Himagiri Hydro Energy Pvt. Ltd Statement re. Petition by Affected Citizens of Teesta

9 March 2009

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Himagiri Hydro Energy to respond to the recent petition by the Affected Citizens of Teesta (ACT), regarding the detention of ACT activists, and the cultural/environmental impacts of hydroelectric projects in the protected Lepcha reserve, available at:


·  Petition from the Affected Citizens of Teesta to the Government of India, 23 February 2009

             http://www.sacw.net/article690.html

In response, Himagiri Hydro Energy provided the following statement:

M/S Himagiri Hydro Energy Pvt. Ltd has been allocated Panan Hydroelectric Power Project in Dzongu area of North District of Sikkim on Tolung Chu, a tributary of Teesta River. Dzongu area is the homeland of Lepcha community, which is also a Scheduled Tribe of Sikkim. The Project is at final stages of geological investigations and the construction works of the Project are likely to start shortly. 
The Government of Sikkim has 26 per cent equity participation in the Panan Project, in addition to 12 per cent free power as royalty. This would help the economy of Sikkim State immensely after commissioning of the Project. Investigation works of Panan HEP were started after signing MOU with the Government of Sikkim in the year 2005-06. On receiving the objections from some sections, the Government of Sikkim had withheld the approval for allocation of a few projects including Panan in the beginning of 2008 and asked a Committee to examine the issue in totality. But after receiving the Report of the Review Committee appointed for this purpose, the Government of Sikkim cancelled a few other projects but decided to go ahead with Panan Project, as all the fears about the projects turned out to be unfounded.

The only activity that is going on at present in the project site is ‘Geo Investigations & Topographical surveys’, where all the required statutory clearances and approvals already obtained by us. Most of the statutory clearances also required for the Project at this stage have been obtained. The process of acquisition of private land in the project area and proposed colony site has been completed and the Company has made 80 per cent payment of land compensation to the land owners and the remaining 20 per cent payment would also be released soon. First stage clearance under the Forest Conservation Act required at the time investigations has been obtained from the Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of India. Environment Management Plan and Relief and Rehabilitation Plan have been prepared and approved by the Government. Public hearing in the project affected area has also taken place and all the issues agreed to in the said hearing are being taken care of. Other statutory clearances from the Government of Sikkim, required at this stage have been obtained. Two explosive Magazines were set up in the project area after due approval the Joint Chief Controller of Explosives, Government of India, Kolkatta. 
Like most of the rivers in the hilly areas, Tolung Chu is also prone to flash floods at times and at the stage of designing this fact would be taken care, so that there is no danger to the population living downstream. In fact this is one of the purposes of the detailed Geo Investigations and Topographical surveys. The fact that the area falls in seismic zone is well known and so are most of the hydro electric projects. The designing and construction of such projects do take care of this fact and the same shall also be factored in while preparing the detailed engineering designs of Panan HEP also. The Project is completely eco-friendly, being a run of the river project. Displacement of population is negligible and the proposed project area does not fall within any wildlife sanctuary. No fertile land is getting submerged and there is commitment of the Company in the Environment Management Plan (EMP) approved by the Government, to release at least 10 per cent of water discharge into the River even during the lean season, to ensure that there is no danger to the fish species downstream of the proposed dam. Further, the Company would also provide a sum of Rs 31.69 lakh for seed production activities for various fish species to the Fisheries Department before the Dam is constructed. 
It is wrong to say that the Lepcha community is against the Panan Project. As per the experience of working for investigations in the Dzongu area, most of the local people belonging Lepcha community are in favour of the Project and they are aware of the increased economic activity it is supposed to bring in their area. More than 50 per cent of the total employees in the company on site are from local Lepcha community. Small little works are being got executed on site through local Lepcha contractors and labour. In fact it is only a small percentage of Lepchas, most of who are not even living permanently in Dzongu area, who have some reservations about the Project. The activities of the Project would in no way interfere with the special provisions of Article 371F of the Indian Constitution, as no permanent settlements are proposed inside the Dzongu area. Labour force and other employees of the Company are obtaining the required entry permits from the District authorities before they enter the restricted Dzongu area.  The company would, in no way, carry out any activity that may cause any damage to the rich culture of the Lepcha community. The Company is rather committed to assist in socio-economic and cultural development of Lepchas living in the Project area. Over the past over two years the Project authorities have contributed generously for various cultural activities of the Lepchas in the Project area.

M/S Himagiri Hydro has been assisting in social development activities in the area. A village named Laven has been adopted as a model village and as first activity in the said village, a hall, a kitchen and a store room are being constructed in the Primary School Laven by the Company at the cost of Rs. 1.3 lakh for mid day meal activities, with the assistance of the School Management Committee through the local labour force. A concrete footpath at the cost of Rs. 8.6 lakh leading to Sakyong village in the Project area has also been constructed through local Lepcha contractors. Further, the Company is providing scholarships @ Rs. 1500/ per student per month to 33 Lepcha school students belonging to the Dzondu area and is committed to add 10 students to this number every year. 

The Company is going to contribute immensely to the development of infrastructure in the project area in the months to come.  19 KM stretch from near Sangklang Bridge to Lingzya is being upgraded by the Government for which a sum of Rs. 8.5 crore is being provided by M/S Himagiri Hydro Energy Ltd. Two bridges at the cost of Rs 8 crores are to be constructed/upgraded by the Company in the Dzongu area during the coming financial year. It is also proposed to construct and run a Primary Heath Centre in the Project area during the construction phase and post construction period, services of which shall also be available to the local people. 
It is thus obvious that M/S Himagiri Hydro has been carrying out all the activities of Panan Hydro Electric Project in Dzongu area after obtaining the statutory clearances required at this stage. The Company is committed to the socio-economic, cultural and infrastructure development of the Project area, while preserving its ecology. The Company is also committed to maintain the identity, language and culture of Lepcha community living there.   

It is pertinent to mention that, a very valuable data generated through a year long efforts through geo investigations in the form of rock cores, was lost during one of the riots by agitating groups.
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