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Abstract 

Damming for hydroelectric power has become indispensable in many countries. With continuous debates 

surrounding Hydroelectric Projects (HEPs) in the development discourse, this study engaged the 

sustainable development concept to examine the social, economic, and environmental implications of 

such projects in Ghana. The study employed a qualitative approach with data from literature, including 

peer review articles and grey literature. We found that HEPs in Ghana spur up the country’s economic 

development as it produces energy for industrial and domestic use; enhances tourism potentials; improves 

certain livelihoods; and opens-up transport activities in areas. However, they leave certain negative 

footprints on some livelihoods and general environment of the country, in contrast with sustainable 

development principles. The paper argues that though HEPs undermine environmental integrity and 

social equity as well as presents some unsustainable economic growth, it is impossible to completely do 

away with them in the short-run. So, countries must manage the short-term impacts while seeking for 

long lasting solutions by exploring more sustainable sources of energy. This study contributes to the 

continuous discussion of the impacts of HEPs by positioning it within the concept of sustainable 

development.  
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1.0  Background of the Study  
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Hydro-electric projects have generated a fair bite of debates in academic literature. Damming for 

hydroelectric power; the process of obstructing the flow of water bodies to generate electricity (Scudder, 

2012), has become central in many economic development models. Countries with water resources that 

are economically viable have built dams at certain phases of their development for energy and other 

purposes, for example irrigation, transportation, etc. (Scudder, 2012; Yang et al, 2008; Asit &Tortajada, 

2001; World Commission on Dams [WCD], 2000; Adams, 1985). Though dams are pursued to spur 

economic development, the consequences of their construction have been up for debate. HEPs are touted 

for the generation of electricity for economic growth and the creation of employment (See Tedesse, 2015; 

Galipeau, 2013; WCD, 2000; Adams, 1985). Other scholars (See Wang et al, 2014; Fisher, 1999 etc. for 

more details), however, argue that dams also lead to social, economic, and environmental consequences, 

which can be far-reaching and permanent than that of other physical developments (Kupferberg et al, 

2012; Zhang et al, 2012). It is therefore understandable that there is continuous debate around the subject 

matter as it comes with both positive and negative, short and long-term impacts. Thus, it remains 

indisputable that the impact of dams on development remain contentious, and the debates can be 

strengthened by examining the issue from different theoretical perspectives. Hence, this paper aims to 

contribute to the subject by employing experiences from Ghana to examine the sustainable development 

implications. 

 

In Ghana, three main HEPs have been pursued since independence, and these have attracted attention 

from academics and other actors across a range of sectors. Though studies have been conducted on these 

projects (See Anthony et al., 2016; Mettle, 2011; Miescher & Tsikata, 2009; Tsikata, 2006; Gyau-

Boakye, 2001; Tamakloe, 1994), there exist no synthesised outlook of the existing literature, more less 

from the sustainable development point of view. This study, therefore, seeks to contribute to the exiting 

body of knowledge by discussing the implications of HEPs from the perspective of sustainable 

development, employing synthesis of existing literature. This study will improve understanding about 

the balance between the economic development drive that influences HEPs and the consequences on the 

environment, economic, and socio-cultural fibres of societies. This will be achieved by answering the 

research question: what are the social, economic, and environmental implications of HEPs in Ghana?  
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To answer the above question, the study examines how HEPs impact on socio-cultural elements of 

communities in Ghana; assesses how HEPs affect environmental sustainability in Ghana; and explores 

the economic implications of HEPs in Ghana. Focusing on the balance between the economic drive and 

impacts on social and environmental elements of society, the paper improves our understanding in 

striking a balance between these factors in terms hydro-electric dams in Ghana and beyond. Hence, 

discussions and findings will potentially serve as an important resource for development managers and 

policy makers in managing projects of such magnitudes.  

 

 

2.0  Conceptual Approach  

The study is constructed around the concept of sustainable development, which has been defined as the 

ability of the present generation to make use of resources to meet their needs in ways which do not 

undermine the ability of future generations to do so (World Commission, 1987). In addition to the 

standard definition put forward by the Brundtland Commission, sustainable development involves 

ensuring that economic growth does not undermine social and environmental prosperity (Redcliff, 2005; 

Lele, 1991). Also, sustainable development involves two main scopes; fair balance between various 

developmental dimensions and intergenerational justice (Langhelle, 2000). Hence, development actions 

must not be detrimental to sections of society, nor to future generations. Though there are more complex 

conceptualizations of sustainable development, this study is conceived around the simple “Three Pillar 

Basic Model” (Centre for Environment Education, 2007) (See Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Three Pillar Model for Sustainable Development 

Source: Centre for Environment Education (2007) 

This study examines the socio-cultural, environmental, and economic impacts of dams, engaging the 

sustainable development concept to ascertain whether we must care about HEPs. Proponents of HEPs 

argue that, dams are consistent with sustainable development because they assist in and spur economic 

development through the various services they provide (Tedesse, 2015; Galipeau, 2013) while critics of 

dam creation point to the fact that dams are socially, environmentally, and economically unsustainable 

(Alhassan, 2009). According to Alhassan (2008), HEPs can be sustainable or otherwise, dependent on 

how they are used in the process of development. Thus, for HEPs to be sustainable, they must place equal 

privileges on social and environmental issues as well as economic development (Alhassan, 2008), and 

this must be done in both present and future terms. HEPs must therefore grant equal weight to and balance 

the social, economic, and environmental needs of development based on the key principles of sustainable 

development (Flint, 2004). The study thus examines HEPs, focusing on balance among aspects of 

development in line with the three principles of economic vitality, environmental integrity and social 

equity associated with sustainable development (Flint, 2004).  

 

3.0  Methodology  

The paper examines the multiple realities associated with HEPs and their accompanying consequences 

in the context of Ghana. This is based wholly on literature re-creation, a research approach which focuses 

on making use of existing knowledge in the field of study (Murray and Begler. 2009). A snowball 

approach was adopted for retrieving articles. We started the search for articles and documents in 

November 2016 with simple google query for impacts of hydro-electric projects in Ghana. And by virtue 

of the limited spatial scope, most recent articles on the subject was retrieved. Their references were 

followed to get more relevant articles that speak to the subject. This was complemented with searching 

scientific databases mainly from Memorial University of Newfoundland Libraries One Search. Various 

government and agency reports were also sought online to support and to triangulate data from journal-

reviewed articles (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Creswell, 2007). Whilst other relevant articles talked 

about HEP construction and their impacts, only articles that focused on HEPs in Ghana were considered 
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for this review. However, lessons were drawn and referenced to that effects from other scholarly works 

that were conducted in different areas. Review for this study entailed locating and summarizing previous 

studies about how HEPs impact the environment; natural and man-made components. Data was uploaded 

into NVivo 11 for further analysis. Pre-determined themes based on the three pillars of sustainable 

development outlined above formed the basis for review and analysis. The themes were read and further 

analyzed deductively to produce this article.  

 

4.0 Background of Hydroelectric Dam Projects in Ghana  

Ghana, just like many other countries in the world, has pursued energy generation using water resources. 

The country has embarked on three HEPs (See Figure 1) to stimulate economic growth as well as improve 

general living conditions through efficient energy supply. Ghana’s first HEP was known as the 

Akosombo dam. The actual building of the dam took place within 1961-1966, controlled by the Volta 

River Authority (VRA) who were legally mandated by the Volta River Development Act, 1961 (Act 46) 

to be managers of all Volta River related activities in the country (Kalitsi 2000).  Being the first, the 

Akosombo Dam was designed as a single-purpose rock-filled HEP with its power plant made of an initial 

installed capacity of 768 Megawatts and estimated at a cost of about £230 million (Alhassan, 2008). The 

main purpose for the construction of the dam was to cater for the energy needs of Ghana’s 

industrialization drive right after independence in 1957. Construction of the dam led to displacement and 

relocation of about 80,000 people from 739 communities located in various parts of the Volta basin 

(Mettle, 2011; Zorgbo, 2001).   
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Figure 2 Hydroelectric Dam Projects in Ghana 

Source: Adopted from Mettle (2011) 

Disclaimer; Images retrieved from Google Images 

  

The second HEP in Ghana was the Kpong Dam, built about 24 kilometers downstream from Akosombo 

(Girmey, 2006). The project was instituted as an extension to the Akosombo Dam from US$39 million 

loan from the World Bank between 1977 and 1982 (World Bank, 1993). Kpong project constituted four 

Bui Dam 2007-2009 

Akosombo Dam 

(1961- 1965) 

Kpong Dam (1977- 1982) 
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generating units of 160 Megawatts capacity and related infrastructures needed for its operation. 

Generally, the Kpong project resulted in resettlement of about 7000 people, who were forced to leave 

their original lands to give way for the construction works (Gimmey, 2006). The third HEP in Ghana is 

the Bui Hydroelectric Dam (BHP), located on the Black Volta River, in the southern end of the Bui 

National Park. BHP is approximately 150 kilometers (km) upstream of Lake Volta, permanently 

inundating over 440 km2 of land, and occupies 21% of the area of the Bui National Park (ERM, 2007). 

According to ERM (2007), the BHP is expected to generate a net average annual energy of about 1000-

Gigawatt hour/year (GWh/yr) for an installed capacity of 400MW (Obour et al., 2016). Constructed in 

from 2007-2009, Bui dam displaced about 1216 people who were then resettled in two resettlement 

schemes (Mettle, 2011).  

   

Social Implications of HEPs   

One of the key pillars to sustainable development is societal welfare or health, and this can manifest 

across various aspects of life. Discussions on the social components of sustainable development have 

centered around a range of issues including, but not limited to culture, religion, social capital and 

livelihoods which are important in maintaining societal fibre. In Ghana, culture, religion, and in many 

cases, livelihood activities form important components of society. The resilience of society therefore 

depends much on how these elements are protected and shaped by development activities. Thus, how 

HEPs impact these elements of society are important in shaping sustainable development in the country. 

The literature points to direct impacts on people through displacement from original home, loss of 

livelihood assets, disruption of livelihood capabilities, breakdown of cultural values and creation of new 

opportunities like improved housing and education.  

 

HEPs in Ghana have had diverse impacts on sustainable livelihoods of communities (Fynn & Abdulai, 

2018). At the forefront of HEPs and sustainable livelihoods is the displacement of communities from 

livelihood assets including natural and physical foundations of living (Livelihood assets) (Mettle, 2011). 

People are attached to their environment, and make use of natural assets like land, water, forest, and 

many others for sustenance. HEPs in Ghana have led to the displacement and resettlement of 
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approximately 82,000 people and more than 750 villages in various locations since the 1960s (See Mettle, 

2011; Gyau-Boakye, 2001) (See Figure 2 for details). Displacement of such large numbers of people in 

the country has been an issue of debate for long, considering its long-term impacts on livelihoods. For 

example, Gyau-Boakye, (2001) opines in the case of the Akosombo dam that, the loss of land due to 

displacement led to a decline in the activities of crop and livestock farming for both downstream and 

upstream communities. The loss of naturally fertile soils beneath Lake Volta essentially led to the loss 

of traditional farming practices. Due to reduction in arable land for farming, people diversified (other 

activities to meet personal needs) and switched livelihoods for sustainability. The men switched from 

farming into fishing while some of the young women engaged in prostitution to satisfy the male labourers 

working on the dam project since it is a taboo for women to fish in some communities in Ghana (Suave 

et al. 2002).  

 

The issue of displacement and livelihood is also noted by Mettle (2011) who cites similar challenges 

regarding the Bui Project. The author argue that the resettlement of communities resulted in loss of 

valuable natural resources (Lands and fishing grounds), leading to change in livelihood options. A study 

by Atindana et al (2015) confirmed this fact as it revealed that, in Lucene and Agbegikuro, two resettled 

communities in the Bui Project, more than 30 % of the people changed their livelihood activity from 

farming to fishing while over 30 % of the people moved into construction of the dam due to sudden 

changes to livelihood assets. Funn and Abdulai (2018) also corresponded in uimpact of the Bui project 

on livelihoods of communities resettled in the Phase A. Studies Girmay (2008) and also revealed similar 

impacts of the Kpong dam on livelihood options of resettled communities. Though livelihood 

diversification and changes could be viewed as positive inputs towards sustainability, it becomes an issue 

which undermines the tenant of sustainable development when external forces induce them as in the case 

of HEPs in Ghana.   

 

Also, HEPs in Ghana have also impacted cultural ties of communities (Gyau-Boakye, 2001), an important 

livelihood asset of societies (Chambers, 1995). Gyau-Boakye (2001) studied livelihood issues resulting 

from Akosombo long after the project was completed and found that there were many socio-physiological 

problems in the communities including breakdown of cultural practices and traditional law and order. 
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These, he argues, were mainly due to break down of the social fibres that held the original communities 

prior to their displacement. Atindana et al (2015) also found similar problems in the early stages of the 

Bui resettlement program. They noted that, religious worships in communities were negatively affected 

as sacred grounds, animals and structures were lost to the dam. The culture of the people was negatively 

affected as many previously distinct villages were lumped together into single resettled communities, 

creating new cultural mixtures which undermined old ones (Obour et al, 2016; Atindana et al., 2015; 

Mettle, 2011). The issue of breakdown in social connections or linkage due to the out-migration of people 

from their communities has also been cited by Gyau-Boakye, (2001) in the Akosombo resettlement 

program where resettled communities lost their socio-cultural values over time.  

  

Another important component of livelihoods, and a pillar to individual and social sustainability is 

capabilities. Capabilities refer to the inherent abilities of people used to transform assets or resources into 

a means of living (Chambers, 1995). Studies (for example, Fynn & Abdulai, 2018) on HEPs in Ghana 

have pointed to diverse impacts on the capabilities of affected communities. For Fynn and Abdulai 

(2018), capabilities fluidy and difficult to measure, but the Bui project made some rendered certain 

capacities useless since people did not have access to the assets to support them. Also, issues of health 

which affects capabilities have been cited in the literature. For example Zakhary (1997) and Sam (1993) 

all attribute issues of health, especially malaria, to the Akosombo dam. Relatedly, years after completion 

of the projects, malaria was cited as the commonest disease (about 60 percent of households) among 

residents of the Bui resettled communities (Atindana et al., 2015) as well as Akosombo and Kpong (56% 

of households) (Gimmay (2008). The fact that the health of the people in a community is pivotal to 

sustainable development efforts (Schantz, 2017; Lim, Fullman, Murray, & Mason-Jones, 2016) as 

evidenced in the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 3 which focuses on Good Health and 

Well-being for all ages by 2030 (United Nations, 2015).  

 

Notwithstanding, studies have also revealed specific positive implications for sustainable development 

through benefits for displaced communities. There have been mentions of development projects such as 

better housing, improved road networks, and improved access to electricity and other social amenities 

and services in resettled communities (Fynn & Abdulai, 2018; Mettle, 2011; Mine, 2014) due to 
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relocation into well planned neighbourhoods. However, Fobil et al (2001) debunks this argument, noting 

that, although the inhabitants of Akosombo Township enjoyed good social services compared to many 

urban areas, the same cannot be said about other upstream and downstream communities which are 

among the poorest in the country. Mettle (2011) and Alhassan et al., (2015) also argued from the 

perspective of the Bui project that, resettled communities still lacked certain basic social services, and 

the resettlement compensations given out were inadequate to cater for their needs. Similar issues were 

also mentioned in the Akosombo and Kpong HEPs by various studies about communities’ dissatisfaction 

with resettlement compensation packages (See Otu-Tei, 2014; Tamakloe, 1994). 

   

Related to issues of compensation controversies, weak political drive, and interferences with the 

processes of environmental assessments have also been cited as key challenges of HEPs in the Ghana. 

Banning of UK based Daniel Bennett in 2001 from conducting studies in the Bui National Park due to 

the renewed interest of the then government to construct the Bui dam is a typical example of political 

interferences and neglect for environmental assessments (WorldTwitch, 2002). HEPs in Ghana generally 

have negative implications for social development, the activities involved in execution and their abilities 

to positively impact peoples’ lives. Though not all impacts of HEPs on livelihoods are negative as can 

be seen in parts of the discussion, their consequences on livelihoods of communities undermine 

sustainable development. This is because they undermine social equity and sustainability considering the 

impacts on livelihood assets, capabilities, human health, and cultures of communities. This conclusion 

affirms the works of WCD (2002); Galipeau et al., (2013); Scudder (2012); Kupferberg, et al., (2012); 

and many others who noted predominantly undesirable impacts of HEPs on livelihoods and sustainability 

of communities in different parts of the world.  

 

Environmental Implications of HEPs   

Environmental sustainability is one of the main pillars of sustainable development. It is often seen as the 

critical component and the driving force of sustainable development because it is often overlooked in 

pursuit of economic prosperity. This may explain why environmental sustainability is a key area of 

concern for opponents of dams. Opponents of HEPs have largely cited negative impacts on the 

environment, alongside changes to livelihoods as the main arguments why governments must be critical 
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when developing HEDs (Wang et al, 2014).  In Ghana, HEPs projects have had diverse impacts on the 

environment, including deforestation and loss of fertile lands, growth of water weeds, flooding and its 

consequences on nature, and loss of wildlife. According to Fobil et al., (2001) Ghana lost about 3.6 

percent of its arable land including forest covers to the creation of the reservoir in the Akosombo HEP. 

The construction caused deforestation as forest cover was extensively cleared to site the project as well 

as resettle displaced riparian communities (Girmay, 2008). The dam therefore had negative repercussions 

on the vegetation cover of the country. Construction of the Akosombo dam also led to the growth of 

various aquatic weeds and tree stubs in the Volta river which impeded transportation on the Volta lake 

for some time (Abrokwa-Ampadu, 1984). Girmay (2008) also found that the Akosombo and Kpong 

projects also had serious environmental impacts in the country. For example, downstream riparian 

communities usually experience flooding when the dams are opened to release water (Girmay, 2008). 

The resultant persistent flooding of the downstream areas was noted to cause various degrees of erosions 

and land degradation in communities along the river. 

         

Studies have also showed similar environmental implications of the Bui Project. In constructing the dam, 

the Bui National Park was significantly affected as about 21% of its reserve was submerged (Ferdinand, 

2015). Another dimension of that project has been the threat to a near extinct wildlife as the Bui National 

park which hosted about 250-350 hippopotamuses was threatened (Ferdinand, 2015). However, there is 

no current data on the actual impact of the project on the hippopotamuses’ population in the park. 

International Rivers (2016) has however raised concerns on the potential threat of the dam on about 46 

species of fishes important to local communities as their natural environment was altered. Ferdinand 

(2015) further argued that, eventually, Bui dam could also have other serious environmental impacts, 

such as changing the flow regime of the river, which could harm downstream habitats. HEPs in Ghana 

have also been noted to have caused major seismic and climatic changes. Gyau-Boakye, (2001) studied 

the environmental impacts of the Akosombo about 30 years after it was completed and found increment 

of Reservoir induced seismicity (RIS).  
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The study also found that there was increased channel bed scouring which had led to significant reduction 

in sediment load downstream. Some profound morphological changes were also found along the stretch 

of the Volta river downstream of Akuse and this happened alongside continues eastward movement of 

the channel through which the Volta river entered the sea, leading to about 12 km shift since 1974 

(Anthony, 2016). Also, about 4 major earthquakes of magnitude 5 or higher have been recorded in the 

area around the Volta Lake and this has been attributed to overloading of the geological bedrock 

underlying the lake which is triggering the active Akwapim fault (Gyau-Boakye, 2001). The BHP also 

led to similar major changes with an increase in seismic activities around the project area since the 

construction of the dam (Hensengerth, 2013). Transformation of vegetated lands into water bodies the 

three HEPs also caused significant changes in surface albedo thereby altering the “local heat budget”, 

resulting in climatic changes in the  Northern parts of the country, with temperatures rising by more 

than 2o C since 1974 (Gyau-Boakye, 2001). 

       

The preceding discussions have highlighted impacts of HEP s in Ghana on the environment. The 

discussions have shown major impacts of HEPs which have obvious negative implications for 

environmental integrity. Loss of vegetation covers, increase in seismic activities, flooding of downstream 

areas, increase in water weeds, increase in water related diseases among others have been revealed in the 

discussions, and all these undermine sustainability and sustainable development in the broader sense. 

The study therefore confirms the environmental unfriendly nature of HEPs as opined by many authors 

using experiences from China, Brazil, and other countries (Richter, B. et al., 2010; Wang, et al., 201; 

Yang, et al., 2008). Discussions in this section therefore raise serious questions regarding sustainable 

development in areas where these projects are pursued. Independent consideration of environmental 

impact assessments prior to projects initiation will potentially minimize their long-term impacts. This, 

however, requires strong political commitment from decision makers who are at the helm of affairs in 

directing such projects.  

  

Economic Implications of HEPs   

One of the most taught drives for HEPs is its expected economic prosperity. Countries that have pursued 

such projects have usually based their arguments on the economic benefits of such projects. Same can be 
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said of most supporters of dams, who have usually cited the economic benefits of HEPs as reasons why 

countries must be allowed to pursue them (Fonseca, 2003). To understand the implications of HEPs on 

sustainable development in Ghana, the section discusses its impacts on economic development in the 

country, both micro and macro-levels of society, where displaced communities are considered. Even 

though environmental and social impacts of HEPs as discussed in the preceding sections have been 

largely negative, these projects also present some economic benefits in Ghana. HEPs in Ghana come 

with various economic benefits and opportunities to the country as well as displaced people. Some 

commonly cited benefits include electricity for business development, creation of employment 

opportunities, fostering of tourism, and lower/community level new economic opportunities.  

  

From a broader perspective, more than two-thirds of all the electricity produced by the HEPs goes to 

industries and commercial entities, leading to rapid expansion of the economy (Alhassan, 2008). The 

construction of the trio power projects brought many industries into Ghana from other West African 

countries to take advantage of the cheap electricity, though growing pressure on existing systems have 

strained electricity supply in the last decade. IMF (2010) notes that, following the construction of the 

first power project (Akosombo HEP) in Ghana, the country’s economy grew by twice the average of the 

economy of the whole West Africa sub-region. The world money regulator further indicates that periods 

of poor HEP energy generation due to droughts, unemployment rates in the country keeps rising, thus 

attesting to a positive externality of HEP on employment opportunities. This is particularly true as the 

current energy crisis in the country, lasting for almost a decade due to decline in hydroelectric power 

generation has led to the collapse of more than 1,000 small scale industries (Peterson, 2015).  

 

HEPs therefore create numerous employment opportunities directly and indirectly through spurring 

economic activities that come along with the availability of cheap supply of hydroelectric power or 

energy. Also, all three HEPs have produced enormous potentials for water transport in the country. 

Navigation of the Volta River has changed tremendously since the construction of the Akosombo dam 

and subsequently the Kpong and Bui dams along its course. The three dams have played diverse roles in 

serving as means of transport for humans and goods, opening previously inaccessible locations (UK 

Essays, 2015). Gyau-Boakye, (2001) in affirming this argument used the Akosombo experience, stating 
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that the project opened a transportation route which provided an important link between the northern and 

southern parts of the country, yielding enormous economic benefits to communities and the country at 

large.  

  

HEPs have also been noted for other benefits and opportunities including promotion of tourism in the 

country. Kalitsi (2010) in explaining this argues that, creation of such dams opens inaccessible 

communities with tourist attractions to many tourists. Citing the Akosombo experience, Kalitsi (2010) 

argues that the location of the dam, the sight of the lake, and the serene environment attracts both local 

and international tourist which was because of building HEP. (Kalitsi 2010). Same can be mentioned of 

the Bui dam as its construction brought the Bui National part into the limelight, propelling many tourists 

to visit the place to have a feel of both the dam and nature around it (Ferdinand, 2014). Though 

discussions about economic implications of dams have usually focused on the broader spheres, there are 

lower level impacts that could be highlighted. Discussions under social implications highlighted some of 

these lower level economic impacts. Studies have pointed to complete change in economic activities in 

displaced communities, to diversification of activities/careers to cope with strains on natural resources 

by HEPs (See UK Essays, 2015; Otu-Tei, 2014; Gyau-Boakye, 2001; Tamakloe, 1994 etc.).  

 

HEPs have had both positive and negative economic implications for displaced communities and other 

communities around projects sites. Some of the positive impacts of HEPs include the introduction of new 

economic activities, like resident’s involvement in construction works (Atindana, 2015; Mettle, 2011), 

fishing and trading activities (Atinadana, 2015; Kalitsi, 2010). Instances where people lose their sources 

of livelihood and economic sustenance as explained under social implications also raises questions of 

economic implications of HEPs at the local level. Economic implications of HEPs, as revealed in 

literature varies in different way/levels. From the broader spheres, economic impacts are largely positive, 

however, same cannot be said at the local level. There have been mixed results at the local level, with 

such projects providing new economic avenues while also displacing residents of affected communities. 

In this sense, HEPs could facilitate or undermine economic sustainability depending on the scale and 

context. Wholesale conclusions on economic contribution of such projects to sustainable development 

must therefore be carefully made in any context.  
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5.0  Conclusion and Way Forward   

This study examined the impacts of HEPs in the context of Ghana, positioned in the context of sustainable 

development. The contrasting impacts of HEPs as discussed in this study calls into question the position 

of such developments in sustainable development. Though HEPs have brought about economic growth 

and improvement in some aspects of livelihoods, their immediate and long-term negative impacts 

threaten environmental integrity and social equity. The case of Ghana has also shown unsustainability in 

terms of future capacity of the much-acclaimed economic vitality of HEPs. Discussions point to the 

benefits and challenges of HEPs in Ghana. Though the benefits are obvious, there remain questions on 

distribution and sustainability. Though electricity is generated to support economic growth, enhance 

transportation, improvements in certain forms of livelihoods like fishing and creation of general 

employment, the benefits are not encouraging as people of displaced communities usually have limited 

ability to take advantage of such opportunities, hence, undermining social sustainability. This confirms 

the assertion by some opponents of dams that the economic vitality of such projects is not always 

sustainable (Wang et al, 2014; Biswas, 2012). Amid such uncertainty and ambiguity on the vitality of 

HEPs, the position of HEPs in development discourse remains controversial (Alhassan, 2008; Flint, 

2004). The study concludes that HEPs threaten sustainable development and have consequences on 

sustainable development that policy and decision makers must consider before embarking on such 

projects.  

 

Despite threats to sustainable development, it is impossible to undermine the economic growth HEPs 

stimulate as well as the difficulty in completely doing away with power projects considering the limited 

and high cost of available alternatives. Countries will therefore continue to pursue HEPs as they drive 

for economic growth. The important issue then, is to focus on managing the weaknesses and 

consequences that come with HEPs in the short run. If sustainable development is to be achieved, the 

role of energy for domestic and industrial purposes cannot be discounted. However, more sustainable 

ways must be explored in this regard. Effective planning and implementation of hydroelectric projects 

using participatory approaches (Richter, et al., 2010) could help minimize their long-term negative 

impacts on livelihoods of affected communities. Ensuring proper assessment of environmental impacts 
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and show of strong political will to protect human life and nature could also help minimize the 

environmental implications of such projects. The use of more environmental-friendly energy sources 

must also be pursued in future if sustainable development is to be achieved.  
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