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In a Qeqchi’ community referendum, the show of hands was strongly against the dam project, as it has been throughout the region.

amned If They Do

A huge hydroelectric dam project in Guatemala threatens the livelihood of many
Mayans, and some activists fear that it may threaten their lives as well,
given the previous government’s genocidal campaigns against these people

By Jason Boccaccio

t least 18 rural indigenous com-

munities are set to be flooded

if the Guatemalan government
carries out its plans to construct the
Xalald hydroelectric dam in north-
ern Guatemala. The dam would be
the second largest in Guatemala and
its reservoir would drown vital flood-
plains, which serve as fertile farmlands
that yield crops of corn, beans and car-

Jason Boccaccio was a human rights
observer in Guatemala in 2010.
For more information on the Xalald
dam, go to www.nisgua.org.

damom. Dozens more communities
would be affected as the now free-flow-
ing rivers, which are vital to the region’s
subsistence farmers, would be curtailed
to meet the needs of hydroelectric
production. Aside from being a water
source, the river is also used for fishing
and is a key transportation route.
Studies show that 98 percent of
the approximately 3,000 people who
would be displaced by Xalala are
Qeqchi’ Mayas. The government has
-yet to outline any plan for the recom-
pense and resettlement of displaced
communities. Guatemala’s National
Electrification Institute (INDE) says
the dam will provide clean, renewable
energy for up to 2 million people and
could generate as much as $146 million
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in annual profits. But the people who
would be affected by the dam charge
that a large percentage of electricity
produced by it could be exported and
may never reach the numerous commu-
nities in the region that are currently
without electricity. One community
activist said, “These are excluded com-
munities. They don’t have opportuni-
ties and it’s not because they are poor,
as we have been trained to think—they
have land to farm, food to eat. The is-
sue is they are not allowed to develop
in their own way.”

In April 2007, nearly 90 percent of
participants in a community referendum
in Ixcan opposed large dams and oil ex-
ploration. More recently, on October 29,
2010 at least 90 percent of people voting
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in the municipality of Uspantdn also op-
posed such projects. Since 2005, 45 refer-
endums have been held across Guatemala
in which approximately 650,000 people
have decried the dam project. Guatemala’s
indigenous communities believe that their
collective voices should be heard, and in-
ternational law supports them. United
Nations human rights conventions like
Convention No. 169 of the International
Labour Organization (ILO) pertaining
to indigenous peoples, states that gov-
ernments “shall consult the peoples con-
cerned, through appropriate procedures
and in particular through their representa-
tive institutions, whenever consideration
is being given to legislative or adminis-
trative measures which may affect them
directly” It also mandates that “peoples
concerned shall have the right to decide
their own priorities for the process of de-
velopment as it affects their lives... and the
lands they occupy or otherwise use.”

The Guatemalan government has rati-
fied Convention No. 169, but claims
that the referendums opposing the dam
arc not legally binding. As previously
reported by Indian Country Today,
James Anaya, the United Nations Spe-
cial Rapporteur on the situation of hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms
of indigenous people visited Guatemala
in June 2010 and declared that the cur-
rent process of consulting affected com-
munities is insufficient.

Not even bothering to hide its lack
of interest in the referendums, INDE
announced in June 2010 that it would
accept bids to contract private compa-
nies that would conduct environmental
and social-impact studies in the region,
a precursor to construction.

In response, the people continue to
organize and to explore ways to make
their voices heard.

his is a battle much larger than

three municipalities resisting

the construction of one dam.
[t is a battle for life, nature and human
dignity. Many people feel these mega-
development projects are a new phase
of the genocide that was perpetrated by
the Guatemalan state during the coun-
try’s 36-year civil war. The same commu-
nities who suffered the greatest human

rights violations in the war years are
the communities now most threatened
by mega-projects such as Xalald. One
community leader who took refuge in
Mexico during the war and who is now
actively involved in the opposition to
Xalald offered these words when asked
why his communm rejects the construe-
tion of the dam. “When we returned to
Guatemala after the war, the govern-
ment offered us a dignified peace and
that is not the reality. So we still have
to keep working towards that. In Gua-
temala, there isn’t peace yet. The dam is
another way of putting our lives at risk.”

The violence culminated in the Rio Ne-
gro massacres in 1982, during which
the army and the Civilian Self-Defense
Patrols killed at least 444 people. Dis-
placed people were promised new lands
and an improved standard of living.
Instead they were reseteled under the
watchful eye of the army into “Model
Villages” with insufficient lands for
farming. Over 25 years later, the af-

fected communities are still struggling
for just reparations and recognition of
the atrocities they suffered. Many are
still without electricity. Given this his-
torical context, is it a stretch, then, to

A poster opposing the dam says: “Water for life, not for dams” in Spanish and Qeqchi!

A disturbing example of just how
great a risk these projects can pose to
indigenous Guatemalans can be found
just upstream from the proposed Xa-
lald site. Between 1975 and 1983, ap-
proximately 3,400 Achi Mayas were
displaced by the construction of the
country’s largest dam, the World Bank-
funded Chixoy Dam. Affected commu-
nities were neither sufficiently informed
nor consulted about the project. Mili-
tary strong-arm evictions and full-scale
massacres in the name of “development”
paved the way for the construction of
the Chixoy Dam. These abuses were
justiﬁed by the government as counter-
insurgency operations.

Some people who actively opposed

the project disappeared or were killed.

question whether today’s mega-projects
are another phase in the genocide of the
Maya people of Guatemala?

In a press release issued on September
30,2010, community members stated,
“Our communities want development
that is dignified and just. We know the
conditions in which our Achi brothers
currently live. Thirty years later, the gov-
ernment has failed to repair the physi-
cal, psychological and material damages
caused by the construction of the Chix-
oy Dam. Today they want to silence us
once again with fear, intimidation, vio-
lence and control. We say to them, ‘No,
gentlemen, today we know what our
rights are and there will not be another
genocide provoked by the ambition of

large corporations.” @
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