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Abstract  

The Government of China paper has embarked on a dam-building program 

along the Nujiang River (upper Salween) to support the country’s industrial and 

economic development. This research analyzes whether these Nujiang dams are 

necessary and whether they are of benefit to the local people especially to the 

ethnic Lisu women, and if there are alternative options for bringing development 

benefits to the people in the area. Gender differences in the management and 

participation in policy decision-making processes of the Nuijang dams were 

identified to analyze the gender roles present in the community.Local people 

especially women are not eager to change their livesto adapt to changes that the 

dam building brings.Instead, they prefer to engage more in tourism activities to 

promote the local economy. It has been observed that women’s economic status 

is getting better, with most of them being satisfied and content. Their utmost 

concern is to care about their children’s education and the flood of migration to 

cities to earn money. Contrast to most males, they pay little attention to the 

decision-making process.  
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Introduction 

This paper examines the potential and ongoing impacts of hydropower 

construction along the Nujiang (upper Salween) River in China’s Yunna 

Province. Hydropower is also being promoted by the government as “clean 

energy” that can benefit the local communities. This paper focuses on the 

perspectives of ethnic Lisu women to explore whether hydropower is the most 

effective development strategy for ethnic communities living in the Nujiang 

Basin.  

The paper attempts to provide information about the impacts of hydropower to 

the government and relevant agencies including local governments to raise their 

awareness that for the local ethnic minorities, especially Lisu women, dam 

construction is not the most effective way to reduce poverty and bring 

development.  

 

Methodology 

Interviews were conducted with a total of 26 Lisu women of different ages, 

educational background, work and marital status. The interview questions ranged 

from whether they are satisfied with their daily life nowadays, their stories about 

their daily life, their main source of family income, whether dams create 

opportunities, among others. Another 11 in-depth interviews with Lisu women 

and other stakeholders provided additional information about the dam-building 

practices along the Nujiang River. The research interviews also focused on 

important gender differences in the decision-making about dams. 

China’s dam-building along the Nujiang River  

On 23 January 2013, China’s State Council released the “five-year energy 

development plan”, that provided the plans to develop dams along the Nujiang 

River. China’s officials view hydropower as the route to development of the 

remote areas especially to bring “development” to ethnic communities who are 

viewed as living in poverty.  



  
International Conference on the Mekong, Salween and Red Rivers: Sharing Knowledge and 

Perspectives Across Borders | Faculty of  Political Science, Chulalongkorn University | 12th November 2016 
 

 

17 

 

Hydropower is also viewed as a “clean” form of energy compared to coal 

production while China also has technical expertise in building large hydropower 

stations (Brown, Magee, and Xu 2008). 

Figure1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Photo by Huang Yaping 

 

Figure 2.Nujiang River Hydropower development plans 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But there is an ongoing economic slowdown in China. The government's long-

term planning is shifting from an industrial-based strategy towards more service-

oriented one and will also bring downward pressure to electricity demand; 
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industrial demand for electricity accounted for 80% of China's generating 

capacity. 

Deputy Secretary-General Zhang Boting of China Hydropower Engineering 

Society said: "China's electricity market has oversupplied, so if power companies 

increase investment, the future prospects are not good."1 

 

Results 

a. Perspectives about the Nujiang dam from the ethnic Lisu 

people 

I interviewed a number of ethnic Lisu people ranging from those who were 

economically better off to those who were poor, women and men, younger and 

older people. I chose an informal approach by visiting villages on my own rather 

than organizing formal village meetings. I spoke to people in their homes, rice 

fields, along their river banks, and in the communities. 

The research found that local people especially women, are reluctant to change 

their life to accommodate dam-building in their home and fields. For livelihoods 

that can bring in cash income, the local communities prefer tourism that can 

support their local economy. The local government has been promoting many 

projects especially tourism opportunities for local people to get access to money 

and development. 

Their main concern is about their children’s education along with the rising 

migration of their community members to the cities to earn money. In contrast 

to the males in the community, women pay less attention to the official decision-

making process that is bringing dams to the Nujiang region. One ethnic Lisu man 

said:  

                                                            
1 He said these words at a conference, 在2015年1月25日举行的政协云南省第十一届委员会

第四次会议界别联组会上。 
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“Nujiang Prefecture has 550,000 people of which seventy percent are ethnic Lisu. At 

present the main income for communities is traditional Chinese medicine and tourism. 

In the past, the communities planted corn and made income from logging.”  

There is no industry or commercial infrastructure in the Nujiang rural areas so 

there is not much opportunity for work in the rural areas. More than 50% of the 

young people in the villages go out to study or to find work including mining or 

hired labor on the roads, highways and house construction. Typically in one 

village, there are more than 100 families, and their cash earnings are usually 

about6000-7000 CNY2 (approximately 870-1,013 USD) per year per person.  

In terms of education, Lisu boys and girls mostly go to school and receive 

education beginning from 6-7 years old. Once they reach 16-18 years old, the 

young men will travel outside the village to find work while girls continue with 

the farming and taking care of the older people and children. 

Ms. Yang, a 32-year old ethnic Lisu has an11-year old boy. Ms. Yang studied until 

middle school, ie. about nine years. Her husband got a business loan from the 

government to open a small restaurant and hotel with four rooms. Her only hope 

is that they can save enough money to send their son to Beijing to study.  

Besides the small restaurant and hotel, Ms Yang also plants corn and rice in 

about an acre of land. The land was passed down from her husband’s parents 

according to the Lisu tradition.  She can get income from farming of about 

10,000-20,000CNY (1,448-2,896 USD) per year and thus, her family has an 

annual income of 50,000-60,000CNY (7,241-8,689 USD) altogether.  

With respect to the Nujiang dams, she has no opinion, as her main concern is to 

have guests at the hotel so her family can get income.  

Mr. La, 22 years old, unmarried, has finished middle school (9 years of 

schooling). He does farming with his father and in the off-farm season, he finds 

work to install lifts in Guangdong, Lijiang and Dali areas. He can earn 80 CNY 

per day and the workplace provides him accommodation and food. During the 

spring festival, before the planting season in March, he usually returns to the 

                                                            
2The currency code for Chinese Yuan Renminbi (RMB) is CNY 
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village and finds work building houses. He can earn about 120 CNY per day but 

also needs to spend on food. He is trying to save enough money to get married 

and build a house of his own. He is not concerned about the dam-building 

although he thinks it can bring some job opportunities.   

Mr. Su Mu, 25 years old, has found work in a factory in Guangdong making 

guitars. He is earning about 4000 – 5000CNY each month. He gets food and 

accommodation from the factory. He has not returned to his home for three 

years. He wanted to get married in Guangdong. Outside the village, most of the 

girls are Han, and in the village most of the girls have gone out to work. So he 

feels it’s easier to find his future wife in Guangzhou.  If the dams were built, he 

might take his parents to Guangzhou. 

Ms. Kasai, 22, is a waitress in Laomudeng. She lives with an older and a younger 

brother, both of whom are working outside the village. Her mother washes 

dishes in Tibet and Lhasa, earning 6000-7000CNY per month, and her father 

does farm work at home as his poor health restricts him from travelling outside 

for work. She works at a restaurant in the town nearby but returns home every 6-

7 days to take rest for a couple of days. Her dream is to build a house with her 

brothers also by using the bridal money she will get when she gets married of 

about 100,000RMB. She thinks the dams are not only unnecessary but is afraid 

the dams will harm their lives since tourists visit the area for the scenery and the 

dams may destroy the natural surroundings and their tourist income. 

Ms. Kaka, 87, gets her income from planting corn and other vegetables and herbs 

to sell at the market every weekend. She has one son and one daughter.  She also 

supports the tuition fee for her grandson (about 400-500CNY per month). She is 

in support of building dams on the Nujiang. 

Ms. You, 46, studied in six years of primary school. She has three daughters: the 

eldest recently had a daughter; the second works in Dali; while the youngest is 

still studying in school. The family income is from raising pigs and planting corn 

for which they can get 5000-6000 CNY per year.  
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Recently, her husband was injured while working outside and can no longer do 

heavy work. The family spent all their savings for medical expenses. Her 

husband’s younger brother takes care of the parents. In her family, both she and 

her husband make the decisions, and she is generally satisfied with her life. She 

does not have her own opinion about the Nujiang dams but tends to agree with 

the majority opinion in the village.  

Lisu stockade villages are mostly situated in the mountain slopes near the water. 

Many two-or three-story brick buildings can be seen along the road and on the 

mountain slopes. Government provides low-interest loans for housing, and in 

March after the Spring Festival, before the farming season, construction workers 

in twos and threes (natives) are constructing the buildings. Such buildings and 

construction scenes can be seen frequently. 

 

Figure 3. Outside the traditional houses of the Lisu community 
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Figure 4. Inside the traditional houses of the Lisu community while doing the 

interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lisu people’s house along Nujiang River  

The following are some pictures of newly-built houses of Lisu communities along 

the Nujiang River.  

Figure 5. New houses of Lisu women along Nujiang River 
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Figure 6. Inside the newly-built houses of Lisu women 

 

        Figure 7. Good road with Poor Lisu women doing firewood cutting job 
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Figure 8. Old Lisu women at market buying daily necessities 

 

Figure 9. Lisu women doing farming in terraced fields in March 
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Figure 10. Lisu women sell some crops they have grown 

 

Figure 11. Lisu women usually grow several pigs at home for extra income and 

for serving their friends 
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Figure 12. Primary school for Lisu children 

 

The government has built schools for primary and middle-school students.     

The most impressive thing is the six-storey dormitory for all the kids who cannot 

go home every day because of the distance to their villages. All students can avail 

of the education along with one meal every day, and living in the dormitory is 

free.  

Figure 13. Churches for Lisu women 
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Conclusion 

My research shows that although there has been an argument in favor of the 

hydropower projects in particular at the provincial level, my findings on the 

ground show that local Lisu people have many alternative livelihood options that 

would be better for them.  

Besides dams building, there are many other ways to change the fate of local 

people and to promote their education level and their financial situation. I found 

that the government has also developed many projects to try to attract 

investments as well as tourists.  

The livelihood options that the ethnic Lisu communities can depend upon 

instead of the hydropower that will destroy their livelihoods and rivers are: 

planting and processing of Chinese herbal medicines; walnut plantation; marble 

development project; Tsaoko cultivation and processing project; Olive trees as 

cash crop; lacquer tree; Lisu tourism development; Dulongjian grafting project; 

raising livestock such as black goat and gayal, gaoligongshan pig; and also using 

the mineral resources.  

My research on their livelihood situation, their incomes, their dreams, their 

requirements of Lisu women solidifies the argument against the benefits of dam 

building. Other researchers have found that Lisu people are living in poverty and 

are eager for change. That is not the truth. In the past, extreme poverty in 

Nujiang district has resulted in the massive outflow of Lisu women, many of 

whom were treated as the property of the family, being married to 

underprivileged or impoverished older men in exchange for bride price.  

In my interviews, 22 out of 26 Lisu women said that if they go out to find a job 

in Tibet, even in a small restaurant or hotel, they can earn at least 100CNY per 

day for their work, regardless of their educational level; 18 out of 26 Lisu women, 

can use smart phones; and 14 out of 26 Lisu women are familiar with the internet 

and the computer, mostly younger ones. 
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Figure 14. A guide to investment in Nujiang Lisu Autonomous Prefecture, 

Yunnan, China, and these books can be seen in each hotel rooms 

 

Figure 15. Selling local products for additional income 
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Policy recommendations 

This research argues that dam building is not really beneficial to the local ethnic 

people. In fact, dam-building benefits some groups only but not the local 

communities. It’s the local government, water and electricity enterprises, well-off 

communities, officers and banks that benefit from dam-building but often, the 

local ethnic marginalized groups such as Lisu women have to live with the 

negative impacts.  

Given the impacts of the dam to Lisu women, this research suggests that:  

 The Water Resources Ministry of China and relevant authorities should 

enforce the implementation of the environmental impact assessment 

(EIA) and that no hydropower development project should be started 

without the state approval and passage of the EIA; 

 The Standing Committee of the National People's Congress needs to set 

up relevant laws, especially Environmental Impact Assessment Law, and 

decision making procedure law; 

  Develop institutional capacity at the domestic and regional levels to 

enforce regulations and improve corporate accountability for 

(transboundary) environmental harm. Emphasise and pay due attention 

to environmental harm and local community livelihoods; 

 Guarantee public participation in decision-making processes, and protect 

the interests of local minority people especially women; 

 Promote the development of project investment and tourism; to provide 

migrant workers with introductions and help, and to take care of children 

left behind and the elderly;  and 

 Protect the environment and ecological conditions of Nujiang River. 

Having these policy recommendations implemented in Nujiang, it can be argued 

that not only Lisu women but men as well will be able to engage in a meaningful 

participation in the decision-making processes so that any state-sponsored 

projects such as the hydropower plants are well informed of the negative impacts 

to local people and to the environment.  



  
International Conference on the Mekong, Salween and Red Rivers: Sharing Knowledge and 

Perspectives Across Borders | Faculty of  Political Science, Chulalongkorn University | 12th November 2016 
 

 

30 

 

References 

Hui Fan, Jinming Hu,Daming He. (2013). Trends in precipitation over the low  

latitude highlands of Yunnan, China[J]. Journal of Geographical Sciences, 

2013 (6). 

Yong Zhang, DamingHe,YingLu,Yan Feng,Jake Reznick. (2013). The influence  

of large dams building on resettlement in the Upper Mekong River[J]. 

Journal of Geographical Sciences, 2013 (5). 

Tao Pan,Shaohong Wu,Daming He,ErfuDai,Yujie Liu. (2012)  Effects of  

longitudinal range-gorge terrain on the eco-geographical pattern in 

Southwest China[J]. Journal of Geographical Sciences, 2012 (5)  

ShixiangGu,DamingHe,YuanlaiCui,Yuanhua Li. (2012). Temporal and spatial  

changes of agricultural water requirements in the Lancang River Basin[J]. 

Journal of Geographical Sciences, 2012 (3). 

K.D. Fu,D.M. He,X.X. Lu. (2007). Sedimentation in the Manwan reservoir in  

the Upper Mekong and its downstream impacts[J]. Quaternary 

International ,2007 (1) 

李凡.中国基层公共政策参与的新发展[J].民主与科学,2008(5):30-32. 

彭分文.环保NGO：公众参与环境友好型社会建设的生力军[J].湖南行政 

学院学报,2009(1):23-24.  

夏伟明,张才新.论我国非营利组织的公共政策参与[J].洛阳师范学院学报,                        

2003,22(6):27-29.   

NGO 推动公众环保的重要力量[J].环境教育,2009(7):24-24.   

孙毅.环保NGO成长的烦恼[J].中国社会工作,2010(3):22-23. 

熊礼明.公众参与，有效监督——环保NGO看减排[J].环境教育,2007(6):13-14 

http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=28563010
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=30236088
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=8950833
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=31153775
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=33069231
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=24867280


  
International Conference on the Mekong, Salween and Red Rivers: Sharing Knowledge and 

Perspectives Across Borders | Faculty of  Political Science, Chulalongkorn University | 12th November 2016 
 

 

31 

 

环保NGO——环保组织及个人：联合提请依法公示怒江水电环评报告[J].绿色中国：公

众版, 2005(10):6-6. 

唐继云[1],黄真平[2],杜羽佳[3].环保NGO的经费困境与出路[J].社团管理研究,2009(7). 

江莹[1],郭华[2].试论环保NGO的发展方向[J].河北大学学报：哲学社会科学版

,2006,31(3):36-40.   

金弈.中国水电工程环保工作的若干实例[C]//北京:水电2006国际研讨会论文集

,2006:768-771.   

任启平.人地关系地域系统要素及结构研究[M].北京:中国时政经济出版社.2007.7.   

杨青山,梅林.人地关系、人地关系系统与人地关系地域系统[J].经济地理,2001(5):532-

537.   

 

http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=20405831
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=1001914689
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=22052572
http://qikan.cqvip.com/article/detail.aspx?id=10050208

