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Rethinking run-of-the-
river hydro projects

In 2012, I was part of a study investigating the impacts
of National Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC)’s
hydropower projects on the lives and livelihoods of local
communities in Sikkim. As part of the project, I spoke
extensively to local people in the catchment areas of Teesta-
V, a run-of-the-river (ROR) hydropower project just like the
Tapovan Vishnugad Power Project in Uttarakhand. ROR
projects are seen as a “green” alternative to high-dam
hydropower projects such as the Tehri Hydropower Project.
This is because an ROR dam diverts the river flow in a
controlled environment to generate electricity and sends
the water back to the river, whereas a high-dam project
stores river water in a reservoir. After a few meetings with
local people in Sikkim, I learned four things. One, ROR
projects are not green. This is because river water is diverted
for power generation, and this destroys the riverine ecology.
The blasting and tunneling that happens while building a
dam dry up mountain springs, which provide water for
drinking and agriculture. Second, due processes for
clearance of the project were also not followed. People were
under pressure to give their nod for the project, but it was
not an informed choice since they did not have adequate
information about its impact on the environment and their
lives. Third, they told me about the fragility of the Himalayas
and how earthquakes and other climatic events impact the
dam and the people. Such shoddy project clearances have
also happened in other parts of the country, including in
Uttarakhand. And finally, the company in Sikkim, NTPC, spent
its corporate social responsibility funds to build schools,
health facilities, and road infrastructure for the locals. But
as one of the women told me: “These are our basic rights,
and why should their availability be tied up with any project?”
I saw parallels of what I learned in Sikkim in Uttarakhand on
Sunday. There is no doubt that the glacial avalanche that
destroyed everything in its wake was climate-induced. Over
the years, numerous reports of the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) — including the latest one, Special
Report on Oceans and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate —
point out the climate risks in high-mountain regions. I strongly
feel that projects such as hydropower must be weighed against
its benefits. IPCC assessed that the climate crisis has altered
the frequency and magnitude of the natural hazards in high
mountain regions of the world. We reported, with medium
confidence, that globally, in some regions, snow avalanches
involving wet snow have increased while the rain on snow
floods have also increased at lower elevation in spring.

Biden’s foreign policy lacks strategic clarity

Last week, the newly
elected president of the
United States (US), Joe Biden,
delivered his first foreign
policy speech, with the aim of
resetting America’s foreign
policy agenda after four years
of Donald Trump’s disruption.
Biden’s choice of the State
Department as the venue for
his address was a show of
support to the foreign service
bureaucracy, and a signal to
the world that standard
diplomatic engagement and
multilateralism would be the
preferred mode of operation.
Announcing “America is back”
and declaring the return of
diplomacy in US foreign policy,
Biden was perhaps hoping to
underscore the divergences
with his predecessor. But for
all the rhetoric, the speech
was a mélange of the
Democratic Party’s standard
talking points without a
cohesive agenda for the
changing global realities. The

fact that China was hardly
mentioned in his remarks and
that Russia remained the
obsession was also a reminder
of how sections of the
American establishment are
still struggling to come to
terms with the post-Cold War
period.

Trying to strike an explicit
contrast with Trump on
Russia, Biden stated: “I made
it clear to President [Vladimir]
Putin, in a manner very
different from my
predecessor, that the days of
the United States rolling over
in the face of Russia’s
aggressive actions… are over.”
Underlining his intent “to raise
the cost to Russia and defend
our vital interests,” Biden
linked it to America’s
democratic values and the
need to rebuild “the muscles
of democratic alliances that
have atrophied from four
years of neglect”. But the
Trump administration, for all

of Trump’s fondness for Putin,
sanctioned Russia across the
spectrum for the last four
years. As such, it is not entirely
clear what else Biden will be
able to do. Other major
announcements from Biden
included ending all support for
Saudi Arabia’s offensive
operations in Yemen, urging
Myanmar’s military leaders to
halt their coup, freezing troop
redeployments from Germany,
raising the cap for refugees
allowed into the US from
15,000 for this fiscal year —
the lowest since 1980 — to up
to 125,000, and reaffirming
US support for LGBTQ rights
worldwide. Secretary of
Defence Lloyd Austin is to
conduct a “global force
posture review” so as to
ensure America’s “military
footprint is appropriately
aligned with our foreign policy
and national security
priorities”. Biden also
underlined his administration’s

recent decisions of elevating
cyber by appointing the first
national deputy security
adviser for cyber and
emerging technology,
integrating climate as a
central facet of national
diplomacy, and rejoining the
World Health Organization
and the Paris climate
agreement. But some key
issues were conspicuous
either by their absence or in
their framing. Iran was not
mentioned, nor were the
nuclear negotiations, while
the broader “Middle East”

geopolitical terrain was also
not invoked, perhaps
underscoring a shift away
from the region for American
foreign policy priorities.

And then there was China.
Biden argued that America
will confront Beijing’s
“economic abuses, counter its
aggressive, coercive action to
push back on China’s attack
on human rights, intellectual
property, and global
governance”. But how this will
be done, once again, remains
in the realm of speculation.
Biden is right that China’s

President Xi Jinping doesn’t
have “a democratic, small D,
bone in his body” and his
Secretary of State is also right
in letting Beijing know that
Washington “will continue to
stand up for human rights and
democratic values, including in
Xinjiang, Tibet and Hong
Kong”. But if the only
instrumentality they can come
up with is “international rules
of the road”, then it doesn’t
generate much confidence in
Biden’s ability to shore up a
credible posture vis-à-vis an
increasingly confident China.

The DNA bill will cement a disturbing
link between tech and policing

Recently, the parliamentary
committee on science and
technology submitted its report
on the DNA Technology (Use and
Application) Regulation bill with
a set of recommendations. The
purpose of the bill is to regulate
the use of DNA information for
establishing the identity of
people. An index is sought to be
created and maintained by
national and regional “DNA
banks”. The indices are meant
for criminals, undertrials,
missing and deceased persons.
The bill allows different kinds of
operations to be performed on
such genetic material. One of
the common applications of DNA
technology is to create profiles
of people using nails, hair, swabs
and so on. Bodily types will be
compared, categorised,
homogenised and excluded,
along with the inferences drawn
from these divisions. These
profiles are then meant to guide
law enforcement in
investigations. Although the
technology has been used
(without proper regulation)
under criminal procedure codes,
the bill will institutionalise its use
within the justice system with the
maintenance of databases.

Experts believe that the bill
leaves ample room for misuse,
and that its consent provisions

are not strong. A more
fundamental concern is that
DNA technology for identification
derives from antiquated and
discredited methods. Scientists
confirm that much of DNA
analysis involving statistical
modelling algorithms embed

judgments of the people behind
the creation of these tools. This
means that DNA samples
collected are used to statistically
create composites of “types” of
people — racial, ethnic and so
on. These methods, in their
composition of types, in the
inferences drawn, and the
mathematical fact of computing
averages to arrive at the
estimates of types, have the
scope for giving a scientific
varnish to existing social and
cultural bias. Every new
advancement in technology does
not necessarily ensure
automatic justice delivery,
especially when our criminal
justice system is one of the main
modes of State repression. We
have seen activists, students and
journalists face police excesses.

Where CCTV evidence
contradicts official accounts, it
has been ignored, or has been
explicitly destroyed in cases
where it might implicate the
police. Imagine the same spaces
being classified under the bill as
“crime scenes” and the DNA of
persons from these sites
included within indices
maintained by the State. This is
what the bill will facilitate as
standard procedure. It
potentially entrenches systemic
issues of access to justice and
unequal socio-economic status
leading to the persecution of a
disproportionate number of
disadvantaged people.

Another question is that of
openness. Already, denial of
access to DNA laboratory
records is affecting the rights

of individuals in defending
themselves, as highlighted by
the work of Project 39A. With
a new system of indexing
DNA profiles of undertrials,
criminals, missing and
deceased persons, it
becomes al l the more
important to think about the
openness of the algorithmic
techniques used in these
methods. With no shield in the
form of data protection and
privacy laws, or the cross-
dialogue with anti-
discrimination laws like SC/
ST Prevention of Atrocities
Act, we are potential ly
moving towards automating,
invisibilising and legitimising
already existing biases in
society, all in the name of
technology.


