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Abstract
This paper investigates counter-hegemonic strategies by unpacking socio-ecological protests of indigenous peoples and other oppressed groups against hydropower development in South Asia in order to question and decoloniality the effects of mega infrastructure projects. The opportunity for changes is explored in the contexts of community displacement due to hydropower dams and related issues faced by communities in Nepal, India, Pakistan and Bhutan. In line with Environmentalism of the Poor, this paper examines the actions that these communities undertake, such as filing legal suits, protest actions, bottom-up mobilization, and the provision of their own discursive frameworks of development. This approach underlines women, indigenous peoples and small farmers as critical stakeholders of the resistance struggles dwelling on their agency in campaigning for environmental conservation and biodiversity, structural equality and equity as well as sovereignty of indigenous knowledge. Civil society opposition to hydropower development is not only an effort to protect local livelihoods but also a contestation of hegemonic development paradigms that privileges the technical rationality of power generation and growth. Thus, the paper encourages authorities and policy makers in South Asian countries to implement social and participatory development frameworks that would respect people’s rights, and allow equitable transition toward sustainable energy systems.
[bookmark: _ou18dm4mfdb7]Keywords: hydropower, environmental justice, resistance movements, South Asia, Environmentalism of the Poor, indigenous knowledge, grassroots mobilization, sustainable development, social justice, ecological commons
1. Introduction
[bookmark: _pbdvc1sewhjj]1.1 Background
Hydropower development has been given as one of the solutions to green growth in many parts of the world, especially in South Asia since the demand for energy increases with industrialization and population growth (Hassan & Ali 2019). Neighboring countries such as Nepal, India, Bhutan, and Pakistan have invested in hydropower to overcome energy deficits; however, mega hydropower projects were promoted as renewable and carbon-friendly solutions (Ahlborg & Hammar, 2014). The discourse around these projects has continued painting these projects as both vehicles for economic growth, poverty eradication, and the use of ‘clean’ energy. Regarding the former, hydropower is closely associated with the country’s development plans and presented as an important component of energy security (Parajuli, 2018).
However, development of hydropower in South Asia adversely affects the indigenous groups and the rural poor who still depend on the communal resources for their sustenance. These communities, majoring of indigenous people, farmers and workers, depend on common pool resources like river, forests and pastures (Gupta, 2014). Besides, as more and more hydropower projects are developed and become bigger and big, these Arsenal resources becomes more and more commodified and devastated. It causes massive displacement, disappearance of occupations, and erasure of cultures (Khan & Nunan, 2020). It is this conflict between “development” and the conservation of environments and culture that forms the core of the contested territory of hydropower in South Asia.
1.2 Environmentalism of the Poor
Environmentalism of the Poor according to Martínez-Alier (2002) is a collective environmental movement by the poor against identification, declaration, and management of their territories as conservation areas. This type of environmentalism stands apart from traditional ‘top-down’ environmentalism that characterizes mainstream environmental organizations, a significant part of which is rooted in elite circles. Martínez-Alier (2002) subsequently explains that this environmentalism is a struggle and an assertion of ecological justice beyond social justice and equality with the rights of the natural world. It underlines negative environmental effects as a consequence of societies’ exploitation and how vulnerable groups who cannot bargain for themselves suffer from environmental exploitation by overzealous corporate and/or government bodies or individuals.
Environmentalism of the Poor is not just an umbrella term of a theoretical process but it’s a concrete practice of the poor people in South Asia who are protesting against the expansion of hydropower projects on their commons (Sullivan, 2015). These communities actively protest by participating in marches, writing letters and petitions, blocking roads, and informal political mobilization, as well as using media channels. Thus, they question the very premises of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ on which hydropower schemes are based and present alternative approaches to development that are sustainable and respect human rights and democracy (Martínez-Alier, 2002; Ritchie, 2016).
1.3 The Commons: Critical Resources for Local Livelihoods
Lands, water bodies such as rivers, forests, and commons are other important resources for the support of rural life in South Asian countries. These assets are mostly owned by the local people with rights of usage regulated by cultural norms and institutions (Ostrom, 1990). Their elimination through hydropower initiatives results in a complicated chain of social and environment repercussions. For example, construction of a dam in a region floods the land and in turn removes people together with their practice of farming and affectable hinders access to water and firewood source among others (Adams & Hutton, 2007).
In most regions of South Asia these commons have a history that run back in to many decades if not centuries. Besides being viewed as important sources of water supply for agriculture and fishing, rivers are also considered gods, bearing the fundamental framework of respective local cultures and beliefs (Siddiqui, 2019). To the same implication, forests and pastures are so significant to the indigenous people in their daily life necessities as sources of timber for construction, energy, and other medicinal plants and animal species for the support of its local ecosystems as provided by Srinivasan and Mishra (2014). Sunderlin et al. (2013) observed that these valuable resources, if reduced or destroyed, compromise the indigenous peoples’ culture and destabilize the society.
1.4 Problem Statement
Despite these discourses of hydropower benefiting and catalyze economic development, the projects create processes of displacement and dehumanization of the poor and particularly the rural populace. The social and environmental costs of such projects are high for the poorly developed South Asian regions, as they are displaced and impoverished along with the destruction of ecosystems and disrupted livelihoods (Sharma, 2015). Such sentiments, the state actors and developers regard as irrational or anti-development (Khan & Nunan, 2020). This perspective fails to address the concerns of the oppressed groups whose primary aim is to protect their homes, sources of income and the natural resources.
This paper has aimed to examine how these marginalized communities are able to resist power as well as hydropower development and how they safeguard their ecological endowments. Through the case studies of Nepal, India, Bhutan, and Pakistan, the paper seeks to establish how Environmentalism of the Poor is being practiced regarding the development of hydropower in South Asia.
[bookmark: _smq7eyshuoeh]1.5 Research Objectives
The primary objective of this research is to examine the resistance of marginalized communities to hydropower development in South Asia. Specifically, this paper aims to:
1. Explore the ways in which these communities resist hydropower projects and defend their commons.

2. Identify the strategies used by communities to protect their resources and assert their rights.

3. Analyze how their resistance fits within the framework of Environmentalism of the Poor, emphasizing the role of social justice, ecological knowledge, and grassroots mobilization in these struggles.
[bookmark: _429ooxt3awzn]1.6 Theoretical Framework
This paper is based on the concept of Environmentalism of the Poor, popularized by environmental scholar Joan Martinez-Alier in the twenty-first century which looks at environmental resistance as a struggle for justice with emphasis on sustainable environmental practices. Martínez- Alier (2002) noted that Environmentalism of the poor revolves around the fight for survival, justice, and the protection of common property. Such movements are being mostly initiated by indigenous peoples, farmers, farmworkers, and laborers who are on the receiving end of the negative impacts of development on ecology. This framework thus offers a conceptual means of analyzing how local people stand up against the continued degradation of their environment by dominant forces and interests in development.
Further, Political Ecology presents a vigorous perspective for studying the resources which are involved in determining the power relations and social relations within impending environmental conflicts (Bryant & Bailey, 1997). This theory shows how state policies, corporate initiatives, and international financial organization influence the dynamics of hydropower. Thus, by critically understanding power politics in relation to ecology, political ecology enables the study of factors that spur communities’ resistance and what this provokes for environmental justice.
Finally, the theoretical perspective that can be employed to explain common-pool resource management systems is Commons Theory advanced by Ostrom in 1990. Lands, water – especially water resources such as rivers – and forests are common or open access resources in many South Asian societies which have customary means of appropriation. This experience raises a few questions about sustainability of the commons and the rights of local communities in managing them when they are occupied by hydropower projects.
[bookmark: _q6vv238pjbb6]2. Methods
[bookmark: _nyh7u3k3bmhj]2.1 Research Design
The study employed the comparative case-study research method, which is well suited for analyzing the subject given its multi-faceted aspects of environmental resistance to hydro power development. Use of case studies enables a detailed discussion on real-life situations where lower income groups have been displaced by hydropower projects. In this way, the researcher is able to look at the various social, political and environmental factors in different regions of Liberia and different types of anti-LRA resistance strategies and their results. When more cases are selected, the study can compare the nature of people’s stand against hydropower development across the different local communities in South Asia, thus giving a broader view of the phenomenon. The case study is adopted due to its advantages over other strategies in producing deep and rich information that can be farther masked by broader statistical options.
2.2 Case Selection
The case studies in this research are derived from countries of south Asia where hydropower has been widely developed and has invited social opposition. These are the Upper Tamakoshi Dam project in Nepal, Teesta Hydroelectric Project in India, Diamer Basha Dam in Pakistan, Punatsangchhu/Chhuka hydroelectric project in Bhutan). These projects have been selected based on the fact that they have been seen to be socially rebellious and the ecological effects it has had on societies. For instance, the Upper Tamakoshi project in Nepal has been an issue of great controversy due to factors that include social issues such as displacement of people and environmental issues including pollution (Shrestha and Rajbhandari, 2016). This can be illustrated by the Teesta project in India that displaced the local farming population due to the loss of their lands and jobs (Ramanathan & Ramaswamy, 2019). For instance, the Diamer Bhasha Dam in Pakistan has raised concern of the rights of indigenous people and the commoners to water and forests( Khan & Nunan, 2020) while the Punatsangchhu hydroelectric project in Bhutan has raised concern about the sustainability and damaging impacts of the hydroelectric dams on the sanctity of rivers and forests by local communities (Ura, 2016). These case studies offer varied contexts that represent both positive examples of hydropower development with strong environmental justice and subsequent opposition in South Asia.
2.3 Data Collection
Data collection in the current study is diverse in an effort to capture the nature of community resistance through qualitative approaches. The main technique used to gather data is interviews using interview guides in a face-to-face format, and the participants include members of the affected community, activists, and individuals from the NGOs. These interviews aim at finding out the experiences, attitudes and coping mechanisms that people have to deal with in relation to the hydropower projects and other aspects of environmental and socioeconomic change arising from these projects. Interviewees can be approached based on their firsthand experience in the resistance movements or as people who have some form of connection with this idea in one way or the other to get a diverse sample.
Besides interviews, the study uses a lot of documentation reviews as well. Some of these sources were policy papers and reports on the feasibility of the hydropower projects, project reports, court documents, and media articles. These documents serve to complement the interviews in providing additional background information that would assist in triangulation and help to understand how the Peruvian state and the law has dealt with such community resistance. For instance, litigation cases surrounding hydropower development provide a glimpse into the legal strategies employed by the respective parties to benefit from legal jurisdictions as per their preferred political party (Mishra & Sinha, 2017). On the other hand, it shows how the resistance is presented in the media and may shape the opinion of the masses and even government policies.
In as much as it is possible, participatory observation is also employed as a means of data gathering. This involves participating in the day-to-day activities of the affected communities, participating in their meetings, demonstrations and other meetings where issues related to the hydropower projects are discussed. Overall, therefore, participatory observation provides more qualitative information as to the social work of contentious politics, leadership, organization, and knowledge in protests. This also contributes to gaining the necessary trust of the communities that are to be investigated, this is especially useful in politically volatile areas.
2.4 Sampling Strategy
The method of sample selection chosen for this study is purposive and snowball where key informants with prior firsthand experience or knowledge of the resistance movements against the hydropower projects are selected. Purposive sampling guarantees that only people who can offer the most substantive information on the experience of resistance of the marginalized groups is involved in the study. The first group of respondents is identified depending on their participation in hydropower projects and their stance in the resistance. Next, there is the use of the Snowball sampling method in order to get other participants from those with whom the initial interviewees suggest. However, it can be especially applicable in those contexts where organizing movements are not highly structuralism or centrally controlled, thus providing an opportunity to grasp the position of less accessible individuals and embrace a broader range of views.
2.5 Data Analysis
Data analysis is carried out through thematic coding whereby the different patterns that emerge from various case studies are flagged down. Thematic coding is applied to the local data provided by the interviews and documents to group it into various categories. This method allows the researcher to make comparisons between different cases that can give the researcher an understanding of possible themes regarding the strategies of resistance, environmental justice, and community mobilization. Having derived the themes, a cross-case comparison is done to compare the level of similarity and the level of difference in relation to the way communities in various countries have resisted hydro power development. Such a comparative analysis contributes to the understanding of the general patterns of the Resistance movements and the conditions that may decide their success or failure.
2.6 Ethical Considerations
There are several considerations to take when interviewing people from marginalized groups especially when addressing issues such as resistance to political or corporate projects. All the interviewees provide their informed consent to participate in the interviews, understanding the purpose of the research, their rights as respondents and the risks they might face. Because of the political risk of resistance, the extra precautions are used when it is necessary to conceal the identity of those participants who may be punished in case they are recognized as being involved in the resistance movements. It is also these factors that make the researcher sensitive to the kind of data that has been collected keeping in mind the emotional and political connotations of the issues. In addition, all the research processes do not pose any harm to the participants and ensure that the welfare and safety of the participants are well protected throughout the research study. American Psychological Association’s on ethical guidelines was followed in the conduct of research with vulnerable groups and is applied throughout the process.
[bookmark: _h3m2kfssv0x2]3. Results 
[bookmark: _1gf05782dqka]Theme 1: The Commons Under Siege
Hydropower development in the South Asian region has created sensible social impact and some ecological effects including loss of land, forests and access to rivers which the indigenous people rely on. For the Upper Tamakoshi project in Nepal, an area of about 1200 hectares was covered by water and about 500 hectares of forests were lost. Similar patterns of land & resource erosion were recorded in Teesta in India, Diamer Bhasha in Pakistan and Punatsangchhu in Bhutan etc (Table-1). Lack of riverine access was also indicated across all the projects especially concerning agriculture, fishing and cultural practices with Teesta (India) and Diamer Bhasha (Pakistan) experiencing loss of over 100km of river access.
Table 1: Loss of Land, Forests, and River Access due to Project Construction
	Project
	Land Lost (Hectares)
	Forests Destroyed (Hectares)
	River Access Affected (km)
	Communities Displaced

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	1200
	500
	50
	10000

	Teesta (India)
	900
	300
	80
	15000

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	1500
	600
	100
	20000

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	800
	400
	60
	12000
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Figure 1: Loss of Land, Forests, and River Access due to Hydropower Projects
The elimination of these commons has serious consequences for the lives and existence of the people of the region. Apart from being instrumental in the livelihood of the populations that live in rural areas, these resources define the cultural identity of many indigenous peoples. A culture of displacement of communities such as the 20,000 people displaced by the Diamer-Bhasha Dam only exacerbates the problems these communities experience (Table 1). The loss of these amenities is most dangerous as it compromises the subsistence-based farming practices that have been in practice generation and undermines cultural practices related to the natural resources.
Theme 2: Modes of Resistance
The displaced communities have also responded by using legal challenges, barricades on roads, demonstrations, and publicity hitches among others. The legal petitions and protests were higher in number in case of projects like Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan) and Teesta (India) Diamer-Bhasha had 35 legal petitions filed against the project while there were 30 protests recorded against the project. Such activities are as a result of displacement and loss of resources amongst these people. While slightly less severe, there was also vigorous community mobilization in the Upper Tamakoshi project in Nepal with 15 instances of legal petitions and 10 protest demonstrations.


Table 2: Impact on Subsistence, Culture, and Identity
	Project
	Agriculture Impact (%)
	Cultural Impact (% Loss)
	Livelihood Diversification Impact (%)
	Access to Natural Resources (%)

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	60
	50
	40
	55

	Teesta (India)
	70
	60
	50
	65

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	80
	75
	60
	75

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	65
	55
	45
	60
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Figure 2:Impact on Subsistence, Culture, and Identity



Table 3: Legal Petitions, Road Blockades, Protests
	Project
	Legal Petitions Filed
	Protests Organized
	Road Blockades
	Media Campaigns

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	15
	10
	5
	12

	Teesta (India)
	25
	20
	8
	18

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	35
	30
	12
	20

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	20
	15
	6
	14
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Figure 3: Legal Petitions, Road Blockades, and Protests
As demonstrated in all projects, grassroots networks are central to the organization of these kinds of resistance. It should be noted that protests are coordinated and legal proceedings instigated by local NGOs and activists which is evident by the number of grassroots networks present (Table 4). Among these two most notable ones, namely Teesta and Diamer Bhasha both have the local activist communities, which included more than 200 activists to actually help with the cause. These networks served as structures that were crucial in the fight against the hydropower projects as they bridged the gap in the legal and political frameworks between the affected people and the authorities.
Table 4: Formation of Grassroots Environmental Justice Networks
	Project
	Local NGOs Involved
	Activists Mobilized
	Community Meetings
	Resistance Networks Established

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	10
	100
	50
	7

	Teesta (India)
	15
	200
	75
	12

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	20
	150
	60
	9

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	12
	120
	55
	8
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Figure 4:Formation of Grassroots Environmental Justice Networks

Theme 3: Counter-Narratives to Development
One of the main features has been the contribution of negative discourses that seeks to subvert the techno-economic rationalities of large-scale hydropower projects. Alternative development visions in Upper Tamakoshi and Teesta have been envisaged where community alternatives of sustainable development with equity has been put forward instead of an economic development model (Table 5). These counter-narratives recommend the protection of natural resources for the next generation as well as bringing into light positive sources of power like solar power that will not have the same detrimental impacts on environment and people as the new hydro power plants.
Table 5: Alternative Development Visions (Counter-Narratives)


	Project
	Sustainable Energy Proposals
	Indigenous Knowledge Integration
	Ecological Balance Advocacy
	Alternative Development Models Proposed

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	5
	6
	8
	10

	Teesta (India)
	7
	8
	9
	15

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	4
	7
	6
	12

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	6
	5
	7
	14
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Figure 5:Alternative Development Visions (Counter-Narratives)
The aboriginal knowledge has occupied significant functions in these counter-imaginaries. As an example, communities in Bhutan and Nepal recognize the importance of traditional ecological knowledge accumulated in the process of long interaction between humans and the environment. This knowledge is proposed as a more suitable development paradigm than the large-scale industrial models that are sought by state and corporate agents. These movements validate these positions and contend that the proposed alternatives not only preserve the environment but offer better and culturally sound forms of development especially for the poor and indigenous communities (Table 5).
Theme 4: Environmentalism of the Poor in Practice
The rebellions embodied in these case studies are very much embedded into the practices of existence and fighting for fairness. This type of environmentalism is different from abstract environmentalism that concentrates on the protection of the natural landscape for the sake of environmental conservation only, but environmentalism of the poor seeks to assert the ability of the affected communities to pursue their livelihood through farming or other natural resource utilization. This was most evident in the roles of women, indigenous people and smallholders’ farmers in the resistance processes as captured in Table 6 below.
Table 6: Women, Indigenous People, and Smallholder Farmers as Central Actors in Resistance
	Project
	Women Involved (%)
	Indigenous Groups Involved (%)
	Smallholder Farmers Involved (%)
	Youth Involved (%)

	Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal)
	35
	30
	50
	25

	Teesta (India)
	45
	40
	60
	30

	Diamer-Bhasha (Pakistan)
	50
	55
	70
	40

	Punatsangchhu (Bhutan)
	40
	33
	55
	28
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Figure 6:Involvement of Key Actors in Resistance
In Upper Tamakoshi (Nepal) and Diamer Bhasha (Pakistan), women were active in both advocating and protesting against projects affecting their rights and historical or cultural identities. The high representation of women in the resistance as 35% in Nepal and 50% in Pakistan shows the gender dynamics of environmental justice where women being the custodians of the land and natural resources protect them. Likewise, indigenous groups, who are owner-occupiers of the affected areas, have helped define the conflict more in ethnic terms rather than anti-development (Table 6).
Small farmers including Teesta in India and Punatsangchhu in Bhutan have also not been left out when it comes to resistance. These farmers depend on the land for support and the expansion of hydropower means the loss of their means of livelihood. Such protests are indicative of the centrality of land-based livelihoods and of smallholder producers in the struggle for alternative, sustainable development paths to those that rely on large-scale industrial projects.
4. [bookmark: _u4du1qigh8dt]Discussion
The opposition to hydropower in the communities of South Asia holds important lessons in the relationship between environment, development and activism. This research thus explores how subjugated communities engage with and resist large-scale hydropower projects that undermine the socio-cultural and environmentally lived existence of the concerned groups. The case studies from Nepal, India, Pakistan and Bhutan highlight the key fact that the process of resistance is explicitly tied with social justice and the protection of the commons.
Resistance as a Form of Environmental Justice
Arguably at the heart of these resistances in contemporary South Asia is the defense of environmental resources-land, forest, rivers that underpin the existence of these communities. This accords with environmental justice theory asserting that the vulnerable or the weaker members of civil society are the most affected by environmental depletion (Schlosberg 2007). They do not resist development in general, but they resist specific development practices that threaten the rights of their communities to sustainable use of natural resources for the benefits of the present and future generations (Gupta, 2015). This paper explores the destructive impacts of hydropower, which include: the flooding of agricultural land; cutting down of trees; and interruption of river systems for passage by fish – As seen in the Upper Tamakoshi and Diamer Bhasha cases as noted by Ghosh (2019).
Environmental justice, as postulated by Schlosberg (2007), is not only about preservation of the environment but more importantly regarding citizens’ ability to participate and have their concerns addressed concerning development processes that directly impact on them. The opposition to hydropower projects thus can also be conceptualized as a form of environmental justice, in which people utilize legal means, demonstrations, and other forms of organized work to challenge state and corporate control over development, the consequences of which are not beneficial to local communities. These are the legal petitions and protests that the Teesta in India and Diamer-Bhasha in Pakistan are illustrations of this activism as it is a demand of the communities to be involved in decisions that affect them (Kothari, 2014).
Political Ecology and Power Dynamics
Thus, the framework of political ecology can help to analyze the conflicts around hydropower projects especially with respect to power and the state and corporate actors. According to Blaikie (1999), in the political ecology of resource conflicts one finds out that the weak faces power of the state and power of the global economy. The concept of ‘development’ in the context of hydropower projects in South Asia can be used here, as the state support for large-scale power stations that promise economic development negates the social and environmental costs of these projects on the affected communities. Political considerations therefore became an important thesis of hydroelectric development characterized by a conflict of interest between the state and the communities affected by these projects.
For instance, the Diamer-Bhasha Dam in Pakistan is one of the best-case examples of how the state drives development that is detrimental to certain groups of people. While the Pakistani government has highlighted the availability of the project in terms of meeting the energy needs of the country, residents of affected communities have reported adverse implications of the project on their land and water resources (Zaman & Yousaf, 2018). Such power relations epitomise patterns of state-led development, which tend to exclude the voices of communities and people when it comes to development projects, particularly those in infrastructure projects that benefit state or global economic interests.
Moreover, it is also evident that civil society and grass-root organizations have made it possible to resist state and corporate power in the development of hydropower in south Asia. In Teesta Hydropower case, the Indian local NGOs, the activists have played a major role in the protests, approaching courts and raising awareness about the problem of hydropower projects. These grassroots movements are important in presence as they offer an alternative to the governmental discourses on ‘green growth’ and sustainable energy by questioning the portrayal of hydropower projects as beneficial (Kothari, 2014). Such groups assist in voicing the voices of the weak groups in the society and advocating for their input and contribution in development.
Indigenous Knowledge and Counter-Narratives to Development
One ubiquitous narrative that can be deduced from the cases is the construction of oppositional perspectives to challenge the development discourse that hails hydropower as the best bet to address energy poverty and stimulate economic development. These counter-narratives insist on the need that there is an option to the technologies that promote the model of economic development embodied in hydropower. The resistance movements in Bhutan, Nepal, and India have all provided a narrative of development without Dams that include use of renewable resources such as the solar energy and wind energy that does not require the construction of large structures that will force people to leave their home (Sharma & Ghosh, 2020).
Secondly, in these counter-narratives therefore indigenous knowledge is seen as vital. South Asia’s indigenous people have had a long-standing connection to their environment and the neighbouring water bodies, and the ideas they have inherited reflect that age-old connection. Oral knowledge transmitted from one generation to another is considered an important aspect in the conservation of natural resources. Despite this there is a tendency to ignore or disregard the knowledge which has evolved out of the indigenous perspective in favour of more scientific or technological type development. The resistance movements in South Asia are therefore not only fighting the physical elimination of the environment but also for its recognition and incorporation in development frameworks (McGregor, 2017). This form of knowledge subverts the presented techno-economic rationality that has been advanced by hydropower developers; it is a more environmentally sustainable approach to energy development.
The Role of Gender and Social Justice
The effectiveness of the resistance against hydropower development in South Asia is one of the most significant factors were women, indigenous people, and smallholder farmers are central. The women in particular have led several resistances movements, because women are always attached with the land, water and any kind of natural resources, which is endangered through Hydro power projects. Women’s engagement in the resistance movements in Teesta and Diamer Bhasha (Table 6) shows the gendered aspect of environmental justice whereby women being managers of the resources for the family and community are heavily affected by the development projects (Agarwal, 2010). Women have not only joined the protests, and writes laws and media, drafting petitions demanding equality, and environmental justice, based on gender.
Some indigenous communities, specifically in Bhutan and Nepal, have also been most actively involved in anti-hydropower activities. ALSC’s participation stems from a conflict of interest, as Canadian first nations require the defense of sacred territories of earth and water. It’s also important to note the lenient participation of smallholder farmers in the resistance movements since they are some of the most affected parties when it comes to the loss of farmland as well as limited access to water. This is why the struggle of such groups becomes Swim for continued course of social justice amidst the environmental detriment and development. Such engagement is indeed a symbol of the potentials of marginalized people in voicing their situation and capacity to transform the dominant paradigms of development.
Policy Implications and Future Directions
Based on these findings it can be concluded that this study has a wide implication to policy and development in the context of South Asia. First, they support the idea of participation, which means that people affected by particular decisions must be involved in the decision-making process. In this regard, hydropower projects should not be viewed as the silver bullet for controlling energy poverty but as part of a portfolio of a socially sustainable energy transition plan. Some of the principles that could help avoid such kind of displacement and destruction of ecosystems include the free, prior and informed consent that entails consulting the communities and getting their consent before implementing any project as recommended by Hodgson (2014).
Second, controversy regarding the construction of hydroelectric dams underlines the necessity of new approaches to the understanding of energy shifts in South Asia. Instead of a singular focus on very large-scale projects for national economies, energy strategies of the future should focus on decentralized, renewable energy systems within communities. This could include the support for solar, wind and micro-hydropower technologies whose ownership and distribution helps empower the communities (Mishra & Singh, 2018).
Finally, the study emphasizes on the need to adopt sui generis indigenous knowledge and tradition in development initiatives. Culture information and details together with Indigenous know-how are precious sources of information to do with utilization of the resources; therefore, it is capable of having a middle of the night role in framing more element friendly affiliated development ventures later on.
5. Conclusion
Anti-hydropower activism in South Asia embodies far more than a localized objection to dam construction—it represents a deeply rooted, collective expression of environmentalism that is intricately tied to the struggles for social justice, human rights, and cultural preservation. This movement cannot be simply dismissed as anti-development or regressive. Rather, it is a profound response to decades of exclusionary development practices that have consistently marginalized the voices of those most directly impacted by environmental degradation. In nations such as Nepal, India, Pakistan, and Bhutan, communities are not merely reacting defensively to the ecological destruction wrought by large-scale hydropower projects. They are asserting proactive, alternative visions of what development should look like—visions that are built on principles of ecological sustainability, social equity, and democratic participation.
Through the analytical lens of the Environmentalism of the Poor, this study reveals that resistance to hydropower is not incidental or disorganized, but is instead a deeply organized and embodied response rooted in long-standing relationships with the land, rivers, forests, and other commons that form the basis of subsistence and identity for Indigenous peoples, smallholder farmers, and rural communities. These resistance movements draw strength from a collective memory and traditional ecological knowledge, asserting that environmental stewardship and social justice are not mutually exclusive, but mutually reinforcing.
The leadership roles of women, Indigenous communities, and agrarian populations in these movements reflect a grounded counter-politics that challenges the dominant neoliberal development paradigms—those that privilege state-centric and corporate-led growth models, often under the guise of “clean energy” and “national interest.” These communities do not resist progress per se; they resist a version of progress that renders them invisible, displaces them from their ancestral lands, and disrupts their relationship with nature.
Rather than offering opposition alone, these movements propose inclusive and participatory alternatives—development models that respect the lived experiences of local communities, that uphold traditional knowledge systems, and that operate within the environmental limits of the region. From filing legal petitions and organizing protests to establishing grassroots resistance networks and promoting counter-narratives of community-based renewables, these actions represent a comprehensive challenge to the dominant energy regime.
Crucially, this form of resistance is not symbolic or reactionary—it is deeply strategic, forward-looking, and transformative. It challenges policymakers to rethink energy transitions not just in technical or economic terms, but through the lens of justice. It advocates for the institutionalization of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), the integration of indigenous and local knowledge into policy design, and equitable mechanisms of benefit-sharing that genuinely empower affected populations. As South Asia continues to grapple with pressing questions of energy security, climate change, and sustainable development, the experiences and insights of these marginalized communities must be placed at the center of any transition.
Only by recognizing their agency, valuing their knowledge, and addressing their demands for justice can South Asian nations chart a path toward an energy future that is not only sustainable—but also equitable, inclusive, and democratically accountable.
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