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PRESS RELEASE
30 May 2024

STOP THE SUNKOSHI HYDROPOWER DAM:
Majhi women call to recognise and respect their self-determination

Kathmandu, Nepal — “The Sunkoshi river is connected to our identity and existence; if the hydropower
project destroys the river, our existence, identity —language, rituals, culture — will be destroyed as well.”

This was the resounding call of the women from Kunauri and Bhatauli communities who lamented the
life-changing impacts of the Sunkoshi hydropower dam. Indigenous communities are facing the threats
of forced displacement and the subsequent loss of livelihoods, potential discrimination in enjoyment of
economic and social rights, and the disruption to the beliefs and practice of cultural rituals and
traditions that are essential rights of the Majhi Indigenous Peoples. Women will also face additional
struggle of fending for their family.

The Sunkoshi-1l Hydropower project or SU-1I (1,110 MW) and Sunkoshi-Ill (536 MW) hydropower projects
are pumped-storage projects developed in the Mahji ancestral lands and territory by the Department of
Electricity Development (DoED). The SU-II project is located 130 KM east of Kathmandu and Sunkoshi
River flowing between Golanjor Rural Municipality in Sindhuli District and Ramechhap Municipality in
Ramechhap District.

From 28 to 29 May 2024, national and international organisations conducted an impact assessment in
the Majhi communities in Manthali to determine the status of the hydropower dam project and assess
the human rights situation of the Indigenous women, particularly in exercising their right for
participation, access to information and self-determination. The groups also looked at the potential
impacts of the development project that threatens the very existence of the Mahji people and
endangers their culture and lives.

The persisting lack of information surrounding the proposed hydropower dam in Manthali in the
Ramechhap district has kept the Majhi community in the dark on the status of the project. In a
2015-2020 participatory research conducted by the National Indigenous Women Forum (NIWF), it was
revealed that no free prior and informed consent (FPIC) has been done with the community. No recent
data is also available to determine the stage of the project, and the lack of consultation and information
are keeping women anxious of their land and livelihood security, as well as their ability to enjoy other
economic, social and cultural rights.

Sukumaya Majhi is a single mother that raises her son and daughter, “I cannot imagine what life would
be if we get displaced and | am separated from my people. | depend on the support of the community to
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raise my children — that’s how we are in the community. The community care, support and security is a
pillar of our Majhi people”.

“What is the point of land if there is no river?” said Mamta Mahji, a woman leader in the community.
“Our rituals and rites are intimately connected to the Sunkoshi river. It is our life, it is for the celebration
of birth, marriage, and death. How can we honour our ancestors if we lose our river?”

“We are already observing the worsening impact of climate change on our environment. The fish in the
river are getting scarce, we don't have clean drinking water, and it’s harder to find the leaves that we use
for our ritual and local fruits and herbs for basic needs. Everything that used to be available in the village
is slowly disappearing and now we have to buy,” said Burna Majhi.

“Like other indigenous groups, Majhi women and girls have become involuntary shock absorbers of the
convergence of crises: climate, debt, food, inequality, subsiding the state with their bodies through
unpaid care work. Nepal must fulfill its human rights obligations and ensure the meaningful participation
of indigenous groups affected by development and fiscal decisions. When issues of displacement arise,
the right to self-determination and due process rights require prior informed consent, transparency,
access to information, as well as allocating adequate resources for meaningful participation in decision
making. Nepal must fullfill its obligations to respect indigenous rights, protect indigenous women rights
from the violations from private actors, corporations, and others and realise its commitments under the
international conventions it has ratified: ICESCR, 1LO169, CEDAW, UNFCCC and others," Dr. Maria Ron
Balsera, Executive Director at the Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR).

Initial information points to the bilateral agreements between Nepal and India; and Nepal and
Bangladesh; but further information on the conditionalities of these agreements remains limited and
murky. It was also noted from the discussion with the Mahji women that no consultations were
conducted. According to the Majhi people, the public hearings related to the hydropower project that
they attempted to join suddenly changed venue or date without prior notice.

“In a world experiencing climate change, as we emerge from COVID-19, financial stress on countries and
people remains high. As a result, innovative finance with a focus on the preservation of the environment
as it is should be a priority in making decisions on tax, debt and international finance flows.” said Attiya
Waris, UN Independent Expert on Debt and Professor of Law, University of Nairobi.

“The current global model of development, which hinges on the indiscriminate use and conversion of
the rich natural resources, is detrimental to Indigenous, rural women,” said Eloisa Delos Reyes
Programme Officer of Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development. “Losing their access to
forest and rivers that they have long been conserving and sustainably using will exacerbate the crises the
women are facing, and will double on women’s ability to sustain their livelihood and enjoy their
economic and social rights, and furthering climate impacts.”
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“Indigenous Peoples, including Majhi, are solutions, not problems to accelerating the climate crisis.
Hence, there is an urgency to save Indigenous Peoples like Majhi to save our planet, Mother Earth.
Therefore, we call upon the Nepal government, specially the Department of Electricity Development
(DoED), business companies, national and international investors, and international development
partners to meaningfully comply with the UNDRIP, ILO Convention No. 169, CEDAW GR. No. 39 and other
international human rights,” said Yasso Kanti Bhattachan, Vice-chairperson of NIWF.



