amerindian communities 
who inhabit the area has received little attention. The traditional territory of the Patamona 
people covers the Potaro River Valley and Upper Ireng catchment and stretches to the 
Ayanganna mountains at the source of the Potaro River in the NW and across to the Essequibo 
in the SE. The total Patamona population is estimated to be at least 6000 people. Most Patamona 
families make their living from subsistence farming, hunting, fishing and gathering with an 
increasing number of villagers involved in mining. A major concern of communities commu-
nicated to the APA during field visits made in 2012 and 2013 is that very little meaningful 
information has reached the Patamona about the potential direct and indirect impacts of the 
Amaila dam and related energy, road and extractive industry developments that are likely to 
follow from this major project.

Gaps and problems with impact assessment approach

An Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) was released by AFH in 2011.24 
It claims to provide a framework for implementing and managing the project in a way that 
would satisfy the requirements of potential financial lenders. As part of the ESIA, a number 
of Amerindian communities were visited in 2010/2011, including three villages in the Potaro 
region most closely adjacent to the dam site – Kopinang, Chenapou and Kaburi.25 While 
the ESIA states that a brief written summary of the Project was prepared and distributed 
several days prior to the meeting, the communities have only seen brief “Question & Answer” 
documents, and not the full project design and ESIA. Fieldwork conducted by the APA in 2012 
has confirmed that communities are unaware of the full scale of potential project impacts. In 
short, the genuine possible negative impacts of the project have never been conveyed to the 
communities. 

While the ESIA emphasises that the land directly impacted by the construction is owned by 
the state (sic), it does, however, recognise that the neighbouring Amerindian communities 
customarily use the area that will be flooded for fishing and hunting. The impact study claims 
that that people’s visits to the area are not very frequent, but notes that the project-affected area 
has an important symbolic value for the Patamona. To date, it is not clear how this important 
cultural and sacred value has been addressed in the project design and options assessments and 
how this will or will not affect preparation and execution of the project. In relation to indigenous 
peoples, the ESIA comes to the highly questionable conclusion that: ”no significant adverse 
impacts of the Project on physical and food security, lands, territories, resources, society, rights, 
the traditional economy, way of life, and identity or cultural integrity of indigenous peoples 
have been identified”.26 

supplemental assessment of amerindian Communities

Promised future consultations did take place in some villages in 2013, but again these consul-
tations have been found to suffer from serious shortcomings. During May - June 2013, a 
Supplemental Assessment of Amerindian Communities was carried out, with the aim of under-

24 Amaila Hydropower ESIA Update January 2011, Executive Summary http://amailahydropower.com/docs/ESIAJan11/00-
ESIAJan11-Full.pdf 

25 The 2011 ESIA states the key Amerindian stakeholder communities in the Potaro region as the Kaburi, Chenapou and 
Kopinang. After an IDB review, an additional 5 communities, the Waipa, Kamana, Kaibarupai, Maikwak and Karisparu, 
were included in the Supplemental Assessment, released in 2013. 

26 Amaila Hydropower ESIA Update January 2011, Executive Summary. Available: http://amailahydropower.com/news/
ESIAJan11.cfm

http://amailahydropower.com/docs/ESIAJan11/00-ESIAJan11-Full.pdf
http://amailahydropower.com/docs/ESIAJan11/00-ESIAJan11-Full.pdf
http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJan11.cfm
http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJan11.cfm
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standing the social, community, historical, cultural, livelihoods, mining and extractive profiles 
of communities in the proximity of the dam site, through a ‘rapid participatory exercise.’27 
AFH representatives visited five additional communities, as well as re-visiting Kopinang and 
Chenapou to fill ‘knowledge gaps’ left by the first ESIA visits in 2010/11. 

The supplemental assessment finds that “only one community (Kamana) reported using the 
project site for hunting and fishing” and noted that “only two communities specifically named 
the Amaila Falls site as part of their history and culture.”28 The supplemental assessment 
concludes in a similar fashion to the 2011 ESIA, that hunting, fishing, and other cultural 
activities do not represent a significant activity by Amerindian communities within the project 
area,29 betraying a basic misunderstanding on the part of the evaluators of Amerindian land 
use and livelihood systems and related way of life. Under these indigenous systems of land 
occupation, the remoter areas under low intensity resources use are often vitally important sites 
valued by communities as essential reserves of game animals, medicines and other non-timber 
forest products. These same remote sections of Amerindian territories also often hold special 
spiritual value for communities.

While the Supplemental Assessment overlooks important land use and livelihood dynamics 
(see also below), it again notes that all of the communities show a close spiritual and cultural 
connection with the natural environment and by extension the proposed project site, with 
several communities expressing fears that construction of the project could result in illness 
disease and death. Again, how this will or won’t affect the project design and how this links to 
legal requirements for free, prior and informed consent is not discussed. As in other sectors 
in Guyana (see Sections 3 and 5), there is a fundamental misunderstanding among local and 
outside social ‘specialists’ on indigenous peoples about the requirements of FPIC and how this 
fundamental safeguard links with collective rights to land and territory, including in areas that 
remain without legal title.

Violation of indigenous peoples’ rights

It is clear from the 2011 ESIA and the 2013 Supplemental Assessment that the communities 
surrounding the planned dam have not been properly consulted, nor even adequately informed 
about the project. The clearly stated aim of the evaluation teams was to gather information from 
the communities, rather than to inform or consult communities on any project elements.30 

As noted above, contrary to the flawed conclusions of the ESIA reports, the affected Patamona 
communities fear that their culture and practices will be severely affected.31 The residents of 
Maikwak, Kamana, Waipa, Kopinang and Chenapao, for example, all dispute the ESIA’s claim 
that their use of the Koribrong/Amaila area is infrequent and only of symbolic value. The area 
is important for their hunting and fishing activities and its importance has increased in recent 
years. For some of the communities the reason for this is growth in population, for others it 
is due to nearby fishing and hunting grounds being polluted and destroyed by heavy mining 
activities. A resident in Chenapao says:

27 Amaila Hydropower Project ESIA Addendum II: Supplemental Environmental & Social Assessments – Chapter 9: 
Supplemental Assessment of Region Eight Amerindian Communities. Available: http://amailahydropower.com/news/
ESIAJuly13.cfm

28 Ibid, at page 3
29 Ibid at page 4
30 The purpose of the rapid research exercise carried out for the supplemental assessment is described as ‘understanding 

stakeholder communities and their use of the local environment’. Ibid at page 7
31 The information in this article is based on field trips to North Pakaraimas and Potaro conducted by the Amerindian 

Peoples Association in November 2011 and April 2012 

http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJuly13.cfm
http://amailahydropower.com/news/ESIAJuly13.cfm
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“We have children attending secondary school and they have their needs. We have 
to support them financially but many of us don’t earn salary. We sell our farm 
produce to earn money or we go out to do hunting and fishing and we sell whatever 
we get on those trips, and that is how we depend on our traditional lands. We don’t 
want to be restricted by national park or hydro dam.” 

Despite the 2011 ESIA emphasising that lands within the project area are state owned, all 
the communities stress that the area is part of their traditional lands and express great disap-
pointment that this is not legally recognised by the government in its land titling programme. 
Many are also deeply concerned about the government and project developer’s failure to include 
them in a meaningful way in the planning of the dam. Some of the villagers can vaguely recall 
having heard about the dam, but many people were not aware of the plans until APA visited the 
area in November 2011 and April 2012. 

Official visits to Kopinang and Chenapao in 2010/11 were headed by Sithe Global and did on 
one occasion comprise representatives of the Ministry of Amerindian Affairs and the World 
Wildlife Fund. The villagers say that the information provided focused on the benefits to the 
community and almost no attention was given to the possible negative impacts. They are not 
satisfied, with either the information given, or the benefits promised. The villagers were, for 
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example, promised employment opportunities, but experience already puts into doubt whether 
this would represent a genuine gain or a relative loss to the people. About 16 residents from 
the two villages have already had employment with the project, but no written agreements were 
signed and many were told that only skilled persons are entitled to some benefits in the case of 
accidents. Villagers from Chenapao are especially sceptical to the benefits promised, as their 
experience from the establishment of Kaieteur National Park on their territory was that none 
of the promises made to them were kept: “what the company is offering now are bare promises 
just to get our support for the hydro dam project”, said one of the residents. 

Waterfalls are spiritually highly important sites for the Patamona. the Kaieteur fall is the 
Patamona’s most sacred place where a great spirit is believed to live behind the falls. 
Photo Logan Hennessey
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Box 11: WCD Criteria and Guidelines – a rights-based approach to 
decision making for large water and energy infrastructure projects32

The WCD ‘Guidelines for Good Practice’ offer 26 guidelines for the development of large 
dams. Key points from these guidelines include:

1.  stakeholder analysis: The stakeholder analysis must recognise existing rights and 
those who hold them, being aware that stakeholders have unequal power and this 
can affect their ability to participate in and influence decisions. A stakeholder analysis 
based on recognising rights and assessing risks should identify and address:

–  Groups whose livelihoods, human rights and property and resource rights may be 
affected by an intervention are major rights holders and thus core stakeholders

–  Those at risk through vulnerability or risk analysis, and consider them as core 
stakeholders, including those who face risk to their livelihoods, human rights, and 
property and resource rights

–  Constraints to establishing a level playing field for stakeholder involvement

2.  Negotiated Decision-Making Processes: A negotiation process is one in which 
stakeholders (as identified through the stakeholder analysis) have an equal 
opportunity to influence decisions, resulting in demonstrable public acceptance. 
Attributes of a fair negotiation process include:

–  Representation of Stakeholders in the stakeholder forum is assured through a free 
process of selection

–  Adequate time is allowed for stakeholders to assess, consult and participate
–  In negotiations involving indigenous and tribal peoples, special provisions are made for 

free prior and informed consent (guideline 3)
–  Power imbalances should be addressed through the availability of adequate financial 

resources
–  Transparency is ensured by jointly defining criteria for public access to information, 

translation of key documents and by holding discussions in a language local people can 
understand

3.  Free, Prior and Informed Consent: FPIC is conceived as more than a one-time 
contractual event – it involves a continuous, iterative process of communication and 
negotiation spanning the entire planning and project cycles. Progress to each stage in 
the cycle should be guided by the agreement of the potentially affected indigenous 
and tribal peoples, through:

–  All countries should be guided by the concept of FPIC, regardless of whether it has 
already been enacted into law 

–  The customary laws and practices of the indigenous and tribal peoples, national laws 
and international instruments will guide the manner of expressing consent

–  Effective participation requires an appropriate choice of community representatives 
and a process of discussion and negotiation within the community that runs parallel to 
the discussion and negotiation between the community and external actors.

32 Dams and Development: a new framework for decision-making. The report of the World Commission on Dams. November 
2000. Earthscan publications, London and Sterling, VA.
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An independent dispute resolution mechanism to arrive at a mutually acceptable agreement 
should be established with the participation and agreement of the stakeholder forum, including 
the indigenous and tribal peoples, at the beginning of any process.

Misunderstanding amerindian systems of land use and tenure

The reports from the villages surrounding the planned dam, and their assertions that the project 
is planned within traditionally owned lands, have yet not received public attention. However, 
the failure by the project developer to keep the promise to be “actively engaging communities 
during the planning of the project”33 has the potential of adding to the controversial profile of 
the project. The visits to communities so far from project developers have failed to adequately 
consult communities, and in many cases may have gathered misleading information. For 
example, a community’s description of ‘infrequent’ use of an area may be due to the area being 
inaccessible during the rainy season and/or customary law on sustainable land use and respect 
for spiritual sites. Whether usage is seasonal or limited in intensity under customary law, that 
use and the importance of the area to local communities are in no way less significant. 

Likewise, use of the words ‘Amerindian lands’ can be misunderstood by outsiders to refer only 
to titled village lands, rather than the full extent of lands that indigenous peoples are histori-
cally associated with for fishing and hunting, cultural, social, spiritual and other purposes (a 
confusion reinforced by the current Amerindian Act, which defines ’Amerindian lands’ as 
only those lands titled by the State). Crucially, it is in remote areas far from the village that the 
Patamona and other Kapong peoples set aside areas, which are kept as reserves, and ‘stores’ 
(potawa) for the regeneration of game animals and other resources and so these areas are 
rarely visited. These reserves appear as ‘unoccupied’ areas to outsiders that know little about 
the Patamona land use system when, in fact, these zones of traditional community land use 
are of vital importance to indigenous livelihoods and food security, constituting undisturbed 
multiplying and breeding grounds for animals which disperse to other areas where hunting is 
permitted.34 

Up to this point inadequate information and lack of consultation have rendered the people who 
will be affected unable to raise their concerns. This might be about to change as the villages 
warn that they will raise with relevant international agencies and funders that their right to 
give or withhold their free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) - which is both required under 
international law and in Guyana’s agreement with Norway – is being violated.

33 http://www.sitheglobal.com/projects/amaila.cfm 
34 Butt Colson, A (2013) Dug out, dried out or flooded out? Hydro power and mining threats to the indigenous peoples of the 

Upper Mazaruni district, Guyana, FPIC: Free, Prior, Informed Consent? at page 38

http://www.sitheglobal.com/projects/amaila.cfm
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Patamona communities have not been properly consulted on the amaila Falls development, while 
information on indirect impacts has not been fully assessed by responsible agencies. 
Photo: Oda Almås

Potential enlargement of amaila Falls Hydropower Project

Current discussions and controversy over the Amaila Falls Hydropower Project are focused on 
the first, core phase of the project, with the 2011 ESIA and the 2013 Supplementary Assessment 
from AFH pertaining only to this phase. However, the 2011 ESIA forms only additional 
environmental and social studies to assist in the final pre-construction phase of the project. The 
original project documents were approved by the Guyana Environmental Protection Agency in 
July 2002 based on the EIA completed the same year. An Environment Permit was subsequently 
approved (in 2009) which covers all activities fully described in the April 2002 ESIA. This 
document refers to an expansion of the Amaila Falls Hydropower facility through a potential 
second and third phase, to a total power output of 1060MW, entailing the possible flooding of 
a far greater area of land than the 23 km2 of phase 1.

It is normal practice that an initial EIA should consider all future developments facilitated by the 
first, core hydro construction, and it is vital to consider the human and environmental impacts 
of all potential phases, before a first phase is commissioned. Once a first phase has been built, 
it is often too late to consider broader concerns and to avoid proceeding to succeeding phases, 
given the already existing investment costs, such as access roads and transmission lines.35

35 Ibid
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social and environmental impacts

There is very little availability of information on how any potential enlargements of the Amaila 
Falls project through phases 2 and 3 would eventually achieve the 1060MW stated in the 2002 
EIA, and what environmental and human impacts these developments would have. Initial 
maps from 2002 suggest it would entail the diversion of water from the main Potaro and Upper 
Mazaruni Rivers, and the construction of other dams and retaining bunds.36

36 Final Environmental Impact Assessment Report: Amaila Falls Hydroelectric Project, Ground Structures, April 2002
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social and environmental impacts

There is very little availability of information on how any potential enlargements of the Amaila 
Falls project through phases 2 and 3 would eventually achieve the 1060MW stated in the 2002 
EIA, and what environmental and human impacts these developments would have. Initial 
maps from 2002 suggest it would entail the diversion of water from the main Potaro and Upper 
Mazaruni Rivers, and the construction of other dams and retaining bunds.36

36 Final Environmental Impact Assessment Report: Amaila Falls Hydroelectric Project, Ground Structures, April 2002
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The proposed diversion of waters from the Mazaruni into the Potaro basin if implemented would 
have serious, wide reaching impacts, affecting the entire Kapong ethnic group (Patamona and 
Akawaio). If a third phase, linking to the upper Mazaruni at Chai-chai went ahead, the project 
would seriously affect the Upper Mazaruni valley as well. Any diversions from Chai-chai in the 
south of the Mazaruni basin would cut off the flow of water from the source and headwaters of 
the upper Mazaruni River, starving the lower, downstream section of water in the dry seasons 
and periods of drought.

Rivers and creeks form a mainstay in Patamona livelihoods and way of life, providing water for 
drinking and bathing, fishing grounds and valuable spirit charms used in healing and livelihood 
rituals. 
Photo : Logan Hennessey

Conclusions

The lack of information on the extent and impact of future phases of the Amaila Falls 
hydropower project are very serious omissions given that the project is being promoted as the 
“flagship” of Guyana’s Low Carbon Development Strategy. The potential far-reaching impacts 
of subsequent phases, as well as the impacts of phase 1, must all be considered in terms of 
assessing the impact on Amerindian communities in the project-affected areas. 

To date, consultations for the Amaila Falls project have proved inadequate, with little 
information available to communities, and the full scale of potential project impacts not 
communicated. Inadequate information and lack of consultation have rendered the people who 
will be affected unable to raise their concerns, and there is no evidence that concerns which 
have been documented (such as cultural and spiritual concerns of sites impacted by the project) 
will be dealt with. The ESIA consultation documents also show a basic misunderstanding on 
the part of the evaluators of Amerindian land use and livelihood systems and related way of life, 
where areas of low use are not ‘unoccupied’ or open to development, but rather vital reserves 
for the regeneration of species. 
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A review of the World Commission on Dam’s Criteria and Guidelines for a rights-based 
approach to decision making shows that the Government of Guyana has not conducted consul-
tations in line with international norms and obligations, and has failed to respect indigenous 
peoples’ rights, including the right to free, prior and informed consent. 

If the project is to move ahead from its current stalled status due to financial uncertainty, an 
ESIA in line with international standards must be conducted, including a more rigorous consid-
eration of the cumulative impacts of all phases of the projects and the free, prior and informed 
consent of impacted indigenous communities must be obtained before Phase 1 of the Amaila 
Falls Hydropower project construction begins. 




